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III

Colonel Alistair Conall Hamish Lethbridge-
Stewart was so many different things to so
many different people. After sixty-five years

of life, he was now a husband, a father, a grandfather,
an uncle, a brother and still, above all those things,
the son the Honourable Hamish Lethbridge-Stewart.
He remembered where he was when he learned of his
father’s death, and he remembered the impact it had
on his life. But that was nothing to how he felt now,
holding in his hands the kind of telegram a father
dreaded receiving.

We regret to inform you that your son, Wing Commander
Gordon Lethbridge-Stewart has been confirmed as MIA. Due
to the sensitive nature of his mission, we are…

He folded the paper and looked out over the family
estate in Appin, Scotland. Passed on to him twenty
years ago. Too late for his sons to enjoy it; by that
time they were both grown men, starting families of
their own. But his wife, Lillian, enjoyed living on the
estate, hosting parties, becoming something of a
socialite while he continued to work for British
Intelligence, supervising some of the more precarious
Special Operations Executive missions, liasing with
the Russians… But now the war was over, and it was
time for him to retire, maybe offer his services for
consultation occasionally, but mostly it was time to
enjoy a life of retirement with his family.

He had hoped to have his children, and their
children, over for Christmas.

He lowered his head and closed his eyes, and saw
an image of fifteen-year-old Gordon, so keen to join
up during the Great War. Well, he certainly got his
chance when the Second World War broke out…
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Alistair opened his eyes, heard the footsteps
closing in behind him.

‘What is it, Con?’ Lillian asked, using her pet name
for him. The one only she used.

What could he say? She had married a man who
came from a military family, knew her sons would
undoubtedly follow their father’s footsteps. But what
parent was ever prepared for news of a child’s death…?

All he could do was hand her the telegram and
hold her in his arms when the shock hit her.

A few days later and they were arriving in the small
village of Bledoe in Cornwall. After confirming
Gordon’s official status, it was agreed that the family
would come together for a small memorial service.
Alistair hadn’t visited Bledoe in a few years, so it was
with a strange feeling of melancholy that he smiled as
the sun shone down on the village while the taxi drove
him and Lillian up to Redrose Cottage where
Gordon’s wife, Mary, would be waiting for them.

By time the taxi pulled up, a few people were
standing outside the cottage. Men holding a glass of
whisky in one hand, a cigar in the other. Alistair
imagined the women inside the cottage, huddled in
little groups gossiping, talking about how warn out
Mary looked, casting looks of sympathy but little else.
While in the garden children would be playing, largely
unaffected by the ostensibly sad occasion.

His assumption proved to be true. Mary was in the
kitchen, talking to a friend, a woman who introduced
herself as Eileen Phillips. Pleasantries were
exchanged, hugs shared, and Lillian took it upon
herself to put the kettle on the stove. While the
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women chatted, Alistair watched them from the
doorway. Mary didn’t really join in, offering the
occasional nod or smile. She had never quite been
herself since James’ death six years ago, and now to
learn that her husband was confirmed Missing in
Action, presumed dead…

‘There’s always a chance, though, isn’t there?’
Lillian had asked, once the shock of the telegram had
settled a bit.

Alistair had wanted to tell his wife yes, but he knew
that such a telegram wouldn’t have been sent out had
unless Gordon’s fate was certain. Of course, there
was always a chance, but it was a very slight one, and
Alistair didn’t want to fill his wife with any false hope.
No doubt Mary had gone through similar emotions,
and he hoped that her friends, who no doubt had
service men in their families, had been able to keep
her expectations grounded too.

Leaving the women to it, he excused himself and
passed through the cottage into the large garden at
the rear. There he found the lad he wanted to speak
to; his grandson and namesake, Alistair Jnr. For a
moment Alistair watched the young man, sixteen
years old now and showing the first traces of facial
hair, who was talking to his cousin, Violet. He could
see a lot of the family in Alistair Jnr, traces of Gordon,
of Matthew, and a strong trace of both Archie and
their own father, Hamish. Even elements of Alistair’s
grandfather, Conall. Generations of Lethbridge-
Stewarts culminating in one man.

A young man who, despite the best encouragement
of his father and grandfather, had absolutely no
interest in joining the military. Unfortunately Matthew
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had only borne girls, so there was little chance of the
family traditions carrying on there, and so it was up
to Archie’s lineage to continue the line.

Alistair moved forward to interrupt the cousins,
but a call from behind made him stop. Before he
turned to see what Mary wanted, he noticed Alistair
Jnr look up from his conversation. He spotted his
grandfather, and a smile passed between them. Stiff
upper lip, young man, Alistair thought, and nodded
slightly at his namesake. Alistair Jnr nodded briefly in
response, and returned to his conversation with
Violet.

‘Mary, my dear, what can I do for you?’
Mary stopped before him, her face drawn, the

sadness palpable. For a moment Alistair wasn’t sure
what to do. If it was his wife he’d respond instantly,
but to show such a public outpouring of affection
towards his daughter-in-law simply wouldn’t do. So,
instead, he offered her what he hoped was a
supportive smile.

‘Nothing, thank you. I’ll be fine. But,’ she said and
handed something to him, ‘I was instructed by the
family solicitor to give this to you. Gordon left it for
you.’

Alistair looked down at the envelope. His name
was written in Gordon’s familiar cursive. His son
always had good writing. They’d always joked that
Gordon would never turn to a desk job; his
handwriting was far too neat.

‘Hmm, do you know what it is?’ Alistair asked.
‘A letter, I believe. The solicitor had it since shortly

after…’ Mary looked down and let out a sigh. It stung
Alistair to hear; such pain and grief. She looked back
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up, tears stinging her eyes. ‘Excuse me,’ she said, and
walked away back to the support of her friends.

Alistair looked back at his namesake, then down
at the envelope. It was obviously important. Alistair
Jnr could wait a while.

He took a stroll to the nearest field and found a bench.
There he opened the envelope and the first thing he
noticed was the date. April 2nd, 1938. Shortly after
James’ funeral, as Mary was no doubt going to say.

Alistair took a deep breath and read.

Father,
As you can no doubt tell by the date, we buried James only

a few days ago. I was allowed a few days of leave, and only
yesterday we said goodbye once more. I’m sitting here late at
night. Mary is in bed, crying. I wonder if the grief is too much
for her. I wish I could stay and support her, but my squadron
needs me. Luckily Mary has some good friends here, and after
twenty years they know how to comfort her. Probably more than
I do, if I’m honest.

Burying my son. It reminds me why we serve, and that our
lives are at risk every day. Not only ours, but our children’s
too.

I’m sure you can feel it. There is a war looming. I can’t say
when, but soon. The signs are clear. And so, I’m writing this
in case I don’t return. Hopefully I will, and I will live to see
my son grow into a man, but if I don’t…

I know, Father.
This is why I’m writing. Secrets are kept for all kinds of

reasons, and I don’t blame you or Archie, but I want you both
to know that I died knowing the truth.
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Alistair looked up from the letter, his eyes steel. It
was bound to come. For thirty years Alistair had been
expecting it, and often wondered what he’d do the
day Gordon confronted him about the family secret.
The one that neither he, nor Lillian and Archie ever
mentioned. They didn’t need to. From the moment
Gordon entered his teens the evidence was there in
front of them all.

The evidence of betrayal.

I’ve always been close to Archie, and as you’ve no doubt
noticed, I have made certain my sons developed a strong
relationship with their “great uncle” too. I’m not even sure I
need to explain why now, as the previous passage says it all.
But perhaps it’s best to get this down once and for all.

I never knew. Always believed you were my father, but it
was when I was about seventeen that I noticed. I remember
looking at pictures of you and Archie as teenagers, and it hit
me. Although of course I saw myself in you, after all Lethbridge-
Stewarts have a strong lineage, I saw myself more in Archie.
Especially in that picture. In fact, it could easily have been me
standing there next to you.

I confronted Archie about this a few years ago, after sharing
a number of ales. At first he tried to deny it, but eventually the
secret was too much for him. He told me about that fateful night
in 1902. You were away for a few weeks, and mother was
feeling lonely. Archie sought to comfort her, and a bad error of
judgement followed. Nine months later I was born. I can see it
now. You and mother elated to have a new son, a younger
brother for Matthew.

I daresay none of you even knew, at least not the way Archie
told it. At least not at first. But as I grew… Well, the evidence
was there in front of you all.
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Alistair smiled slightly at the turn of phrase.
Regardless, Gordon was so much like him.

Do you know, although at the time he only had one son,
and never spoke of it to you, he told me that while serving in
Ypres in 1914 he told his men he had two sons? Despite never
being able to admit to the family, in his heart he just knew,
knew before you did.

I have never told anybody. Not Mary, not my sons. So,
should I not return the secret remains yours, mother’s and
Archie’s. If you wish to tell my son the truth, tell Matthew the
truth… Well, that is up to you. I’m not sure what difference
it will make all these years later. But, then again, it may make
all the difference in the world. That’s for you to judge. Either
way, I know my son, I know the man he’s becoming. He can
handle the truth.

One last thing. Although biologically Archie is actually my
father, I want you to know that I will always consider you my
real father. You raised me, you taught me everything I know,
everything that truly mattered. Archie, of course, supplemented
and supported whatever you taught me, but when the sun goes
down it was always you I looked to.

I hope I survive this coming war, because then you will never
need to read this, and the secret can remain as it is. But if you’re
reading this, then evidently I did not survive.

It remains a secret. But one thing does not; are my
father.

Alistair folded the paper and looked up. And for
another half hour he just sat there, looking out over
the field, not moving an inch.
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He made it back to Redrose Cottage just in time to
see Archie’s car pull up. For a moment, Alistair stood
there, watching his brother and sister-in-law pull
themselves out of the car. They spotted him and
waved.

The look on Alistair’s face must have been telling,
for Archie ushered his wife into the cottage, saying
they’d join her shortly.

‘Alistair, old man, good to see you.’
The brothers shook hands, but still Alistair said

nothing.
‘What is it? You looked perturbed,’ Archie said.
‘Yes.’ Alistair handed the note to Archie. ‘Read

this, and when you’re finished, I think you’ll agree it’s
about time we talked.’

Alistair left Archie looking confusedly at the
envelope and entered the cottage. Before he and his
brother decided what to do, Alistair wanted to chat
to his grandson – his namesake, a young man who
wasn’t really his grandson at all.

Perhaps it was time to just accept that.
Perhaps.
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