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‘…it is curious that in the history of espionage and counter-espionage a very high percentage of the greatest coups have been brought off by women.’

MAXWELL KNIGHT (‘M’)







Ontario, Summer 1984

She guessed what the envelope contained from the London postmark, but it was a while before she mustered the courage to fetch a knife from the kitchen drawer and slit it open. With trembling fingers she eased out the newspaper cutting, then sitting down at the table, unfolded and smoothed it out.

The headline struck her at once, taking her breath away. And that awful old photograph. She narrowed her eyes at the text underneath and fumbled for her spectacles. Her sight cleared and the small print came into focus. The words, hateful, sensational, burned into her. She read on, her finger tracing the lines, her lips moving silently. Her eyes prickled, her heartbeat stumbled. That wasn’t what she’d told the journalist, how could he have thought… Her hand flew to her mouth but her eyes remained glued to the dense lines of print. How could he?

When he’d telephoned out of the blue, that soft voice… it had soothed her, coaxed her to say more than she’d intended. It had all poured out of her, the rancour of years. ‘Don’t print that,’ she’d stopped to tell him at least once. ‘It is simply what I felt at the time. Half a century ago. My life is different now…’

He’d reassured her, told her not to worry, she could trust him. Why had she believed him? She knew about journalists, but he’d caught her at a weak moment.

An English Sunday tabloid. Anyone might have read it. One of them, perhaps. How stupid of her. They’d know where she was now. Suppose they… No!

She let the paper slip from her grasp and sat staring into the distance, allowing the memories to flood in…
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Summer 1928

It all began at a garden party in a leafy provincial suburb.

‘Don’t dawdle, dear,’ called Mrs Gray, hurrying ahead along the front path.

Minnie sighed as she shut the wooden gate then followed her mother round the side of the white-painted mansion with reluctant footsteps. They passed beneath an arch of tumbling pink roses and out onto a sunny terrace overlooking a rolling expanse of lawn dotted with people and stalls selling home-made jam and baked goods.

From here she surveyed the busy gathering with dismay. There were a few people she recognized, but they were mostly her mother’s friends, middle-aged women in frumpy hats and floral frocks, some with their husbands in tow. At twenty-one, it seemed that Minnie was the youngest person here. How she wished she’d never come.

‘Look, there’s Sarah Bowden. Come on, Minnie!’ Mrs Gray, bright-eyed and purposeful, propelled her daughter across the grass to where a willowy lady in navy was queuing by a snowy canopy where teas were being served.

‘Betty darling,’ Sarah Bowden cried in welcome, carmine lips curving in her foxy face. ‘And Minnie. So sweet of you to keep your mother company. I’m here on my own. Ernest had a bowls match, wretched man.’

‘I’m not being sweet, Mrs Bowden, there was nothing else to do.’ Minnie had never warmed to beady-eyed Mrs Bowden. ‘Tennis was called off and Mother wouldn’t leave me moping at home, would you, Mother?’

‘Really, Minnie,’ her mother muttered. ‘Do you have to be so honest? I’m sorry, Sarah, sometimes I don’t know what to do with her.’

‘Poor dear Minnie,’ Mrs Bowden murmured, patting Minnie’s arm. ‘It won’t be much fun for her here.’ She glanced around and her voice dropped. ‘Honestly, Betty, look at the men. The ones that aren’t old and married are hardly a young girl’s dream.’

Mrs Gray scanned the crowd with a predator’s eye. ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ she said briskly, ‘there are one or two nice younger ones. Don’t slouch, Minnie. It’s not attractive.’

They took their turn at the rows of white crockery and there was a pause while they collected cups of tea and finger sandwiches. Minnie slid a slab of warm marble cake onto her saucer then licked her fingers, causing her mother to frown.

Mrs Bowden narrowed her eyes and whispered above the rattle of cups, ‘Did you hear that Mr Chamberlain himself is expected?’

Mrs Gray’s expression clouded. ‘His wife didn’t mention it when I saw her at last week’s committee meeting.’

‘Didn’t she?’ Mrs Bowden said happily. ‘There are rumours, you know, that he’s to switch to our constituency in the next election to be sure of a good majority.’

‘I know about that. Minnie, I’ve told you how important Mr Chamberlain is becoming in the House of Commons. It would be something for you to meet him.’

‘If you say so,’ Minnie murmured, long bored by the subject of the Chamberlains, though secretly she supposed that encountering Neville Chamberlain would be special. Not only was he one of Birmingham’s MPs, but he was the son of the renowned Victorian statesman Sir Joseph Chamberlain. Now what was wrong? Her mother was inspecting her in a critical manner. My hair, probably. Minnie touched a hand to her new blonde crop and worried whether the style suited her.

The sun blazed down. They moved into the shade of a great copper beech, where the older women bought pots of honey from a stall and began to discuss the perennial problem of fundraising. Minnie bit into the sweet, buttery cake and looked up at the house that loomed over them. Their host was the Conservative and Unionist Party agent, Mr Robert Edwards, and his residence was an impressive pile. Freshly painted white shutters gleamed in the sunlight and its six chimneys stood proud against a sky of depthless blue.

A curtain twitched at an upstairs window, drawing her eye. A wizened old man in a dressing gown stood at the open casement, looking down on proceedings. The shrewdness of his gaze gave Minnie an odd feeling. As though we’re all ants in a nest or monkeys in a zoo. She glanced about at the other guests. Only she had noticed him and this gave her a feeling of delicious secret pleasure.

This time when she looked up the old man returned her gaze, but his stern expression did not alter. Instead he turned back to the room. He must be an elderly relative of the Edwards’. The mansion was large enough to accommodate several generations. Certainly it was of a size far beyond the aspirations of Minnie’s family, though she felt ashamed for making the comparison.

The Grays’ own house a few streets away was modest, poky, if she were to be unkind, but her mother was a widow and everyone said how splendidly she’d managed, bringing up five children on a patchwork of income. To which for the last few years Minnie had contributed a portion of her wages from her typing job at the Automobile Association. ‘A respectable position,’ Mrs Gray told anyone who asked. ‘And will do for Minnie until the right man comes along.’ Lately she said this with a sigh because her eldest child was awkward with men and showed no sign of flying the nest. And Minnie, despite loving her mother dearly, had begun to feel stuck. Life should be opening out. Instead nothing seemed to change. Her work offered no path of progress and she couldn’t afford to leave home even if she wanted. Also, the two youngest Grays were still at school and her mother needed Minnie’s wages.

The distant whack of wood on wood broke into her thoughts, followed by a shout of female laughter. Minnie peered down the garden and noticed with interest that an area at the far end had been set up for games and a croquet match was in progress.

‘Back in a minute.’ She left her half-drunk tea on a table and hurried off, reaching the croquet in time to see a cheerful young man with a cigarette hanging from his lips measuring up for a shot. When his ball hit the hoop and skittered away he gave a cry of mock frustration.

‘Bad luck,’ she called out on impulse, but when he glanced up to see who’d spoken, she looked away in embarrassment.

‘Minnie Gray, isn’t it?’ A woman’s graceful drawl. Minnie turned to meet a familiar gaze. Narrowed hazel eyes in a forthright oval face, powder not quite disguising faint lines around thin, crimson-painted lips. For a second Minnie couldn’t place her, then the mannish way the woman drew on her cigarette gave it away.

‘Miss Pyle! Sorry… I hadn’t expected to see you.’

Minnie had occasionally noticed Dolly Pyle at the AA Club and liked her. She must be in her early thirties, her lean figure always elegantly dressed in a tailored suit to which today she’d added a neat round hat. She sported an air of calm confidence, but kindness, too. A couple of weeks ago she’d helped pick up some leaflets that in her hurry Minnie had dropped on the floor of the Members Lounge while restocking a rack. ‘You look put upon, dear,’ the sympathetic Miss Pyle whispered. ‘Are they giving you a hard time?’ Minnie had explained how everything was in confusion because of staff illness. Afterwards, she worried that she shouldn’t have said this to Miss Pyle, who was a club member after all, but today the woman appeared friendlier than ever.

‘Do call me Dolly. Why am I not in the least surprised to see you here?’ Miss Pyle’s eyes twinkled with humour.

‘I don’t know. It’s my mother who’s the party member. I just trailed along to keep her happy.’

‘What I meant was, well… I’d hardly see you as a rabid socialist any more than I am.’

‘Certainly not. I’ll put my cross in the Conservative and Unionist box when the time comes, but I’m not a rabid anything. If you want the truth, squabbling over politics bores me rigid.’

‘And most of the people here, I’ll bet my eye.’ Dolly sighed, looking round. ‘Still, one has to have a social life of some sort. I work in London most of the week, and come up at weekends to look in on my parents. A friend invited me today, but she’s off somewhere selling raffle tickets.’

‘Everyone here’s a bit old and dull for me, to be honest. Not you, of course…’ Minnie added hastily.

‘Oh, I’m over the hill, Minnie.’ Dolly smiled. ‘On the shelf, too, but I don’t mind.’ She threw her cigarette butt onto the grass and stepped on it. ‘I enjoy my freedom too much to give it up for any man. I hope you’re not worrying about that yet.’

‘Not much luck in that department.’ Minnie sighed. ‘Mother’s always on about me settling down, but despite that rot I complained about the other day I like working. If I married then my husband would expect me to stay at home. I say, I do envy you living in London. What kind of work do you do?’

There came shouts of surprise from the croquet players. The game had ended, it seemed. When she looked again at her companion, Dolly was regarding Minnie thoughtfully. Then she leaned towards Minnie and spoke in a low voice. ‘I’m afraid that I’m not allowed to tell you about my job. Except that it’s something for the government.’

‘That sounds mysterious.’

‘It is,’ Dolly murmured. ‘I can’t breathe a word to a soul.’

‘I promise I won’t say anything to anybody,’ Minnie whispered back, thinking Dolly was joking, but the woman’s expression was perfectly serious. ‘Oh, you… how marvellous. I’d love to do something exciting or useful. I’d train as a nurse if I didn’t hate the sight of blood.’

‘It’s not always exciting what I do, but it is useful and important.’ Dolly’s gaze moved past Minnie. ‘Oh, good heavens. I haven’t played that for years. What fun.’

Minnie followed Dolly’s gaze to see that the man who’d muffed his croquet shot was now lifting spiked metal numerals out of a long wooden box. They watched as he proceeded to position them purposefully on the lawn in the shape of a giant clock face, pressing each into the turf with his heel. Finally he worked a hole for a small pot in the circle’s centre and attached a tin flag to it before returning to fetch several clubs and balls from the box.

‘Anyone care for clock golf?’ he cried to the generality.

‘Shall we?’ Dolly said to Minnie, her eyes dancing.

‘I’m up for it!’ Clock golf was sedate, but Minnie could never resist a game of any sort.

‘Excellent. Two over here,’ Dolly called. They went to claim their clubs from the man, who introduced himself as Raymond Mills. The three of them were joined by a plump middle-aged gentleman with spectacles, whose name Minnie missed.

The golf was more amusing than she expected. Both men were only average shots, but good-humoured about it and there was much hilarity. Dolly was competent, potting her ball in two or three shots each time as she worked her way round the numbers. Minnie did better. Even party games like this brought out her competitive nature, a fact that often got her into trouble with her brothers and sisters at home.

‘You girls care about the game too much,’ Raymond announced after Minnie scored a hole in one. ‘You’re supposed to flutter your eyelashes and let us chaps win.’

‘Why on earth would we do that?’ Minnie retorted. ‘You don’t deserve to win.’

‘Dear me, you’re as bossy as my elder sister,’ he said mildly. He knocked his ball wide and groaned.

‘I’m not bossy, just honest,’ Minnie replied, worried that she’d been rude. To her relief she caught a twinkle in his eye so she gave him an uncertain smile. He was nice really, with his boyish face and easy-going attitude. She was amused by the way he wore his hat pushed back so that a lock of hair flopped out in front.

Dolly, she realized, was still studying her, a thoughtful expression on her face. You’ve done something wrong again, she told herself. She was always getting into trouble with her mother for saying what was on her mind. In public she tried to be careful, aware that she might upset people. Men don’t like strident women, Mrs Gray often said. Men were hard work, Minnie had long ago decided. But then Dolly sent her an amused smile, allaying her fears.

‘You next, Dolly.’

They continued the game. While Raymond strode off, whistling and swinging his club, to fetch his ball from a flowerbed, Minnie prepared for a tricky shot. Again, she sensed Dolly’s eye on her and it made her want to do her best. She gave her ball a sharp tap and it rose, hit the flag and dropped into the pot where, oh, the suspense, it wobbled round before coming to rest.

‘Phew.’

‘Top hole, Minnie,’ Dolly cried. ‘Excuse the pun.’

Pleasure flooded her. ‘Thank you. Sometimes you have to creep up on the ball when it’s not looking.’

‘Ha, very sinister.’ They watched the plump man take his time squaring up for his shot.

‘Come on, sir,’ Raymond said lightly.

‘All right, all right. The sun’s in the wrong place.’

Dolly laid a hand on Minnie’s sleeve. ‘Can I ask you something?’ she said quietly.

Minnie looked back enquiringly.

‘Would you have coffee with me next Saturday? It would be nice to have a proper talk.’

‘Yes, of course.’

‘Not at the Club, I think. Do you know the Palace tea room in the park?’

Minnie knew it very well. She felt flattered to be asked, but couldn’t think why Dolly was interested in her.



During the winter months the Palace tea room was a welcome place to retreat inside after a chilly walk in the park, but in the summer its doors were thrown open, metal tables and chairs lay scattered across its concourse and families queued at a hatch for ice cream.

When Minnie arrived she spied Dolly Pyle’s lean figure already seated at a far-flung table, dappled in sunlight. Dolly was looking out across the tree-lined park, smoking a cigarette in a holder, apparently lost in thought.

‘I hope I’m not late,’ Minnie said, sitting down beside her.

‘Not at all.’ Dolly smiled. ‘Isn’t it a marvellous day?’ She signalled to a passing waiter and while they waited for coffee they reminisced about the garden party.

Minnie confessed how embarrassed she had been that her mother had met Raymond later in the afternoon and had promptly invited him for tea. ‘He’s coming tomorrow. I wish she wouldn’t interfere. It’s so obvious.’

Dolly laughed. ‘My mother used to do the same, but she gave up on me long ago.’

The waiter brought their coffee and Minnie, watching Dolly stir sugar into hers, wondered not for the first time whether this meeting was simply an act of friendliness on Dolly’s part. Minnie liked and admired her companion very much, but Dolly was older and wore such an air of mystery and experience that Minnie felt in awe of her.

Finally, Dolly said casually, ‘How has work been this week? Better, I hope.’

‘Much. I must apologize. That day you helped me… well, I’d be embarrassed if you thought I was some awful complaining sort.’

‘Of course I didn’t think that. You were obviously having a hard time, but you remained very professional.’

‘Was I? I try to be. Work is usually something I enjoy. It’s simply—’

‘We all have bad days, but – correct me if I’m wrong – your job doesn’t stretch you enough, I think.’

‘Honestly, it’s fine most of the time, and they treat me very well at the Club, but it’s as I told you at the garden party. I’d love to do something really useful and important. I don’t know exactly what it is that you do, but working for one of the government ministries sounds interesting.’

‘It is, yes, but then mine is an unusual job.’

‘You’re very lucky, I think.’

Dolly fitted a fresh cigarette into her holder and touched it with a silver lighter that she took from her handbag. She blew out smoke and stared out across the grass. Finally, she appeared to come to a decision and looking directly at Minnie, said, ‘This may sound odd, but it’s something I’ve been thinking about. Would you be interested in working for the government?’

This was such an unexpected turn of affairs that Minnie gave a little laugh.

‘I’m not being funny, Minnie. No promises, but I could pass on your name, if you liked.’ She flicked ash from her cigarette with a stylish movement.

Minnie froze. And now everything fell into place. The Secret Service. That’s who Dolly must work for and why she couldn’t speak about it. How thrilling! She thought of her own job, typing endless letters asking members to renew their subscriptions, the boredom of filing, stacking leaflets, answering the telephone to complaints. She had spoken the truth about liking to work, but the Automobile Association wouldn’t do for ever.

Now it was as though a window opened in her mind and light and fresh air rushed in. The Secret Service. What would it be like? Shadowing and spying. Noticing things that others didn’t. Like the pictures, perhaps. Excitement rushed through her. Minnie sat straighter and looked Dolly in the eye. ‘I’m not sure what to say. Yes, I think.’ Immediately the old self-doubt set in. ‘Do you really mean it?’

‘Of course.’ Dolly looked back at her steadily then reached and touched her hand. ‘You’d be marvellous, I can tell. I’ve been watching you for a while. There’s something about you they’d like, Minnie Gray.’

Minnie stared at her in astonishment. Dolly Pyle had been watching her! Why? And who in heaven’s name were ‘they’?
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1931

For a long time nothing at all happened.

After a few weeks living in a state of high anticipation, then several more feeling let down, Minnie concluded that the opportunity had gone away. If indeed it had ever existed in the first place. All Dolly told her that sunny morning at the tea room was that she’d pass on Minnie’s details to her employers. Minnie was fairly certain that Dolly had kept her word – she trusted Dolly – but she also imagined that the older woman had no control over the outcome. Maybe whoever did had not liked the cut of Minnie’s jib. Since Minnie approached life half expecting this reaction, she didn’t question the idea.

The women remained on friendly terms, but neither spoke about the matter again. A year passed, then two, and Dolly visited the Club less frequently. Minnie almost – but not quite – forgot about that moment when life had suddenly promised freedom and adventure.



On a gloomy Monday evening in November 1931, a letter was waiting for Minnie when she returned from work. She settled at the kitchen table with a cup of tea and slit open the official-looking envelope with a sense of disquiet, rustling open the sheet of paper inside. A government crest was printed at the top, but she squinted in vain at the scrawled signature under the typed message. The letter itself was brief, inviting her to ring Kensington 8128 to arrange an appointment. It was to do with a ‘vacancy’ in which she had apparently expressed an interest. ‘You are requested to keep this matter private,’ was the final sentence. Minnie glanced again at the printed crest and the memory of that summer afternoon flooded back. Would you be interested in working for the government? A gasp and her hand flew to her mouth.

‘What’s that you’ve got, dear?’ Her mother was standing at the stove in her apron, stirring a pan redolent with the savoury smell of yesterday’s roast lamb.

‘It’s to do with Dolly Pyle from the Club.’ Minnie hastily folded the letter away into her handbag. ‘I told you about Dolly. She works in London. From time to time her firm needs another typist and I gave her my address once, ages ago. Perhaps I’ll ring them up.’

‘Minnie, you don’t want to move to London, do you?’ Her mother looked anxious and Minnie felt the usual mixture of tenderness, guilt and exasperation that marked their relationship. Boots, their fractious tabby cat, chose this moment to leap up onto her lap.

‘I might do,’ she said cautiously, waiting for the cat to turn round and settle. ‘Not much for me in Edgbaston, is there, Boots?’ The cat crouched into a tea cosy shape and began to purr.

‘Of course there is.’ Her mother clanged a lid onto the bubbling stew and sighed. ‘If you’d only try a little harder.’

‘If this is about Raymond again, Mother, then please don’t.’

‘I still don’t understand why you were so discouraging of him. I thought he was very patient with you.’

Minnie pressed her cheek into the cat’s throbbing warmth. Her relationship with Raymond was the other result of the garden party. It had been her mother’s fault, asking him to tea like that and then he’d invited Minnie to make up a four for tennis. For a couple of years they’d met most weeks, sometimes as part of a group to go dancing or to watch motor racing, an enthusiasm of his, sometimes just the pair of them for the pictures. She’d come to love him but in a gentle way. For a long while they were simply friends before things developed. Then she readily succumbed to his kisses, and he kissed delightfully, but all the time the idea went through Minnie’s mind that life had something more in store for her and that somewhere there must be someone who’d make her blood race, who’d scoop her up and carry her away, like Errol Flynn in a movie, and she’d be too overcome with desire to resist. Raymond was old-fashioned on that front and she, too, held back, not feeling ready to commit herself to the kind of life marriage with him offered; settling down, leaving her job, having children, endless housework.

In the end she’d had to be honest. She was very fond of him, she told him with a lump in her throat one Sunday when he arrived to see her with a bunch of expensive flowers and a diamond ring in a velvet-covered box. ‘I’m sorry, Raymond, I don’t feel ready to get engaged.’

‘I can wait, Minnie, if time is what you need.’

‘It’s not fair on you,’ she wailed. ‘I don’t know if I’ll ever be ready.’

‘I see,’ he said brokenly, putting away the little box.

It was with a mixture of relief and regret that she closed the door on his departing figure. She’d always believed that she would be married by twenty-five and Raymond had been her last hope of that.

Although this had happened months ago, Mrs Gray was still upset.

‘You’re such a lovely girl when you try.’

‘You’re my darling mother. You would say that.’

‘There are some pretty dresses in my catalogue this month.’

‘Try them on my sisters, then. You know pretty doesn’t suit me.’

Minnie was not happy with the looks God had given her. In her opinion her nose looked like a lump of putty, which no amount of powder could disguise, and she felt dreadfully self-conscious about her hourglass figure. Workmen called after her in the street sometimes, beastly words that made her feel ashamed, but which, perversely, encouraged her to emphasise the curves they clearly admired. Good corsetry helped. As for her peroxided hair, it was a boost to her confidence to see Hell’s Angels at the cinema. ‘I love Jean Harlow,’ she told her mother. The feature that pleased her most was her mouth. Raymond had once said she had It Girl lips, so she took special care shaping them when she applied lipstick. She always wore plenty of make-up.

That evening, in the privacy of her bedroom, Minnie read the letter once more and tried to remember what Dolly Pyle had said when she’d quizzed her during that long-ago meeting in the Palace tea room. Something about believing that she’d be good at the kind of work she’d be asked to do. She’d said that Minnie appeared honest, steady and loyal, but also very individual. Minnie privately agreed about the first three, but puzzled over individual. She hoped that it was a compliment rather than a euphemism for odd or maverick. She pondered this again. Sometimes, admittedly, she felt she didn’t fit in. She hadn’t any close friends. If her mother was cross she would say that Minnie was being difficult, but Minnie didn’t mean to be, it was simply the way she’d been made. She sighed. Well, if the Secret Service didn’t mind individual then it wouldn’t hurt to find out more.

She made the call from a public phone box the following lunchtime and was put through to a snooty-sounding girl who gave her a time and a place for an interview. A café on Euston station to meet a Captain King and she wasn’t to tell anyone, not even her mother. It all sounded very hole-in-corner, she thought, as she returned to the Automobile Association to eat her lunch. Had she done the right thing?
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Minnie had visited London on a number of occasions in her life, but never on her own before and she let her mother assume that it was a proper interview in a London office. Worried about being late, she caught a train that arrived at Euston in good time then paced the sooty, windswept concourse for ten minutes before nervously approaching the restaurant.

When she entered, a warm, smoky fug enveloped her. The place felt cosy, with its cheerful murmur of voices and homely clink of crockery. She glanced about. There were several smartly dressed men sitting alone at white-clothed tables. Which, if any, was Captain King? Then a genial-looking, clean-shaven man at a table in a corner looked up from his paper and met her eye. She walked hesitantly towards him and he rose to greet her.

‘Miss Gray,’ he said with a friendly, confident air. His handshake was firm and warm and she took to him right away. He was tall with a rangy, athletic frame and though with his irregular features he couldn’t be called handsome, there was an ease about him that she found very beguiling.

‘What a relief,’ Minnie said, smiling uncertainly. ‘I was concerned about how to find you.’

‘You gave my secretary an excellent description of yourself.’ His brown eyes gleamed with good-humour. He whisked her coat onto a hook on the wall while she sat down opposite him at the table.

‘I trust you had a comfortable journey?’ he asked and she nodded. ‘Good, now what can I get you to drink?’

The waitress hurried over at his summons and Minnie observed the charm with which he ordered steak and kidney pie and a pot of tea for them both and made the girl laugh. It should feel odd sitting here with a complete stranger, but the warmth with which he thanked Minnie for coming and the sincerity of his apology for not being in touch earlier reassured her. He was a good few years her senior, she thought, but still in his thirties probably, though the unlit pipe he held and his affable demeanour put her in mind of her mother’s older brother, her favourite uncle. He wore his dark hair combed back in the same way as Uncle Simon, too. She wondered if he was married.

The tea arrived and she poured it, then sipped hers as he took a small notebook from his pocket and smoothed it open. Gently, he began to question her.

‘Now, Miss Gray, do you still work at the Automobile Association?’

‘Yes, I’ve been there five years.’ Minnie explained that though she wasn’t unhappy there exactly, the job had its frustrations and she was looking for a change. Something more demanding.

‘That’s admirable. Tell me about your duties there.’

‘The usual secretarial tasks, really.’ She described her responsibilities, trying to convey how typing, administration and dealing with telephone enquiries required her to be fast, accurate and efficient. All the while he listened closely, his eyes on her face.

‘Excellent,’ he said when she’d finished, and he made a note in his book. ‘And what do you like to do when you’re not working?’

She told him about playing hockey and tennis. ‘I read a lot, nothing heavy, novels from the library mostly. Mother’s involved with the Edgbaston Conservatives and sometimes I help her by typing newsletters or delivering leaflets.’

The Captain looked up from his notes. ‘Edgbaston. That’s Mr Chamberlain’s constituency now, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, he moved to us as it’s a safer seat, so everything’s much busier these days. We have more members. There’s a great deal of paperwork.’

‘And what do you think of your Honourable Member?’ He was looking at her shrewdly and Minnie sensed that her answer to this question was important, though she couldn’t think why.

‘I’ve only met him once or twice. I’m sure he doesn’t even remember my name. Everybody speaks highly of him, don’t they? He’s not at all grand, even though Mother says he’s becoming important in the Party.’

‘Your mother sounds very astute.’

‘She’s friendly with his wife, so she hears the latest news.’

‘Ah.’ Captain King wrote another note and underscored it. ‘It’s delightful that you help your mother in her political endeavours. You share her views, do you?’

‘I vote Conservative and Unionist, if that’s what you mean.’ Minnie shrugged. ‘It seems a natural thing for me to do.’

Just then the waitress brought their food and there was a brief pause before he continued.

‘Tell me about your family, Miss Gray,’ he said between mouthfuls. ’Would you say that you’re close?’

‘Yes, I suppose we’ve had to be.’ His sympathetic eyes encouraged her. ‘You see, my father was killed in action in Flanders. Mother was left with four of us and my youngest brother on the way and there wasn’t ever much money.’

His brow furrowed. ‘That must indeed have been very difficult. Where do you come in the family, Miss Gray?’

‘I’m the eldest. Though I wasn’t always…’ She found she couldn’t continue.

A brief moment while she recovered, then the Captain moved on smoothly. ‘And the others, do they all still live at home?’

‘No, only the youngest, Doug, he’s still at school. One of my sisters, Marjorie, got married recently and the other has taken lodgings in the city to be near work. That’s Joan. My other brother Richard’s a policeman, or rather he’s training to be one.’

‘I see. That makes the five of you. You started to say something just now… when I asked about your place in the family.’

‘Did I?’ she said. How thorough he was. She put down her knife and fork, knitted her hands in her lap and took a breath. ‘I had an older brother once but he died when I was little.’ Eddie, bare legs dashing ahead of her through the grass, the breeze ruffling his chestnut-brown hair. She tried sometimes to remember his voice, his laugh, but it always eluded her.

She looked up to see the Captain studying her and collected herself.

‘It still hurts, doesn’t it?’ he said quietly and she saw with a sudden sense of connection that he knew about that pain. ‘And your father. Do you remember him well?’

‘Yes, I was eleven when he died.’ Minnie couldn’t help bitterness invading her voice. The Captain waited for her to go on. ‘He was difficult to forget, a strong character.’ She described how he had worked for the Daily Mail in Manchester, where they’d lived, as their Northern night editor, how the family only saw him at odd times of day and then not at all for long periods after he went away to war.

‘Tell me more about him, Miss Gray. What exactly do you recall?’ His eyes were searching, though still kind, and his voice had a soothing quality so that she found herself saying more than she intended.

‘He was often tired, irritable, to be honest. His work was hard, that was Mother’s excuse. We were expected to be silent if he was sleeping during the day and it’s not easy for young children to be quiet, is it?’ Minnie hesitated, feeling guilty at betraying so much. Mother would be horrified if she knew.

The waitress came and took away their plates and the conversation continued. It was the strangest of interviews, Minnie thought. She’d never known someone as interested in her life and opinions as Captain King. She even found herself telling him about Raymond, how the pair of them had shared interests in films and sport, though she managed to keep to herself how shy they’d been with one another physically. Instead she talked brightly about keeping an eye out for the right man, and that she’d know him when she saw him, but in the meantime she wasn’t concerned. She had plenty of other interests. And friends. She laughed as she described the jolly types she played hockey with. She was fond of them, of course, but, no, she couldn’t think of any to whom she was really close.

‘Do you still have pals from school?’

‘Not really.’ Minnie described how she had been sent away to boarding school, where she found life difficult and hadn’t got on well with some of the girls. Oh, she could make them laugh with her practical jokes, but then the school accused her of being disruptive and in the end Mother had taken her away. ‘Or rather,’ Minnie added, feeling compelled to be truthful, ‘they asked her to.’

She glanced anxiously at Captain King, expecting him to be appalled by her confession, but instead a smile played round his lips. ‘That sounds like my school career,’ he said.

‘Did you play jokes, too?’ she asked eagerly.

‘Plenty. In addition, the staff didn’t appreciate me keeping pet mice in the dormitory. An injured crow once.’

‘Mice? Ugh, I’m not surprised. What about the bird? Did it recover?’

‘Yes, though I was made to give it to the gardener’s boy. I used to sneak off to make sure he was looking after it properly.’

Minnie smiled. She suddenly liked this man immensely, wanted to please him.

There was another pause while he wrote in his book. The waitress brought them fruit cocktail in glass dishes. Minnie spooned up the sharp sweetness. She was beginning to feel puzzled about the point of this meeting. Why was Captain King asking all these personal questions and what was the job?

‘Could you tell me…’ she asked. ‘Your letter mentioned an opportunity…’

‘Of course. You must be wondering what all this is about.’

‘I am rather.’

He reached inside his jacket for his wallet and she was puzzled to see a sudden wriggling movement under the material at his breast, as though he kept something alive in his pocket. He smiled as her eyes widened, but did not explain.

Was he preparing to pay? No, instead of coins from his wallet he extracted a folded newspaper cutting. She forgot about the odd wriggling and watched as he moved his empty plate aside and spread the cutting out between them. Minnie leaned in to read the headline. ‘Royal Navy mutiny at Invergordon’. She frowned. What relevance did that have to the interview?

‘Did you take much notice of this when it happened?’ he said.

‘Of course. Everyone talked about it.’

‘They did.’ He smiled grimly. ‘Though you’d be surprised how little interest ordinary people usually take in current affairs.’

‘We always read the Daily Telegraph and listen to the wireless.’

‘I’m glad to hear you’re well-informed.’ He looked pleased, but still, Minnie wondered, what did the infamous Invergordon Incident have to do with a job?

She squinted at the date of the cutting, September the something. More than two months ago now, but she remembered the event well and the furore it had caused. The crews of several warships at a Scottish port had refused to obey orders following a rumour that their wages were to be cut as an economy measure in the slump. ‘The Incident’, as it came to be known, had only lasted two days, but its repercussions were far-reaching. The very idea of a Naval mutiny was shocking to people. A national panic ensued. There was a run on the pound and the stock market plummeted. The mood was so serious that a few days later the government was forced to abandon the gold standard, that international mark of financial security whereby Britain’s monetary system was underpinned by actual gold ingots piled in bank vaults. The country was still recovering.

Captain King smoothed the paper and murmured, ‘I need to explain why this is important. See, here…’ His finger traced the lines of newsprint. ‘The mutinous sailors sang “The Red Flag”, the Communist Party anthem. This is why we’re interested.’

Minnie wondered who ‘we’ meant. The Secret Service, she supposed, but the Captain hadn’t mentioned that yet. ‘I see,’ she said hesitantly.

‘It’s a dangerous sign. The Russian Bolshevik revolution in 1917 began with a naval mutiny. There was another in Germany inspired by Socialists in 1918. Don’t think the same thing couldn’t happen here. A Communist regime would pose a significant threat to our ancient freedoms. Lead to a totalitarian state, even. There are people among us, connected to the British Communist Party, whom we suspect of having regrettably close ties to the Soviet Union. Our government is exceedingly concerned.’

‘That is certainly disturbing.’ She understood now and was genuinely dismayed. ‘My mother’s friends worry about the Communists, but I haven’t heard that their type is active in Edgbaston.’

‘You wouldn’t be able to tell. It’s feared they’re everywhere, working under cover. And that’s our job, to sniff them out, find out what they’re planning.’ He folded the news cutting and tucked it away in his wallet, then closed his notebook and sat back.

‘It’s been delightful to meet you, Miss Gray. I’ll be in touch once we’ve both had time to consider. Do you think you might be interested?’

She felt bewildered. ‘I’m not sure that I understand what you’d want me to do. Is it something to do with the Communists?’

‘Yes, of course it is. You’d be spying on them.’ He looked surprised that she’d asked. ‘Should you and I decide to take things further, everything will be made clear. At this point I need to know whether in principle you’d like to help. It would only be part-time, at least at first. There would be some recompense – precious little, I’m afraid. You would need to secure additional employment.’

‘And I’d have to move to London?’ She was struggling to understand.

‘Oh, undoubtedly you’d need to be in London. Does that trouble you?’

She took a breath. ‘It’s a big thing to do, but I’d be prepared to give it a try.’

‘Jolly good.’ Captain King dropped his pipe in his jacket pocket, then piled some coins on the table for the waitress. ‘I won’t keep you any longer. Have you other business in the capital, or will you be catching the train back?’

She glanced at her watch and saw to her surprise that a whole two hours had passed. ‘I must go back. I promised to be home this evening and the next train is in, oh, a few minutes.’

‘Then I’ll see you onto it.’ He helped her with her coat, then paused while reaching for his own and again she saw the wriggling movement inside his jacket and wondered about it.

‘Ah.’ He slipped his hand in, but only drew out a small envelope. ‘I’ll be in trouble if I forget to give you this. It’s your travel expenses.’

‘Thank you.’ She took the envelope gratefully and shut it in her handbag.

Outside, the air tasted of soot. The Captain bought a penny ticket then they hastened to the platform where the train was ready to leave. He handed her up into a carriage and she quickly found a compartment that was occupied only by a matronly older lady. Before sitting down, Minnie lowered the window and he came close to speak to her.

‘Remember,’ he murmured, tapping the side of his nose. ‘Don’t even tell your mother.’

‘Don’t worry. I’ll think of something.’

A whistle blew. Doors slammed and the train let off a toot and a blast of steam. The Captain stepped back. ‘Goodbye! I’ll be…’ he called, but his words were lost in the snorts and chuffs of the engine.

Minnie waved. ‘Goodbye!’ He waved back then reached inside his coat and brought out something white and alive with a twitching tail. As she watched in surprise it whisked up his arm and crouched on his shoulder and she realized that the wriggling she’d noticed earlier was a rat, a horrid rat like her brother Doug’s. But now the train was moving forward and soon she could see him no longer.



Minnie settled back into her seat with an odd sense that something inside her had altered for ever. The motherly woman opposite stared at her curiously as she knitted, but Minnie hardly noticed because her mind was otherwise engaged. She’d never met anyone like Captain King before. His warm avuncular air must be only one aspect of him, if his job was handling secret agents.

Behind the attentive gaze, the friendly questions and the reassuring voice was a probing mind. And a degree of eccentricity, she smiled, shaking her head as she remembered the pet rat. He’d been observing her all the time, but at a deeper level than at any interview she’d experienced. It had felt as though he was searching for a sense of her, what she believed in, what upset her, who she loved – and what she didn’t like. The attention had made her feel wrung out but… also special, as though she mattered to him. She badly wanted to have measured up. Had she met his expectations?

The train rattled on past backyards of endless terraced houses, then the gardens became bigger, with more trees, the dwellings set further apart. At last they were out in the countryside, carving through sodden ploughed fields and green pastures dotted with cows and the stops were at market towns. A mother with a sleeping babe-in-arms joined them in the carriage for a while. Later, the knitting lady unwrapped a sandwich and ate it tidily, using the greaseproof paper to catch the crumbs. Minnie’s nose wrinkled at the smell of sardines.

Her thoughts ran ahead. If the Captain offered her a job and she moved to London, she’d need to find somewhere to live and another part-time job to make up her income. The idea was daunting but exciting, too. It would show everyone that she was her own person, purposeful, not simply waiting at home for the right man to come along. It would also mean leaving her mother. That made her sad, because despite their disagreements Minnie loved her dearly and relied on her support and encouragement. She’d have to go home often.

But what exactly would she be doing for Captain King? It was something about monitoring members of the Communist Party, he’d revealed that much. The Communists were dangerous, treasonous, she understood, but he hadn’t explained exactly what her role would be and she wished again that she hadn’t felt so naïve and overwhelmed, and berated herself for her reticence.

She mulled over the questions he’d asked, wondering if she’d given the right answers. She’d been steadfast and truthful – she’d sensed from the beginning that honesty was important. There were little things he hadn’t asked that bothered her now, such as what her current wages were, and again she wondered exactly what job it was he wanted her to do and what it would be worth. She assumed that her secretarial experience was of value because he’d asked such detailed questions about her typing speed and how she rubbed along with her fellow workers. Had it been sensible to convey that she wasn’t much interested in the cut and thrust of politics, but tended to agree with her mother’s views? It was the truth, though. Her whole family were loyal Conservatives. If it came to that, most of the people Minnie knew were. The lady opposite, who folded away her greaseproof paper and was now pouring tea from a vacuum flask, she probably was, too. Labour voters were working class, but many of them respectable. Communists would look very different, she supposed. Disruptive, zealous figures one read about in the newspapers but never actually met in real life.

Minnie thought back to what Dolly Pyle had told her, about the value of loyalty to the Secret Service, and it occurred to her now that quite apart from secretarial qualifications and experience, the Captain must be looking for a certain sort of character in his spies.

It had been embarrassing to confess what a rule-breaker she’d been at school, but she’d been reassured by the fact that he’d understood, and even implied that his schooldays, too, had been difficult. Had he not fitted in either? Minnie wished she had asked him more about himself, but it simply hadn’t been that kind of conversation and she’d been too nervous.

If she’d lied about anything, though, she sensed that he would have known and it would have told against her.

She didn’t think she had lied. Such a thing was against her nature.

It was what she had withheld from him that she worried about. She knew she’d sounded uncertain when he’d asked about her father. She could hardly have told him the truth, that instead of feeling wretched when the news came of his death at Passchendaele, she’d been relieved. A man like Captain King would have had serious doubts about employing a girl like that.

He’s probably decided he’s not interested in me, she told herself wearily. I’m too ordinary or too awkward or too something else. It would have been obvious to him that she was not socially well-connected, apart from the Chamberlain link. She remembered the snooty secretary she’d spoken to on the telephone. No, Minnie couldn’t compete with her.

Well. The whole thing had been a little adventure, and now she could sink back into her usual life. Safe, yes, but how dull and frustrating when she longed to achieve something or be someone. To make a difference. She sighed loudly enough for the woman to look up from her knitting, a concerned look on her round face. ‘Is anything the matter, dear?’ she asked in a motherly tone.

‘No. Thank you, anyway.’ Minnie hid herself from the woman’s scrutiny by taking a library book from her bag and half a bar of chocolate she’d saved from the journey up. The book was a spy story she’d chosen deliberately and she popped a bit of chocolate in her mouth and quickly lost herself in a thrilling world of shadows where every step the hero took might lead to discovery, capture and a nasty death. The spies in these tales were endowed with glamorous good looks and loved to live life on the edge. She looked up misty-eyed each time the train halted, relieved to see the reassuring mundanity of a red-brick station.

Minnie loved spy stories, but they were mostly about men. Were there real-life female spies, she pondered as she dabbed up the last flakes of chocolate. The only one she could think of was Mata Hari, the exotic dancer and seductress, who’d ended up in front of the firing squad during the Great War, convicted of spying for the Germans. The idea of plain, unfeminine Minnie Gray as a latter-day Mata Hari made her snort with laughter, causing the knitting woman to look up in alarm. Quickly, Minnie returned to her book.

By the time she boarded the bus on the last stretch of her journey home she’d got it fixed in her mind that Captain King wouldn’t want her and that given what had happened to Mata Hari she’d probably had a lucky escape.

‘You’re earlier than I expected, dear,’ her mother greeted her when Minnie closed the front door and sniffed at the homely smell of sausages. ‘It’s toad-in-the-hole for supper. Did you have a successful day?’ The warmth and security of ordinary life wrapped itself round her and she gave her mother a hug.

‘I did my best, Mother, but we’ll have to see.’

After several days passed without her hearing from the Captain, Minnie felt thoroughly unsettled again. As well as loosening her from her mundane routine, the interview had brought up suppressed feelings from her childhood. There came a night when she dreamed of her brother Eddie and her father, of things that she’d half-forgotten because they’d taken place so long ago.

Eddie: the sight of him running through that grassy field as she toddled behind, crying for him to wait. In her dream he ran far away into the distance.

She’d never discovered what exactly had happened. A fall at a funfair that she’d been deemed too little to attend. She’d come into the hall when her father had arrived home abruptly, Eddie a slight, quivering figure in his arms. The atmosphere in the house became urgent, Eddie’s bedroom door was shut against her. Minnie stopped her ears to his high, thin cries before a neighbour came to fetch her away.

When she returned the next day it was to a house in mourning. Eddie was gone and nothing was ever to be the same again.

Her father’s grief, his guilt, was terrible, a maelstrom, it terrified her. Each time his eye fell upon her it was with resentment that she still existed while his beloved son had been taken.

He expected her to take her brother’s place somehow, but she could do nothing right in his eyes. She could not run as fast as Eddie, she could not climb trees, she could not throw a ball correctly. Why wouldn’t she wear practical clothes instead of the frilly white dresses her mother made?

More children had come along, two boys her father could play cricket with, and girls, her two sisters, pretty and fair. Now he no longer needed the tomboy he’d forged, this forthright girl who answered back. Why couldn’t Minnie be dainty and girlish like Marjorie and Joan? ‘They look like Bubbles,’ she’d sobbed, disdaining the prissy child in the Pears soap advertisement. ‘I can’t do what you say. I hate you, I hate you,’ and then she’d dodge the swipe of her angry father’s hand.

Sometimes, when no one else was looking, he would strike her or shove past roughly. Once he shook her after she sobbed that she’d tell. All she could do was to avoid him, especially at any time when his work was stressful and his temper was high.

After the telegram arrived with news of his death, her mother could not understand why Minnie did not mourn her father. The rest of the family had not experienced his violence and they did not believe her when she told them. She’d been forced to bury it all. Until now.

Speaking to the Captain about her childhood had brought all this to the fore. It made Minnie sad and restless, but she’d also sensed that at some deep level he understood her. She wanted to please him, to answer his call, to prove herself to him. This was why when, a week after the interview, he sent a letter offering her a job, she had no hesitation in writing back to say yes, she would be delighted to accept. But after she’d posted the letter the doubts set in. What exactly had she signed up for?
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December 1931

On a Saturday morning, two weeks later, Minnie mounted the steps to Number 38 Sloane Street, Knightsbridge. When she rang the bell a dog starting yapping within. After a moment the door opened a crack and Captain King’s good-natured face appeared, his hand on the collar of a small brown wire-haired terrier. ‘Sorry.’ He scooped up the animal, then opened the door wider. ‘Come in quickly or the parrot will escape.’

The parrot? What kind of place was this? Clutching her overnight case Minnie stepped across the threshold.

‘You found it easily enough?’ He closed the door then set the struggling dog on the floor, whereupon it dashed to sniff at her as the Captain took her coat. Sensing she was friend and not foe the animal lost interest and trotted away down a dimly lit hallway that was piled on either side with boxes, bags and packages.

‘Follow Bobby,’ the Captain instructed. ‘Apologies for the mess, but I’ve only recently moved in.’

Minnie found herself in a large, high-ceilinged drawing room with a view of the street below. It smelled strongly of sawdust.

‘Mind the snake.’ The Captain’s voice came right from behind. ‘He can be bad tempered if he’s jolted.’

She drew a sharp breath and took care to avoid a glass vivarium on the floor. Its inside had been artfully laid out as a desert landscape with sand, rocks, and a cave-like structure made out of papier mâché, but its inhabitant must have been snoozing out of sight because there was no sign of life.

A low electric hum drew Minnie’s attention to a pair of aquariums on stands against the far wall. Fascinated, she wandered across to one and stared at the shoal of bright orange fish darting about in the bubbling water. A sudden squawk from the direction of the window alerted her to a blue-breasted parrot swinging on a perch. It cocked its head at her with half-shuttered eyes, then gave a suggestive whistle that made her flinch, before it flapped its wings and sailed off around the room. She cried out as it narrowly avoided her head.

‘I apologize for the bird. I bought him from an old sailor, who taught him no manners,’ the Captain said ruefully. ‘You look rattled.’

‘I simply didn’t expect… all this.’ Minnie swept her hand to encompass the fish, the parrot, the row of feeding bowls on newspaper on the floor and a cage sitting on a shelf between stacks of books where a gold-coloured mouse had begun to scamper on a rattling wheel. Bobby the dog, meanwhile, sat in the middle of the patterned rug, his shining eyes fixed on her beseechingly from under his shaggy fringe.

‘Ah, the menagerie. My sister, who owns this flat, is not best pleased by the mess.’ The Captain shifted a sack of sunflower seed from one of a pair of shabby armchairs, plumped up a cushion and bid Minnie sit down. Then off he went to brew coffee. There was no wife or maid to do it for him, it seemed.

That meant she was alone with him. Surely she wasn’t to receive her training here? Her nervousness grew.

When the Captain had invited her for the weekend, she’d never imagined the Knightsbridge address to be his home. Perhaps after coffee he would summon a taxi to take them to some offices, or a country house training centre? And where was she to stay tonight, she’d like to know? Surely not here with him, that would be improper.

After he returned with a tray, poured the coffee and settled himself in the opposite armchair with a sheaf of papers, she plucked up the courage to ask. ‘Will we be here all the time?’

He shot her a guarded look. ‘I thought so, yes. Do you mind? My secretary has booked you into a hotel up the road so you’ll be quite safe.’

‘I didn’t mean to imply…’ she blurted in embarrassment. ‘It’s simply that I expected somewhere… more official, with other people. Do you really work from here?’

‘Ah.’ The Captain sank back in his chair with a smile. ‘You imagined dark-panelled rooms, the smell of old leather and a hushed atmosphere like a spy thriller. No, no, I’m afraid there is some distance between fiction and reality.’ He paused to toss Bobby a piece of shortbread. ‘The office is not far away, in South Kensington, but it’s too communal for me, like a school staff room, frankly, and it’s not easy to conduct classified business. My secretary’s there, but personally I like to keep my activities separate from everyone else’s. It’s the way I work best.’

‘Oh, I see,’ she said, a bit dismal. So she wasn’t to feel part of something big and important after all. How little she had grasped of her situation. Minnie began to fear that she had taken too much on trust. But now this odd man was regarding her most sympathetically with that alarming reassurance of his, so she cradled her warm coffee mug and admitted, ‘I still don’t understand. Can you tell me more about what I’ll be doing?’

He brushed crumbs from his papers and his expression became grave. ‘I am sorry, Miss Gray. I haven’t been fair and you’ve been most patient. I’ll begin by explaining that you will be working for M Section, part of British Intelligence.’

Minnie’s eyes widened. ‘I assumed it to be British Intelligence, but M Section – what is that?’

‘Actually,’ he said, looking a little smug, ‘it’s me. I am M. M for Maxwell. And here, 38 Sloane Street…’ He waved his hand. ‘Welcome to M Section HQ.’

‘HQ? But…’ She looked about her at the mess.

‘I know, it looks a little ramshackle, but I assure you that impression is misleading. We are actually very efficient.’ He smiled at her. ‘Now.’ He turned to his papers. ‘I’ve explained to you the government’s concern over the undercover activities of the Communist Party.’

‘Its influence on the Invergordon Incident and what that might mean.’ Minnie was determined to appear on top form.

‘Precisely. Of course the party is not itself outlawed. We’re a free country after all, and no one would be prosecuted simply for being a member. No doubt it has its share of well-meaning if misguided people. No, M section’s task is to investigate extremists. Those who hold dangerous ideals which they put above loyalty to king and country. We suspect that there are members, British citizens, who are engaged in illegal, even treasonous activities and take their orders from the Soviet Union. It’s these we wish to discover and weed out. We don’t know for certain yet who they might be, who they are talking to or what they are doing, but we have our suspicions.’

Minnie frowned. ‘And you want me to help you find evidence?’

‘That is precisely where you come in.’

She was silent for a moment as she took this in. The work sounded thrilling and worthwhile, but she was troubled, too. She didn’t know the least thing about Marxist beliefs or how she was to go about her task. Why hadn’t she thought about this before?

The Captain must have read the doubt on her face because he leaned closer, his expression serious. ‘Let me explain further. We will be starting you carefully and in a small way. It won’t sound very exciting, I’m afraid. There’s an international organization called the Friends of the Soviet Union, FSU for short. I don’t suppose you’ve heard of it.’

‘No, I haven’t.’

‘There are various branches in London. Its members on the whole do not see themselves as Communists. Indeed from what we can gather, many are good-hearted, if somewhat naïve, folk of a liberal disposition who simply want to help the people of Soviet Russia in their current desperate economic plight. Starving families, orphans and so forth.’

Just then a brass clock on the mantelpiece began to strike. ‘Excuse me, would you?’ the Captain said, putting aside his papers. ‘It’s feeding time.’ He fetched a small box from a shelf, lifted the lid of the vivarium and tipped the contents of the box inside. Minnie watched in horror as the tank became alive with bounding grasshoppers. Then a thin little black snake slithered out from behind some rocks, where it must have been asleep all along, opened its jaws wide and set about the ghastly work of snapping up its luncheon. Although Minnie averted her eyes, she couldn’t block out the repulsive thuds and scraping noises as it did so.
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