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THE LAUGHTER CASCADING down the stairs was infectious. Claire Bennett, Sharon Matthews, and Marsha Connolly, known as “Kat” to her family and friends, had all come out in society together. The girls were headed out for a ride at Kat’s estate in the Cotswolds, as they often did, when not going to parties in London. As usual, Kat was the lead rider and fearlessly jumped hedges and barriers across the fields, which her friends would often avoid.

Claire yelled out, “Kat, you are going to break your neck someday!” 

“But, not today,” was Kat’s cheerful reply. 

None of her friends actually knew how Marsha had been dubbed ‘Kat’ long ago, but it seemed to fit. She was as dear a friend as one could wish, but she was also quite independent in her ways. A string of her male suitors could attest to that. They were always relegated to ‘friend’ status, but none had captured her heart as yet.

At the girls’ coming-out ceremony in Buckingham Palace, the Queen, who rarely spoke to the young women in the receiving line, made an exception with Kat. That wasn’t entirely surprising. Few could resist her infectious personality and once-in-a-generation beauty.

“You seem to be quite enjoying this evening,” the Queen remarked, after Kat had performed the requisite curtsy. In an unusual move, the Queen stood from her ceremonial perch and came to Kat and spoke warmly to the suddenly flustered debutante.

“Please congratulate your parents on raising such an accomplished young lady. Your qualities have not gone unnoticed here at court.”

Having quickly regained her composure, Kat curtsied once again and replied, “That is most kind, your majesty. They highly value your friendship. Thank you.”

It had been three years since that auspicious occasion and Kat hadn’t slowed down since. To accommodate their lifestyles, Claire, Sharon and Kat leased a flat in London in the Mayfair district. “The season,” which began after Easter in London, provided ample opportunities for eligible young ladies to attend dances and parties. Chaperones were required when the girls were in the individual company of a potential suitor, but Kat and her friends most often enjoyed their freedom at large gatherings of friends in society.

Unlike most girls growing up, Kat’s parents, Albert and Constance, believed that their daughter shouldn’t be restricted by the then-accepted norms for women. 

While they sent Kat to Switzerland for a season at a prestigious finishing school, they also saw to it she received an excellent education. She was well versed in mathematics, read Latin and spoke German and French at a high level. Her older brother Matthew gave her fencing lessons until he could no longer keep up. “You should have been a man,” he laughed one day, after being thoroughly beaten. As for the gentile arts of stitching and piano, Kat had no patience whatsoever.

One day, after coming back from London, Constance, Kat’s mother, asked her to join her in the conservatory for tea. Getting right to the point, she asked, “Kat, my dear, your father and I are worried that it has been over three years since you were presented at court. At 23, your prospects of marriage are diminishing. Isn’t there anyone you can see as an acceptable husband?”

“That’s the problem, Mother. All the men my age are completely in the friend column, of which there are quite a few,” she smiled, “or they are utter boors and too posh for their own good. Most of them think that a woman’s place is at home having babies or just to be pretty at social functions. Often you can’t find one brain between three of them.”

“That’s a little harsh, dear, don’t you think?”

“Maybe so,” Kat laughed. “But, really, Mother, there has to be more to life than becoming a fixture in male society and playing the role of the dutiful wife.”

Seeing the hurt in her mother’s eyes, Kat quickly added, “I don’t mean you, Mother, you and father have a wonderful relationship. If I could find what you two have with each other, I’d marry tomorrow.”

Constance knew fully that Kat’s views had merit. Perhaps in another few decades, things could change. For the time being, she resigned herself that Kat had to follow her own path to happiness.
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TIMES IN BRITAIN, IN 1938, were on the upswing since the Great Depression. In fact, England had recovered more quickly than the United States. The government of Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain seemed optimistic about the future and had ordered the military budget be cut substantially. This didn’t correspond to the views of Sir Winston Churchill, who was out of the government and writing books or painting at Chartwell, his English estate, or he could be found in the south of France.

On the continent, those with any understanding could see that Germany was once again making unsettling noises and rapidly re-arming, in violation of the terms of the Versailles Treaty, which they had signed after World War I.

In England, this news was met in several ways. Some, like Chamberlin, were pacifists by nature. Others preferred to be oblivious, while those like Winston Churchill were highly alarmed, to put it mildly. Still, others had a certain admiration for what Germany’s leader, Adolph Hitler, had accomplished for his country in a short time.

For Kat and her friends, both male and female, life was carefree and filled with promise. Little did Kat know how soon that would change for her. It began on the day she opened a letter on Buckingham Palace letterhead. She thought it might be a party invitation.

“My dear Miss Connolly. It would delight us no end to have you join us at the palace for a private social occasion. If it is convenient, we will see you on 11, May, at 3 p.m. for tea. Please do not share this invitation with others, including your wonderful mother and father. Do not be alarmed. All is well.” It was signed by Queen Elizabeth, with her royal seal.

Kat sat down on the sofa and re-read the brief letter several times. An invitation from the Queen herself was remarkable, and the request for secrecy was equally baffling. The eleventh of May was only two days away. 

At the dinner table that evening, her father Albert couldn’t help noticing that his daughter seemed to be unusually quiet. “Is anything bothering you?” he asked her.

Quickly sensing her father’s scrutiny, she tried to make light of the situation. “I’m right as rain. Why do you ask?” 

“You don’t seem to be your effervescent self?” he replied.

“Oh, perhaps you’re right, Father. I’m just thinking about my flat in London. I think Claire and Sharon might want us to find another location closer to the Ritz. It would be quieter than our current one. In fact, I plan to go to London tomorrow to look with them.”

Satisfied, Albert said, “Well, then give them my best and have a good time.”

Unsure what she should wear for her appointment with the Queen, she opted for a modest light blue dress, adorned only with a string of pearls and a small hand-tooled leather purse.

Even so dressed, Kat couldn’t be ignored by onlookers, as she sat in her first-class train compartment on her way to London. I wonder what this is all about? Kat thought more than once during her journey.

Kat took a cab to Buckingham Palace, tipped the cabby generously and made her presence known at the gate. The guard listened as she told him she had an appointment with the Queen in 15 minutes. He used the phone at the gate to confirm her story, and let her inside. 

“Please wait here, Miss Connolly. An escort will be with you in a moment.” 

An escort arrived, donned in a powdered wig and royal dress uniform. “Please follow me,” the man nodded formally, “You will meet Her Majesty in her private apartment.” A few minutes later, she was ushered inside to meet the Queen. Kat curtsied and thanked her host. 

“I imagine you are more than curious about my invitation,” the Queen smiled. 

“That might be a small understatement,” Kat smiled back. Standing next to the Queen was a gentleman Kat had never met. At her majesty’s invitation, they all took seats around a beautifully inlaid coffee table. The Queen nodded toward a servant by the window. 

“I’ve asked for a full tea to be served,” she stated. “Is it Marsha, or do you prefer Kat?” the Queen asked.

“Kat would be fine, Your Majesty.” 

“Then, Kat, let me introduce our director of the Secret Intelligence Service, Lord William Baxter.”

Before Kat could respond, Lord Baxter said, “I need to tell that you I have told Her Majesty, I am not at all in favor of this meeting.”

The Queen interrupted him before he could say anything further. “Perhaps, Lord Baxter, we could have our tea and tell our young friend what the meeting is about before you state your objections.”

Suitably chastened, Baxter apologized. “Of course, you are perfectly correct, Ma’am.”

A moment later, afternoon tea was served, comprising an assortment of cakes, pastries, and dainty sandwiches and, of course, scones with clotted cream, and strawberry preserves.  

After the servants left them alone to speak in private, the Queen began.

“I have asked you to come here, Kat, at the request of former cabinet minister Winston Churchill. His Majesty and I were not at all pleased with Mr. Churchill for supporting the King’s brother’s abdication. Somehow, he and David’s friendship got in the way of Winston’s better judgment. However, my husband respects Mr. Churchill’s concerns over developments in Germany. He thinks Winston’s views are overblown to be sure, but some initial scrutiny of their activities is warranted.”

Seeing the lost expression on Kat’s face, the Queen hurried on. “In short, we would like to enlist your help with this matter. Lord Baxter, please explain further.”

“What Her Majesty is saying is that she wants you to become a spy for Her Majesty’s Government. I, however, have serious reservations.”

Rather than being overwhelmed at the idea, Kat felt a surge of adrenaline course throughout her body. Somehow, she knew she was made for this opportunity. Seeing Kat wasn’t at all intimidated by the suggestion, Lord Baxter continued.

“Women in the spy business are a bad idea. They are of too delicate a temperament and physically not up to the job. To imagine someone of your social class being involved in the often-dirty world of spying is unthinkable. However, since it is Her Majesty’s wish, I have agreed to have you trained in the craft. Mind you, there will be no quarter given because of your sex. If you can’t meet the physical demands, I shall terminate your service immediately. Also, a woman’s education can hardly prepare you for the rigorous academic challenges our agents must master.”

The Queen could see the mischief in Kat’s eyes and eagerly awaited her response to the gauntlet thrown down by Lord Baxter. In flawless German, and again in French, Kat said, “I believe I am up to that challenge and look forward to your instruction.” Then in English she added, “If reading Latin can be of help, I can oblige. I am also adept in mathematics, including trigonometry and calculus, should the need arise.”

The expression on Lord Baxter’s face was priceless. He was at a loss for words. Seeing his dismay at the turn of the conversation, the Queen explained.

“Should you wish to take on this assignment, Kat, I will hire you as my private social secretary. Don’t worry,” she added. “Mrs. Abigail Worthington will still do those duties, though we will have to give her another job description to maintain your cover, as it were. Aren’t these spy terms so clever? I have asked you to do this for us, Kat, because I have such high regard for your parents and the things they have told me about you as you were growing up.

“The position will allow you continuous access to the Palace and we will limit your exposure to other staff members. Your social standing and your frequent attendance at parties and dances must continue. Your presence at such events is a perfect opportunity to meet and mingle with the men we want you to observe.” 

Seeing that Lord Baxter had regained his composure, the Queen said, “William, why don’t you enlighten us on Kat’s potential quarry?”

Sitting erect, he looked at Kat with a more appreciative eye. “There are several men in the upper levels of society who are sympathetic to Herr Hitler in Germany. We don’t investigate individuals for their politics, unless they are involved in actions that threaten our government or jeopardize the peace. Some of these men are quite wealthy and influential in the business world. Our aim is to see if their sympathies have taken a questionable turn. Because of their status, many will be in attendance at parties and other social occasions. We want you to befriend them, while, of course, keeping your virtue intact. We want to know about their dealings, if any, with Germany, and what arrangements they may have taken in secret. So far, our male agents have been unsuccessful in their attempts.”

“So, a woman’s charms are not without merit after all,” she teased Lord Baxter.  

Turning slightly purple, he said something under his breath that Kat couldn’t quite make out. 

“So, when do I begin?” Kat asked the Queen. 

“Don’t you want some time to think about this?” Her Majesty asked.

“Not at all. It sounds like terrific fun!” Kat smiled.

“That remains to be seen.” Lord Baxter huffed. 

Kat suddenly looked alarmed. “What do I tell my parents and friends? They won’t be happy to have me suddenly living in London.”

“Tell them the truth,” the Queen said. “I have asked you to be my social secretary and I would not take ‘no’ for an answer. It’s one privilege of being royal,” she smiled.

“So,” Kat said. “What do I do next?”

“I suggest you return home and carry on as usual. Tell your family and friends about your new position, and await further instructions,” Lord Baxter said.

As Kat departed the Queen and the head of the SIS, it gradually dawned on her just how complicated this could be. She was just as certain that, for now at least, this was to be her future.
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A DAY AFTER KAT CONNOLLY returned home to the Cotswolds, she devised a plan that would hopefully maintain her old way of life and protect her new one. Her first job was to tell her parents about the Queen’s request. At dinner that evening, and before rendezvousing with her friends, Claire Bennett and Sharon Matthews, Kat broached the subject between courses.

“Mother and Father, what I told you about looking for a new flat in London wasn’t exactly the truth. I received a letter from Queen Elizabeth asking me to meet her. She didn’t say what it was about, so I’ve stuck with my story until I learned more. I’m sorry to have deceived you, but Her Majesty asked me not to speak to anyone about it.”

The Connollys were speechless at first, but Constance finally broke the ice. “Of course, you couldn’t tell. One doesn’t disobey the Queen.” Kat’s father had a stern look but nodded his agreement. 

“So, can you tell us now what it is all about?”

Kat swallowed hard and said, “She offered me a job as her private social secretary.” Kat was not prepared for their reaction.

“That’s wonderful,” her mother said. “Well done,” Albert agreed. “That is quite a feather in your cap. Congratulations.”

“I am afraid it means my moving to London for the foreseeable future. I hope that Claire and Sharon might come too. They don’t really need a job and I’d be lost without them. In fact, I’m to meet them later this evening for drinks.”

“Imagine, Albert, our girl is going to work for the Queen,” Kat’s mother beamed.

That went better than I thought, Kat thought to herself on her drive to Claire’ estate. Now I just need to convince my friends to join me.

The girls were, of course, astonished at Kat’s opportunity. “What does that mean for us?” Sharon asked. 

“Well, that’s the thing,” Kat began. “The flat we share in London is only five minutes away from the Palace and I was rather hoping that you could both come with me to London and live there more often. Just think of the fun we could have?” She hastened to add, “I know it’s a lot to ask.” 

“Are you kidding?” Claire said. “We’ve both been too underfoot at home. I, for one, can’t wait. What about you Sharon?”

“Count me in,” she grinned. “One can’t tell who we might meet at the parties we can throw?”

“I swear, you seem to have men on the brain these days,” joked Claire.

“And what’s so bad about that?” Sharon laughed.

So, it was settled. Now all Kat had to do was wait to hear from the SIS or the Palace with instructions.

It took less than a week. The letter came from Buckingham Palace. “Please report for your duties by June 1st. Come to the side entrance and bring the enclosed Royal seal to show the guard. He will know what to do.”

June the 1st was still five days away, so Kat invited her friends to her home to talk about how they would manage their new lives in London.

“I think we should re-decorate our flat and get more satisfactory beds if we are going to be comfortable there for longer stays.” Kat announced. 

“Sharon, you’re the talented one for such a job,” Claire said. “Why don’t you and I go into London before Kat comes on the first and get it all done?” 

“That sounds wonderful to me,” Kat said. “It will give me a little more time with my parents and my brother, Matthew. While I’m excited about starting my new job, I’ll miss them all terribly. What can I contribute to the effort?”

“Don’t be silly, darling,” Claire smiled. “Since when has money ever been a problem?” 

Truth be told, she was correct. All three of the girls’ families were equally wealthy.

As Kat had been instructed, she arrived on time at the Palace gate on June 1st, 1938 and handed the guard the Royal Seal. He opened the gate and said, “Welcome to the Queen’s service.” 

Once inside, she was escorted to an impressive second floor office. Awaiting her was a striking man, in his early thirties, who was to become her SIS training officer. Gordon Caswell was a good-looking officer with piercing cobalt eyes, a square jaw and sandy brown hair. It was longer than the custom, but seemed to fit him rather well. 

He stood to welcome Kat, gave his name and rank of Colonel, and asked her to please take a seat. Colonel Caswell intrigued Kat. She was quite used to men’s reactions to her beauty. Gordon seemed quite immune. Actually, it was quite refreshing.

“Miss Connolly, we will begin your training tomorrow morning at 8:00 a.m. Please don’t be late. Our morning session will focus on the physical skills an agent must master. It is for your protection and other agents with whom you may work. In the afternoons, we will cover the intellectual skills necessary for any agent in the field. The challenge will be to see how you can fare after a rigorous morning. I assure you that you will be exhausted. We will test how you perform under pressure. Do you have questions?”

“Yes,” she smiled. “Most of my clothes at my flat are suitable for parties. What should I wear for our morning sessions?” Kat detected a slight upturn at the corners of the officer’s lips. Not quite a smile, but close enough. 

“May I call you Kat?” he asked.

“Of course,” she replied.

“We will provide you with suitable clothing for our exercise regimen. You may leave your pearls at home.” He actually smiled. Kat was pleased.

After the meeting, Kat, who had come directly to the Palace from her Cotswold home, wanted to see what the girls had done to their flat in a short time. She arrived about 10 o’clock that morning and opened the front door. It was as if she had entered a new world. An eclectic blend of color and texture assaulted her senses, including the aroma of exotic incense wafting in the air. Kat was speechless.

As she took in the scene before her, she couldn’t help but smile. She and her friends had grown accustomed to the traditional look of their homes, which were elegant and understated. What was before her was the antithesis.

Persian rugs covered most of the hardwood floors. Exotic curtains of blues and purples covered the large windows overlooking the gardens below. All their classic furniture had been replaced with sofas and chairs in an Egyptian revival motif, popular decades before. An art déco chandelier hung from the high ceiling, now painted a soft blue shade. It was crazy and wonderful at the same time. As Kat was standing with her mouth wide open, Sharon burst out from the kitchen. “Isn’t it wonderful, Kat? I hope it’s not too adventurous for you,” she said with a worried look.

“You’ve outdone yourself,” Kat grinned. “Our parents would hate it, but it works for me. How did you get all this done in such a short time?” 

“A little bonus to the suppliers never hurts,” Sharon winked.

A few minutes later, Claire came in the front door. Seeing Kat, she said, “How do you like our new party palace? I can hardly wait to send out invitations.”

The next morning, Kat got up at seven o’clock, dragged herself into the shower, and got ready for the day. She mischievously thought about wearing her pearls, just to get a rise out of Colonel Caswell, but thought better of it in the end. Do people really get up this early? she wondered?

Arriving for her first lesson, Kat was handed what looked like white pajamas. It turned out to be martial arts clothing. After changing, Gordon Caswell motioned for Kat to step up onto the mat at the center of the training room. 

“Good morning, Kat. I’m going to be teaching you how to defend yourself as well as attack an enemy trying to do you harm.”

“Don’t worry,” she said. “I have an older brother. We wrestled a lot when we were younger.”

In a flash, Kat was flat on her back, looking up at the ceiling. Maybe this won’t be so easy after all, she told herself.

“What was that about your brother?” Gordon said, looking down from above.

For the next three hours, Caswell drilled Kat again and again in the art of self-defense. By the time the session was over, she had a large bruise on her cheek, and another she would find later on her posterior. She was exhausted and somewhat humiliated. It came as a surprise to hear her instructor say that she had done well, and in fact, better than he had expected. 

“I’ll see you after lunch and we will start on teaching you the trade craft you’ll need to survive and give us the information we hope you can furnish us.”

Kat could barely drag herself to the shower facilities. Someone had cordoned off a stall that said “Women Only” above the shower door. Second shower of the day and it’s only one o’clock, Kat said to herself.

For the afternoon session, Gordon handed her an outline of the skills she needed to learn. It was three pages long. The topics were mostly unfamiliar to her. Things like dead drops, which was how she felt at the moment, and others, like code breaking, lock picking, and surveillance techniques, were just some topics listed. When she saw the term field stripping, her imagination made her laugh.

“How long do I have to learn all this?” she asked. 

“If you are as smart as I’m told, about a month.”

“How long will our afternoon sessions be?” she wondered aloud.

“About four hours a day, six days a week,” Gordon answered.

What have I gotten myself into? Kat wondered.

When the day was done, Kat plodded to a taxi station next to the Palace and went directly home. She immediately poured herself a glass of Chardonnay and ran the bathwater. A good long soak was in order. Kat almost fell asleep in the tub when Claire knocked on
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