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Ann Peet  

London during the war, 

Washington at the height of 

McCarthyism. Laura, inspired by 

the idealism of communism and 

yet part of the upper class world. A 

brilliant novel about love and 

politics.  

It is not often you find a book which is a 

gripping page turner with complex 

characters, which completely transports 

you to a different era and which makes 

you question your assumptions and 

prejudices. This has all those elements 

and a moving love story too. 

Laura is a young American woman who 

comes to England in 1939. On the 

voyage she meets Florence, a Communist, and is inspired by her idealism. In 

England, Laura joins the world of her well-off cousins and their upper class 

friends. And then she falls in love with someone who maybe is part of both these 

worlds. 

This story has everything I look for in a novel. The descriptions of wartime 

London and post-war Washington make you feel you are really there. Laura is 

a brilliantly drawn, complex character and I went through all her turmoil and 

questioning with her. It made me think deeply about my beliefs about 

patriotism and politics. It is a novel of ideas which is also a completely 

convincing and enthralling story. I loved it. 

 



 

Maureen Gourlay  

A well written and absorbing first novel by the author. Spanning the 

years from 1939-1953 in America, England and Switzerland we go 

through WW2 with Laura and how it disturbingly shapes her life.  

A really enjoyable first novel from this author. Well written with an authentic 

feel for the war and post-war years. Set in America, England and Switzerland 

we follow a young Laura as she starts to make her way in the world at the start 

of 1939. Chance meetings cause her to re-evaluate her ideals and expectations as 

she gets drawn into Communism with long-reaching consequences that she 

can't escape. Although well written, and obviously well researched, I do feel 

some characters could have been more developed and given more depth, but 

that did not detract overall. Looking forward to a second novel by this author. 

 

Linde Merrick 

This great debut novel follows the central character Laura on a convoluted 

journey to her "imperfect and desirable future". I thought Natasha built up a 

convincing picture of Laura's life among the high-living diplomatic society of 

England and America throughout the Second World War and into the early 

1950s. The tension created by the secrets harboured by Laura and her eventual 

husband is skilfully maintained and shows how Laura experiences anything but 

“a quiet life" even when existing in Switzerland. This is a real page-turner 

that grips the imagination and builds to a cliff-hanger conclusion. A 

must-read novel for anyone interested in delving into the possible motivations 

of the real life characters who inspired this well-researched, thoughtful novel. 

 

Francesca Ashurst  

If you think espionage, the world of spies during the Cold War was all about 

men then prepare to be challenged.  

Natasha Walter’s debut novel presents a compelling narrative, beautifully 

written and which addresses a neglected and fascinating area of 

recent history, the role of women in the world of espionage. Situated 

during the late 1930s – 1950s we enter the world of espionage and the Cold 

War. Skilfully marrying fact and fiction Walter’s has created a fascinating and 

enigmatic heroine, Laura Leverett, loosely based on the real life wife of the 

famous spy Donald Maclean who defected to the USSR in 1951. The novel traces 

the way that Laura is ‘radicalised’ during her journey to England by an 



 

enthusiastic young communist, Florence. Discovering that there are different 

ways to think and feel about the world is something which captivates Laura and 

has an ongoing impact on the choices that she makes about work, relationships 

and commitment. 

I was completely hooked on how Laura’s story unfolded and how hard it was to 

really get to know her as a character - she was, after all, a very clever and 

effective spy. There are hints at a complex personal history, we see how she 

struggles with unfulfilled longings for women she encounters and admires. It’s 

only in the relationship with her young daughter, Rosa, that it’s possible to 

glimpse a less contained Laura. I loved her strength, her ability to survive.  

I really enjoyed reading this thrilling account of an almost forgotten time: it’s 

an excellent read. 

You can follow Francesca on Twitter:  @francescaashurst 

 

Glenda Worth  

‘A Quiet Life’ by Natasha Walter is the story of Laura who lives a 

double life - a woman of society and also an undercover agent 

during WW2. 

 ‘A Quiet Life’ by Natasha Walter is the story of Laura who leads a double life. 

The novel begins with Laura crossing the Atlantic on a ship meeting a woman 

on board ship who is a communist, Laura rethinks her own opinions and is 

caught up in the life as an informant but also a lady of society attending many 

balls and dinners with some of the people she is instructed to investigate.  

At one of these social occasions Laura meets her future husband who manages 

to combine the two worlds but who is also hiding a massive secret. 

Laura moves back and forth across the Atlantic with her husband working as 

she does. In the meantime she brushes with both lesbianism and homosexuality, 

treating both with respect. An enjoyable book with many twists and turns, a 

different way of looking at World War Two and how undercover agents played 

their part. 

 

Vicky-Leigh Sayer  

A beautifully written debut historical fiction novel, full of mystery, 

intrigue, suspense and love. Shows we are all capable of living a 

double life no matter how innocent we seem.  



 

‘A Quiet Life’ is Natasha Walter’s first work of fiction but you wouldn’t know. 

The novel opens with Laura Last, the wife of a missing spy, in hiding with her 

daughter and interfering Mother in Geneva. To the outside world Laura is 

nothing but charming, if a little lonely and aloof. But Laura isn’t as in the dark 

as she seems to be, and she carries a secret of her own. 

Laura’s story begins in 1939 when she crosses the Atlantic to live with relations 

in London, as the Second World War gets underway Laura finds herself unable 

to leave London and in love with Edward Last who she meets at a party. As time 

passes Laura learns that that Edward is not exactly the man she thought he 

was, but this only draws her to him more. 

In her end notes Natasha Walter explains she was inspired (in part) to write 

this novel by the real lives of the Cambridge spies, in particular Melinda 

Marling, wife of Donald Maclean who defected in 1951 with fellow spy Guy 

Burgess, leaving Melinda behind, pregnant with their child.  

I look forward to Natasha Walters’ next novel and really hope it’s another 

historical epic. 

http://thewelshlibrarian.blogspot.co.uk 

 

Elisabeth Thomas  

A very enjoyable book even for those who are not fans of the spy 

genre.  

1953, a young woman with her daughter is living in Geneva. On the face of it 

she seems to be a normal well to do British subject enjoying the health benefits 

of the fresh mountain air. However this woman has been living a double life for 

the last 14 years, a life that not even her own mother knows anything about. 

It is 1939 and the storm clouds of war are gathering over England but in New 

York a young women boards a ship to take her across the Atlantic Ocean to stay 

with her mother's sister in London. This young women is Laura Leverett who 

makes friends with Florence and once in London, Laura is invited by her to 

attend some communist rallies and demonstrations and although Laura is 

reluctant she does so, little realising how much these early days in London will 

influence the rest of her life. 

When a book is described as a spy novel, you automatically think gadgets and 

gizmos, fast cars and totally unbelievable plots. However, this is not the case 

with 'A Quiet Life' and therefore I found it  a book that I was unable to put down 



 

and I imagine very true to life - the tension and fear of spies and spying in the 

decade immediately after the Second World War. Even if you are not a fan of 

the spy genre you will enjoy this book. 

Find Elisabeth on Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/Lis-the-Bookworm-

1146448482049674/?ref=hl 

 

Suzanne Marsh  

‘A Quite Life’ is Natasha Walter’s (author of seminal non-fiction ‘The 

New Feminism’ and ‘Living Dolls’) first novel and is a beautiful work 

of fiction. 

The story is about Laura Leverett.  Since 1951, Laura has been living in limbo in 

Geneva. People see her as a very charming young lady, but nobody guesses that 

secret she is carrying. Laura is a wife, Mother and spy. The end of the day is the 

moment she longs for. When she can stop acting her part. When she can sit out 

on this iron balcony, looking out over the lake as it turns from the lucent blue 

summer to the blank of complete darkness. 

I find it fascinating to read what inspires an author to write their novel. 

Natasha Walter was inspired by some aspects to write this novel by the life of 

Melinda Marling, the wife of Donald Maclean. As such it stands on the 

shoulders of a number of books about the Cambridge spies and occasionally 

borrows directly from the historical record, particularly around Donald's 

defection in 1951, when he left the family house with his friend and fellow spy 

leaving behind his pregnant wife, Melinda.  

 As I enjoyed reading this fiction book so very much, I do hope that the next book 

Natasha Walter's writes is a work fiction.  

www.ireadnovels.wordpress.com 

 

Angie Rhodes 

The year is 1939 and the place is London, Laura has just arrived and meets 

Florence a young communist, who soon draws Laura into her world. It is 

through being in Florence's well connected circle that Laura meets the 

charismatic Edward Last, a man who understands the ways of the world. But 

Edward has a big secret, one that will blow her quiet life apart. Is Edward all 

that he claims to be? Or is he someone else?  

Natasha has written a really interesting book inspired by ‘The Cambridge Spies’ 



 

and McCarthy's Witch hunt in America, Not only does she bring the story to life, 

she pulls you into Laura's world with ease.  

This is for everyone, who wants a change from the usual Boy Meets 

Girl, this is full of action, romance, and spies. I loved it. 

 

Carrie Johnson  

An intriguing tale of double lives, scandals & lies as the grey world 

of spies is brought to life with a totally believable story.  

I am not usually one of those irritating people, blocking your way, whilst 

keeping their head deep in their book- today I was! Desperate to read the last 

few pages and find out what happened before I reached the office. 

I thoroughly enjoyed this very long novel & carried it around, in spite of its 

weight, as I was so intrigued by the story.  

I was interested to find out the inspiration behind the two main characters, and 

the whole novel had the feel of a well-researched historical novel, which I love, 

perhaps reflecting that Ms Walter has previously written non- fiction. 

It is an extremely detailed story, which builds up layer upon layer of intrigue, 

some of the descriptions of characters are fabulous and I was pulled into a 

believable world of bluffs, lies and debauchery, as the story moves seamlessly 

from one location to another. 

I am not sure how sympathetic a character Laura is, and I never really felt that 

her passion for her cause was so overwhelming that she would have pursued the 

life she did, but maybe that is all part of her double life...she is not open with the 

reader either. 

This book has left me with a lot to think about, I will look forward to the 

author's next novel with interest. 

www.boozybookworm.com 

 

Cathy Petersen  

What price a double life? An absorbing tale of idealism, love, 

betrayal and paranoia set in the early years of the Cold War.  

I found this to be a thoroughly absorbing read with a very real feel for the early 

Cold War period with all its tensions and paranoia. It builds up the story which 

follows a youthful Laura as she explores her political leanings towards 



 

communism to her meeting with Edward, a young man of good background 

working at the Foreign Office whom she soon marries. From here you see the 

cleverly drawn transition of Laura from reasonably open political views to the 

carefully constructed image of happy wife with no opinion, a cover for her 

husband who is a communist spy. The double life with all its lies and fears is 

very well done, particularly when the plot moves to America and the paranoia 

of the 1950s. Laura’s constant need to be watchful even among friends gives you 

a stark sense of the emotional cost of any double life and the subsequent 

consequences as Edward is finally found out. I really enjoyed this and found 

Laura in particular a fascinating character. I have already passed my copy 

onto friends to read. 

Follow Cathy on Twitter:  @Cerysthepup 

 

Genevieve McAllister  

A clever and interesting study of women's roles in the society and 

politics during the Second World War and immediately afterwards.  

A young, naïve Laura travels from her native US to visit her wealthier English 

relatives on the eve of the Second World War.  On the ship she meets Florence, 

whose political idealism changes Laura forever.  A Quiet Life tells Laura’s story 

over the years as she endeavours to fit in with a pre-circumscribed way of life 

and her internal struggle with expectations. 

Despite the novel’s huge political and social themes, it’s written in a low-key 

way to reflect Laura’s ‘quiet life’ as a woman.  Whilst Laura’s initial naïve 

response to Florence’s politics are of a sense of freedom and of glorious 

possibilities for society, it comes to be restricting and eventually threatening, 

especially as her marriage to Edward unfolds. 

Natasha Walters offers a clever and interesting study of women’s roles in the 

society and politics of the time – Laura’s realisation at the end of the book that 

she will never be seen as someone who thought for herself and only as a fool is 

sad – but still she persists in her ‘dogged hope’ for the future.  She realises the 

universal truth that the inner life is always hidden from everyone else – no-one 

can ever truly know what anyone is thinking.  Her habitual secret-keeping 

means that her own view of herself is drastically different from how she is 

perceived, by her family, her acquaintances and the media. 

Follow Genevieve on Twitter:  @genmcallister 

 



 

Edel Waugh 

This is a story about a woman called Laura who moves to England. While living 

here she finds herself moving in different circles then she is used to and 

following an unusual path in life. A secret one.  

Laura is a hard character to understand, she does not give away much about 

how she feels and is almost emotionless, making her perfect in some ways for 

some of the things she does. Her relationships seem more functional than 

anything else and her manner is cool. The story is interesting, the 

description of Laura at that time in history is believable and the 

ending was very satisfying. I recommend this to all fans of books about 

war time told from an unusual perspective. 

http://edelwaugh.blogspot.ie/2016/03/a-quiet-life-by-natasha-walter-

review.html?m=1 

 

Phylippa Smithson  

This is could have been one of the greats of factitious writing but I 

found my patience and stamina lacking as the life of Laura unfolds 

during pre and post World War 2.  

Laura is an American who embarks on a journey of discovery when she finds 

herself travelling to Britain as the Spanish Civil War is nearing its end.  She is a 

naive 20 year old who is escaping a somewhat constrained and unsatisfactory 

childhood home to visit her English Aunt and family. 

The boat crossing from the life she knew provides an immediate opportunity to 

learn what life is like beyond the quiet suburban world she had been used to 

when she meets a passionate feminist who puts into words what Laura has only 

sub-consciously thought – that women need not be slaves to men. 

And with this awareness, Laura starts to grow and mature into a capable 

young woman who questions the ‘norms’ of Society life in Britain during World 

War 2,, and again when she returns to the US with her English husband who is 

posted to Washington as an assistant to Lord Halifax. 

I love this period of history.  I loved the fact that the central character was 

portrayed as a strong-minded and determined female at a time when such a 

personality was more often isolated.  What I failed to engage with was the very 

lengthy and randomness of some of the text.  It seemed at times to wander off 

the purpose of the plot – or perhaps it was me as my stamina once again folded. 



 

Good but not that good. 

 

Cathy Small  

Little did Laura realise how life changing her trip across the ocean 

would be but she joins someone who ideals and lifestyle is completed 

different to hers. This is the start of her journey.  

Laura gets caught into the world of communism whilst catching the boat across 

the ocean and it opens her eyes to the world. As she meets the man who will 

change her life, she steps aware from her communist friend and protesting 

events and falls in love with the man who combines her social life but also the 

thrill of making a difference in the war. But the life she chooses is full of secrets 

which create difficulties in their marriage and in their social life to the point of 

separation. 

 

Sue Broom  

In a thriller that had me holding my breath at times, the 

claustrophobic atmosphere of the Cold War, particularly in 

America, pervades.  A terrific book and I'd recommend it highly.  

I was very impressed by this fictional life of a woman caught up in the 

espionage world of the Cold War, based loosely on a real character.  Outwardly 

conventional and shallow, Laura is revealed to be possessed of a strength and 

courage no-one would have guessed at - no-one, that is, except for her English 

husband and the love of her life, the only person she feels truly understands her 

and her motivations.  Brought up in an environment bound by social 

expectation, she longs for individuality and to be able to be useful in society and, 

on her first trip away from home at the age of 20, finds inspiration in the 

company of a daring and seemingly free-thinking young woman and is 

introduced to a different way of living and different goals.  Then she falls for 

Edward and her fate is sealed.  Whether or not these goals prove to be illusions 

forms the basis of the remainder of her story. 

In a thriller that had me holding my breath at times, the claustrophobic 

atmosphere of the Cold War, particularly in America, pervades.  The writing is 

superb, the characters ring true and the pace is perfect, tension building up 

relentlessly until you wonder if there can be any happy resolution to Laura’s 

dilemma.  The fact that Laura is based on a real person served to underline the 

drama of her story since she is someone I had never before considered and had 



 

me reaching for Wikipedia to immerse myself in the not-so-distant history of the 

time.  A terrific book and I’d recommend it highly. 

 

Sarah Tilley  

Interesting insight into the double lives of spies, although not your 

usual spy tale.  

An interesting insight into "ordinary" spies during the Second World War 

although took a while to get into it. 

Laura is an American woman who comes to England just before the outbreak of 

war at the end of the 30s. She begins to dabble in communism and this leads her 

down a path she could have never envisaged.  

By the final third of the book I was hooked and couldn't put the book down to 

find out what happens to Laura and Edward. 

I would love to see a sequel as there were a few characters that I felt could have 

been further developed such as the mysterious Amy. 

 

Catherine Price  

Passion and betrayal in post-war London and Washington, this is a 

fascinating and well-researched historical novel about one of the 

least studied (and most interesting) characters in the Cold War.  

Laura Leverett is one of history's outsiders. An American in wartime London, 

she marries into the upper class set, in the knowledge that both she and her 

outwardly urbane husband secretly despise their values. They soon become 

caught in a hidden double life, moving between the two worlds of bourgeois 

respectability and communist idealism, and inevitably the stakes for them both 

are raised to intolerable levels.  

Natasha Walter has carefully researched every aspect of this era, but the 

research is worn lightly, as the characters develop intellectually, sexually and 

politically in a rapidly changing world.  

Told mostly in flashback, Laura's life unfolds from naive bewilderment in 

wartime London to the grim McCarthyism and paranoia of the 1950s, until the 

inevitable consequences of her hidden life comes to light. An epic retelling of one 

of history's most unpleasant chapters, told from a fresh and compelling 

perspective. 


