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Article by Virginia Lee 

 

SPIES  

By Michael Frayn  

Spies, the Whitbread Novel of the Year (2002), is written by British novelist and 

playwright, Michael Frayn. Born in 1933, Frayn worked as a journalist for the 

Guardian and the Observer before becoming a successful fiction and drama writer. 

Spies is set in London during the Blitz, evoking a period which would have shaped 

Frayn’s own youth. The novel is multi-generic – part wartime mystery, part coming-

of-age narrative. Spies touches on a recurring theme in Frayn’s work – the way in 

which a single-minded obsession can impact on the lives of others, leading to 

unexpected consequences. The elderly protagonist, Stephen Wheatley, returns to 

the quiet suburb of his childhood where he recreates, in his imagination, the poignant 

events of a wartime summer. The ‘spies’ of the title is deliberately ambiguous. On 

the one hand, it references the enemy infiltration of British defenses by German 

agents. It further alludes to the way in which Stephen and his friend, Keith Hayward, 

spy on Keith’s mother. Urged on by the collective paranoia and their own lively 

imaginations, they track the movements of Mrs Hayward, interpreting her comings 

and goings according to their own subjective assumptions. Inadvertently, they 

discover something ‘that’s actually secret’ (p.48).  

Whose Reality? in Spies  

Frayn’s text depicts, at its core, a painful adult drama of betrayal and conflicting 

loyalties. The way in which this drama is played out encompasses several different 

perspectives, each with its own agenda and each representing a different reality. 

While the younger Stephen’s viewpoint predominates, the adult narrator attempts to 

tease out ‘what really happened’, inviting the collusion of the reader in solving the 

mystery. Readers are left to draw their own conclusions from the complex web of 

obfuscation (concealment) and deception that emerges.  

Frayn explores the roles that memory and imagination play in our interpretation of 

the world. Despite the conviction they bring to the task, the boys’ convoluted fantasy 
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is unsustainable. As the narrative unfolds, the disparity between the world of 

childhood and the world of adulthood becomes distressingly clear. The text also 

questions the integrity of memory and the extent to which we can reconstruct the 

past with exactitude. What seemed real at the time is challenged by the adult 

Stephen. Memory is presented as a literal and metaphorical journey. Stephen flies to 

that ‘far-off nearby land’ (p.4) to revisit his childhood, an impulse triggered by the 

provocative sweetness of the privet blossom. His destination is ‘Memory Lane’ and 

the final point before he goes ‘round the bend’ and turns into ‘Amnesia Avenue’ (p.6). 

What he finds there is startling. Finally, the text calls into question the extent to which 

we can really ‘know’ those around us. The private reality of parents and friends is 

often very different from that which is represented on the surface. 

Childhood fantasy versus adult reality 

Stephen’s friendship with Keith Hayward provides a robust insulation against the 

reality that lurks outside the ‘quiet, sweet, dull ordinariness’ (p.9) of the Close. The 

adult world that surrounds them is harried and preoccupied. Fathers and uncles are 

absent. Rations are in short supply and the black market thrives. The nightly 

blackout is a stark reminder of the bombings that devastate the rest of London and 

indeed, the Close has its own ‘melancholy little landscape of uncleared rubble’ (p. 

30) that had once been Miss Durrant’s house. Frayn sketches in these contextual 

details with a light touch for, although the war clearly impacts on their lives, the 

children in the Close coexist alongside the adults in their own individual ambit. If 

anything, the wartime setting intensifies the divide between the adult world and their 

own. For example, the general consensus is that the Berrill girls are ‘running wild’ 

(p.13) while their father is away in the army.  

Similarly, Stephen and Keith are often left to their own devices to construct a make-

believe world that is more exciting and authentic than anything else that immediately 

surrounds them: ‘There are a great many projects in hand and a great many 

mysteries to be investigated’ (p.19). Their schemes range from an overhead 

cableway that connects their two houses, to an underground tube system through 

which the boys can travel around the Close incognito while they conduct their 

surveillance of the neighbourhood. Their time together is spent reinventing their 

surroundings and exploring the possibilities that open up. Throughout, Stephen is 



Area of Study 2 
Article on Spies by Virginia Lee  Context: Whose Reality? 

3 
© Insight Publications 2010 
 

humbly grateful for his ‘incomprehensible good fortune’ (p.16) in being Keith’s friend, 

and is under no illusion as to who is the leader and who is being led. The narrator 

employs a wry joke at the boys’ expense with regard to the way they frequently 

misinterpret and reconfigure language to fit their current venture. Sometimes this is 

comic – while Stephen has an inkling that spelling is not Keith’s forte, the latter 

remains oblivious as to the difference between ‘privet’ and ‘private’. Sometimes it is 

more serious – the labeling of the mysterious family from Trewinnick, ‘the Juice’, 

suggests a disturbing intolerance towards the concept of the ‘other’. These 

misconceptions are indicative of how the boys’ view of the world is shaped at least in 

part by their imaginations, rather than being based in reality.  

Fantasy is a refuge for both boys. Stephen finds his family commendable, but boring. 

His father seems like ‘some mild-natured furry animal’ (p.26), an innocuous 

presence. Stephen’s mother spends most of her day ‘sighing and anxious’ (p.26), 

while his ‘insufferable’ (p.13) older brother, Geoff, has moved into the alien territory 

of adolescence. Nevertheless, Stephen has ‘some kind of subconscious 

understanding’ that these apparent disadvantages in life are a ‘necessary condition 

of the enthralling difference between Keith’s status in the world and his own’ (p.26). 

The irony is that Keith’s ‘perfect’ world is, in fact, lonely and regimented at best, 

violent at worst. An only child, he retreats into fantasy in order to escape the 

unpleasantness of his family life. Keith’s reality is an affectionate but slightly 

disengaged mother and a controlling bully of a father who does not hesitate to cane 

his son if his exacting standards are not met. Stephen is, in fact, his only friend as 

the other children in the Close find him aloof and ‘stuck-up’ (p.99). Despite Stephen’s 

enthusiasm, it is Keith who has the greater emotional investment in their games 

together. The privet hedge in front of Braemar represents the boys’ secret kingdom, 

‘across the frontier into another country altogether’ (p.52). When they are hidden in 

its foliage ‘no one in the world can see us’ (p.52). This domain has its own ‘sacred’ 

symbols, chief of which is the bayonet – in reality an old carving knife – an object of 

‘metaphysical complexity’ (p.55) that highlights just how powerful the boys’ 

imaginations are, capable of turning a discarded domestic object into an instrument 

of war. 
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As long as Keith and Stephen confine their prolific imaginations to their own projects, 

they can do no real harm. However, their fantasy world moves into a dangerous 

phase when they start to spy on Mrs Hayward. The Duration is still the ‘great 

overarching condition’ (p.21) that shapes all of their lives. Again, although the actual 

meaning of the term is obscure to the boys, its connotations of vigilance and ever-

present danger are absorbed into their imaginative lexicon. They are so 

hypersensitive to the possibility that the Germans might penetrate British defenses 

that Keith’s initial premise implicating his mother in espionage seems entirely 

plausible. Further, Keith proves adroit in distorting facts and events to fit his 

perception of reality. The pair start to re-evaluate Mrs Hayward’s every movement, 

as well as the activities of various neighbours. The most innocent behavior appears 

sinister and Stephen decides that nothing can be taken at face value: ‘Everything 

that we’d once taken for granted now seems open to question’ (p.41). He recognises 

from the outset Keith’s role as ‘creator’ (p.53) of this new instalment in their fantasy 

life; his friend is ‘more than a protagonist in the events we’re living through’ (p.53). 

This time a game has become ‘really real’ (p.53) and Stephen’s misgivings mount as 

Keith’s almost fanatical devotion to the enterprise becomes clear. It is Stephen who 

retains a connection to the real world and belatedly realises that there might be 

consequences to their ‘investigation’ that could be ‘rather sad for all of us’ (p.44). He 

concludes that ‘it’s not as simple as I’d originally thought’ (p.44).  

As the spying proceeds, Stephen wonders what would be more alarming: to be 

‘living in a dream’ or ‘in a story that had taken over our memories’ (p.74). Both 

possibilities allude to the frightening implications of a fantasy world that he can no 

longer decode and over which he has little control. This sensation of having fallen 

down a rabbit-hole stays with Stephen. The railway tunnel through which he passes 

literally and metaphorically separates the world of childish fantasy from a darker 

adult reality. It is an entry into new and dangerous territory and as Stephen becomes 

implicated in the adult drama that has existed just beneath the surface all along, he 

experiences a corresponding loss of innocence. His own role in the ‘game’ starts to 

shift. No longer Keith’s disciple, he morphs instead into Mrs Hayward’s ‘accomplice’ 

(p.175) and is confronted with the tragic ignominy of Uncle Peter’s desertion. The 

juxtaposition of the boys’ game of make-believe espionage with the airman’s 

humiliation and despair underscores just how protected Stephen and Keith are from 
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true reality. Whilst for the boys the war is a distant backdrop to everyday life, Peter 

has experienced it firsthand, and found it to be more than he could bear.  

• What does the statement, ‘Things start as a game, and then they turn into a 

test, which I fail’ (p.48) tell us about Stephen’s reality?  

Discussion questions  

• Are the states of childhood and adulthood always totally separate realities?  

Memory and imagination redefine reality  

Stephen’s journey in memory back to the wartime summer of his childhood highlights 

the enormous difficulty of looking back and remembering just what it was like to be a 

child. It is as much an exercise of the imagination as of memory itself. Hindsight 

enables Stephen is able to distinguish what his younger self perceived as real from 

what was actually happening.  

Stephen’s attempt to recreate the past is spearheaded by a familiar restlessness, 

‘the terrible pull of opposites that torments the displaced everywhere’ (p.229). The 

catalyst is the distinctive smell of the privet blossom, ‘sweet, coarse, and intimately 

unsettling’ (p.234), an odor that teases at his memory with maddening imprecision. 

When he returns to England, everything ‘is as it was’ and ‘everything has changed’ 

(p.9). He commences his journey in memory by introducing the young Stephen 

Wheatley as a separate character, switching to the third person to describe his 

younger self: ‘He’s walking slowly, his mouth slightly open, lost in some kind of 

vague daydream’ (p.13). In this way, the elderly narrator establishes himself as an 

actual observer of the past, watching the young protagonist from a detached, 

objective perspective.  

Stephen acknowledges that memory is selective and, for that matter, often 

unreliable. What he remembers is not so much a narrative as a ‘collection of vivid 

particulars’ (p.32). The task that the elderly Stephen has set himself is formidable. 

He continually tries to deconstruct the younger Stephen’s mindset: ‘So how much did 

Stephen understand at this point about what was going on?’ (p.137). The boy’s 

mounting panic and increasing sense of helplessness are poignantly conveyed. 

When the narrator tries to identify what was in his youthful head, he concludes, ‘I 
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imagine that it’s a shifting and comfortless tangle of recollection and apprehension’ 

(p.138). Frayn skillfully depicts the multiple realities that exist under the surface of 

Stephen’s boyhood radar – realities to which Stephen, as a child, is oblivious. Some 

of these he learns at the time as events unfold, some emerge later when he is an 

adult, and some are teased out in his re-creation of the past. He reiterates the 

paradox that it is possible to ‘know’ and ‘yet not know’ at the same time (p.199). 

Stephen also deploys self-deprecating humour, laced with irony, in his appraisal of 

his younger counterpart’s behavior. The blurring in Stephen’s mind of ‘Germans’ and 

‘germs’, the former synonymous with evil, but the latter just as prevalent and 

‘insidious’ (p.140), is a case in point. His preoccupation is such that when Barbara 

Berrill kisses him, he is ‘too busy thinking about the germs’ (p.186) to enjoy it. There 

is an underlying acknowledgement throughout the text of the feat of imagination 

involved in reliving a slice of childhood and accurately rendering the truth of the 

experience. Ultimately Stephen concedes that ‘the old country of the past’ (p.234) 

remains elusive, only knowable up to a point. 

Barbara herself functions as a plot device, a kind of sly go-between, linking the 

myopic fantasy world of the boys with the more knowing perception of adolescence. 

When she discloses the information provided by her sister Deirdre about ‘Mrs 

Tracey’s boyfriend’ (p.101), she provides the reader (though not Stephen himself) 

with a partial clue as to Mrs Hayward’s relationship to the ‘German spy’. 

• At one point, Stephen says desperately, ‘I don’t know anything about 

anything’ (p.157). How reliable a narrator is he?  

Discussion questions 

• Stephen implies that his adult life has involved some dislocation. To what 

extent do you think the experiences described in the novel have shaped him 

as an adult? 

• How important are childhood memories? 
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Constructed reality  

Spies explores the masks donned by individuals, either by accident or design. In 

many cases, a carefully constructed reality deliberately deflects the truth from 

scrutiny. This tension between the truth and deception remains unresolved.  

When Stephen returns to the Close, he realises with surprise that the suburb in 

which he lived as a boy was all new. It had been assembled ‘like a Potemkin village’ 

(p.85), a ‘sudden new colony’ (p.86) superimposed on the long-established 

settlements, bringing its own order and progress. Beyond the safely defined confines 

of this development, the old, unreconstructed world ‘pursued its ancient, secret life’ 

(p.89). Frayn suggests that the reality we see before us, and what we assume to be 

the truth, is not always as it seems.  

Keith’s house, Chollerton, exemplifies this paradox. To the impressionable Stephen, 

the Haywards’ world seems perfect and presents a marked contrast to his own rather 

haphazard family life. The house is immaculately kept; ‘the darkness of the paneling 

and the gleam of the silver and the delicate chiming of the clocks’ (p.17) suggest 

effortless, well-regulated elegance. Even Keith’s playroom, separate to his bedroom, 

is a controlled environment. His toys and books, unlike those of the Wheatley boys, 

are neatly arranged and beautifully cared for. Stephen never questions the Hayward 

family’s ‘unshakable correctness’ (p.24). However, he is intimidated by Ted Hayward 

who dominates his household in ways that Stephen cannot begin to guess. Hayward 

is uninterested in anything that can’t be quantified or measured and his contempt for 

‘silly’ games of ‘let’s-pretend’ (p.187) is clearly communicated to Stephen. A blunt, 

unimaginative man, he represents the antithesis of fantasy. Ironically, his Home 

Guard duties are presented – at least by Keith – as ‘special undercover work for the 

Secret Service’ (p.23).  

Both Haywards work hard to preserve the apparently flawless world that Stephen so 

admires. In her way, Mrs Hayward is as controlled as her husband. Stephen’s first 

impression is that she is ‘calm, and composed’ (p.20). When the boys start 

monitoring her every movement, Stephen is surprised at how much she actually 

accomplishes, yet she always conveys an aura of unruffled serenity: ‘She spent a lot 

of the day with her feet up on the sofa, or resting in her bedroom, and rested is how 
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she always seemed’ (p.20). With greater truth than he realises, Stephen intuits early 

on that the Haywards are ‘plainly both skilled at concealing their real selves from the 

world’ (p.38).  

Keith’s ‘spying’ also exposes the uneven power dynamic that operates within the 

boys’ relationship. The success of this relationship is predicated on Stephen’s 

admiration and compliance. Interestingly, both Keith and Stephen’s parents interpret 

this dynamic differently and seem convinced that it is Stephen, not Keith, who is the 

leader of the two: ‘he’s obviously as good as his parents are at concealing his true 

nature’ (p.108). In reality, Keith is empowered by the relationship with Stephen who 

perceptively observes that ‘Without me, there’s no one for him to be braver than’ 

(p.125). To a child disempowered by abuse, having a friend whom he can dominate 

is critical. Stephen’s willing nature, his lower status in the social hierarchy and his 

flattering awe of everything the Haywards stand for make him perfect for the role. 

However, when Stephen ventures out independently at night, he unwittingly 

destabilises Keith’s role as ‘the hero of our projects’ (p.121). As the game implodes, 

the uneasy line between leading and dominating becomes blurred and Keith’s 

control over Stephen raises the question, how ‘real’ is the friendship? Barbara asks, 

‘Is Keith your best friend … your really really best friend?’ (p.99). By the time Keith 

threatens Stephen with the ‘bayonet’, the latter is forced to concede that fear, rather 

than respect, underpins the relationship. Keith’s scornful dismissal of Stephen after 

this incident is very revealing: ‘That didn’t hurt. If you think that hurt, you don’t know 

what hurting is’ (p.212). This hints at a domestic scenario where retribution goes well 

beyond caning for wrong-doing. 

The elderly narrator’s disclosure of the Wheatleys’ real background is the final twist 

for the reader. When Stephen rather unconvincingly asserts that his father’s a 

German spy too, in a bid for Keith’s attention, he is unwittingly speaking the truth. In 

fact there are German spies in the Close – the youthful amateur and the ‘serious and 

dedicated professional’ (p.230). Stephen’s ‘scarcely noticeable’ (p.26) father 

presents as ‘extraordinarily ordinary’ (p.28), yet is actually engaged in valuable 

intelligence work that undermines German anti-aircraft defenses. His family have left 

behind their homeland and the persecution of the Third Reich to reinvent themselves 
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as an English family: ‘we all turned into Wheatleys’ (p.229). Thus, the anguish of 

German Jewish dislocation is another adult reality  

that lurks beneath the surface of Stephen’s consciousness. With the same intuition 

he shows towards the Haywards, Stephen feels that there is ‘something sad about 

our life’ (p.65). He is puzzled by the stream of melancholy strangers who visit the 

house, speaking in a foreign language behind closed doors. These ‘desperate fellow-

refugees’ (p.231) have come to his father for support. Stephen’s assumption that his 

father’s experience of trouble could not possibly compare to his own is undercut by 

his father’s quiet statement: ‘I don’t like bullying … I’ve seen too much of it in my 

lifetime’ (p.213). Despite their English façade, Stephen’s parents are determined to 

hold onto their cultural reality – even if it is covert – and acknowledge, if not actively 

celebrate, the Jewish Sabbath: ‘It’s always said to be nice if I stay in on a Friday 

evening, for some reason, and there’s always some kind of unspoken, unexplained 

reproach hanging in the air if I decline the promise of this niceness and go out’ 

(p.62). As the old man who has become Stefan Weitzler, Stephen shares the same 

conviction that Friday evening is a time for the family to stay home together.  

• How ‘real’ is Stephen and Keith’s friendship?  

Discussion questions  

• How much do we ever know about our parents’ reality?  

Conflict between illusion and truth  

The contrast between the revered image of the dashing war hero and the reality of 

the terrified, shamed deserter underscores the sacrifice demanded of people in 

wartime, and the painful consequences that can result. Wartime creates heroes; it 

can also destroy them. Some, like Keith’s uncle Peter, are simply unable to live up to 

expectations and are labelled as ‘cowards’. Peter is perceived as the embodiment of 

courage and wartime sacrifice: ‘His very absence was a kind of presence’ (p.25). 

The silver-framed photo, taking pride of place on the mantelpiece, depicts a young 

man brimming with confidence and boyish glamour. The bomber pilot is regarded 

with reverence by the children of the Close and, in particular, Keith and Stephen: 

‘They gape at him, suddenly tongue-tied, their worshipping faces reflected in each of 

the shining brass buttons on his uniform’ (p.75). It is Peter’s valour that provides the 
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inspirational yardstick against which they measure their own adventures. With 

heartbreaking irony, the airman describes war as a ‘game’ when he is trying to 

communicate his wretchedness to the bewildered Stephen: ‘You start playing some 

game and you’re the brave one, you’re the great hero. But the game goes on and on, 

and it gets more and more frightening, and you get tired, because you can’t go on 

being brave for ever’ (p.203). It is a salient reminder to Stephen and the reader that it 

is not only children who can be manipulated and damaged by promises of false 

glory. It is also a reminder that those who were fighting the war were little more than 

boys themselves. 

The fiction of Uncle Peter’s heroism is never challenged and his reputation as the 

dashing young pilot remains intact. Shortly after his death on the rails, he is officially 

posted missing. If there are questions left unresolved, the older Stephen is realistic: 

‘Well, it was wartime. Not everything was reported or spoken about’ (p.227). Frayn 

suggests that the context of war imposes its own policies and conventions, very 

different from the bland reality of peacetime. Not only might the death of one 

nameless itinerant be considered relatively un-newsworthy when set against the vast 

backdrop of pain and suffering, there is also the fear of damaging morale. 

Information during wartime is disseminated on a ‘need to know’ basis. Clearly the 

despair experienced by deserters is not something the British authorities want to 

publicise, lest it further undermine the confidence of an already stressed community. 

The cynical implication of Stephen’s appraisal is that it is considered best for 

everybody if Uncle Peter remains the epitome of ‘cheerful bravery’ (p.25) committed 

to the defence of the Empire. The distressing reality for his widow and baby daughter 

is that the airman’s enduring legacy is one of shame and disgrace. He can never be 

honoured for what he did achieve, only blamed for what he did not.  

• How does Frayn challenge the wartime values of loyalty and unity that 

Stephen, as a child, takes for granted? 

Discussion questions 

• Does the older Stephen have a different view?  
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SAMPLE PASSAGE ANALYSIS 

This section shows you how to identify and discuss key Context ideas in a short 

passage from Spies.  

First, carefully read through the following section (pp.120–122), from: ‘Keith turns the 

sock over in his hands …’ to ‘“I just think we’d better not,” I repeat feebly.’  

Summary  

After Stephen’s nocturnal venture out to the tunnel, he returns to the Haywards with 

a sock, found in the box near the embankment. He shows it to Keith who is 

unexpectedly critical. Mrs Hayward interrupts the boys’ discussion with the offer of 

some buns, after which, despite Stephen’s reluctance, Keith decides that they will 

revisit the Barns.  

Questions for exploring ideas  

• What does the passage suggest about the relationship between the two 

boys?  

• In what ways is Keith like his father?  

• Comment on the significance of the mysterious Xs.  

• Of the three characters represented in this scene, whose reality is the most 

powerful? Whose reality is the most vulnerable? Explain your reasoning.  

• How valuable are our memories? Does our ability to remember enhance or 

compromise our sense of reality?  

Discussion questions  

• How important is the truth? If the consequences of revealing a truth involve 

pain and humiliation, are we better off ‘not knowing’? Is there any such thing 

as an ‘absolute truth’, or will truth always be shaded by societal values and 

cultural expectations? How much does truth shift according to context?  

• Peter asks Stephen, ‘So why you? … Why did she pick you?’ Why does Mrs 

Hayward trust Stephen? 
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Focus on text features 

As well as drawing on ideas from Spies in your writing about Whose Reality?, 

remember that the language and style of your writing may also be inspired by the 

structures and features of the text. For example, the following aspects of Spies may 

influence how you choose to use language in the text you create: 

• Retrospective narrative viewpoint – the text commences in the present with 

Stephen’s return to London and then takes us back in time to his boyhood and 

the events of wartime. However, the writer continues to use the present tense 

throughout to retain the immediacy of the past experience. 

• While the narrative is presented entirely from the protagonist’s perspective, 

Frayn oscillates between first and third person, between Stephen’s older and 

younger selves. 

• Reflective tone – as well as teasing out the literal truth of the past, much of the 

narrative explores Stephen’s inner world and the psychological conflict he 

experiences. 

• Use of imagery and symbolism – the privet, the bayonet, the cigarettes, the 

silver-framed photo, the tunnel and Lamorna are the most significant. 

Points of view on the Context 

These discussion questions, activities and sample writing prompts are designed to 

encourage you to consider some of the questions raised by the Context Whose 

Reality? in Spies and to develop your own points of view on the key ideas. 

For further discussion/writing 

• The most important element in shaping our reality is memory. 

• Illusion is more attractive than reality. 

• Crisis redefines our sense of what is real. 

• Our memories tell us who we are, but we have to choose to remember them. 

• Reality can be distorted by our imagination. 

• Our reality will always be defined solely by our own experiences.  
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Activities  

• Research aspects of World War II that are referenced in the novel. For 

example: the London Blitz, Jewish refugees in Great Britain before and during 

the war, or the treatment of deserters.  

• Creatively explore the perspectives of Mrs Hayward and / or Stephen’s father. 

This could be done through a monologue, journal entries or letters. What 

might each character say about their respective realities?  

• Try to remember a childhood or adolescent memory that was important to 

you. Use this as the basis for a piece of writing. Draw on what you saw, heard, 

smelt, touched and tasted, as well as the emotions you felt. You may write in 

the first or the third person, and use either the past or present tense.  

• Create a Venn diagram, drawing on what you know about yourself and your 

parents. What are the similarities? What are the differences?  

The text  

Frayn, Michael 2002, Spies, Faber and Faber Ltd, London. 
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