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In the first few months after the German surrender, I was occupied with tracing, arresting and interrogating people who were suspected of having been involved in war crimes. Suspects wanted by 21 Army Group, the security services, or for trial at Nuremberg. The list was enormous and the deep interrogation camps were bursting at the seams.

So without anybody’s permission or agreement I decided to institute my own criteria for arrests. After careful interrogation, did I really feel that the man or woman deserved to go in the bag? If I thought not, they were put on parole and left to get on with their lives.

A Wilderness of Mirrors is about an SIS officer who is efficient, loyal and patriotic, who is ordered by London to carry out the kidnapping of a girl from the other side of the Wall. When the operation collapses and he finds out what his superiors expect him to do with the girl, he decides that their solution is unfair and unjust. As I did, way back, he decides to make his own rules for the game. And that decision is to affect the rest of his life as his unauthorised involvement becomes more and more complex.

The story is set in Berlin, the Soviet Union, the United States and Britain, and it is essentially the story of what can happen when a good man decides to ignore the rules of the game.
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           We are at the stake,

And bay’d about with many enemies;

And some that smile have in their hearts, I fear,

Millions of mischiefs.

Shakespeare: Julius Caesar


CHAPTER 1

The Washington to London Concorde flight was only half full and Thornton put his bag on the vacant seat beside him. He wondered why Facilities at the embassy had booked him a Concorde flight. He was at least a grade too low to warrant that luxury. Maybe it was to soften him up for when he filed his report. There was an annual security check on the embassy and its staff. It checked for all the routine things. Document security, code security, radio security, bugs and procedures. And whoever did it was loathed from the moment he arrived. But at least for one week in the year the embassy was very security-conscious.

But SIS had taken to sending somebody across unannounced once in a while. Somebody who was ostensibly Foreign Office with some spurious low-key assignment as his cover. And that assignment was to look at people, not routines or hardware. Which was what he’d been doing for the last month. Looking at people. Like a lioness watching a herd of grazing gazelle after making a kill. No danger to anyone. Asking no leading questions, just listening and observing. But while you were listening you looked at their eyes and their hands and their feet. Those silent tellers of tales that so often said much more than the words.

Despite his years in SIS it still amazed him. The antics that people got up to. And these weren’t the odd-balls of the complex, shifting world of espionage, but diplomats. They weren’t even foreigners. They were true-blue Brits. Or at least they were supposed to be. But there they were, all of them looking so normal on the outside, but inside, the turmoil of the minds that drove them to risk careers and even lives for the gratification of some hidden desire. Sex, money, power, recognition, and sometimes, even, love. The more formal their jobs and the more senior their status the more surprising their weaknesses. But fashions in sin, and its acceptability to authority, had moved on from the old days. There were even official classifications now for homosexuality. Classifications that ranged from instant dismissal, through the need for warnings, to what seemed to be almost tacit approval. Fiscal dishonesty too had its own league-tables of tolerance. Transvestism no longer called for more than a reference in a ‘P’ file. Ambition when it was too overt or ruthless could be dealt with easily enough by inferior postings and pointed passing-over for promotion. But, thank God, SIS’s remit covered only the discovery not the retribution, unless there was an obvious top-level security risk involved. And even then it could be legitimately fobbed off onto MI5.

He leaned back in his seat and closed his eyes. He’d called the flat before he left but there had been no reply. Maybe she’d been too busy to move in yet. Or maybe she’d decided that her place was better for them both. Dear Penny Lambert, instant decision-maker and instant changer-of-mind. He tried not to think that maybe she had eventually decided that twelve years difference in age really was too much. He had mentioned it several times but she had just frowned, waving her arm dismissively as she went on talking about the iniquities of agents and stage-managers. But she had never actually said that it didn’t matter.

Thornton looked at his watch to recall what day it was. It was Thursday. One of the first things he must do was phone Elaine about having Jamie on Saturday. Maybe for once she’d do the decent thing and let him have him on Sunday as well as he’d been away for five weekends. Not that Elaine had ever been one for doing the decent thing.

He wondered how she got on with Arthur Padstow. Did she still get up to the same old games or was she having to toe the line? Arthur Padstow, merchant banker and investment advisor, hadn’t made his quick pile by being a soft touch. And Elaine hadn’t been the first by a long way. The others that he knew of from gossip and the newspapers had been out of the same mould. Cool, Swedish-type blondes with long legs and all the trimmings. When she had told him that she was marrying Padstow he’d checked his personal file. A perk that was frowned on by one and all, but a universally indulged privilege all the same.

There was nothing of any great interest on the file. Suspicions of moving funds out of the UK when that wasn’t legal. Some queries about a tangle of holding companies in tax havens. The kind of stuff that few people could understand and that usually ended up in the back pages of Private Eye. He guessed that anyone who understood it knew about it already. There were a couple of cuttings from copies of Private Eye referring to Padstow’s ‘Ugandan’ discussions with an heiress, a rich Arab’s divorced wife and a gossip-column girl, with the hint that those relationships might have stopped him from getting the knighthood he so obviously and desperately wanted.

When they landed at Heathrow Thornton waited for his two bags to come round the carousel. The service for Concorde passengers had priority and a few minutes later he walked across to Immigration. The man at the desk obviously recognised the coded passport number and smiled and nodded as he handed it back. He picked up his bags, found a trolley and headed through the green customs area. Outside the terminal building he instinctively let the first two taxis go and got into the third, giving Queensway as his destination. He paid off the driver a couple of streets before his own.

The sun was still shining but the lights were already on in Queensway. It reminded him of some of the streets in Lower East Side below Houston Street, east of the Bowery. Queens-way was brash and garish; it stank of curry and chips but it was warm and alive. Queensway had character. Not necessarily good character but it was full of vitality, a village where the inhabitants belonged.

At the top of the stairs he put down his bags and fumbled for his keys. As he pushed open the door and reached for his bags he saw her standing there, smiling. He’d tried not to expect her to be there. It didn’t pay to count on people doing what you wanted them to do. For a moment he was lost for words. Some girls would have been hurt or offended at the lack of response but Penny Lambert knew her man too well to feel anything other than pleasure at seeing him back, and a fleeting moment of anger at the people who had left him so insecure.

She laughed softly. ‘Don’t just stand there gawping. Come on in, you eejit.’ And then her arms went round him and she kissed him. Not passionately. More like a mother welcoming her child home from school.

‘What was Concorde like?’

‘It’s lovely to see you, Penny.’ He paused. ‘How did you know I was on Concorde?’

‘Some chap rang from your office. He told me. Wants you to phone him …’ she laughed, ‘… at your earliest convenience … I told him that that was the one next to the pub.’

He smiled and looked around the room. ‘It’s nice to be back, honey.’

‘Honey … sounds interesting. Who was the lucky lady who taught you that?’

‘You’ve painted all the walls.’ He laughed. ‘White.’

‘Yes. I thought you were right after all. Cheaper than Laura Ashley wallpaper anyway. Sit down and I’ll make you some tea.’

There was no door to the tiny kitchen and she stood leaning against the opening as she waited for the water to boil. He turned to look at her.

‘Tell me what you’ve been doing while I was away.’

‘Oh, a couple of long weekends with Robert Redford. Parties most nights.’ She grinned. ‘Nothing special.’

‘I meant work.’

‘Oh, work. Well, Good Time Girl folded after three weeks. I got a TV commercial for a toilet soap. Two voice-overs – one for a building society – all Manchester and sincerity.’ She shrugged. ‘I’ve had two auditions for a new musical called Roses All the Way. I auditioned for the principal juvenile but I suspect they’ll only offer me chorus and understudy.’

‘Who was the guy who phoned?’

‘I think he said his name was Alan. The number’s on the card on the mantelpiece.’

Thornton looked at the scrawl on the card. The number was the duty officer’s number at Century House.

When they were drinking their tea he said quietly, ‘Are you staying, Penny?’

‘Of course I am.’

‘I’m glad.’

She watched him as he sipped his tea. He wasn’t handsome but he was definitely attractive. The big brown spaniel’s eyes belied the strong jaw and the muscles at each side of his determined mouth. But the real strength was an inner strength that sometimes bordered on aloofness. She often wondered if it was the desperately unhappy childhood or his job that had made him like that. She had come to accept that despite all that closed-in defensiveness he genuinely cared about her and their relationship. Perhaps one day she might penetrate that protective fortress but until then she was happy to be friend, mother and lover.

He put down his cup. ‘I’d better phone the office.’

He dialled the number, and it gave only two rings before it was answered.

‘Can I help you?’

‘It’s Thornton. I got a message to ring somebody named Alan. D’you know who he is?’

‘Is that first-name or surname?’

‘I’ve no idea.’

‘Let me check the list. I won’t be a moment.’

Thornton heard the rustle of pages being turned and then, ‘Mr Thornton?’

‘Yes.’

‘There’s a message here for you. It’s not Alan, it’s Mr Hallam. He’d like you to contact him as soon as possible.’

‘OK. Thanks.’

‘Have you got his number?’

‘Yes – thank you.’

When he hung up she said, ‘Did they keep you busy in Washington?’

He nodded. ‘Yes.’

‘What were you doing?’

He smiled. ‘Just counting the pencils and checking the carbon paper.’

It was late evening when he rang Hallam’s number but there was no reply. Hallam was a department head but Thornton hadn’t worked with him for a couple of years. Thornton wasn’t sure what Hallam was responsible for now. He had been CIA liaison when Thornton had previously worked for him. He liked Hallam.

It was just after ten the next morning when Hallam rang.

‘A good flight?’

‘Yes, thank you, sir.’

‘You’re due leave aren’t you?’

‘Ten days.’

‘Have you got anything planned?’

‘No.’

‘Would you be willing to postpone your leave? I’ve got something I’d like you to do.’

‘UK or overseas, sir?’

‘UK so far as I know.’

‘OK. When do you want to brief me?’

‘There’s a small semi-official committee involved. I could get them together about two if that’s convenient for you.’

‘Right, sir. I’ll be there.’

Hallam was waiting for him by the entrance to Century House and he took Thornton’s arm, steering him towards a waiting taxi.

‘I thought we’d get away from this place and I’ve arranged for the others to be at Ebury Street – the safe-house.’

As they climbed in the back of the taxi Hallam nodded to the driver and Thornton realised that this must be one of the SIS cabs used by the surveillance teams.

Ten minutes later they were at the safe-house and Hallam opened the street door with an old-fashioned key. Inside was another door, a metal door, and a TV monitor above it purred softly as it worked on auto-focus, moving slowly as it covered them both from head to foot. When a red light glowed Hallam pressed the button and the door opened smoothly and silently, closing with a solid ‘clunk’ when they had both passed over the metal grid under the carpet. The rest of the small town-house was no different in layout and style from any other small house in the street. A narrow flight of stairs and a small landing where a plain-clothes man sat on a wooden bench opposite one of the solid doors.

‘Good afternoon, Rogers. Which room are they in?’

‘Number seven, sir.’

Hallam turned left and opened the door facing them and Thornton followed him.

There were three men sitting in armchairs around a low circular coffee table and the remnants of snacks and half-filled glasses. He had seen them all at various times at HQ but he only remembered Clayton’s name.

Hallam waved his arm at the others. ‘Mr Seymour, Professor Clayton and Mr Macleod. This is Thornton. Do sit down, Mr Thornton.’

He found himself looking at the four men as if they were suspects. Macleod with his pale, round moon face, beads of sweat on his upper lip. Pushing his glasses back up his nose again and again. Seymour with the unruly blond hair and the open schoolboy face but his hands clasped so tightly that the knuckles were white. Clayton, ‘The Prof’, and a genuine professor. Now in his sixties, Professor Emeritus of St Antony’s College, an acknowledged expert on Soviet affairs. Lean, with a gaunt, haggard face he sat unmoving except for a vein pulsing by his left eye. And Hallam. Hallam had played lock for London Scottish and the Barbarians, and looked like it. Tall, about fifteen or sixteen stone and bald at the front. He came from a wealthy family and had been recruited into SIS from one of the merchant banks. Amiable, tough and shrewd, he had good connections throughout SIS and the Foreign Office.

Hallam sat down, leaning forward, his elbows on his thighs, his big hands hanging loosely.

‘We’ve got a small problem, Thornton. An internal problem.’ He paused. ‘One of our senior field officers has gone missing. And we’ve no idea why. We’ve looked at all the usual reasons. Money problems, women, mental breakdown – even defecting – but we’re all quite convinced that it’s none of those.’ Hallam glanced towards the window for a moment and then back at his hands. ‘The four of us all know him pretty well and obviously we’re very concerned. Concerned on two counts. First of all for the man himself and then, of course, there’s the official aspect. You can imagine what it would be like if the press got hold of this.’ Hallam shrugged slightly uncomfortably. ‘We’ve not made it official even inside SIS as yet. He’s been posted as on accumulated long leave.’ Hallam paused and looked directly at Thornton. ‘We’d like you to find him.’

‘Who is he?’

‘David Fisher. Do you know him?’

‘I think he gave a talk to a refresher course I was on. He’d just come from Berlin.’

‘That sounds possible. Is that the only time you met him?’

‘Yes. But I’ve heard his name mentioned from time to time. Or seen it in summaries.’

Macleod said softly, ‘When you say you heard his name mentioned, in what context was it mentioned?’

‘Promotion I think. Something routine.’ Thornton turned back to Hallam. ‘How do you want me to tackle this, sir? Can I choose my own team?’

‘I’m afraid there won’t be any team. It will have to be a solo effort – at least in the beginning – if you make some progress we can think again.’

‘Wouldn’t it be easier to pass it to Five or Special Branch?’

Thornton noticed Hallam’s raised eyebrows and realised that his question was tactless. If Hallam wanted it this way it was not because he hadn’t been aware of the alternatives.

‘I don’t think so. First of all he may not be in the UK and secondly …’ he shrugged, ‘… we don’t particularly want to advertise to all and sundry that one of our senior men has disappeared.’ He paused. ‘Even in the organisation you’ve got to keep up the cover that he’s only on extended leave. Do you understand that?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘You can call on the advice or knowledge of any of the four of us here but that is as far as you can go. Use the records. Anything you like but nothing more.’

‘When do you want me to start?’

‘If you’re willing to postpone your leave I should like you to start right away. You can have one of the offices on the ninth floor.’

‘What if I’m asked what I’m working on?’

‘Refer whoever asks to me and say nothing.’

‘Right, sir. Well, I’d better get moving.’ Thornton stood up and when nobody responded he headed for the door. As he opened it Hallam called out, ‘I’ll phone through instructions about allocating you a room. See my girl when you get back to the office.’


CHAPTER 2

The main road to the coast was known locally as the LaHonda Road. It came off the freeway at Woodside then through LaHonda and on to the coast road at San Gregorio. It was seldom overcrowded with vehicles as it served no purpose other than linking the two towns on its route to the coast.

The white Cadillac turned off the main road a couple of miles before San Gregorio down a narrow metalled road and then turned left between two gateposts and along a rough track to a large ranch-style house. The Spanish-style arches and windows fitted the sandy setting with its yuccas and cacti and the bougainvillaea that billowed over and across its red-tiled roof.

The two men who got out of the car were casually but stylishly dressed and they talked animatedly as they walked to the open doors in the shade of the porch.

The tall man was the younger of the two. In his middle thirties. Tanned and well built he looked more like a lifeguard from one of the beaches than what he actually was – a neurologist. The shorter man looked more like a doctor than his companion but in fact he was fashion-buyer for a quite large department store in Los Angeles. At least that was what he had been until a few months ago. It was his fortieth birthday that day and they’d had lunch together in Palo Alto at Café Maroc.

The younger man received his monthly pay-cheque direct from CIA HQ at Langley and the older man got his from a company called Field and Jones Enterprises which was wholly owned by the CIA, and the cheque came from a bank also entirely owned by the CIA. The staff at the house were all CIA employees and the house itself was on long lease to the State Department.

The neurologist was Adam Siwicki and he had been recruited into the CIA from Johns Hopkins. He had not been keen to join until he had been told in confidence what his brief would be if he made the move. He was aware from the start that his research would be both tentative and esoteric so far as the CIA was concerned. But what they offered was the neurologists’ equivalent of the keys to Fort Knox. There had been continuous interest but no pressure. The funding was modest but the programme was not cash-intensive. The costs appeared in the CIA’s internal budget applied to Operation Aeolus. A code-name not thought up by some deviously minded Greek scholar in CIA Accounting but what the computer happened to throw up from its list of thousands of code-names that could be used for any project.

The older man, Paul Martinez, had been making just over $34,000 a year from salary and bonus as fashion-buyer for an upmarket store. He had a flair for choosing the kind of clothes that would appeal to wealthy women of all ages. He had never married and that, combined with his obvious charm, had sometimes worried the two men who owned the store. In fact they had no cause for concern, Paul Martinez had no homosexual leanings. He just happened to be naturally charming and had decided that he had no taste for the responsibilities that went with marriage and a family.

He had always been much in demand at parties and fund-raising events as a fortune-teller. A description he detested. He neither read palms nor tarot cards nor did he peer into crystal balls. He just held the people’s hands and talked about their past and present lives with remarkable accuracy. What impressed people most was that while he was talking his eyes were always closed. Never once did he look at their faces for a tell-tale reaction that might indicate if what he said was on target or not.

When he once suggested not only that a woman’s husband was going to die very soon but described the circumstances and gave a detailed description of the location it had caused a minor sensation in the local press. When the woman returned home late that night she had discovered the dead body of her husband, killed as Paul Martinez had foretold and in a room that substantially resembled the location he had described.

He had been interviewed by the police a dozen times but he had nothing to tell them. He had told the woman what he had seen in his mind. He had not even known the woman’s name, her circumstances or where she lived. There was no point in the police pressing him further. It had been clearly established that at the time the man had been killed Paul Martinez was nearly two hundred miles away in Pasadena with an audience of thirty or forty members of a local arts club. A small follow-up piece had appeared in the Los Angeles Times and it was that item that had been passed to Adam Siwicki.

A chain of three people had led discreetly to a meeting between the two. Martinez’ background had already been checked out and there were no security problems there. Siwicki had told Martinez that he was interested professionally in his psychic powers and Martinez had seemed delighted to have met a scientist who didn’t immediately assume that he was a fraud.

For two or three meetings it had been low-key. Social chit-chat and Siwicki telling Martinez about controlled scientific tests in several countries that had convinced the scientists concerned that psychic insight actually did occur under the most stringently controlled conditions. Slowly they arrived at a relationship that allowed Siwicki to suggest that they cooperate in the cause of psychic research.

After two months of cooperation Siwicki knew that he had found what Langley wanted. He had been authorised to take the next step and reveal that he was employed by one of the United States’ intelligence organisations and Martinez would be performing a real service to his country if they could use him on more specific problems.

That was the danger point in their relationship, a test not of Siwicki’s scientific skills but of his efforts to build up such confidence in him that Martinez would agree.

Martinez asked for time to think about it and after two or three inconclusive meetings Siwicki arranged one weekend to take Martinez to meet senior people at Langley. The respect shown to him and the seniority of the people who talked with him had swung the balance. They had offered to put him on the CIA’s payroll and give him the status of an officer but Martinez had declined to go that far. He would do it on a temporary basis for six months and see how it worked out.

Operation Aeolus had only been mounted originally because frequent reports had come back that similar experiments were taking place in Bulgaria and the Soviet Union. Nobody senior expected anything from it. It was a ‘me-too’ operation that at least provided some insurance for the top-brass against being accused at some future time of letting the Russians gain knowledge, however negative it might be, that the United States didn’t have.


CHAPTER 3

Thornton was just dialling Elaine’s number when Penny walked in. He put the phone back on its cradle.

‘Hi. I was just going to phone Elaine about having Jamie at the weekend.’

‘Good. I’ll put the kettle on.’

‘What happened at the theatre today?’

She grinned. ‘I got it. Principal juvenile and two good songs.’

‘Marvellous. Well done.’

‘And full Equity rates for rehearsals.’

‘Great. Congratulations. We’ll eat out to celebrate.’

‘OK. You do your phoning.’

He picked up the phone and dialled the number. A woman’s voice with an Irish accent answered.

‘The Padstow residence. Can I help you?’

‘Is Elaine there? Mrs Padstow.’

‘Who shall I say is calling?’

‘Robert. Robert Thornton.’

‘Just a moment.’

He heard the recognition of his name in the woman’s voice. She’d obviously heard his name before, and he wondered what she’d been told. Then Elaine came on, using her Deborah Kerr voice.

‘Elaine Padstow here.’

‘It’s Robert, Elaine. I was ringing to fix up about having Jamie on Saturday.’

‘Good grief. You really have got a nerve.’

‘I don’t understand. What are you on about?’

‘I don’t know about “on about”. I’m suggesting that when he’s not seen hide nor hair of you for five or six weeks you’ve got a bloody nerve to come bursting in with a demand to see him.’

‘It’s not a demand, Elaine. It was laid down by the court. Saturday or Sunday alternate weekends.’

‘Why the sudden interest?’

‘It isn’t sudden. I’ve been overseas. I told you that I’d be away. I told Jamie too. And I’ve written to him every week.’

‘You call a couple of postcards writing to him?’

‘Look, Elaine. I don’t want to get into an argument with you. I just want to make arrangements to pick up Jamie on Saturday.’

‘I’m afraid that’s impossible. He’s going with his father to the races.’

‘Don’t play silly buggers, Elaine. I’m his father and I want to see him on Saturday.’

‘Arthur wouldn’t agree. He’s very fond of Jamie, you know. He couldn’t bear to disappoint him.’

‘Elaine, if you refuse to let me have him Saturday or Sunday then I shall get my chap to go back to the courts on the grounds that you are denying access.’

‘You do that, little man.’

And she hung up the phone.

He looked around for Penny. She was standing behind him, hands on hips.

‘What was that stupid bitch up to this time?’

‘Says that Padstow is taking him to the races on Saturday. She calls him his father.’

She walked round him and sat in the other chair facing him. She reached out and put her hand on his knee.

‘Can I give you some advice, Robbie?’

He sighed. ‘I guess so.’

‘The more you fight with her the more she enjoys it. It’s the only hold she’s got on you now. You’ve got the court order giving you access but you can’t keep going back to court every time she plays you up and claim that she’s being deliberately vindictive. She’d make it all sound terribly difficult to fit in with your trips abroad or her married life. Judges are well aware that it goes on but it’s impossible to prove it.’

‘So what do I do – let her get away with it?’

‘Actually that is one way. If you showed no interest in Jamie she’d be on that phone in a couple of months. But that’s not what I was going to suggest.’

‘Tell me.’

‘Let me speak to Charlie Springett.’

‘Who’s he?’

‘The diary journalist I introduced you to. Red hair and freckles. The Fats Waller fanatic.’

‘Why him?’

‘The one thing that madam won’t want is to cause some scandal that affects Arthur Padstow. A diary piece hinting at her spite to her former husband wouldn’t go down very well with his social circle.’

‘I doubt if a paper would print it. It’s of no interest to the public.’

‘It doesn’t have to be printed. All Charlie has to do is ring up Padstow and say he’s investigating a story about him and his wife trying to prevent her son seeing his father. Is it true et cetera?’

‘He’d just say it was a pack of lies.’

‘Of course he would but he’d read her the Riot Act to make sure it didn’t happen again.’

Thornton looked at her. ‘Maybe we ought to swap jobs.’ He paused. ‘Would Charlie do it?’

‘Of course he would.’

‘Let me think about it.’

‘OK.’ She smiled. ‘Don’t let them get you down, Robbie.’

He sighed and smiled. ‘Let’s go and eat. Celebrate your latest success.’


CHAPTER 4

When the Red Army’s tanks rolled into the rubble that had been Dresden there were few of the city’s inhabitants who were pleased to see them. After the bombing that had virtually destroyed the city people were only just beginning to filter back, and the authorities were trying to organise the clearing of the rubble. The advent of the Russians was just one more element of Germany’s defeat. Surviving was of more importance than whether they were ruled by Nazis or the Reds. But there were small groups of people who hated the other Occupying Powers enough to find the Russians more acceptable than the British or the Americans. There were a few individuals who found the Russian occupation of their city the best thing that had ever happened, a dream come true. One of these was Ilse Laufer. A dedicated member of the KPD, the German Communist Party. In April 1945 when Koniev’s columns rolled into the city Ilse Laufer was twenty-eight.

The second day after the Russians had occupied Dresden Ilse Laufer had contacted the commissar at the derelict cottage that was then the HQ of a Red Army tank unit. Her party card and credentials had been examined carefully and she had eventually been given a privileged job in the Arbeitsamt that controlled all employment in the city and its rural surroundings.

Ilse Laufer lived a simple life despite her Party connections, and almost the only privilege she ever claimed was the education of her illegitimate daughter Anna.

Anna was a conscientious student and, scholarship in hand, she was transferred for her medical training to Moscow University. She stayed in Moscow for two further years on a post-graduate course and when she eventually returned to Dresden it was as a consultant neurologist at the city’s main hospital.

Anna Laufer married Ernst Jaeger, one of her mother’s old friends in the Party. He was twenty years older than she was when they married. She gave birth to their daughter a few months later.

Ursula Jaeger grew up to be neither like her mother nor her father. She was a dreamer, inattentive at school but much liked, and completely uninterested in politics. To say that her parents were disappointed in her would be quite untrue. She was a mystery to them but much loved. And she was beautiful too. Music, painting, poetry and novels were her pleasures. Those things and the countryside. She had no talent for any of them but she appreciated them all. In her teens she went for long walks in the countryside. They lived outside the city. When they asked her where she had been or what she had seen she just smiled and said she’d seen the sky and the clouds.

They found her jobs that might interest her. At a publisher’s, at a small art gallery, as secretary to a local orchestra. And much as they all loved her they eventually had to confess that Ushi Jaeger was a delightful young woman but they saw no future for her with them.

There was no pressing need for her to earn money. Both her mother and her father, who was a paid Party official, earned good money and had all the privileges of housing and purchasing goods that went with being respected and long-established Party members.

When her mother had been offered a special research post in the Soviet Union she had accepted immediately. The prospect of a new challenge and the recognition of her skill and experience had been irresistible.

But for Ernst Jaeger it had no appeal. He had been ill at ease on their few trips to Moscow. He didn’t speak any Russian, he didn’t like the food and he was too confirmed in his ways to be able to compromise. Their life as a couple was platonic rather than romantic and he had no wish to stand in the way of her career. They talked it over calmly and sensibly and the Party had helped provide a satisfactory solution. She would take the new post and he would be transferred to East Berlin where he had lived before the war. And he would be upgraded to a post that would enable him to visit his wife from time to time at the State’s expense. Their daughter would go with her mother.

Anna had regretted her impetuous acceptance of the new post when she was told in Moscow that her new work would be in Novosibirsk, in Siberia. Nobody, not even loyal Party members, wanted to be sent to Siberia, that harsh, cold, snow-bound region that was the punishment for dissidents and those who had offended the Party. It would be a grim enough life for her but impossible for her daughter.

But she made no protest and during the next few days various new acquaintances in medical and scientific circles assured her that Siberia was not as disagreeable as foreigners and untravelled Muscovites might think. But she still regretted her impulsive agreement to the move to the Soviet Union and the sale of the house. It had all seemed so convenient. New job, new environment and wider fields to conquer. But now, it all seemed a poor reward for her hard work and her loyalty to the Party.

Like most people outside the Soviet Union her impression of Siberia was of snow and pine forests and a primitive existence. An area bigger than the whole of Europe that nobody ever went to voluntarily and where many of the population were inmates of the state labour camps run by the Gulag organisation.

The day they left Moscow she was deeply depressed. The flight took six hours and it was mid-afternoon when they landed at Novosibirsk. They were met by an official car and a professor from the University, a man she liked immediately. He spoke good German, smiled a lot and assured her that she and her daughter were going to be very happy in their new home.

Her new home was literally new. Twenty miles south of Novosibirsk, on the River Ob, a whole new township was being built, a separate district called Akademgorodok, Science City. Set in a forest of birches and pines Akademgorodok was equipped with the finest facilities and staffed by some of the best brains in the Soviet Union.

The house they were allotted was spacious and well-furnished, with a maid and a cook provided. When they arrived the stove was already lit and the house was warm. And a meal was waiting for them. In the privacy of her bedroom Anna Jaeger sat down and wept with relief. Relief from her fears and depression. She knew right away that all was going to go well. The future was not going to be grey and stultifying.

After a few weeks she realised how lucky she was. All the technical and support facilities she needed for her work, and a better social life than they had ever had in Dresden. With the concentration of hundreds of bright minds and lively spirits went a freedom from the bureaucracies of Moscow. There was almost a holiday atmosphere generated by people who were doing advanced work in their various sciences, almost without restriction, encouraged to explore pure science rather than the practicalities of industry. Lively people who talked and argued into the night about their pet theories, and art and literature. It was more like Paris, Berlin or London than the Soviet Union. And, as in those cities, there were imported food, clothes and household goods all available to the privileged community.

It was a year later before she had to face her first problem. And the problem was Ushi. The head of Anna’s section had called her to his office. He emphasised that it wasn’t a formal complaint but it had been noticed that her daughter was not employed. And that was a situation that could cause problems. Everybody who was old enough had to be employed. She pointed out that Ushi had no qualifications and her Russian was elementary. He’d smiled and said that that didn’t matter. As a matter of fact there was already a job she could do. A nice undemanding job. Looking after Professor Rykov, who was disorganised and very absent-minded. Just reminding him of meetings and so on. And Rykov spoke good German. There would be no problems.

She had agreed. She had no choice. She knew that. And it had all been done in a kindly way. They wanted to make it as easy as they could.

That night she told Ushi who, to her surprise, quite liked the idea. She said that she already knew Professor Rykov. She had met him when she was walking along the edge of the woods one day. They had talked about trees and he’d explained about how they counted the medullar rings and could tell from their colour and texture and spacing what the climate was like each year of their growth. All the way back for a hundred years or more. He had told her the Latin name for the birch trees – Betula pendula – and he’d told her about Sylvanus the Roman god of woodlands. He’d said she should write a poem to Sylvanus because she liked the woods so much. Anna Jaeger had sighed a deep sigh of relief. Nothing was going to spoil their lives. Once again it had all fitted into place. So Ursula Jaeger became the personal assistant of Professor Rykov, Head of the Department of Noetic Sciences at Akademgorodok.


CHAPTER 5

Thornton picked up the key to Fisher’s office when he collected Fisher’s ‘P’ file. There may be nothing in it but it was worth a look even if it only gave him some impression of the man.

Fisher’s office wasn’t luxurious but it was well above average in size and furnishings and Thornton stood at the door for a moment taking it in. It looked ass though it had been cleared up and tidied. The walls were panelled in mahogany and the modern furniture was Swedish-style teak and chrome. At first glance there was a rolled umbrella in the standard issue hatstand and coat-rack. He put the ‘P’ file on the desk then walked back to the door and put on the catch before walking over to sit in the leather chair behind the desk.

There was a side table with six chairs round it, two leather club armchairs and a low glass coffee table, an empty china vase on the window sill and a photograph on the wall facing the desk. It was a portrait of a young woman. Very pretty with long blonde hair, big luminous eyes, a neat nose and wide mouth. There was a signature across the corner that was obviously the photographer’s. The photograph was black and white and had the style and lighting that made it look vintage 1950 or thereabouts.

The standard A4 buff file in front of him on the desk had no title on the cover and when Thornton opened it there was a card inside with the names, addresses and telephone numbers of the four men on the committee. He closed the file, stood up and walked slowly to the window. You could just see the river. The sun was already lifting the early morning mist. He wondered when was the last time that Fisher had looked at that view. Did he know then that he was looking out for the last time? Had he been planning it for years or months or did something happen that made him go on the spur of the moment? One thing that he needed to know was the last time Fisher had been seen, and by whom. He took a new notebook from his briefcase, and a pen from his jacket pocket, and opened the file again. It was time to get on with the job.

The full name was David Beauclerc Fisher and he was born on the 24th October, 1935. Place of birth: Hawkhurst, Kent. Father’s occupation: schoolteacher. Mother: housewife. State education at a local primary school and secondary education at a grammar school for boys in Tunbridge Wells. School Certificates in English, French, History, Religious Studies and Botany. B.A. from Durham.

He had been sent on a course at St Antony’s College, Oxford and he had read Russian and German, with the History of the USSR as a subsidiary subject. Seconds in both languages and a pass in the subsidiary.

In 1957 at age twenty-two he had been recruited into SIS. He had been given a Grade 2 security clearance which had never been downgraded or rescinded, and there were no amendments at the biannual checks. He appeared to have spent short periods in most Western European countries but had subsequently been stationed permanently in Germany, both the Federal Republic and West Berlin. His wife had died nearly two years ago. And it passed through Thornton’s mind that maybe that had upset Fisher more than his colleagues had realised. In their kind of business a wife could be a refuge from cynicism and disgust for the human race. A wife could also be the burden that broke a man’s self-confidence.

There was a series of file reference numbers relating to his assignments and most of them were classified Top Secret. There were the usual annual assessments by controllers or directors which were as unrevealing as they were intended to be. But there were no negative assessments.

Half a page of typed reference numbers indicated other relevant files and a separate page gave the dates of his promotions, courses and pay scales.

He leaned back in the chair, his eyes closed as he thought about what he was doing. One thing was obvious. Despite what Hallam and the others had said he would make no progess until he could talk to all sorts of people about Fisher. They could suggest that he’d applied for early retirement and he was doing a check on how Fisher’s current work would be affected. But he would do a bit of routine checking first, just to show willing.
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