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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.’
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