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PROLOGUE

A cold wind was blowing spray in Harry Bristow’s face as he waited in the gloom on the quayside. He wiped it away with his gloved hand, then clapped both hands together and stamped his feet in a futile effort to keep warm. He could hear the water slapping against the hull of the Bogdana, the Bulgarian freighter that was the reason he was there.

The ship had tied up several hours ago and, as soon as the gangplank was down, Harry had gone on board with the port customs officer, whose job it was to check the manifest and the cargo. Harry’s interest, as the port’s Special Branch officer, lay in the crew – and in particular those who wished to go ashore. In these Cold War days a sharp eye was kept on Soviet and East European sailors. They were allowed to land but not to stay and Harry’s job was to make sure that those who got off the ship got back on again before it sailed.

It was all quite routine and friendly. They had gathered in the captain’s cabin – the captain, an old sea dog who spoke a heavily accented English, and the First Officer, a much younger and altogether smoother character who was fluent. All four men had met before on the Bogdana’s previous visits and all knew the routine. First the toasts, drunk from small glasses – a sweet, fiery liqueur accompanied by juicy orange segments. Then the conversation: weather, family, football (all of them favoured Liverpool to win the Cup) – never politics. Then the captain produced the manifest, which he and the customs officer went through while the First Officer gave Harry the crew list, with ticks against the names of those who wanted to go ashore. As usual the First Officer’s own name was ticked – he always went ashore, though Harry couldn’t think why anyone would want to spend a cold wet evening in Heysham. Igor something unpronounceable was his name.

This must be their fourth meeting, thought Harry. The first time was on Harry’s first day on duty at the harbour, shortly after he had been transferred to Special Branch from uniform. The next time he came Igor had remembered that Harry had a son and he had given Harry a Bulgarian flag for the boy. Young Charlie had been thrilled with it – no one else in his class had anything from behind the Iron Curtain. The third time they’d encountered each other Igor had given Harry a little box with a pair of pretty earrings inside for his wife. Harry knew he shouldn’t have accepted it, but by the time he had opened the box Igor had gone ashore; when he came back it would have seemed rude to return them, especially as they were nothing valuable, just tiny pieces of red glass in some sort of metal setting. His wife did tell him later that a friend of hers had said that they were real rubies in gold, but he didn’t believe it.

Now, waiting on the quayside, Harry peeled back his glove to look at his watch. It was nearly six o’clock. They had finished unloading the cargo more than an hour ago and they must be about ready to come ashore. They had to be back by midnight to sail on the two a.m. tide. As he strolled over to the gangplank the first crew members appeared, wearing identical pea jackets and boots. He checked their passports one by one, putting a cross against their names on the list. None of them spoke much English.

They moved off as a group, heading for town. They had all disappeared from sight when Igor came down. He had spruced himself up – under his raincoat he wore a blue blazer, and a white shirt open at the neck. He’d changed from boots to polished black leather slip-on shoes. He was handsome, as tall as Harry, with a head of thick blond hair and blue eyes. High cheekbones were the only Slavic hint in his face; otherwise he looked more like a local insurance salesman than the First Officer on a Bulgarian freighter.

‘Evening, Igor,’ Harry said. The foreigner grinned broadly and handed over what seemed to be a sheaf of newspapers with his passport lying on top. Harry looked at him questioningly. ‘Thought you might be interested,’ said Igor as Harry handed back his passport. ‘By the way, I might not be back tonight. But don’t worry – the skipper’s OK with it. He’ll pick me up at the next port.’ And Igor winked as he sauntered off, leaving Harry speechless, clutching the newspapers.

Looking at his list, Harry saw that no one else was expected. He stood there for a minute, wondering what to do. Should he report Igor straightaway? But what if he did come back tonight? He’d only said he might not. If he did come back with the others after all, then Harry would look stupid and would have caused a big stink for nothing. Perhaps Igor was joking – pulling Harry’s leg. Well, he thought, I’ll know for sure when they come back at midnight. If he’s not with them, I’ll do something then, and tucking the newspapers into the side pocket of his waterproof, he retreated to the all-night café on the dockside from where he could keep an eye on the Bogdana while staying dry and warm.

Ordering coffee and toast at the counter, Harry looked around to see if there was anyone he knew, someone he could while away the time with until the Bulgarians came back to the ship. There wasn’t; the place was almost empty: just a couple of harbour workers in the corner, talking about the football, and a table of seamen – Portuguese, he guessed, though they could have been anything as he couldn’t understand a word of what they were saying.

The exchange with Igor had left him feeling uneasy. He pulled the folded newspapers out of his pocket to see what they were and why Igor had given them to him. It was then he realised that what he had was not a sheaf of newspapers at all; it was one thick newspaper folded round a stiff white envelope. A cold wave of shock washed over him as he hastily covered the envelope up, looking round quickly to see if anyone was watching. But no one at the other tables was taking the slightest bit of notice. Easing the envelope out from the folds of the newspaper, he opened it and withdrew the contents.

His hand held a wad of banknotes – twenties and fifties. He was breathing heavily now, gasping almost. He had never seen a fifty-pound note before and for a moment he wondered if they were real. He riffled quickly through the notes, mentally calculating as he went. There were at least sixty or seventy of them, though he wasn’t going to count them out on the table like a cashier in a bank. He returned the notes to the envelope, before shoving it back into the pocket of his coat. There must be at least three grand in that envelope. Jesus. What was he to do? He felt his pulse racing and, quite improbably, he had to wipe a drop of sweat from one cheek, even though it was anything but hot in this half-empty café.

He knew he should report it straightaway – if you wanted a classic example of a bribe, this was a humdinger. And for a moment he resolved to do just that after his shift ended. But then he remembered the earlier gifts – his son’s Bulgarian flag was innocuous enough, but what about the little red stones? Were they really rubies? Probably, he thought with a sickening lurch in his stomach, understanding suddenly that he had been set up. If he turned Igor in, he knew what Igor could say about him.

His toast was cold by now, as well as his coffee, and he felt too agitated to stay sitting there. He stood up, and for a crazed half second was tempted to leave one of the fifty-pound notes as a tip – or indeed all the contents of the envelope. But that would be madness. He left fifty pence instead and strode out of the café.

He walked round the harbour, past the big ferry scheduled to leave at the crack of dawn for the Isle of Man, busy now with men loading cargo and refuelling the enormous under-deck fuel tanks. He turned and came back again, still pondering his dilemma.

He knew the right thing to do – there wasn’t any question in his mind. Hand over the envelope, explain he’d thought the rubies had seemed mere bits of glass, and throw himself on the mercy of his superiors. Mercy? In the bleak overhead lights of the harbour it didn’t seem likely. And what about Igor? It was clear now that he wasn’t coming back to the ship. But where had he gone and what was he doing? It must be important to him if it was worth that much money. Surely it wasn’t just a girlfriend. He should certainly report it. It might be a matter of national security and it was his job to protect that. But could he report Igor without the presents coming out? No. It would all come out.

He found himself once more at the bottom of the Bogdana’s gangway, ready to count its crew back when they returned from their jaunt into town. He was still thinking about this new predicament. His wife, Gina, was pregnant and had left her job in the supermarket. They had planned ahead and could just about get by without her wages, but it would be a close-run thing. Three grand would make the difference between scraping by and living decently. But how would he explain the sudden change in fortune to her? He didn’t know. Perhaps he should say he’d had an unexpected rise in pay – a promotion – even though he’d already told her it would be at least another two years before his rank was reviewed.

Yes, a surprise promotion – that’s what he would say. But why would he have got a lump sum? Back pay? Seemed unlikely, but it would have to do. Gina was so proud of his move to Special Branch, but she was straight as a die; he could never tell her the truth of how he’d got this windfall. Even if he spent it bit by bit, Gina would notice – she was like a hawk when it came to watching their money. And he could never tell anyone else. Only he would know, he decided. Except for Igor.

He wouldn’t tell anyone about Igor’s unauthorised stay, either. Pray God he made his way back to the ship when it docked in the next port – not that Harry would ever know one way or the other. That would be his secret too. As he saw the group of Bulgarians come out of the shadow along the harbour, heading towards him and the gangway, Harry felt utterly alone. Well, alone except for one companion: his conscience.

The man headed straight for the minicab office just outside the port gates. There was a driver inside waiting for custom and he asked to be taken to the centre of the town. The journey took only a few minutes. The driver was keen for a chat and was curious why his passenger was on his own and why he hadn’t walked the short distance. But the passenger didn’t seem to speak English and the driver got only a smile in response to his questions. The passenger got out in the main street and the minicab drove off.

Not long after, in a dark row of terraced houses, the same man knocked on a door. No light came on in the hall but after a short delay the door opened. A stocky figure stood in the doorway holding out a bulky envelope, which jingled slightly as the man took it. Without a word, he turned and walked away, and the door closed behind him.

A hundred yards along the street, he stopped by a parked Vauxhall Cavalier – newish but dirty enough to blend in with the other cars. He opened the envelope, extracted a key, and unlocked the car door. Within seconds he was on his way, and in ten minutes he reached the M6, heading south for Liverpool. The man Harry Bristow thought of as Igor was certain he wasn’t being followed.




1

The sun was shining on the windows of Robinson’s Kitchens in the Royal Albert Dock area of Liverpool, bouncing off the taps and sinks and shiny surfaces of the displays inside the shop. In a corner of the showroom Peter Robinson, as the owner of the business now called himself, was engaged in earnest conversation about tiles with a well-dressed young woman. He was arranging and rearranging samples of different colours for her, while she stood back, pondering the effect. At the back of the shop in a small office invisible from the street, a journalist from the Liverpool Echo was waiting to interview Peter Robinson for a lifestyle piece in the weekend edition of the paper. Robinson was standing for a seat on the city council and, as he was young, successful, good-looking and unmarried, there was a great deal of interest in him.

At last the customer was satisfied and, with a handshake and a dazzling smile, Robinson left her with an assistant to be shown out while he went back to the office, where the young journalist had set up her tape recorder in the centre of the table.

‘I’m so sorry to keep you waiting,’ said Robinson. ‘That customer finds it very difficult to make up her mind. But I want her to be happy with the result, so I never try to hurry her.’

‘Oh yes,’ replied the journalist, already bowled over by the Robinson charm. ‘You’re known to go the extra mile to make your customers happy.’

‘Let’s get some coffee before we start,’ said Robinson, ushering her out into the showroom where coffee was always to be found, filling the shop with its alluring smell.

‘Now, tell me how I can help you?’ he said when they were sitting down in the office.

‘I’d like to start by asking you about your background,’ she began. ‘I know you’re not from this part of the country. So tell me a bit about your early life; where were you born?’

An image of a flat in a grey block just outside Moscow flashed in Pyotr Romanov’s mind. It was a block reserved for senior diplomats and KGB officers, so the flats were comparatively spacious and well maintained. He had lived there until he was five when his father was working in the Foreign Affairs Ministry. Then they had moved to London to the Soviet ambassador’s residence in Kensington. Pyotr Romanov pushed those thoughts to the back of his mind and replaced them with the cover story carefully worked out in Kazikov’s office so many years ago, when the Cold War was still raging and the KGB was still firmly in place.

Peter Robinson now replied, ‘I’m a bit of a nomad, to be honest, which makes finding myself a home here even more important than might usually be the case. My father was in the oil business and my parents moved around a lot, so it wouldn’t be accurate to name any one place as where I grew up. We did live in Canada for five years and that’s probably the longest we were anywhere.’

‘Your parents are British, though?’

‘Actually, both my parents have passed away.’

‘Oh. I’m so sorry.’

‘It was quite a long time ago. But yes, they were British – and like most of us they were mongrels. I’d be hard-pressed to cite all the different blood that runs through my veins, but I know my father was half-Scots, part Welsh. My mother had some French blood she was very proud of, but otherwise was English – as far as I know. To be honest, neither was very family-oriented, and because we moved around so much I never got to know my relations – not even my grandparents, which is rather sad.’

‘I suppose you must have gone to school abroad. What about university?’

‘No. Like a lot of entrepreneurs, I didn’t go to university – unless we’re counting the University of Life! It’s not something I’m proud of – I’d love to think that one day I could do a degree.’

‘Between your life as a businessman and your new political career, it’s hard to see how you’d ever have the time.’

‘You’re right, but I suppose everyone has to have a dream – even if it’s unrealistic.’ He gave a rueful smile.

‘Why have you chosen Liverpool to build your business in?’

‘I found myself in Liverpool by chance, really, and I loved it. It seems to have such possibilities. You see, when I was eighteen I decided to leave home – my parents were in Canada at the time – and I came to England. But I did it in a very roundabout way. I didn’t have much money, so you might say I worked my way here. I worked on freighters, stopped off in the States for a bit, then I went on to South America and eventually wound up here in Liverpool – and this is where I decided to stay. I had had enough of travelling by that time.’

‘And the kitchens business? Why choose that? It seems a long step from your background. I don’t suppose your parents had luxury kitchens.’

Robinson relaxed a little – they were getting on to safer ground. So far his replies had been a tissue of lies and make-believe. The next bit would be largely true. Kazikov had left it to him to establish himself in British society however he could. The only help he could offer from his office in Moscow was an ample supply of cash.

‘No. They certainly didn’t. That was another bit of luck. I got a job as general dogsbody in a small ironmongery business. Not much more than a corner shop, really – long gone now. I gradually realised the growing interest in kitchens as people began to get more prosperous and wanted to improve their lifestyle. Kitchens are now becoming so much more than a place to cook. Then I moved to Manchester for a couple of years as an apprentice in a designer firm and came back here to open my first shop. I was lucky to benefit from a substantial legacy when my parents died. I had no idea they had saved any money.’ As he said this, an image of Kazikov flashed into his mind, sitting behind his desk high up in the Lubyanka Building, issuing instructions to young Pyotr Romanov about the role he was to play. For the business purposes of Peter Robinson, now well established in the UK, Kazikov had effectively acted as a parent, and fortunately one with deep pockets.

‘And now, I think I am right in saying, you have three shops in Liverpool and another planned for the Wirral. Will you find the time for a political career too?’

Politics of course was the point of it all. He had not come here just to run a successful kitchen business. Within three months of his arrival in Liverpool he had joined not just one but both of the major parties, though this rapidly became only one after he saw which way the tide was flowing – and before anyone noticed this cynical duplication of membership. He had given money, attended meetings, spoken his calm and reasonable piece each time there was a debate. Without any obvious sign of exertion, he found himself first nominated and then elected to
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