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CHAPTER I

The signpost said ‘Bamburgh 15 miles’ and the road turned right just at the approach to Alnwick. At the old stone bridge over the river he looked briefly to the north and saw the massive rock-like structure of Alnwick Castle with its dull brown pile frowning its disapproving domination down the valley. Then, just as the careful instructions had said, he accelerated up the hill, across the flyover where it led over the A1 as it went north to Berwick. And then a double S-bend, and a small lane turned off to the right at the foot of a cottage garden. Almost hidden by cow-parsley and ivy was a wooden sign with its white paint flaking so that it was hard to read the faint black letters that had once said clearly – ‘RAF Boulmer’. The lane was narrow but as the road curved to the crest of the rolling hills he could see for miles on both sides of the low hedges. Looking east he could see the white line of sand that was a deserted beach, and then the dark blue of the sea. But over to the south-east he could see the huge dish aerials, the big swinging gondola sweep aerials and a forest of masts and pylons. They looked near but they were almost two miles distant and he guessed that by one means or another they would already have him under observation.

There was no sign of life behind the barbed-wire fencing, not even at the gate that was open near one of the guardhouses. There were 250 men at RAF Boulmer, but for all he could see the place was deserted. He ostentatiously cleaned the screen of the green Mini and then started her up and drove into Alnmouth.

Most of the boats were on their sides in the mud but there were two or three still afloat in the main channel. One was called Patsy II, one was handpainted with the name Ovadraft and the third boat had no name at all. She was in first-class condition and under a canvas cover in the aft cockpit was a 150 h.p. outboard, double padlocked to a bulkhead. The boat could do a hundred miles without a refill and she was only going to do fifteen.

The green Mini coasted slowly to a stop. It was a dark and cloudy night and without lights the man could only use the grass verge as a guide. He had stopped the car just beyond the big gate in the barbed wire, silently opened the car door and after he had carefully stepped out he left it open. He looked across at the guardhouse and the light inside threw a pattern on to the grass that almost reached the road. He watched the RAF sergeant inside speaking on the telephone. It was the routine security call and after a few moments the sergeant returned the phone to its cradle. The watcher waited for another six minutes because it was known that central security sometimes did a double check at random just after routine calls. But nothing happened. As he moved forward the gun strapped against his leg was catching clumsily and painfully against the side of his knee. The silencer had put it out of balance. He reached down as he walked and took the gun from its sling. As he went through the gate he slid back the safety catch. The guardhouse door was open and the sergeant was looking out. His hand was moving to the Smith & Wesson in the canvas holster but two bullets had hit him before he even touched it. The first one hit the base of his throat and the second ploughed through his rib-cage and he was dead before he hit the floor. The impact had thrown him backwards and as he lay there spread-eagled, the man with the Walther checked his pockets and found only a service handkerchief. The black Nikkormat with the micro lens was levelled at each wall of the guardhouse in turn, and when the needle centred the shutter operated. When he had finished there were only three shots left in the cassette. Then he walked carefully back to the Mini, released the hand-brake and pushed hard. As it gained momentum at the downward curve of the hill he jumped in and held the open door with one hand. He didn’t swing it to until he reached the crossroads to Alnmouth.

The man who rowed him out to the boat in the creek helped him lift the small Meon anchor. The ebbing tide pulled the boat eagerly and it was well clear of the creek before he needed to start the outboard. The man who had rowed him out, beached the dinghy, and drove the Mini to Newcastle just before midnight.

There was a small but comfortable wooden shack available for the duty Special Branch Commander at RAF Boulmer and the present occupant was using the scrambler telephone to London.

‘There hasn’t been a full medical examination but it looks to me as if they used special nosed bullets, and they were probably cross-filed. The nose must have opened on impact because it churned its way through everything. It was a hell of a mess.’

‘What makes you sure it’s top pro?’

‘The neck wound. That was first and it was to silence him. That was nickel tipped – I’ve already found it. That means the gun was loaded with two different types of bullet – one for his neck and one for his body. So it was somebody so sure of what they can do that they load a pistol accordingly. I’m guessing, but I’d say the shots were fired at 25 feet and that’s pretty good shooting.’

‘Anything removed?’

‘No, nothing at all.’

‘What action have you taken?’

‘I’ve passed it to the County Constabulary at Morpeth and they’re already here but I’ve told them to play it down.’

‘Fair enough. Let me know any developments. What are you going to tell the press by the way?’

‘Nothing, I’ve arranged a cover story here and the sergeant’s body has gone to Edinburgh. Internally it’s a confidential posting. I’m seeing the family later today and I can cover them all right.’

The United States National Security Agency monitoring unit in Grosvenor Square passed back a report to its HQ in Fort George Meade, Maryland, USA and later that day it was passed with 2,314 others to CIA Headquarters. It merely recorded that an unidentified small boat, estimated engine size under 300 h.p., had left the mouth of the River Aln in Northumberland, and on a bearing of 073 degrees magnetic had made contact with the Soviet fishing boat Pyotr Illyich and had not returned.


CHAPTER II

There are some men on whom the name Albert sits with comfort and dignity. They are generally humble and frequently possess red hair and the bloodless freckled skin that goes with it. Albert Edward Farrow was not one of these. As soon as he was free of the pressures of family and school registers he was Ed. Some, perhaps even experts, would say that there is no difference in the images of Alberts and Edwards. Theirs would be stamped the ignorance of the pretentious, for if you mix with Alberts and Edwards you would know they are as different in character and promise as Mayfair and Soho. Or at least as Shepherd’s Bush and Soho.

Ed Farrow had left home when he was fourteen, mainly to ensure the freedom to be out at night after 9.30 p.m., but if interrogated in depth would have had to agree that freedom to live a wild life with the girls was at least a vague incentive. In 1937, his wage of 45s. a week at age eighteen was part of his reward for independence. An ability to survive was another but he didn’t yet know that. By October 1939 Ed Farrow had recognized that despite a lively mind and sound inbred instincts he was not really cut out for the aggressive rat-race of business. The army had much to offer, a better home than he had outside, an identity and a peculiar kind of protection against the world. Some knowing friends had smiled when they heard of the move and talked of the army ‘knocking off the rough edges’ and all that.

When Captain Ed Farrow left the army in 1946 he had learned how to read a map, ride a motor-bike and drive a car well, shoot 95’s at 25 metres, jump with a parachute, kill a man without sound or blood, and a number of other things that made him a successful operator in SOE. Special Operations Executive wanted Farrow to stay on after the war when many of them were being absorbed into the Special Intelligence Service. But Farrow had not been tempted. He wanted to use some of his new skills and talents in a civilian role. MI6 had kept careful tabs on him for over five years and then something happened that caused them to send down an old hand to the boatyard near Maidenhead. Ed Farrow, like many others, had misjudged the post-war situation. Despite what the politicians had said, civilian employers preferred civilians to ex-soldiers, especially ex-soldiers who were tough as leather physically but vulnerable in a peculiar way mentally. The failing was hard to define, but put in a rough and ready way, those who had come back from the war seemed more gentle, less aggressive, than those who had stayed at home. And when every tuppenny ha’penny company was advertising for ‘an aggressive this’ or a ‘dynamic that’, talent and self-confidence were obviously not enough.

Ed Farrow knew a lot about radio and electronics and he had gone to the marine radio company after a couple of weeks of ‘demob’ leave. He had started as technical manager at a reasonable salary and for the next five years he had increased the salary and his responsibilities. The marine radio outfit was a subsidiary of a large group owned by a minor merchant bank. His income had increased through commissions on sales.

Life had been uneventful and strangely unfulfilling till he’d married Joanna, a quiet, attractive girl from Windsor. Then when young Joe had been born it was as if his batteries had been re-charged. Ed Farrow seemed to have found a new purpose, and life was suddenly sunny. They had a small cottage near the works at Maidenhead and Ed almost doubled his earnings in six months. His joy in the small boy and the gentle girl was visible and obvious, and he was that pleasant phenomenon, a man who had all that he wanted and needed. Ed Farrow’s small world stopped on the afternoon of 5 August 1952.

It actually ended at 3.09 p.m. but the police hadn’t identified the bodies and traced Ed until 5.15 p.m. He had been a widower for over two hours without knowing it. When he let himself into the cottage that night he was probably the only drunk man in the country who was carrying a girl’s straw hat with flowers around the brim, a basket with three tins of baby food and a plastic bag of Tufty Tails napkins. The next day, frozen faced, he locked up the cottage and he never went back. He slept that night in the cabin of one of the boats at the yard.

The MI6 man had spoken to him after the funeral.

‘Captain Farrow?’

The tired eyes had looked at the man’s face as if through fog, and it had taken an effort for the words to be forced out.

‘Yes, I’m Farrow, who are you?’

‘Would you have a drink with me?’

Farrow’s jacket collar was turned up as if to protect him from the wind and rain but it was a calm sunny day and there was a heat haze on the river. The wind and the rain were inside. He put the back of his hand to his mouth and then he turned to look back at the graves and the handful of people who stood there looking at him and wondering what to do. He turned back to the stranger. ‘Say it again,’ and there were tears running down his cheeks. The man said ‘Let’s walk to the pub by the bridge.’ And he took Farrow’s arm gently and they walked together to the bridge.

It had been a straightforward proposition. They wanted him back. It meant tax-free money, and promotion to major. And all found. He’d be living free to any standard he chose that fitted his work. He’d be employed on special duties and most of his time would be spent in Europe and the States. The service had looked after the sale of the cottage and its contents and they had settled things with the radio company. Farrow had gone back to London that night with the man from MI6. He had taken a few personal papers in a brown carrier bag which he had placed on the floor of the Austin-Healey, between his feet, as they made the journey back to London. It was nearly 7 p.m. when the car swept on to Horse Guards’ Parade and over to the far corner.

There were two men watching them from a War Office window, one was in uniform. They watched Farrow get out of the car and stand, carrier bag in hand, like a child waiting to be told what to do. They saw him look up at the sky and then he looked down and his head stayed down as his companion led him towards the steps.

The one in uniform said ‘My God, Walker, I hope we haven’t made a mistake. He looks like walking wounded for God’s sake.’

‘He is walking wounded, general. But we haven’t made a mistake. It would take most men a year to recover from this. Farrow’ll do it in three months, and he’s got at least six months’ training ahead of him. Don’t worry, he’s the right man.’

For seven years Farrow had run a network in West Berlin, then there’d been five years in the States liaising with the CIA and the NSA, and a special stint in the Foreign Office covering the Soviet Union and all the satellites. Farrow was now in his seventh year in charge of all clandestine operations in East Berlin. Two years ago, for the first time, he had not realized that it was 5 August until eight in the evening.

Behind the door marked ‘Department of Experimental Psychology’ there was nothing but a bare room. It had an overpowering smell of fresh paint. The department was part of the psychology faculty of Leningrad State University. The faculty was housed in the same block as the history faculty and the economics faculty. Several other ‘splinter’ departments shared a handful of rooms in the far corner of the third floor. Outside was a low eighteenth-century arcade with small white pillars. The students who collected to read the notice boards and class schedules would pretend not to notice the pale blue uniforms of the unsmiling Soviet staff officers who walked slowly through the arcade towards the psychology faculty on the third floor.

On this particular day there were three officers and a civilian. They unlocked the door marked ‘Department of Experimental Psychology’ and one of them walked over to the window and opened the two long frames. He sat on the window-box and looked down to the university grounds for a moment, and then turned and spoke to the civilian.

‘Well, Sergei Illyich Venturi, here is your room, and you heard at the meeting that you can call on any resources you require.’

The man he addressed looked about forty years old. Tall and slim and wearing a well-cut suit. His face was on the thin side, quite handsome in an actorish sort of way, but the eyes didn’t fit. They were grey like slates and they didn’t blink as they looked in turn at the other men.

‘What does Boulmer mean?’

‘Nothing at all so far as we know. It’s just a place on the north-east coast.’

‘And why do we think it will be there?’

‘Well we’re not sure. But that’s where Hallet was moved to and he’s the man. You’ll see our evaluation in the files, and details of Hallet.’

‘Right I’ll say good-bye to you all now, and get started.’ He bowed briefly in their direction, and then awkwardly and with some embarrassment they registered their dismissal and moved to the door.

Shortly afterwards he was giving instructions to a party of soldiers about the placing of tables and apparatus and several modern filing cabinets.

Sergei Venturi was actually thirty-nine, and an experienced operator in the KGB. He specialized in electronics but he had had a full range of KGB and navy training. He had been born just outside Leningrad where his father had worked all his life as a mechanic. As a child he had belonged to the Pioneers, graduated to the Komsomol, and became a Communist Party member at the age of twenty-one. After finishing elementary school Venturi had volunteered for the naval school on Vasilevsky Island. From the secondary naval school he was sent to the Frunze higher naval school, the Soviet Union’s best. He had been one of the Red Navy’s most brilliant young officers and had been given command of a Baltic Fleet destroyer at the age of twenty-six. A year later he had been given orders to report as naval attaché at the Tokyo embassy. He had been picked up in Moscow and had spent that evening and night at the Lubyanka complex, the headquarters of the NKVD. He had operated for the KGB in the United States, in Dublin and London.

On the night of 9 July 1953 he had been at the main secretariat on Kuznetsky Most. Ten minutes after Kirill Moskalenko had gunned down Lavrenti Beria the hated boss of the NKVD, his phone had rung and he’d been ordered over to the Kremlin buildings. Moskalenko was still in the room, still holding a sub-machine gun. Kruschev was holding a bloody handkerchief to his hand and had said to Venturi, ‘Comrade I’m told you were Red Navy and now you are NKVD.’ Beria was lying on his back with an automatic in his left hand and his face and body were covered with blood. Kruschev kicked the dead man’s foot and said ‘Get this scum out of here comrade and put him where he won’t be found – ever’, and he’d turned to the others – Zhukov, Malinovsky, Molotov and Mikoyan – ‘you agree?’ There had been no dissenters.

Moskalenko had walked with him to the door. ‘Burn the bastard – burn him tonight.’ And that is what he had done. Six months later Moskalenko was made a Marshal of the Soviet Union, and in 1960 he was made Deputy Defence Minister in charge of Soviet rocket forces. Venturi had been promoted too, but more important he’d become an ‘untouchable’ and when the NKVD had become the KGB, Venturi had been transferred to the Red Army’s intelligence service – the GRU. It was the GRU that worked Klaus Fuchs, the Rosenbergs, Lonsdale and Sorge, and Venturi was the youngest colonel the GRU had ever had.


CHAPTER III

George Sharp worked in the service department of the North Eastern Electricity Board and he spent most days stripping down cookers from council estates. It required some skill but it was monotonous, uninspiring work. Despite radio and TV discussions by experts on ‘job enrichment’ nobody had ever found a way of relieving the monotony of this kind of job. Not that George Sharp would have welcomed experiments. For George was a man who lived two lives. Most nights, George sat in the attic of his sister’s house at Morpeth just north of Newcastle. And there George was the boss of G4XNE and he chatted on short-wave with fellow hams all over the world.

On the night of 24 July George had spent the early evening tuning his aerial and bringing his log up-to-date. He’d joined a network on the two-metre band which had kicked around the advantages of valves instead of transistors until midnight. He’d spent an hour working out the details of a mobile competition that his local radio club proposed organizing for sometime in the next month. Then at 01.15 GMT he was ready for the real stuff. George put on the headphones and turned up the RF knob on his receiver. It was a big Eddystone 940 and since he’d invested in his new aerial tuner it had been pulling in calls from all round the world. There was a CQ call from a man in Seattle and George switched the receiver to ‘standby’ and tuned in the transmitter. He glanced up at the big electric clock on the wall. It was 01.21 GMT precisely. As he turned the receiver tuner a few cycles the needle came up and he pressed the microphone ‘speak’ button. George Sharp saw only the first vivid, white, pulsing flash.

The US Army Air Force pilot had been given explicit instructions that the demonstration flying would not include handing over the controls to the RAF Wing Commander under any circumstances. It was a demonstration flight not an instruction flight and as the man from General Dynamics had said, ‘Major – this little bundle is meant to impress these boys but it ain’t for sale – so there’ll be no touching and no explaining. It’s just a ride.’

The plane was a modified General Dynamics FE-111E. At 40,000 feet it clocked up an easy 1,650 m.p.h. – two-and-a-half times the speed of sound. And that was with full combat load.

They had fired the full load of 3,000 rounds from the 20-mm. cannons over the North Sea, and then screamed over the English coast at King’s Lynn and swept in a wide circle across the East Midlands and tore through the sky up to Yorkshire and County Durham. RAF Strike Command Air Control had heard a shout over the static and then there was silence.

The FE-111E crashed on the wild, heather-covered Cheviots just south of Rothbury. The subsequent service examination indicated that there had been spontaneous fire over all the aircraft with no apparent start point. The remains were shipped to Texas for the US Army Air Force to carry out its own investigations.

Two national newspapers reported an IRA bomb attack on a generating sub-station on the night of 24 July and that the Northumberland Constabulary were following several lines of inquiry.

In the room at the University of Leningrad Venturi was studying a 20 × 16 colour enlargement. It was slightly damp but it was crisp and sharp. It showed the back wall of the guard room at RAF Boulmer. Only the top half was covered, the rest was plain hardboard. The top half contained two quarto pages with typed instructions for the duty guard, facsimile examples of various identity cards, a list of top-secret telephone numbers and the triple page spread of Playmate of the Month for January 1973. The identity cards included those for Special Branch, MI5, MI6, the FBI and CIA, and the United States National Security Agency.


CHAPTER IV

Sergei Venturi was looking at the gate-fold in Playboy for January 1973. He had a specialist printer’s report comparing the actual Playboy picture with its reproduction in the colour enlargement. The report said that the colour print had too much cyan and that would make the forgeries of the identity cards inaccurate. Not so inaccurate that anyone would notice, but Venturi was a meticulous man and he phoned through for the colour plates to be remade.

There were several piles of newspapers on one of the trestle tables. They were seven weeks’ issues of the Northumberland Gazette with slip editions for Morpeth and Berwick and each day’s issues of Newcastle’s morning and evening papers, The Journal and The Evening Chronicle. On the wall were a number of identical copies of the same ordnance survey sheets covering Alnwick and the coast, and against one of them was a set of pasted-on newspaper cuttings with black cotton threads to various points on the map. The cuttings included the details of the crashed FE-111E; a death by misadventure verdict on an amateur radio operator, and some details of the fire which had destroyed half the house in which he had lived. There was a whole sheaf of reports linked to the RAF installation at Boulmer, including the names of two cricket teams, pictures of the commanding officer giving out presents at an old people’s party and pictures and names of the parents of entrants in an RAF bonny babies contest.

There were several files on Venturi’s curved white desk. One of these was marked Dr James Hallet PhD. It contained photographs of a man who looked about thirty-five years old. One was a newspaper photograph of Hallet outside Buckingham Palace with his wife and daughters. He was showing an OBE in its purple velvet-lined case. The others covered Hallet as a member of a tennis team at a Cambridge college, eating an ice-cream whilst leaning against the bridge in St. James’s Park and several which showed him in various poses with a pretty brunette. Both were naked on a double bed and a small poodle lay with its head on the pillow as if bored with the goings on. There were over thirty pages of typescript giving details of Hallet’s background and career.

Hallet was a product of middle-class parents and he had spent his youth in Wimbledon. All his life Hallet had had charm, and even his worst enemies, and there were regiments of those, would not attribute his academic and research successes to anything other than a brilliant scientific mind. The bitterness was always caused by his sarcastic dismissal of other work in his field, and was exacerbated by the fact that he was generally right. His researches on the atomic structure of conductivity had been done when he was in his early thirties. When the copper shortage came in the late 70s, it was Hallet with Anton Mayer who had patented and produced a plastic with superior conductivity to any known metal.

They had become multi-millionaires overnight and Hallet had not disguised his liking for pretty girls and fast cars. It was typical of the man that one of his first acts was to give a million dollars to the Frankenheim Foundation. The public saw it as a generous gift to a worthy cause, but every scientist saw it for what it was meant to be – a ‘V’ sign to all the charities and trusts that doled out money to top Western scientists to keep them at their benches.

He’d said on a TV interview that in the Soviet Union scientists didn’t have to depend on charity or the bureaucratic whims of laymen to obtain funds to carry out their research. And it was assumed by the establishment that it was inside information that had provided his interesting data, that in the mid-70s thirty-two good scientists had left the West for the Soviet Union but only one had defected from behind the Iron Curtain.

On the other hand there had been continual rumours indicating an aggressive sexuality. Stories of girl students and mini indecencies hushed up by faculty heads or vice-chancellors. In Venturi’s file there were most of the details, and a psychologist’s report. There was a long bibliography and an index of film clips, microtapes, tape-recordings and photostats of documents.

Lieutenant Joe Machin, United States Navy, looked at his watch and then looked over the stem of the boat to watch the movement of the nylon drogue anchor which was holding the 30-footer steady against the gentle roll of the waves. It was a clear hot day and over the stem he could just make out the faint outlines of home. Home was an atoll. In US Navy designation it was Atoll 197 and the young lieutenant did two months’ duty on the atoll and then had a full month’s leave. During the two months he lived comfortably but alone. Plenty of food, plenty of books, and a powerful transceiver that linked him straight into NSA HQ. Every twentieth day Machin would take out the boat to the fixed bearing that they gave him and he’d wait. Sometimes twenty minutes but never longer than an hour. Then the small black and yellow parachute would drift down and he’d lift it from the sea, put it in the special plastic bag and take it back to the hut. It would stay in the Frigidaire until the aircraft came next day.
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