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	AUTHOR’S NOTE:

	 

	The premise was simple. What if small amounts of plutonium nitrate disappeared over time? Eventually, they would add up.

	This was the mid-1980s. I was living in London, a very different place than it is today. Margaret Thatcher had moved into #10 Downing Street only a few years before and was struggling to drag the country into the 20th century. Daily life was plagued with little annoyances, which some people found quaint.

	Many shops closed at noon on Saturdays and stayed shut until Monday. Some refused to have changing rooms where you could try on clothes before you bought them. Some refused to accept credit cards. There was no such thing as free delivery.

	Crossed-lines plagued British Telecom’s monopolistic and thoroughly mediocre phone service. You’d dial a number and could wind up listening to both sides of someone else’s conversation. Calls were wildly expensive and if you wanted to phone someone in the States, you first had to place the call with an operator, then sit around for hours until she could put the call through.

	My favorite was that electrical appliances came without plugs. In our flat, there were actually four different types of sockets, which required four different plugs. So when you bought a vacuum cleaner or a toaster or a clock radio, you had to decide in advance where it would go so that you knew which plug you had to buy. Once you got everything home, you then had to fix the plug onto the appliance’s cord. 

	Great Britain today is well into the 21st century. But I still find the inconvenience of those days amusing. Which is why, when I went back into this novel, I left it pretty much as it was originally published in the UK and the US. I only made minor changes, like Americanizing the spelling because that extra “u” after “o” (as in harbour or colour) still makes me wince. Those changes do not affect the story or change the atmosphere.

	London in the 1980s was an interesting place for an American to live. And when the hero of this book, Richard Holbrook becomes a man on a mission, London in the 1980s also becomes a dangerous place for that particular American to survive.

	JR/2023

	 


PROLOGUE

	 

	The date was Monday, April 21.

	The place was the US Navy’s nuclear submarine base, cut into a cove along the Kyle of Tongue on the very northern tip of Scotland.

	The time was late at night.

	And it was raining. Really raining. Pouring down raining. The kind of raining that makes you wonder if it’s ever going to stop.

	It was windy too. Really windy. So windy that the sea was covered with white caps and waves banged onto the rocky shores.

	In the middle of all this rain, and in the middle of all this wind, a cream-colored van was being loaded at a one-story cement warehouse, lit by huge spotlights.

	Just there, inside the cove, a pair of shiny black submarines huddled close together.

	Just here, under those spotlights, Marine guards stood back-to-back, heavily armed, soaked by the rain, as a large lead crate was tied down inside the cream-colored van, as the doors were locked, as the alarm systems were activated, as the shipment was judged to be secure.

	After a while the cream-colored van pulled out of the spotlights, away from the warehouse. With windscreen wipers at full speed, it moved slowly towards the heavy electric gates where more Marine guards looked out of their rain-beaten shack.

	First they checked the coded orders attached to the shipment.

	Then they checked the van’s license plate against a written set of orders that hung off a graffiti-covered clipboard.

	Then they checked the driver’s papers.

	Then they checked the papers of the Navy guard riding shotgun.

	And only after they were convinced that everything was in order, did they open the gates and wave the shipment through.

	The rain and the wind never stopped.

	The cream-colored van disappeared into the night.

	*****
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	n Friday afternoon, April 18, Richard Holbrook, a highly trained forty-one-year-old career Naval officer who had graduated nineteenth in his class at Annapolis in 1967 and third in his class at the US Navy Basic Flight School in Pensacola the following year, sat at his desk with nothing much else to do except sort through his APO mail.

	There was one copy of Sports Illustrated and two letters.

	Darryl Strawberry was on the magazine’s cover, giving the world a very toothy grin. 

	I’ll save you for the weekend, he told the Met’s star outfielder, and shoved Strawberry, face up, into his attaché case. 

	Then he ripped open the first letter. It was from American Express. They had screwed up yet another bill on his credit card and were insisting that he pay for some items he knew nothing about. 

	How many times must I tell them that I have never in my life bought either a genuine Italian espresso machine that makes regular coffee plus hot chocolate? Or a complete set of stainless-steel gardening hoes good for a hundred jobs around the house? 

	A bunch of idiots, he groaned, and tossed it aside. 

	The second letter was from Millicent’s lawyer. 

	Please understand, Commander, that your failure to take this matter as being of the utmost importance is merely serving to compound the fact that late child-support payments and an increased alimony to meet inflation...

	He tossed that aside too.

	That evening he went to Happy Hour in the Officers’ Lounge, where besides drinking good whiskey for 50 cents a glass he could talk about baseball. 

	Yeah, well, Junior Jim Gilliam was the best second baseman who ever played the game and Pee Wee Reese was one of the best short stops who ever played the game and together they were much better than Rizzuto and MacDougal. Are you trying to tell me that Moose Skowran was as good a first baseman as Gil Hodges? Who? Orlando Cepeda? You’re out of your skull. 

	He talked baseball and got quietly drunk.

	On Saturday morning, April 19th, he ran some errands. Or, at least he tried to. Oxford Street was much too crowded to get them all done. Actually the only thing he managed was to fight his way into Selfridges’ basement to buy a timer switch so that the living-room lights would go on every evening at five and snap off automatically at midnight. 

	He was tired of coming home to a dark apartment. 

	“We have two models,” the clerk announced in that specially smarmy way, which told Holbrook that the kid was on a commission. He could always tell the difference. The ones on commission were smarmy. The ones on salary were asleep. 

	“There’s the standard conventional model at £10.95. It turns any lamp on and off to set times. And you can choose up to four set times if you want to. But then there’s the deluxe model at £22.50 which is the one I highly recommend because it’s digital and you’re not limited to the number of times on or off. That’s good if you want to create a special effect in the house, like having the lights go on and off every other minute. But the best feature of the deluxe model is that it runs on batteries so that if you should have a power failure the timer will still work.”

	Holbrook nodded. “I do like the special effect of lights going on and off every other minute. Kind of a disco feeling.” 

	The clerk agreed. “Absolutely disco.”

	“But tell me, if we have a power failure, what lights will the battery-operated deluxe model still be able to turn on?”

	The clerk handed him the £10.95 model and said, disinterestedly, “Sorry, it only comes in one color.”

	Back in Oxford Street, fighting his way through the crowds, Holbrook decided that the best way to opt out of the Saturday rush was by opting in to The Courageous Dutchman.

	Standing at the far end of the long wooden bar, he found himself next to a fellow who listened to him order a beer, then asked, “You a Yank, mate?” 

	Holbrook said yes. 

	The fellow smacked his lips in such a way as to say, that’s the right thing to be. 

	Holbrook smacked his lips too and bought the fellow a beer. 

	“What’s beer like in the States, mate?” 

	“Not like this,” Holbrook said. 

	The fellow smacked his lips again, as if to say he was happy to know that not all Americans thought everything in America was better than everything in England. So now he bought Holbrook a beer and the two of them stood there, hardly speaking at all, but smacking their lips a lot, until the publican showed them the door an hour after official closing time. 

	“The beer might not be as good in the States,” Holbrook said, “but at least they give you time to drink it.” 

	The fellow smacked his lips again, “Too right, mate,” and walked away. 

	And at least beer in the States is cold, he wanted to say but by then the fellow was all the way down the block.

	With nothing else to do, Holbrook went home to sleep off the beer.

	When he woke up it was nearly 6 p.m. 

	“Oh... Christ,” he mumbled looking at the time, because now it was too late for his weekly telephone call. 

	Six here is one there and I’m sure they’re all out somewhere by now. But... maybe I’ll get lucky... and what the hell... 

	He dialed Florida anyway.

	There was no answer.

	On Sunday morning, April 20, he lay on his bed watching a Game of the Week video that he had borrowed from the office. A new taped game came in every week. But he couldn’t have cared less about the Phillies and the Expos. The Game of the Week was only something to do until two o’clock when he could call Florida again.

	This time Millicent answered. “Oh, it’s you. You were supposed to call yesterday.”

	“I couldn’t,” he said without bothering to make any explanations. “How are you?” 

	She said, fine. “What’s new?”

	He said, “Not a lot. “Weather there all right?” 

	She said, “Getting hot.”

	“Here, it’s been raining here so much that I’m thinking about building an ark.” 

	She said, “How nice for you?” 

	“Well... yeah... okay, nice talking to you. Would you please put David and Chrissie on.”

	Now she said, “Sorry, flyboy. They expected your call yesterday. Eventually they got tired of waiting so they went out to live their lives.”

	“Where are they now?”

	“David’s at Tony Scrudato’s house. And Chrissie’s at her friend Samantha Love’s house. Does that tell you anything?”

	Two o’clock here minus five hours... 

	“It’s only... what... nine in the morning. They know if I can’t call them on Saturdays I always call them on Sundays. Why would they leave the house so early when they know?”

	“They didn’t leave the house this morning,” she said. “They left the house last night. Seems we all had plans of our own.”

	“Oh.” He understood. “Everybody gets to have a pajama party.”

	“Don’t worry,” she told him right away. “It’s nobody you know.” There was a long pause. “Did you get that letter from my lawyer?”

	“Yes, I got the letter.” What else is there to say? “I’ll try to take care of it this week.”

	There was another pause and now she said softly, “I spoke to Barbara yesterday. Did you remember to call her? You know, it was two years ago today.”

	Two years ago today? She’s right. April 20. Two years already? He could hear it as if it were playing in stereo right now. Okay, Bean Bag, straighten ‘em out... gear is down... and locked... you’re doing fine... level off now... you’re high left. . . bring it down just a skosh... okay, you’re doing fine... hang in there, buddy... coming in straight... keep your nose up... nose up, Bean Bag... nose up. Bean Bag... get your fucking nose up. Bean Bag!

	“I just thought you might give her a call,” Millicent broke

	into the silence. “As for Chrissie and David, try again next Saturday. Same time. Same station.”

	“Okay,” he said. “Yeah. Okay. Bye, Millicent.” 

	She said, “Bye, Richard.” 

	And they hung up.

	Two years already? He just couldn’t believe it. April 20. Yeah, two years ago today. 

	He thought about phoning Barbara. Maybe I should. Just to say hello. Just to ask how her kids are. Just to tell her I’m thinking about her.

	Instead he found a gin bottle and poured a drink.

	Okay, Bean Bag, straighten ‘em out.

	Then he poured a second drink.

	Hang in there, buddy... coming in straight.

	Then he poured a third drink.

	Somewhere in his head he reminded himself, it was two years ago today.

	His Sports Illustrated went unread.

	Nose up, Bean Bag... nose up.

	Sunday dissolved into his glass.

	Monday never happened.

	The next thing he realized was that his phone was ringing and it was 4.57 in the morning.

	*****
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	n Monday, April 21, men and women, but mostly men, from at least nine countries filled the small room on the third floor of Bonhams Auction House in Cheval Place, in Montpelier Street, off Knightsbridge just a block from Harrods.

	“Lot number two hundred and forty-three,” the young auctioneer announced, affectedly drawing out the and with his practiced Etonian accent, as he sat high in the podium at the front of the room, wearing his best dark-blue pinstripe suit, grasping a small mahogany gavel head in his left hand which he could slam down the instant the bidding was done. 

	“A Ming cup,” he added just before a fellow in a white smock hoisted the cup into the air and called out, “Showing here, please.” 

	Immediately the young auctioneer started the bidding. “Two hundred pounds, thank you. Two-twenty... two-forty... two-sixty... two-eighty... two hundred and eighty pounds... selling now for two hundred and eighty pounds...” He surveyed the faces staring back at him... surveyed them all hoping to spot a nod or a wink or a twitch of a nose. “Two hundred and eighty pounds...”

	He slammed down his gavel. 

	Bang! 

	Then he whispered the name of the buyer to a young woman at his side who recorded the sale results. 

	Without any ceremony, the auction continued. “Lot number two hundred and forty-four.”

	Some of the people in the room sat on metal folding chairs facing the podium, making the place look like a kind of gospel hall lacking only a wooden Jesus, but with plenty of parishioners anxious to answer the rallying Gospel of the voice that boomed out to them from the pulpit. 

	Others stood in the doorway, partially blocking the way for anyone wanting to come in or go out, so that you had to say, “Excuse me,” or “Pardon me,” or “May I get by, please,” as you made your way through the crowd. 

	And some just wandered around beyond the doorway, in the hall, in front of the lift that brought more people up to the third floor where in their haste they didn’t always close the cage behind them.

	“Lot number two hundred and forty-four,” the auctioneer called out while the fellow in the white smock held up a pair of blue and white export serving plates. “Showing here, please.”

	Christopher Li’Ning hurriedly squeezed past the people in the doorway and quietly asked someone sitting just there what lot was being sold. The person sitting just there pointed to it in his catalogue and Li’Ning then made his way to the rear corner of the room to wait.

	The auctioneer bounced a bid off an empty chair. He said, one hundred pounds, thank you, then turned to the wall and said, one hundred and ten. Then he said, one hundred and twenty to the empty chair and one hundred and thirty to the wall. Then it was one hundred and forty, one hundred and fifty, and then one hundred and sixty. He got all the way up to one hundred and sixty pounds without a single legitimate bidder in the room, so he sold the pair of plates to the empty chair. 

	No sense lingering too long on such an item because momentum is money and the first thing any auctioneer learns is that the more excitement he can pour into the sale the higher the prices will be. 

	One hundred and sixty pounds. Selling now for one hundred and sixty pounds. He banged down his gavel then whispered to the girl on his right. Shire, he said, pretending that there was someone in the room named Shire who had wanted the plates, even if everyone in the room knew the plates had been bought in.

	He followed it with lot two hundred and forty-five.

	Showing here, please. Four thousand pounds. Four thousand, five hundred... now five thousand. Thank you... five thousand five hundred... the bid against you, sir, at five thousand five hundred pounds.”

	  Pausing for only a moment, he warned them. “I am selling now at five thousand five hundred pounds.”

	  And true to his word he banged down the gavel head. 

	  First he jotted down the result in his notebook and then, knowing that he must keep up a fast pace to give the next lot some excitement, he called out right away, “Lot number two hundred and forty-six,” and someone else called out just as quickly, “Showing here, please.”

	The men in the room, and the women in the room as well, were almost all dealers. And dealers always made it a point of showing how blasé they were about this sort of thing, about how they had mastered the art of the auction and had become skillful matadors at the mano a mano needed to survive when you are fighting for the lowest price against fifty or sixty or seventy other dealers who all know the good from the bad, the high prices from the bargains, while all the time the auctioneer at the podium is being paid to push the highest price he can get from them.

	The only non-dealers in the room were the half-dozen Bonham’s employees, and Li’Ning a smallish, lean man in his late thirties, impeccably dressed in a grey silk suit, pale-blue shirt and pink tie, with perfectly trimmed black hair, manicured fingernails, and large squarish glasses which he wore during the week to make his eyes look less Oriental.

	The auctioneer sold lot two hundred forty-seven, then two hundred forty-eight, and with the same speed he sold lot two hundred forty-nine. 

	Now he proclaimed, “Lot number two hundred and fifty.”

	“Showing here.” The young man in the white smock held it up very carefully in both his hands.

	And now Li’Ning nervously shuffled his feet.

	The catalogue description of Lot 250 was spread over an entire page, with a color photo opposite.

	“An Exceptionally Rare And Very Large Late Ming/Early Transitional Ginger Jar. In deep cobalt blue (certainly of the imported hui-ching variety) and cracked ice white, painted on one side with two panels, both showing a mythical beast standing on rocks surrounded by stylized waves, the reverse with two other panels showing ‘the hundred antiques’. With original cover. 36.25 cm with six character mark in underglaze blue of Cheng-te on bottom of both jar and cover.”

	Below that was a note from the auction-house experts which read: “The rarity of this jar is not only its size but also the sheer clarity of the figures drawn by the Cheng-te craftsmen. Only two other examples of this size and quality are known to exist. One is the ‘Burchard’ jar in the British Museum collection, having been shown at the Berlin Chinese Art Exhibition of 1929 and acquired by the Museum at the liquidation auction sale of the Dr Otto Burchard and Co. Collection, auctioned on 22 March 1935. The second example, referenced by Willett, Medley, Sato, et al. including and most importantly by Bonnier, is held by a private collector in the United States.”

	The estimate at the end of the description was

	£10,000-£12,000.

	The auctioneer took a drink from a glass of water on his podium, then bothered to inform everyone in the room, “May I point out, please, that this particular ginger jar is from the collection of Major-General Sir Alexander P. G. Thistlewaite, DSO, and is being sold by his estate. Because of the quality of this particular item, I already have several commission bids and therefore must begin the bidding at eleven thousand five hundred pounds.”

	A slight murmur ran through the audience.

	The curtain was up and this was the main attraction.

	A man seated in the third row - who happened to look something like the American actor and film director Carl Reiner - motioned discreetly to take the bid at twelve thousand five hundred. A woman standing in the doorway - who happened to look something like the French writer Marguerite Yourcenar - said yes to thirteen thousand. The Carl Reiner look-alike agreed to thirteen thousand five hundred. The Marguerite Yourcenar look-alike accepted fourteen thousand. The Carl Reiner look-alike nodded okay for fourteen thousand five hundred. The Marguerite Yourcenar look-alike hesitated, then said all right to fifteen thousand.

	Suddenly a large bearded man - who didn’t actually look like anybody famous except perhaps a little bit like a young Raymond Massey when he played a young Abe Lincoln - fought his way inside the room from the corridor and said, “Sixteen thousand.” 

	The Carl Reiner look-alike said seventeen thousand, the Marguerite Yourcenar look-alike said eighteen thousand, the large bearded man said nineteen thousand and the Marguerite Yourcenar look-alike said, “Twenty thousand.”

	Now the auctioneer tried. “Twenty-one thousand.”

	But now there was a pause.

	The auctioneer glanced towards the Carl Reiner look-alike who hesitated, then shook his head and dropped out of the bidding.

	“Twenty thousand pounds,” the auctioneer said. “It’s the lady’s bid at twenty thousand pounds.”

	In the back of the room Li’Ning knew he had to pick his moment. 

	The auctioneer waited. “Twenty thousand pounds.”

	Li’Ning was in no hurry.

	The auctioneer couldn’t hide his determination to try to get more. “The lady’s bid...”

	But timing is everything in an auction room. Li’Ning had learned that lesson from experience. The expensive way. A bid too soon could cause someone to bid back in anger. A bid too late could mean the jar would be sold. 

	Twenty thousand pounds. 

	His eyes darted round the room. 

	Twenty thousand. 

	The bid was stuck there. 

	Twenty thousand.

	The auctioneer said, “Selling now for twenty thousand pounds...”

	That’s when Li’Ning said in a loud, clear, and supremely confident voice, “Twenty-one thousand.”

	Everyone in the room turned to look at him.

	Even the auctioneer was surprised, although he did his best not to show it. “Twenty-one thousand. A new bidder at the rear.”

	There was another long pause.

	The Marguerite Yourcenar look-alike hadn’t expected anyone else to come into the game this late because she was mumbling to herself, obviously trying to answer all the questions which had come suddenly into her mind. Will this new player stay? Will he drop out? How far is he prepared to go? She looked down at the notes in her catalogue while the auctioneer reminded her, “The bid is against you at twenty-one thousand pounds.”

	There was another moment when nothing happened.

	Then the auctioneer threatened her. “Selling now to the gentleman at the rear of the room for twenty-one thousand pounds.”

	The woman in the doorway stared at the auctioneer for a very long moment.

	“Selling now...” The auctioneer raised his hand.

	And with an almost characteristic feisty Gallic style, the Marguerite Yourcenar look-alike called out, “Yes.”

	Just as quickly Li’Ning also said, “Yes.”

	“Twenty-two thousand in the doorway and twenty-three thousand again at the rear of the room.” The auctioneer instantly moved the bid back to the Marguerite Yourcenar look-alike. “Twenty-four thousand to you?”

	There was another long pause.

	Christopher Li’Ning waited without moving a muscle.

	Everyone in the room was waiting for the Marguerite Yourcenar look-alike to do something ... to say something... but when she saw their eyes on her, she simply turned on her heels and walked away.

	Li’Ning’s deadpan never faltered.

	“Twenty-three thousand in the rear of the room.” The auctioneer was greedily trying to get another bid. “Selling now for twenty-three thousand pounds.”

	Li’Ning stared straight at him.

	“Twenty-three thousand pounds...”

	Then... bang!

	With a businesslike nod to the auctioneer, Christopher Li’Ning hurried out of the room, purposely avoiding the glances of anyone who might be wondering to themselves, who is he and why would he pay such a price for that jar?

	The auctioneer announced, “Lot number two hundred and fifty-one. A pair of blue and white Phoenix dishes.” 

	And the fellow in the white smock called out, “Showing here, please.”

	Once he was out of the room, far enough away from all those people and heading down the stairs, Li’Ning finally let out his breath and allowed himself a tiny smile.

	“Excuse me, sir.” A young woman raced up to him.

	He quickly erased the victorious smile. “Yes?”

	“Hello.” She was carrying a notebook and pencil. “That’s a really wonderful ginger jar you just bought. May I ask if it’s for your own private collection?”

	“I’m sorry?” He didn’t know who she was.

	“This is for the Antiques Trade Gazette,” she said as if he should have been able to guess that. “They ask us to keep them informed about our sales. May I ask if you’ve bought the ginger jar for your own personal collection? I mean, excuse me, but you are Mr Li’Ning.” She said that more as a statement than a question. “Did I pronounce it right? You see, they always like us to tell them what lots fetch prices far beyond the estimates...”

	“Oh.” He wanted to be polite but there were reasons why he didn’t want this in the papers. At least not yet. “I see. Well, if you need to say something, perhaps you could just say that this particular ginger jar was purchased by the Mandarin Commerce Bank of Hong Kong. That’s really all.”

	“Mandarin... Commerce... HK...” She jotted that down. “Can I say it was bought by you for the bank?”

	“I would prefer if you didn’t. After all, I’m not a dealer.” He grinned, trying to charm her. “I think perhaps just the bank’s name would be suitable.”

	“But you are a collector, aren’t you? I mean, you have bought with us before and I thought...”

	“Just the bank,” he said. “This is only for the bank.”

	“Well... okay. Thank you.”

	“Quite all right.” 

	He hurried down the stairs and outside to his chauffeured Jaguar before anyone could ask him anything else.

	*****
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	unday dissolved into his glass.

	Monday never happened.

	The next thing he realized was that his phone was ringing and it was 4.57 in the morning.

	Lying perfectly still, spreadeagled on his back, one pillow on top of his face, the other draped across his chest, he told himself, I think I’m awake.

	His legs felt like they each weighed a ton.

	He told himself, at least I’m alive.

	His head was throbbing.

	He told himself, I don’t want to be awake.

	The phone kept ringing.

	In the middle of the dark room, in the middle of his monologue from under the pillows he heard that terribly annoying ring of the modern British telephone. It was high pitched wavering ring that always made him think of a screaming lamb being led off to slaughter.

	He assured himself it would stop.

	It didn’t.

	Then suddenly, like some sort of delayed action, he sat bolt upright, throwing the pillows off, scared, looking around the dark room, turning his aching body towards the phone and lunging for it.

	“Commander Holbrook,” he whispered hoarsely.

	“Sir,” a crisp, wide-awake voice came out of the receiver at him. “Sir, this is Chief Petty Officer Charles. The admiral wants you to report to his office a.s.a.p.” 

	“The admiral?” He tried to get his bearings. “What time is it?”

	“Zero four fifty-seven, sir.”

	Zero four fifty-seven. Not sixteen fifty-seven. Not four fifty-seven in the afternoon. But three minutes to five in the morning. Monday morning. Is it Monday already? It must be. 

	But he didn’t dare ask. 

	Instead he mumbled, “Right. I’m on my way.”

	He put the phone down, waited a few seconds, and with a hugely exaggerated groan forced himself out of bed. But as soon as he stood up a queasiness overtook him. He stumbled through his bedroom, tripping over clothes, breathing deeply until he got to the bathroom. He thought he was going to puke. He stared into the toilet bowl for nearly a minute. When nothing happened, he figured the next best thing was an cold shower. He turned the shower head so that a sharp stream of water poured down on top of his face. He stood there, with both his arms stretched out, holding the walls for support until the throbbing in his head finally began to subside. 

	It’s raining, it’s pouring, let’s make this shower less boring. 

	Millicent used to sing that whenever they took a shower together. 

	He’d stand that way, with his arms stretched out like he was being crucified, then she’d kneel down and sing that song... it’s raining, it’s pouring... 

	Now he put his face up to the shower and the pressure behind his eyes began to fade away. 

	It’s raining, it’s pouring... 

	After a few minutes, when the water was so cold that he couldn’t stand it anymore, he decided, I think the patient is going to live.

	Wrapping himself in a bathrobe, he went back into the bedroom and yanked open the drapes.

	A thin drizzle was falling past the orange street lights three floors below.

	He said out loud, “So what else is new.”

	Making his way into the kitchen, he found his light-timer switch still in the yellow Selfridges bag, and two used gin bottles sitting empty on the counter. 

	He pushed them aside, reached for a jar of instant Chock Full O’Nuts, boiled some water and made a cup of coffee. Opening the fridge to look for some milk, all he found was a package of Mallomars - he ate them all - one peach melba yoghurt and half a box of Twiglets.

	Then he did his vitamins. Mixed into the peach melba yoghurt he swallowed one multi, one E, one special fiber, one cod-liver oil, one hyper-C, and one special Iron.

	He ate the Twiglets like a chaser.

	In the livingroom he tried to plug the light-timer switch into a tall floor lamp with a beige shade. But that lamp was plugged into a small round three-bolt socket and the light-timer switch was for a large rectangular three-bolt socket. 

	He wanted to scream. England has got to be the only country in the world where appliances are sold without plugs because they have so many different types of sockets. Sometimes two or three or even four kinds in the same house. It’s enough to drive a sane electrician to drink. 

	“What do you mean there’s no plug?” he’d asked the blank wall that time he carried a portable TV set home from Selfridges and found that he wasn’t able to plug it in. 

	“How come there’s no plug?” he demanded when he stormed back to the store. 

	The clerk there gave him the standard answer. “I’m sorry, sir, but that’s the way we’ve always done it. You see, sir, because there are so many different types of outlets in this country we never supply plugs except as a separate item.” 

	“I suppose you call it tradition,” Holbrook said. 

	“No,” the clerk explained, “tradition is all those blokes on horses, wearing funny hats, playing Hello, Dolly music at 11 every morning in front of Buckingham Palace. The lack of a plug on the end of your television cord is good business for the plug manufacturers.” 

	“Oh.” There was nothing else Holbrook could say. 

	Just, oh. 

	No plug. 

	He couldn’t get used to that. 

	Radios. Televisions. Clocks. Toasters. I wonder if that espresso machine that American Express keeps asking me to pay for comes with a plug. Shit. I want to use my light-timer where I want to use my light-timer. The quality of life is judged by the number of choices you have. Poor people have fewer choices than rich people. Well, I want to plug my light-timer switch in where I want to plug it in and not just anywhere because this country can’t get its socket-and-plug act together.

	In the end he had to put the light-timer switch onto the lamp in the window that looked down to Duke Street. 

	At least I can see it on from the street and maybe if there are any burglars around they’ll see it too. 

	Once that was fixed, he went to the front door where two copies of the International Herald Tribune were lying just inside the mail slot.

	“Holy shit.” 

	The top one was dated Tuesday, April 22.

	He picked up the papers and tossed them onto a chair.

	How the hell can it be Tuesday?

	He hurried into a clean uniform, fumbled with his name tag and his gold Navy wings, checked himself in the mirror, took his raincoat, put a rain cover on his hat and left the apartment.

	Duke Street was empty.

	The wet streets and the orange lights made it look like a movie set, as if some Hollywood director had built London in the back lot at Universal, then decided at the very last minute to turn on the sprinklers because everyone knows that London before dawn only really looks like London before dawn if it’s wet.

	A lone taxi circled Grosvenor Square.

	When it passed, there was no noise at all. Except for the rain and the click of Holbrook’s heels on the wet pavement.

	A few lights were on at the US embassy.

	Two obviously very bored uniformed British policemen leaned against the barricades that were supposed to keep the demonstrators away from the Embassy’s front door. Last week there had been several thousand. But there were no demonstrators now. Just those cops. Two hours on, four hours off. Cops armed discreetly under the coats, waiting for something to happen. Except nothing would happen. Not now. Not at this hour. Not in this weather.

	Pro-Khomeini. Always anti-USA. Keep your missiles out of Britain. Send the F-111s home. You are the murderers. The blood of Tripoli is on your hands. Washington Fascists. Imperialist Pigs. Down with Reagan. Up with the Holy War. 

	But not now. Not in the pre-dawn rain. After all, protesters may be a nuisance but they aren’t crazy. They all know that, in the final analysis, very few causes are actually worth the risk of double pneumonia.

	He walked to North Audley Street, turned right, and went into the door marked US Navy.

	Two Marine guards waited just inside the door, armed, on special alert since the bombing of Tripoli. They checked his ID then let him pass. Another Marine guard lit only by a blue light at the otherwise dark security check-point also looked at his ID. Then he sorted through a stack of numbered security badges, handed him one on a lanyard to hang around his neck and buzzed him through the locked bulletproof door.

	Holbrook headed for the elevator.

	Upstairs, the dark linoleum along she corridor of the top floor was highly polished. All militaries are big on highly polished linoleum. And the walls there, painted off-beige, were lined with framed posters of ships and planes. Militaries are big on off-beige colored walls. And those kinds of pictures too. The difference between our hallways and their hallways is that in ours you also find large bulletin boards with notices such as, “Looking for higher interest? Your Credit Union Needs You.”

	The only light in the hallway came from the far end, from the admiral’s office. And when he got there he could hear voices.

	He left his rain gear in the outer office and walked into the big room just behind it. “Good morning sir.”

	Three men were there.

	Admiral YC Roth stood in front of his desk, with his jacket unbuttoned. A short, wiry man and Commander of US Naval Forces in Europe - CINCNAVEUR, for short - Roth was almost entirely bald which made him look slightly older than his fifty-three years. 

	He had four stars on his collar and shoulders. On his chest he wore pilot wings and a submariner’s badge. Under that he had two rows of ribbons. Only two rows. Most officers who had more wore more. But not Roth. It was a kind of reverse snobbery because the few ribbons he wore were ribbons that counted, like the Silver Star and the Navy Cross and the Bronze Star and the Purple Heart, and there were oak-leaf clusters on his Legion of Merit.

	Seated on the leather couch that ran along the side wall, just under a dozen framed photographs, was Rear-Admiral Martin M. Foster, US Naval Attaché in Great Britain, a tall, blond cowboy from Oklahoma who had earned his reputation coordinating the fleet’s tactical activities in the Gulf of Tonkin during the final years of the Vietnam War. Sitting on the window ledge, with his back to the Venetian blinds which cut off the view from Grosvenor Square, was Captain Robert A. Wagner, a stocky, dark-haired man who served as Staff Security Officer.

	Roth handed Holbrook a TWX. “Dad, we’ve got a problem.” 

	The yellow slip of paper was stamped in tiny letters “Top Secret”. It was dated Monday April 21 and timed at 22:45 hours Zulu. The message said in a difficult-to-read dot matrix print, “Alert CCR. Shipment D-17 Grand Pin two hours overdue. No contact last checkpoint.”

	Holbrook simply muttered, “Oh shit.”

	“You can say that again,” Wagner volunteered. “Sierra, hotel, indigo, tango. Put ‘em all together and they spell more bad-assed trouble. But like I keep telling the admiral, my people can handle it all with no fallout effect.”

	“I got the TWX last night,” Roth said, “I left word to be called every two hours if nothing turned up. They’re now eight hours overdue.”

	Holbrook wanted to know, “What was their last checkpoint?”

	Roth motioned him to look at the road map of Great

	Britain that was spread across his desk. “The van left the Tongue area on time and this was the route, down the A836.” He pointed to a series of roads with his finger. “Checks at Altnaharra, here, and another at Rhian, here. The third check was supposed to be just the other side of this lake called Shin, here, at the village of Lairg. But the van never made it to Lairg.”

	Staring at the map, Holbrook noted, “That’s the middle of the Scottish Highlands. It’s the middle of nowhere.” 

	“The base at Tongue followed procedure,” Roth said. “We sent a car along the route. Nothing showed up. I’ve ordered an air search out at dawn.” He looked at his watch. “Just about now, I suppose. They might come up with something in the next few hours.” He paused. “Let’s hope they do. But in case they don’t, we could have one helluva problem on our hands.”

	Wagner cut in. “Skipper, you know how I feel about it. And I reiterate that the more people who are aware of this, the more we put our entire security operation at risk. My people can handle this. There’s no need to call any amateurs in.”

	“I wonder...” Holbrook said, knowing full well that Wagner’s remarks had been aimed at him. “... sir, looking at the map, there aren’t all that many roads feeding off the A836. I mean, according to this, it looks like the van couldn’t go any other way except up or down the highway.” 

	“Unless,” Wagner suggested, someone pulled it sideways.”

	Holbrook tried to disregard Wagner. He asked Roth, “British know yet?”

	“Not yet.”

	“Well ... if something’s happened to that shipment we have to tell them right away.”

	“Eventually,” Wagner interjected. “Or maybe eventually. But not right away. And not unless we absolutely have to. It’s our goddamned shipment which means it’s none of their goddamned business.”

	“That might have been true two weeks ago,” Holbrook reminded him, “but not since Tripoli.” He turned to Foster. “Does the ambassador know yet, sir?”

	“No,” Foster said. “No one outside this room knows yet.” 

	Holbrook looked at Roth. “Sir, I’m afraid we really have to liaise with the British. And I think the sooner we do it, the better.”

	Roth said nothing for several seconds. He paced the floor, then dropped down into his chair and kicked his legs on top of his desk. His shoes crumpled the map. “The search parties only know that a van is missing. They don’t know what’s inside the van. The air search may turn up something. If, however, it doesn’t, we’ve got to be ready to do something. But whatever happens it’s got to be kept quiet.”

	“I couldn’t agree more,” Wagner said. “And it can be done. Tripoli has nothing to do with it. I said all along we could have pulled that off without anyone in this country knowing where those planes were coming from.”

	“Tripoli has everything to do with it,” Holbrook said. “The host country has to be kept informed. Can you imagine what would have happened if they found out the F-111s that bombed Gaddafi came from here? The same shit will go down if they find out about this before we tell them.”

	“And the same shit will happen here that always happens if we don’t tell them,” Wagner mimicked his voice. “Ever know that a few years ago 385 kilos of PUN disappeared enroute from Ohio to St Louis? It showed up nine days later in a crate at Logan Field in Boston. Didn’t hear about that, did you? How about the theft of some PUN in 1981 from the Rosyth Dockyards? Didn’t ever hear about that one either, huh? What I’m driving at is that those two scenarios prove these things can be kept quiet if we work at keeping it quiet. I’m sure you all remember the reaction we got in Spain a long time ago when a B-52 inadvertently lost some nuclear weapons on a beach. The Spaniards went berserk. Made us look like a bunch of incompetent jerks. We sure as hell don’t need an instant replay of that.”

	Foster agreed, “Of course not.”

	But Holbrook insisted, “If we keep this quiet and the Brits ever find out this came down... I mean we’re talking about less than one week after the world started giving them shit because of us... they’re going to toss our asses outta this place.”

	“Nonsense,” Wagner said.

	“Point is,” Foster chimed in, “the PUN is still missing and whether we tell the Brits or not, we’ve gotta find it. Fast.”

	Holbrook wondered, “Did the van have a beeper system?”

	“Sure it did,” Wagner answered, as if that was just about the dumbest question he had ever heard. “Everything was the way it was supposed to be, for Christ’s sake. And we’ve been listening for six hours but there’s nothing happening on any frequency.”

	“That’s empty country,” Holbrook said. “There can’t be a lot of places where that van could go. I mean, if God-forbid someone did try to hijack it...”

	“What do you mean, if?” Wagner demanded. “I say it’s dollars to donuts that someone grabbed that van. We’re dealing with people who know precisely what the hell they’re doing. Real pros.”

	They’d have to be real pros,” Holbrook said ironically. “That stuff is self-protecting. You can’t just put it in your pocket and walk away with it. If the radioactivity doesn’t kill you, just breathing the dust will. On top of that it’s not as if there are all sorts of intersections where the van could have been stopped. It would have been moving pretty fast. It wouldn’t be easy to grab because...”

	“Problem is,” Foster cut in, “if someone did go after the van then they know what to do with it. Anybody who goes after a shipment of plutonium nitrate knows what it can do and what they can do with it. I’m talking about, you know, Gaddafi’s guys.”

	Holbrook raised his eyebrows. “With all due respect, Admiral, this is England. Maybe it could happen in Italy or Greece. But the scenario of Libyan terrorists stealing plutonium nitrate from the US Navy and then somehow getting it out of this country... I’m not saying it’s totally impossible, but I think there could be some other, more logical options to work with.” He glanced around the room before he said to Roth, “No matter what’s happened to the van, we’re getting away from the point. We’ve still got to inform the British.”

	“How’s the IRA grab you?” Wagner smirked, somewhat pleased with himself for having come up with the idea. “I’ll bet my damn butt you never thought about those bastards, did you?”

	He hadn’t thought about them. “Okay. The IRA is a possibility.” Holbrook gave up the point because he didn’t want to lock horns with Wagner. “I’m just not so easily convinced that anyone could actually hijack that van.”

	Foster chimed in, “He’s got a point.”

	“Yes sir,” Holbrook nodded to Foster. “To grab it they’d have to know about the shipment, its route and all the times involved. That stuff always varies with every shipment. Except for some of the roads we have to use because there aren’t any others, no two routes are precisely the same. We shake them up as much as possible. Then they’d have to know how to get into that van without setting off any of the alarm systems....”

	Wagner cut in. “They’re pros. That’s what pros do.”

	Holbrook ignored him. “Don’t forget that even the drivers can’t open those doors without bells and sirens and radio signals going off loud enough to be heard all the way to Tijuana. Then they’d have to be damn-well certain that they were handling the stuff properly. They’d also need some way to get it safely out of England and into wherever... Northern Ireland...”

	“Christ,” Wagner stopped him. “You make it sound like they’re the Boy Scouts.”

	“I’m not saying that at all.”

	“The damn IRA... don’t forget that they made that racehorse disappear. He weighed a ton, could bolt if they spooked him and anyway was probably high-strung nasty enough to kick their balls off just for the sport of it. A couple of kilos of PUN won’t even click click click on a goddamned Geiger counter as long as they keep it under wraps. Listen, Holbrook, I’m telling you that van’s been hijacked by pros.”

	He stared at Wagner. “Frankly, Captain, it would weigh more than a couple of kilos.”

	“It still weighs less than a fucking horse.”

	It was useless arguing with the man. So he looked
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