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Chapter One


Helen Wintly wore her long black hair swept back in a loose bun. Few men who met her could avoid speculating how it looked when she shook it free: fewer still had ever found out.


She was tall, sharply beautiful and elegant – dressed entirely in white. The collar of the crisp blouse was ruffed, like the cuffs. It accentuated the long, slender neck. The pleated skirt swung with a sensuous rhythm as she stepped across the pavement in the sunlight. The cashmere cardigan was draped around her shoulders. Casually she rearranged it while pausing to let Henry Pink, the chauffeur, open the door of the Rolls-Royce.


‘Good morning, miss.’ He saluted smartly, Navy style.


She nodded back. The smile was more gracious than familiar. Not so many years before she would have returned that greeting with a self-conscious smirk and the comment, ‘Look at me going to the office in a Rolls. They’ll never believe it back home’ – or something like that.


At 27 Helen Wintly had learned a good deal – only some of it from McGill and Columbia Universities and the Harvard Business School. The white leather document case by Gucci nicely reflected the owner’s personality – richly feminine but uncompromisingly businesslike.


‘Good morning.’ Now it was Mark Treasure who greeted her as she settled into the seat beside him. The Chief Executive of Grenwood, Phipps, the London merchant bankers – and Miss Wintly’s employers – added an approving nod. ‘Mmm. Charming. We should do this more often.’


The compliment about her appearance had been especially welcome. Despite her assured demeanour, her ego had taken a knock the night before from which it was unlikely ever to recover. Treasure’s second comment registered only as a pleasantry. She was certain The Times he had just set aside commended itself to him at this hour more than she did.


As it happened the last speculation was far from accurate. Perhaps Miss Wintly’s judgement had been too recently upset to be wholly reliable. In the six months she had been employed at the bank, she and Treasure had seldom been thrown together. This was the first time he had been given the chance for close inspection.


She was certainly very striking – the face, figure and deportment of an up-market model girl. She was highly intelligent, too, by all accounts. He knew her age. There was great solace in the fact. He was not old enough to be her father – by conventional standards: he would need to have been an irresponsible fifteen-year-old. Yet these days most of the bank’s female employees …


‘You didn’t mind my phoning?’ She broke in on the rumination.


‘Of course not. Very sensible.’


‘It was late.’


He looked at the time. ‘And this is very early. I don’t imagine you normally leave home at seven-forty-five.’


‘Not without this kind of incentive.’ She could have meant the handsome car or its equally distinguished-looking owner, in truth she often left earlier than this, but to say so would have sounded like crawling for good-conduct marks. ‘It’s kind of you to call for me.’


He shrugged. ‘Dolphin Square from Cheyne Walk isn’t a detour.’ Nor was it. Both places are on the Thames Embankment, a mile apart with Chelsea Bridge in the middle. ‘I’m breakfasting with an Arab at nine. Could hardly put him off. But with Harry Karilian available for eight …’


‘Lucky to get anyone in August.’


He wrinkled his forehead, glancing up Vauxhall Bridge Road as Pink hurried the car across into Millbank. ‘Suppose you’re right. We haven’t gone the way of all Frogs, of course, putting up the shutters on Bastille Day. Sorry, I believe you’re a strong Francophile. You don’t sound French Canadian.’


‘I’m not. Well, a quarter maybe. My maternal grand-mother. No, I’m just a late, ordinary Canadian convert to the Common Market. Euromarket. Better for everyone that Britain’s in, not out.’ The ‘out’ came distinctly from north of the 49th Parallel.


‘Very commendable. D’you want to start telling me about Rorch, Timms and Bander?’


‘Yes, sir.’ She uncrossed her extremely attractive legs, obliterating his view of them with the document case which she pulled on to her lap and snapped open. A new pair of tights in their transparent wrapper fell out from the pocket in the top, slid over her copy of the Financial Times and on to the floor. Treasure picked them up with affected diffidence.


‘Thanks.’


‘Bet none of our male executives carry spare socks,’ remarked the banker amiably.


‘No,’ she answered with just a touch of irritation. ‘The company’s usually known as RTB. It was founded five years ago. You know that, of course. You kind of did the funding. Right?’


He nodded. ‘Advertising agencies were out of fashion, at least as prospects for ultimate public floatation. They’ve picked up since. This one looked promising, though, as a useful growth investment. I liked the three principals, especially Rorch.’


‘Roger. Roger Rorch.’


‘Yes. He approached the bank in the first place. For funding. Sorry, really, I lost touch with the thing. I got kicked upstairs into this job just after we got involved. As I remember, the company did well enough in the first two years, then fizzled a bit. Didn’t we have to increase the loan capital?’


‘That’s right.’


After beating the traffic lights in Parliament Square, Pink had done the same in Bridge Street, turning left on to the Victoria Embankment at speed. The momentary and presumably involuntary shifting of Miss Wintly’s left knee against Treasure’s right the banker found entirely agreeable.


‘Anyway, I shed Rorch, Timms and Bander – sorry, RTB – on to Cecil Oakley. Don’t suppose it rates very high with him.’ Oakley was one of the bank’s three Joint Managing Directors.


‘He keeps abreast of it.’ The knee returned to its proper position.


‘But it’s your responsibility?’


‘Since I joined Corporate Finance. Mr Oakley figured it fitted with my portfolio. I did a second degree in communications. Before my MBA.’ No harm in keeping the front office reminded about meaningful inputs.


‘So you understand advertising. What makes an agency tick.’


‘A little of both. I worked in agencies for a while. In New York. I seem to have gotten along with the RTB management.’


‘Do we have you on the board there?’ Grenwood, Phipps held a quarter of the ordinary shares in the company and had funded the whole of a financially more significant medium-term loan.


The girl nodded. ‘Three months ago. Actually it wasn’t the bank’s idea. It was the founding directors. I’d been in attendance at the monthly board meetings to represent the bank’s interest. They asked if I’d like to join the board formally. Mr Oakley agreed.’


‘Good for you. You’d been attending all the meetings?’


‘Sure. My predecessor didn’t. Figured the fellows in the agency didn’t really want him around unless they asked him specially. That was Mr Morris.’


‘Mmm. Now retired. Probably didn’t fit the image.’ It was hard to imagine poor old Morris in tights. ‘Sound chap, though,’ Treasure continued aloud. ‘Perhaps they found him a restricting influence. Touch of the big brother. But when they realized you were …’


‘You can say it. Something more than passably decorative, then I got pressed to pitch in. So I did.’


‘But you didn’t hear about this takeover offer from Crabtree at a board meeting?’


‘No. Nobody did. The first the agency heard of it was in this hand-delivered letter yesterday afternoon.’ She passed him a copy. ‘Financial data on Crabtree came with it. I have copies of that too.’


‘And Karilian has it all?’


‘Plus RTB’s current vital statistics. I left them on his desk at seven last night. I’d been in Birmingham. Got back to the office at five. Roger Rorch had been calling since mid-afternoon, on the half-hour. He came round. Later we had dinner. I rang you from the restaurant. The President of Crabtree and the Executive VicePresident should be checking into the Savoy this morning.’ She paused. ‘With Mr Oakley on vacation …’


‘Another Euromarketeer. Spends every August in Port Grimaud. They’ve a house there, and a boat. A motorboat.’ Treasure made a painful grimace while studying the letter. ‘Not everyone’s idea of heaven. Suits the children, of course,’ he added, a touch wistfully. ‘Anyway, I’m delighted to stand in for Oakley.’


‘Just so I can get your view, Mr Treasure. It looks like they’re aiming to railroad the agency. With the bank so involved, I figured …’


‘You did absolutely the right thing, Miss Wintly … er, Helen, isn’t it?’ Should he ask her to call him by his first name? It was the sort of thing that put other people’s noses out of joint, of course. ‘My name’s Mark,’ he compromised, satisfied it was as much a statement as an invitation.


The car swept past the Mansion House, entered Threadneedle Street, then went left into Old Broad Street. The traffic was still light.


It was five to eight when the better-acquainted Treasure and Miss Wintly stepped from the lift on the third floor of Grenwood House. Harry Karilian was waiting for them in Treasure’s office.


At 8 o’clock precisely on that same Tuesday, August 23rd, Howard John Crabtree the Second, President of Howard J. Crabtree Incorporated of New York City, emerged from the ‘Nothing to Declare’ green exit of the Customs Hall at London’s Heathrow Airport.


He was short, spare and tired. He was wearing a crumpled, three button suit and a furtive look.


Howie Crabtree had not knowingly broken a law since at the age of three he had screamed until his nurse had laced his hot milk with bootlegged gin. That had been fifty years ago, towards the end of Prohibition. The gin had made him sick and the nurse had been dismissed. The lesson had endured. Howie’s penchant for law observance had become legend.


Now he could breathe freely again: almost. They could still stop you – even after you had left the airport: he knew that. He would gladly have gone through the Customs’ red route, declaring everything in his possession on the chance something was chargeable. He had done as much at several airports. Nothing had ever been elected contraband. Once he had been admonished for wasting the time of officials. There was no pleasing bureaucrats. Still, the thought of being accosted with an overlooked dutiable item or because his tranquillizers had suddenly been exposed as dangerous drugs gave him stomach trembles.


He even carried a note from his doctor about the tranquillizers.


‘They didn’t arrest you yet, Howie?’ called a familiar, voice from some way behind.


That did it. Crabtree started nervously, glanced backwards, and overturned the baggage trolley with the faulty front wheel he had been carefully manipulating down the polished ramp.


Porters had been available: using one had seemed a needless expense – and a bad example to the others. So now he was floundering on a foreign slope with an upset trolley, and trying to regain control over his two large bags, a document case, a raincoat, umbrella and several diagnosed neuroses.


Hordes of fellow travellers surefootedly navigated around the disaster area. Nobody offered to help. Good Samaritans didn’t come off seven-hour night flights. Several porters pushing big trolleys glared at him stonily. Did they spend their time between flights sabotaging little trolleys?


And none of this would have happened except Lee Jackson had this compulsion to utter imbecilities at super-sensitive times.


‘Howie, I declare, if you don’t have the darnedest luck. What-all happened with your little old pusher? Lee, come and help Howie.’


So now, at least, the Jacksons had caught up with him. Lee Jackson with that round, open face, that encouraging smile, that wiseacre mask generating permanent care and consideration for all other members of the human race. Here was 168 pounds, five feet ten inches of all-American dependability, responsibility and – in Howie’s private view – over-promoted capacities, forty years maturing and encased in uncrushable seersucker. Joanne Rutledge Jackson, his thirty-five-year-old wife, was a blonde, athletic community and corporate asset with an IQ of 135, a golf handicap of 12, and a commanding, uppercrust Kentuckian accent that in some registers could be distinguished over six city blocks or three longish holes.


And here was Joanne, right in front of her mate – actually, as always metaphorically – ready to open the way for him onwards and upwards. Naturally she had been free to come to London at a day’s notice. Two of the children were already at summer camp: the other had gone to doting grandparents.


‘I wish you hadn’t called like that, Lee.’ Howie had meant to sound angry, not just hurt, ‘I could have been stopped … or something.’ He felt his left eye twitching.


‘Sorry, Howie. Didn’t know you’d turned over.’


‘I hadn’t till …’


‘Got a bum steer here, old boy, old boy.’ Jackson wasn’t listening. He pushed the broken trolley to the side and grasped one of the cases.


Howie fumed inwardly: that’s how it always went. So why hadn’t Lee got the broken trolley? Why hadn’t Howie’s wife Rosalind been able to make the trip at no notice? Because she was half way through a summer school in New Haven devoted to 19th-century English poets, and couldn’t get away. The time his first wife couldn’t get away she wasn’t there when he’d got back – left him for a tennis coach. Rosalind didn’t play tennis.


‘Our chauffeur should be in that group.’ The Executive Vice-President of Howard J. Crabtree Inc. had somehow got all Howie’s impedimenta on to his own trolley. Effortlessly he guided the thing along, allowing it to propel itself towards the people standing on the concourse at the end of the railed-off enclosure.


‘There he is, Lee.’ Joanne was stepping out ahead of the others. She was not a pretty woman: taut and lithe though, she looked her best in leotards conducting her neighbourhood aerobics class. ‘He’s holding a board with Crabtree chalked on it, and he’s just too British for words.’


What did she expect? A Hottentot in a grass skirt, Howie mused.


The chauffeur responded to Joanne’s wave. He touched his cap with a servile grace, first to her, then to her husband. He had heard her comment. He was a resting actor, used to playing to small audiences.


‘Mr Crabtree, sir?’


‘No, I’m Mr Crabtree,’ Howie uttered from behind. His new analyst had told him to assert himself on every available occasion. ‘This is Mr Jackson, my associate.’ His eye was twitching again. He pulled at his jacket. The creases were beginning to look permanent.


‘And I’m Mrs Rutledge Jackson.’


‘That’s right,’ said Howie confused by the oversight, then feeling foolish since the woman’s identity hardly needed confirming when she had established it herself. He had been thrown by the appearance of the chauffeur. It was Jackson who had ordered a big car to stay with them through the visit. Howie would not have authorized the expense. But he had delegated all the arrangements to Jackson. He had to delegate more. His new analyst had said that too: except he had so little to do already, if he off-loaded any more he’d be practically unemployed. He’d spoken to his father about it.


Howard J. Crabtree Senior – known to everyone as HJ – was still Chairman of the advertising agency, still came into the office daily, still effectively controlled the business. He’d been threatening to retire every year for the past decade. This year he’d be seventy-five, and at last he was committed – to retire next year. But it was in writing. This time Howie had it in black and white. On April 1st he became Chairman.


After April 1st Lee Jackson would have to report to Howie – not by-pass him by getting Joanne to nobble HJ over every important issue. HJ thought a lot more of Joanne than he did of her husband.


In future, too, there would be no overriding Howie’s known intentions on lesser domestic items through the ‘democratic’ decisions of carefully packed corporate committees.


Take this London business. Howie had not been present when they briefed the hot-shot company broker. It had been the same when they had bought the other foreign agencies. And Howie had yet to agree they were buying the right outfit in Britain. It was too big and too expensive. The other one on the short list – the fallback company – looked a better proposition to Howie. They didn’t need a whizz kid like this Roger Rorch. Whizz kids could be difficult to control, and it was Howie who would have to do the controlling in future.


‘If you’ll follow me, Mr and Mrs Jackson. Mr Crabtree.’ The chauffeur took charge of the overloaded trolley – still getting the precedence wrong.


‘It was mighty kind of you to ask me along, Howie.’ Joanne Jackson had fallen in beside him, taking his arm. ‘Smart, too,’ she added.


‘It was?’ Howie looked perplexed. ‘I mean …’


‘Two of the agency principals are married. Maybe I can do a job on the wives. I’m sure you figured that, Howie.’ She squeezed his arm. ‘Shame Rosalind couldn’t make it.’


And the other principal – the one that counts – was divorced. So what kind of job did she expect to do on him? It hadn’t been Howie’s idea to bring Joanne. He had agreed with Jackson the wives should come before he got a turndown from his own wife. So now the party was lopsided: much better if they had brought the company treasurer instead of relying on people from the London branch of their New York accountants. HJ had decreed the opposite. Smarter to leave the financial wrangling to outsiders, HJ had said: made for easier relations in the future. ‘And most anybody can do arithmetic,’ HJ had repeated. It was something he repeated all the time.


Arithmetic was the only thing Howie was good at.


‘Don’t know about you folks, but after a shave and shower, guess I’ll be ready for the takeover trail.’ This was Jackson at his heartiest. Howie felt he could do with a morning in bed.


Joanne smiled approvingly at her husband. ‘I’ll settle for the little old shower, then you two hunters can drop me at Harrods on your way to the jungle.’ She twined her other arm around his. Howie wished Rosalind was as demonstrative.


They had followed the chauffeur into the car park lift. Now they followed him out again on the fourth floor of the multistorey.


‘I’ll call Mr Z when we get to the hotel. Then the lawyer,’ Jackson volunteered.


‘HJ said we needn’t take the lawyer to all the meetings,’ Howie interjected firmly. ‘Those fellows charge by the quarter-hour. He’s not going to do much. Ziebal is paid for.’


‘But Mr Z stays behind the scenes. We don’t acknowledge we’re using him. Better we don’t mention his name, Howie,’ Jackson added pointedly, lowering his voice. The chauffeur was scarcely out of hearing. ‘The lawyer is fronting for him when we need someone along. Right now, all we need’s an update. What reaction there’s been from the RTB people.’


‘Got to keep things moving, of course,’ Howie offered sagely.


‘You’ve said it, Howie.’ Jackson shook his head, winking surreptitiously at his wife. ‘Nashville moving up the British launch by a whole year.’ Now his voice was even lower. ‘Could have thrown a whole lot of agencies. Not us, though.’


‘You think we’ll be ready with a bottler’s presentation six weeks from now, honey?’


‘Darned right we’ll be,’ Jackson answered his wife.


‘But what if RTB aren’t selling, Lee?’ asked Howie.


Jackson stopped, so Howie had to do the same. ‘At two million pounds, they’ll be selling,’ he almost whispered.


‘But what if they’re not?’ Howie whispered back.


‘Then we keep upping the ante till they are. At three million we’re irresistible. But if Mr Z is right, at three million pounds it’s still a steal.’


The chauffeur had opened the rear door of the big Jaguar. An expensive smell of leather wafted from the interior. Howie would have settled for something less opulent. He had just converted three million pounds into real money.








Chapter Two


‘The timing’s so fast, it’s fishy,’ pronounced Grenwood, Phipps’s sixty-year-old head of New Issues.


Harry Karilian was a very big man. Only the dark eyes were small, and given to darting decisively under the thick bushy eyebrows. His deep upper lip was hardly adorned by the short thick hairs. They might have been overlooked during shaving, and passed for a moustache only when matched with the grey, close-cropped stubble that covered the immense cranium – and to contrast with the flourishing growth of soft long hairs that sprouted, untended, from each aural orifice.


His voice was deep, resonant and capable of astonishing tonal contrast. He was sometimes given to slow, expansive gesticulation as he spoke, the histrionics aided by the cloak-like, long cut and double-breasted jackets which were his habit – invariably worn unbuttoned.


Standing, Harry Karilian was a formidable figure: seated, as now, he was yet a commanding presence – in a way fearsome even, unless you knew he had begun his career in grand opera, and at least until you experienced the smile.


The smile came after every completed statement. It was a form of punctuation – an effulgence that engaged every fold and crevice of the fleshy countenance, as well as most beholders of it. The smile would have followed even if its owner’s solemn duty had been to announce the collapse of the Bank of England – or the disbandment of Tottenham Hotspur Football Club, an institution which Harry held in as much respect, and far greater affection.


‘There appears to be a reason,’ Treasure offered. He was seated alone on a buttoned leather sofa. Opposite, across a low mahogany table, Helen Wintly and Harry Karilian occupied a similar sofa, in very unequal proportion.


‘The reason’s the buyer’s problem, of course,’ Harry observed blankly. He did not smile, so he was not finished. ‘Accept his reason and we just make money. We’re in business for more than that.’ Now he was smiling.


Treasure’s forehead wrinkled. ‘You mean it behoves us to act as advisers as well as lenders? That’s a very commendable attitude, Harry.’


‘So characteristically Armenian, wouldn’t you say?’ The smile had broadened: its owner’s family had been naturalized British for three generations. ‘I really meant, it could just be we’re not making enough money.’


‘Technically, we don’t control the business.’ This was Helen: very down to earth.


The big man turned to her slowly. ‘We own 2,500 of the 10,000 issued ordinary one pound shares. That doesn’t give us control.’ He let a finger drop heavily on to the pile of papers resting on his knee. ‘We also provided a five year floating rate loan of £120,000 on the foundation of the company, and another of £60,000 three years later. Both loans to be repaid in stages, together. The interest rates have done us credit – without earning us any.’ There was no smile. ‘I see the company’s in default on the first payment …’


‘By informal agreement, Mr Karilian.’


Harry didn’t seem to hear. ‘So, practically, if not technically, we control the company, and we can do so formally at any time by invoking the penalties which informal agreements with loan defaulters do nothing to enfeeble.’ A wagging of the head accompanied the smile in Helen’s direction.


‘But, as you know, Howard J. Crabtree Incorporated, this New York agency, has offered two million pounds for the whole business if the deal can be completed in two weeks.’


This time Harry heard. ‘A fancy price for a business with nominal fixed assets, a very short lease, and a five year return on capital which hardly covers the negligible cost of borrowing that capital. Do you suppose Howard J. Crabtree knows something we don’t know? You’re on the board of the company, Miss Wintly?’ The smile was accompanied by an interrogative lift of the Machiavellian eyebrows.


‘RTB has prospects, Mr Karilian. There was a setback in the third year. A bad debt. Existing clients are sound. Mostly blue-chip companies. You can see from the list. The agency’s now on target for sound growth.’


‘Or else the bank wouldn’t have extended the term of the loan,’ Harry observed in a tone implying no other explanation was possible. ‘In these latest filed accounts, the company had sales of ten million pounds, and a gross income from that of just over a million. About ten per cent.’ He glanced up. ‘Don’t advertising agencies work on fifteen per cent commission?


‘That’s the usual commission for space or time bought on behalf of clients from newspapers, TV and radio stations, and the other media. In the case of some big-spending clients, agencies often hand on quite a bit of that to the advertiser. They don’t like doing it, or even admitting it,’ Helen explained. ‘The income they need to keep to be profitable depends on the work load on any account.’


‘Account?’


‘Means client in advertising parlance, Harry,’ Treasure chipped in.


‘That’s right. Sorry,’ Helen went on. ‘So, where the agency produces one or two commercials for, say, a chocolate bar account, and they run for ages on TV, over a certain spend the agency will probably agree to keep, say, only ten per cent of the commission. Or even less.’


‘Because the agency hasn’t done any more work than it would have done for a client spending less,’ Harry offered.


‘That’s the theory, yes.’


‘And there’s nothing to stop an agency passing on commission to smaller clients too, if it’s hard up for business?’


‘In theory, no, there isn’t, Mr Karilian. But an agency that got careless that way probably wouldn’t stay in business for too long. Some accounts are very labour-intensive. Even some big ones. Big retail store accounts, for instance, where the advertising is mostly in the press, and changes every week. With that kind of business probably an agency can’t afford to pass up commission. Also there are accounts where even the full commission income is too small for the agency to show a profit. That’s when it tries to get the advertiser to pay a fee to supplement commission.’


‘That’s more common than you’d expect, apparently,’ Treasure put in.


Helen nodded. ‘On technical accounts, and often on new consumer products still in their development stage. Good agencies get a lot of fee income.’


Harry Karilian had gone back to studying his papers. ‘Profits after tax were £26,000. Around one quarter of one per cent of sales. If that’s usual for the industry, perhaps the company chose the wrong industry.’ The smile was intended only to greet the appearance of Treasure’s secretary, Miss Gaunt, who had entered with a tray containing a white bone china coffee service with gold edging.


‘That report runs to last December. You also have figures for the half year.’ Helen shuffled the papers in her hand.


‘Unaudited.’


‘Yes. The projection for the rest of the year is there too. The figures are pretty accurate. Billings, which are what you call sales, they’re estimated for the year at fourteen and a half million. Gross income will be just over two million. Profits, after tax, £152,000. That’s better than average for the industry,’ she ended pointedly.


‘And suggests we’ve been backing a winner, Harry.’ As he spoke, Treasure nodded his thanks to Miss Gaunt who with customary efficiency had included some of Harry’s favourite chocolate digestive biscuits on the tray. Treasure didn’t take biscuits, chocolate or otherwise. Helen Wintly didn’t look as though she did. Miss Gaunt left the room as unobtrusively as she had entered it.


‘There’s better news, yet.’ Helen spoke up confidently. ‘RTB is making a presentation –’ she caught the start of a quizzical look from Harry – ‘that means producing an advertising campaign, for an important prospective account. It involves a new product range from Carter Cousins Ltd, the toiletry and cosmetic people. It’s a very confidential project. The products are still classified. If the client likes the RTB approach, they get the business. Initially the agency will work for a fee. A big one. Later, if the product range is a success and it’s marketed nationally, the billing will be around one and a half million pounds a year. There’s also a strong chance Carter’s will transfer other existing accounts – other products – to the agency.’


‘How confidential is the confidential project?’ Harry bit into his second biscuit.


‘It’s common knowledge in the industry RTB has been briefed. Carter Cousins looked at a number of agencies before inviting us to pitch. Otherwise security is very tight. Even I don’t know yet what the product range is. And I wouldn’t tell if I did.’ She stared disarmingly at the two men.


Harry responded with a frightening convulsion which turned out to be a chuckle rising from the region of his lower stomach. ‘When you find out, don’t tell me. I have enough responsibilities.’


‘We don’t believe Crabtree is offering for RTB over anything so speculative,’ Treasure interjected.


Harry shrugged. ‘I wouldn’t think so. It’s just I wonder how advertising agencies keep secrets. They make pictures, still pictures, moving pictures. They write scripts. The words for the advertisements. Secretaries have to type things.’


‘It’s not too difficult when the product range is so new it doesn’t even have a name,’ said Helen. ‘Roger Rorch was briefed by the client and he’s working on the project by himself for the time being. It’s a basic creative problem – naming the products, packaging them, devising the selling concept. When Rorch believes he has a viable concept he’ll bring in an agency team and they’ll work very fast.’ She paused. ‘I’ve told Mr Treasure, it isn’t Carter’s that have provoked the takeover bid. It’s Dandy.’


‘The American soft drink, Harry,’ Treasure put in quickly.


‘Oh, that Dandy. You can buy it here?’


‘Not yet, Mr Karilian. In the States it’s Crabtree’s biggest account. They even have an office in Nashville, Tennessee, that’s the Dandy Corporation’s home town. That’s mostly for show, of course. The important advertising work is handled in New York.’


‘And Crabtree is coming to London because of Dandy?’


‘That’s what Helen thinks.’


‘I’m sure of it. In the US, Dandy is a licence operation. Different bottlers in different parts of the country. Dandy Inc. produce the syrup, the concentrate the drink is made from. They ship that to the bottlers, who do the rest. Dandy pay for and control the advertising and merchandising. Also the pricing, quality, and, of course, the consistency.’


‘It’s a fairly successful operation, Harry. I gather Dandy isn’t up to the volume of Coca-Cola, or Pepsi-Cola. In fact it’s not in the first five most popular soft drinks in the USA …’


‘But getting there,’ Helen interrupted. ‘Same thing in Canada and Brazil. The product’s less than twenty years old. The international operation is still pretty new. Hasn’t crossed the Atlantic yet.’


‘But it’s about to?’ Karilian poured himself more coffee.


‘They’ve been talking about it for some time. There’s been no public announcement. When they opened the other non-US markets, Crabtree bought good, youngish local advertising agencies in the territories. That was ahead of Dandy appointing licensees to bottle and distribute the product …’


‘They bought the advertising agencies outright?’ This was Treasure.


The girl nodded. ‘And there’s a reason why Crabtree have to be ahead of the game. The licensees, who are usually brewers, have to be kind of sold on the privilege. That’s where the agency first comes in.’


‘To recruit licensees?’


‘Yes, Mr Karilian. To help, anyway – with presentations on how the licensee agreement works. There’s a lot of money to be made by the licensees eventually, but they have to go along with the Dandy Corporation on a three-year investment programme at the start. Dandy claim to make the biggest contribution with the advertising and promotion.’


‘And after three years?’ Harry bit on his third biscuit.


‘Dandy allocate a fixed percentage of the previous year’s gross for publicity. That figure doesn’t plateau if sales rise. There’s also a minimum spend if sales fall.’


‘But the licensees have to make a commitment too, presumably, in plant and a distribution set-up. How many licensees will there be?’


‘I’d guess only one in a market as compact as Britain. But you never know with Dandy. They don’t always do things by the book.’ The girl paused. ‘Relatively, I’d say the biggest commitment is actually the one made by the advertising agency. But Crabtree’s have got rich on it. I guess they’re willing to give it a whirl in another market.’


‘And their commitment is so big because they have to buy new offices wherever Dandy go?’ asked Harry.


‘That’s become part of it. But that bit’s self-protection. They wouldn’t want any other agency picking up Dandy business anywhere in the world. Especially an office of one of the big international agencies. That’s why Crabtree buy foreign offices.’


‘Why don’t they open their own?’ Treasure interjected.


‘They need on-going businesses for a lot of reasons. The obvious one is it saves trouble. The big reason isn’t so obvious. They have to operate without commission or fees for the first year. They get to keep five per cent of the commission in the second year, another five per cent in the third. They’re on a full fifteen per cent in the fourth year, and ever after.’


‘You mean they have to work at cost for twelve months?’


Helen nodded in answer to Treasure. Both men looked surprised. ‘It’s kind of the opposite to the usual arrangement on a growth account.’


‘But a great incentive. It’d concentrate the mind to do well.’ Karilian evidently approved.


‘It’s the way Crabtree started with the Dandy Corporation twenty years ago. Now the account is worth eighty million dollars in the States alone. Produces an income there for Crabtree of twelve million, not counting what they make on residuals like producing TV commercials, merchandising material, that kind of thing. Oh, they also handle public relations for Dandy.’ She leant back on the sofa, clasping her hands in front of her knees. ‘But in that first year everything was charged net to the client. Then there was a three-year build to full agency remuneration. It’s a pretty well-known case history. Used in most of the business schools.’


‘But the system hasn’t caught on. Hasn’t become general practice.’ Karilian beamed knowingly, although he was guessing.


‘That’s right. Very few agencies could afford the risk, or even the basic cost of running a major account with no income for a year, and not much in the second.’


‘For instance, RTB wouldn’t try it on their own?’ asked Treasure.


‘Unlikely, but if Crabtree took them over they’d have their existing income …’


‘And enough profit to cover the loss on Dandy?’


‘I guess not. The Dandy spend in the first year would probably be around three million. The agency commission on that …’


‘Which they’d pass back to Dandy?’ This was Karilian.


‘Mmm, and it would be more than RTB’s projected pretax profit for this year – and next, even if they get the Carter business.’


‘But in three or four years …’


‘The Dandy account could be billing six or seven million, with agency commission income running at fifteen per cent of that.’


Harry was shuffling his papers again. ‘There’s no doubt in your mind, Miss Wintly, why Crabtree want to buy RTB?’


‘None.’


‘And the very first interest Crabtree ever disclosed is this solicitor’s letter with the offer to buy?’


‘Right. I believe Crabtree have used a company broker who sorted through the possible available agencies,’ said the girl. ‘Roger Rorch agrees RTB would look like the best candidate at this time.’


‘And you learned about the Dandy operating method at business school?’


‘How they started in the States, yes. Actually, the product was quite an old one. Used to be called dandelion soda. It was part of a range of soft drinks made by what’s now the Dandy Corporation.’


‘Is it really made of dandelions?’ This was Treasure.


‘I don’t believe so. It’s a secret formula, or so they say. Apparently the company suddenly woke up to the realization it was outselling most everything else in Tennessee without promotion. So they gave it a brand name. Got a special bottle made. Ran some advertising. The rest’s history. The story’s in a lot of the communications industry textbooks.’


‘Mark, you have a pressing date.’ Harry regarded the remaining chocolate biscuit, decided to resist it, and turned his whole attention to Helen. ‘Two more questions. What happens if Dandy is a failure, in a new market, inside the first three years?’


‘It’s never happened. If it did, if a distributor’s sales fell dismally below budgeted volumes, consistently …’ She hesitated. ‘I guess Dandy would have the option to pull out. Yes, I think they’d cut their losses. It’s a risk for the agency, especially since Dandy don’t hold with test marketing. That is, they won’t try out the product on a small section of a new market before going national. They can’t, or won’t, change their product to suit a market, so they figure it’s all or nothing.’


‘Hmm. Second question. Rorch, Timms and Bander own three-quarters of the company’s ordinary shares, in equal proportions. How do you rate them?’


‘Rorch is brilliant at his job. Innovative. Outstanding. George Timms is a slogger. Runs the engine-room. He’d never have made it on his own, but he’s indispensable. Peter Bander is very close to the agency’s biggest client, the OPD Company …’


‘Which used to stand for the Orthodox Pharmaceutical & Drug Company before they diversified or went ecumenical,’ joked Treasure. ‘You know they’re old customers of the bank, Helen?’ She nodded. ‘Peter Bander’s brother-in-law is Marketing Director of the Food Division.’


‘Is reliance on nepotism his only commendation?’ This was Treasure again.


‘He’s nowhere near the calibre of the others. Not any more, anyway. I think he’s developing an alcohol problem,’ she finished quietly.


‘Thank you, Miss Wintly. So, you both want my opinion on the offer, even though at this stage it’s probably worthless, even dangerous.’


‘We’ll risk that,’ Treasure volunteered.


There were perhaps three others in the City of London whose special capacities compared to Harry Karilian’s: none could better them. You could call it a knack, a sixth sense, or astonishing good luck over a long period. It was probably all those things combined with an outstanding intellect and a massive experience. The fact remained when it came to company flotations, fixing the size of rights issues, going in with a takeover bid, or other situations involving the absolute necessity of accurately deciding what price a market would bear, Harry was next to infallible: close to God, and a long way above Mammon.


‘Just your gut feeling, Harry,’ Treasure pressed. ‘We can confuse ourselves with the facts later. It’s small beer, of course, but since we’re being rushed …’


‘Small beer? No.’ Karilian paused, frowning. ‘We backed these three men five years ago. With employed capital of £190,000 they’re projecting taxed profits this year of £154,000. The further expectations are good. After five years the managers should know their strengths and weaknesses. So one of them has a problem? He should take the cure. Two of the three are good. Nowadays that’s above average for managers. One, Miss Wintly says, is outstanding. He has flair.’


‘Creative flair. Produces very accountable advertising,’ Helen interjected.


‘Not sure I know what that means, but I expect the customers appreciate it. Advertising’s a flashy business …’


The girl made as if to protest, caught a sign from Treasure, and remained silent.


‘And these three men will favour selling out, at the right price?’


‘Rorch is uncertain, Harry. I gather the other two would sell.’


‘Thank you, Mark. So these Crabtree people, or their scouts, they know a good thing when they see it. How they know enough to make a firm offer we can only guess at. Also it’s only an opening shot. The two weeks they’re giving us can obviously be stretched to four. If they can’t, that’s a Crabtree problem. They’ll have to pay us to go their pace. And they’ll have to pay a little more for an agency that suits them for Dandy, and makes an attractive buy in its own right. Perhaps they have other clients in America who’d use their London office if they had one.’


‘They have. One in particular …’ Helen let her comment tail away, Karilian was happy with the approbation but his expression indicated he could do without the details.


‘So, since these people like round numbers, I think three million is better than two, plus the discharge of the Grenwood, Phipps loans. The three principals should have a good lawyer to protect their future interests. There’ll be three lean years to come.’ He shrugged. ‘For the bank, we’re passing up a possible public floatation in letting this fledgling creation quit the nest so early. In another five years who knows what our quarter interest might fetch?’ There followed a slow, considered shaking of the head. ‘Then again, it’s a volatile industry. Let’s take a premium now, and believe it discounts the future.’
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