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Chapter One




‘Should I buy shares in Closter Drug?’ asked Sir James Crib-Cranton before blowing his nose. It was a large nose on a craggy, imperious face topped by snow-white hair in plenty. He thrust the linen handkerchief deep into a side pocket of the double-breasted pin-stripe jacket, then pushed a fragment of Stilton cheese on to a biscuit. The speaker’s searching gaze stayed on his lunch guest through most of these small manoeuvres. Crib-Cranton was after inside information and wasn’t about to miss a reaction.


‘What’s your stockbroker say?’ Mark Treasure responded easily, before consuming the last bit of his lemon pancakes.


It was a Thursday in early May. The two were at a window table in the panelled first-floor dining room of Crib-Cranton’s club at the top of St James’s Street in London.


‘My stockbroker says yes to anything that earns him commission, including bets on horses, I shouldn’t wonder. All stockbrokers are the same these days. Not an objective thought between the lot of them. Too hard up, I expect,’ Crib-Cranton continued loudly. He turned the distinguished head in a token, defiant searching of the room for stockbroker members of the club, of whom there were several – all of them quite as affluent as he was. ‘I’m asking about Closter Drug because it says in the prospectus that you’re the Chairman. I’d forgotten that.’


‘Non-executive Chairman,’ replied the forty-four year old Treasure, Chief Executive of Grenwood, Phipps, the merchant bankers.


Crib-Cranton – known as Jumbo to his intimates since international rugby-playing days – was considerably older than his companion, and the autocratic head of CCB, one of Britain’s largest construction groups. He was a corporate customer of Grenwood, Phipps, and an old friend of Treasure’s. His private portfolio of shares was handled by stockbrokers and not managed by the bank: this was because the self-made Jumbo begrudged paying the bank a management fee when he could have Treasure’s advice for nothing.


‘I’m a simple sort of chap, of course,’ he said next, without in the least meaning it. ‘But I’d have thought you needed to know a bit about pharmaceuticals to be chairman of a drug manufacturer. Even a non-executive chairman,’ he said, the tone speculative not disparaging.


‘I rub along.’ Treasure leaned back in his chair, wiping his mouth with his napkin. ‘I took it on for a special reason five years ago. When we agreed to finance the company.’


‘Management buy-out wasn’t it?’


‘That’s right. Closter was a subsidiary of Philer International. Philer bought it eight years before that, but it never really fitted. They needed to sell it to help fund something else.’


‘Philer are in sweets and soft drinks?’


‘And convenience foods,’ Treasure supplied.


‘Exactly. So why dabble in pharmaceuticals in the first place?’ Jumbo Crib-Cranton disapproved of what he termed over-diversification – meaning any diversification. He was in the construction business, and when he acquired other companies they were always in that business too. ‘People should stick with what they’re good at,’ he went on. ‘So the Closter managers came to you five years ago, did they?’


‘To the bank, yes. They wanted to go it alone. Rather than have the company sold over their heads to another drug manufacturer.’


‘And they’ve done well? Since they’re going public next Wednesday. The prospectus in the paper yesterday looked healthy enough. The shares aren’t cheap, of course. Ah, gracias, my dear. Muchas gracias,’ Jumbo’s big frame straightened, and he was pulling in his stomach. The look he was directing at the pretty, dark-haired waitress was shallowly benign but deeply lascivious. The girl, in a tight-fitting black dress, had brought the celery he had asked for earlier. His eyes followed the neat figure as she retreated. ‘Been here a week. Doesn’t speak English. Spanish,’ he assured Treasure in a confidential sort of tone. ‘I can always tell by the bearing. Did I mention it earlier?’ He had, though his companion thought the supposition wrong. ‘Delicious creature.’


Treasure worried some breadcrumbs on the table with his finger. ‘But not cheap, you said?’


‘Good God, how should I know?’ Jumbo’s eyes narrowed speculatively. ‘Why? D’you suppose she’d er—?’


‘I mean the Closter Drug shares. You think they’re expensive at a hundred and ten?’ said the banker. The appearance of a pretty girl regularly distracted Jumbo from any business on hand. Treasure usually overcame such lapses by ignoring them. ‘The Financial Times also says we’ve pitched the offer price too high.’


After supporting the managers of Closter Drug when they had taken over the business, Grenwood, Phipps were now handling the public flotation of the company on the stock market. The prospectus Jumbo had referred to had been in four national newspapers a day earlier. It contained an offer to the public at large to buy shares in Closter Drug at a hundred and ten pence each, along with the ponderous information every such prospectus must carry by law, and covering four pages of newsprint.


‘I saw the comment in the FT. But you don’t usually get these things wrong,’ said Jumbo, abandoning his Spanish interest. ‘The Closter forecast looked tempting enough. Bit speculative still, is it? Four and a half million pre-tax profit on a turnover of twenty million? That’s reasonable in anyone’s language. Less debt than you’d expect, too. I read a good deal of the small print,’ he added, as if the action was deserving of credit.


‘It’s projected profit, yes. The company’s not hit those kind of figures yet. But when we’ve paid off the loan-stock holders—’


‘Which you’ll do with the flotation money. That’s fair enough.’ Jumbo circled the air with a stick of celery. ‘I suppose the full-time Closter directors will be millionaires overnight?’


‘Directors who took a big holding at the time of the buy-out, they’ll do well, certainly. Ordinary members of staff will too. It’s why they’ve all been working their heads off for five years. There’ll be a few paper millionaires. The Managing Director for one. He’d staked everything he had. Mortgaged himself to the eyeballs to own a sizeable piece of the action.’


‘Wise man,’ Jumbo scented a fellow entrepreneur.


The banker nodded. ‘He ends up with ten per cent of the company. Eight million shares.’


‘Worth eight point eight million pounds.’ Jumbo did the easy arithmetic, his bushy eyebrows arching briefly as he spoke. ‘And the other directors?’


‘A bit over six per cent between the five of them. Not equally spread. The figures are in the prospectus. Incidentally, nearly half the staff became shareholders at the time of the management buy-out.’


Jumbo beamed, while chomping on the celery. ‘How many people employed?’


‘Three hundred and twenty.’


‘Hmm. Wish half my staff was keen enough to own company shares. Different kind of animal, of course.’ The CCB payroll of mostly semi-skilled workers topped thirty thousand in Britain alone. ‘By the sound of it, Closter Drug is really a one man show,’ Jumbo went on. ‘This Managing Director – what’s his name?’


‘Larden. Bob Larden. Mid-fifties. He’s a chemist by training.’


‘And the driving force with the most at stake in the business. Thruster, who believes in himself?’


Treasure frowned. ‘Maybe, but that’s not the impression he fosters.’


‘Which is why he got you to be Chairman. The special reason you mentioned.’


‘Larden doesn’t care to be in the spotlight.’


‘And while there are plenty of lesser directors of Grenwood, Phipps who could have taken the chair, he wanted the man with the biggest reputation and got him. Smart chap.’


‘That’s overstating it. But it may have helped the credibility of the outfit for me to be involved. We wouldn’t have put a director on the board at all unless they’d asked.’


‘Even though the bank’s been staking them?’


‘Not our policy. Anyway, Bob Larden wanted to look like a member of a successful team, not its indispensable leader.’


‘Because that makes a small company look vulnerable? He’s wrong there.’ Jumbo was pontificating again. ‘People like an obvious leader, and leaders hardly ever get run over by those proverbial buses.’ He’d been avoiding buses for years, along with all other forms of public transport. ‘Was Closter Drug a loser when the management bought it?’


‘More or less, yes. That wasn’t the fault of the present management team though. Larden and his right-hand man, a much younger chap called Hackle, they’d been brought in from another pharmaceutical company about a year before. There really hadn’t been time for them to turn the situation round.’


‘And Closter hasn’t got a real wonder drug of its own yet?’ Jumbo put the bull question as casually as he could.


Treasure hesitated. ‘Not quite yet. The recent success has been with me-too products. Our own versions of formulas just out of patent.’


‘At lower prices?’


‘That’s about it.’


‘Sounds too simple.’


‘It’s not really. You need a lot of finesse to do it profitably. There’s a great deal of competition. And the Department of Health is red hot about safety.’


‘But it’s still work for marketing people, not chemists?’


‘No. For both. Some of the products are identical to the ones first patented. Others are … well, refinements.’


‘Reworkings of other people’s discoveries. I’ve heard of that,’ Jumbo commented dismissively. ‘I’d have thought the lifeblood of a pharmaceutical company should be in dramatic discoveries made by dedicated researchers.’ He was a romantic on plenty of subjects in addition to pretty women – and definitely on the subject of how other people should run their businesses. ‘Isn’t that where the real profit is?’ he pressed.


‘The first part of your premise is true. The lifeblood ought to be in discovery. Innovation. Unfortunately the bit about profit doesn’t always follow,’ Treasure replied, thinking that if the same applied in the construction industry, the profit-oriented Jumbo Crib-Cranton would long since have moved to pastures new. ‘It’s estimated nowadays that it takes nineteen years of sales, world-wide, to cover the development cost of a new drug.’


‘Astonishing.’ Jumbo fixed the celery jug with an accusing stare, as if the fault might lie inside it.


‘More so when you know that new drugs can only be patented for twenty years. And that includes the ten years or more they’ll stay in the testing stages.’


‘Ten?’ The speaker extracted a short piece of celery from the jug and salted the end.


‘And that’s less than the average, before a new drug is approved. It’s sometimes as much as fifteen.’


Jumbo shook his head as he chewed. ‘So companies like Closter could stand to do better with their me-too products than the real innovators?’


‘It could happen, yes.’


‘Which is why Closter don’t do any serious research?’


Treasure shook his head. ‘I didn’t say that. I was—’


‘I see. What about coffee?’ Jumbo had interrupted after looking at the time. ‘We’ll go downstairs.’


While his host was signing the bill at the cashier’s desk near the door, Treasure fell in with a mutual friend of theirs at the top of the carved mahogany staircase. The man’s name was Starch, a member of the club who had been lunching alone. He was an orthopaedic surgeon of some eminence and close to retirement. He and Treasure knew each other because both were trustees of one of the opera companies.


‘Mind if I join you?’ asked the amiable Starch later, as the three entered the coffee room on the ground floor, with its celebrated bow-front on to St James’s.


The surgeon was tall, slim, and stooped, with a high-pitched, dry voice – in contrast to the thickset, straight-backed Jumbo with his penetrating bass grumble.


‘Delighted,’ Jumbo replied, but with a signal lack of enthusiasm. As it happened, this had nothing to do with the newcomer. On enquiry from the dining-room manager upstairs, Jumbo had learned that the new waitress was a Turkish-speaking Cypriot. It wasn’t something he intended telling Treasure, but the error rankled.


‘I’m much taken with this flotation of yours, Mark,’ Starch volunteered as they settled themselves in deep leather armchairs.


‘So’s Jumbo,’ said Treasure. ‘I’m glad there’s so much interest. Bodes well for the success of the issue.’


‘Oh, I’ve already put in for a modest stake,’ Starch affirmed. ‘It’s a good little company. With er … with promise of even better to come it seems.’


‘In your line, of course,’ said Jumbo, waving for the steward. ‘Port, anyone?’ The others shook their heads. ‘Just coffee for three then, please, Cyril,’ he ordered.


‘Not really my line,’ said Starch, as the steward went away. ‘You could say almost the opposite. All this progress in chemotherapy is rapidly destroying the future for the honest saw-bones.’


‘Nonsense,’ said Treasure with a chuckle.


‘Good thing if it does, too,’ said Jumbo, still irritated enough with himself to be taking it out on others.


‘Oh? But you were telling us the other day what a success your prostatectomy has been,’ the surgeon observed, a touch of amusement showing on the edges of the slim mouth.


‘Er, yes, it has. Bloody painful though,’ Jumbo re-acknowledged with reservation. ‘Till they put me on to a new painkiller. Chemicals again, you see?’ he added. ‘Anyway, I’ve been pumping Mark for privileged information. Except so far he hasn’t told me anything I couldn’t have read in the papers.’


‘I’ll send you our Investment Division’s analysis of Closter prospects if you like,’ said Treasure with a sly grin. ‘No charge.’


‘You’ve both seen the lunchtime edition of the Evening Standard I expect?’ enquired the surgeon. And because the others said they hadn’t, he went on. ‘There’s a report in the City section about Closter’s new drug.’


‘Is there now,’ said Treasure, his face clouding. ‘That’s supposed to be under wraps—’


‘Hidden, it seems, even from close friends and valued customers,’ Jumbo interrupted with a glower.


‘Until the news conference tomorrow,’ the banker completed. While his host had been speaking he had reached for a copy of the paper from the table behind them. Now he rustled through the pages to the City news. ‘I was just about to mention the fact when you said we should come down for coffee, Jumbo. Ah, here it is.’ He studied the item for a moment. ‘Yes, they’ve jumped the gun. Pity. It’s given the subject a dramatic importance it really doesn’t require.’


‘I’ll decide that when one of you tells me what the subject is,’ said Jumbo, still affecting hurt feelings.


‘It’s a new drug for migraine. Not before time either,’ said Starch. ‘One of my sons is a martyr to migraine.’


‘It’s not such a common malady, is it?’ said Jumbo, who happened never to have suffered from it himself. Treasure passed him the paper.


‘Very common indeed,’ the surgeon supplied. ‘And one of the oldest ever recorded. Hippocrates gave us an account of it in about 400 BC. Approximately one person in ten gets it. It has many manifestations.’


‘So a cure would be profitable?’ Jumbo’s interest had measurably heightened.


‘Very much so. A lot of drug companies have been researching more effective treatments for years.’


‘That’s true,’ said Treasure, ‘Closter being one of them. We patented a formula six years ago. There’s no secret about that.’


‘So why does the Standard suggest there is?’ demanded Jumbo, taking off his gold-framed half-spectacles after reading the report.


‘It doesn’t exactly. It simply assumes the news conference tomorrow is to announce further progress on that particular Closter project. And as it happens that’s perfectly correct.’


‘You have other projects like that one?’ asked Jumbo, scratching the hairy orifice of one ear with the end of his spectacles.


‘Several. But none as advanced as this one.’


‘Why isn’t all this in the prospectus?’


‘It is,’ said Starch.


‘It is,’ said Treasure, almost at the same time. Both speakers smiled as the banker went on. ‘You didn’t read enough of the small print, Jumbo. There are details on three research projects at various stages of development. All involving formulas we’ve patented. Curiously, till now the media haven’t shown interest in any of them.’


‘Because they don’t sound at all exciting the way they’re covered in the prospectus,’ said Starch. ‘Difficult subject to handle in that way, I suppose. I expect there are legal restraints on a company being over enthusiastic about anything in a prospectus.’


‘Very much so,’ the banker replied seriously.


‘Good thing too, of course,’ Starch accepted, tweaking the end of his aquiline nose. ‘Anyway, you’ve decided to give the migraine project an airing tomorrow? Any special reason?’


‘Yes. Though I’m not sure it’s an adequate one,’ said Treasure. ‘There’s been a positive development since the prospectus was drafted. The results of the first clinical trials. They’ll be formally reported in an article in one of the medical weeklies next Monday.’


The surgeon frowned. ‘But Closter have decided to give a news conference about them now. Handy for the flotation of course, but pre-empting the medical journal report. Hmm. Quite sensible, I expect.’ But there was a detectable degree of professional diffidence in the tone. Such information, the speaker seemed to infer, was best disseminated with restraint. A responsible learned journal provided just that. One didn’t give advance grounds for revelation in the tabloids.


‘It was a recommendation from the company’s public relations consultants,’ said Treasure uneasily. ‘The report should have been published last Monday. It was delayed for some reason.’


‘Pity,’ said Starch quietly, dropping his gaze to study the fingertips of one hand.


‘Parasitical breed, PR consultants,’ Jumbo thundered, even more loudly than his comment in the dining room about stockbrokers – but with less likelihood of giving offence. There were no members of the club in the public relations business.


‘I’m afraid the news conference was arranged without enough consultation.’ Treasure rearranged a glass ashtray on the occasional table beside him.


‘You mean they didn’t ask you, and you don’t approve?’ Jumbo challenged, metaphorically twisting the knife to confirm his prejudice. He leaned forward in his chair to deal with the coffee that had just arrived. ‘Typical.’


‘Let’s say the decision may have been taken too lightly,’ said Treasure, without directly answering the question. It was quite true that he hadn’t been asked, though that was not of itself unusual. He was very little involved in the company’s line management decisions. Nevertheless, the significance of calling a news conference at this particular time had been strangely overlooked – something compounded by the fact that too few of the Closter Drug working directors had been consulted over the matter either. ‘We considered cancelling, but decided that would only make the thing worse,’ he completed, without much conviction.






Chapter Two




‘The bit in the Standard makes it much worse. Professor Garside was unhappy enough before,’ protested the nearly bald man in the white laboratory coat.


His name was Stuart Bodlin. He was a Doctor of Science, unmarried, and dedicated to his work. He had been Research Director at Closter Drug for eight years. The hair loss was deceiving. He was only just forty, of slight build, and diminutive with it. His wide forehead and sunken cheeks gave him a skeletal look that was somehow emphasised by the over-large spectacles, as it usually was also by a pale complexion.


The paleness didn’t apply now because the face was pink with anger.


‘Well, by all means, let’s address ourselves to restoring the happiness of the good Professor Garside at the earliest possible time,’ said Dermot Hackle, the Marketing Director. He was a few years younger than Bodlin, tall, fair and athletic, with rugged good looks. His diffident air suggested effortless superiority while disguising an underlying arrogance.


‘There’s no call for … for sarcasm,’ stammered Bodlin, getting angrier by the second. He was standing in the centre of the room, shoulders hunched, feet together, arms folded tightly in front of him. ‘Garside is the best academic biochemist we could have got. He’d almost agreed to write his paper straight away. Just using the clinical data from the first trial results. He was so impressed with them. Like everyone else.’ The speaker paused for grim emphasis. ‘Well five minutes ago he rang Mary. He’s decided now he’ll wait for the results of the second trial.’


‘I’m afraid someone had shown him the newspaper report. He didn’t know there was to be a news conference, of course,’ put in Dr Mary Ricini, the attractive twenty-nine year old Medical Director of the company. ‘It’ll mean another six months before he does the paper.’ She crossed her shapely legs under a short skirt: the eyes of two of the three men present registered the movement more than just perceptibly.


‘Not necessarily six months, surely? Anyway, I’ll talk to Garside myself. I suppose we should have warned him about the conference.’ The speaker was Bob Larden, the Managing Director, a fleshy man of middle height, with dimpled cheeks but cold eyes. The gaze he now switched from Bodlin to Dermot Hackle showed impatience, though his tone had been irritated as well. Everyone in the room knew the news conference had been his own idea, like the decision not to tell Professor Garside and a few other key people that it was happening. ‘One thing’s certain, Stuart, we have to go ahead with it. The news conference, I mean. There’s no alternative. Cancelling would only invite speculation. Dangerous speculation. I agree, the whole thing’s unsatisfactory all the same.’


The four were in Larden’s office at the company’s Longbrook headquarters. This was off the Bath Road, twenty miles from London, between Heathrow Airport and the booming town of Slough. Albert Closter, the firm’s founder, had built the place in the late twenties. It was a long, mostly single-storey building, rendered all over in dazzling white, and set on high ground beyond a rising grassed bank. In the middle, the flat-roofed, two-storey office block bellied forward in a wide curve, strapped by heavy metal windows at both levels. The windows were interrupted by an intimidating main door with a threatening, coffered entablature set behind a semicircular ripple of steps. Stunted round towers flanked this centre section and punctuated the start of the two long and low side wings, windowless on the front elevation – one housing the factory, the other the laboratories. There were more towers at the outer ends. The architect, Thomas Wallis, was said to have imagined the place as a desert fortress. Few people ever recognised his concept without prompting – and often not even then, the idea being a touch romantic for East Bucks. The place had recently been declared a protected building, some thought as a reminder to posterity never to do anything so boring again.


Larden’s office was on the upper floor at the front. It was adequately furnished, but without ostentation or even much warmth. There was close carpeting, but blinds, not curtains, on the three windows – nor were there any pictures hanging above the fitted wooden bookcases. The leather upholstered chairs, the desk, the elaborate telephone and other desktop impedimenta were all sternly functional. A long, rectangular table, in teak like the bookcases and the desk, was set at one side and used for meetings larger than the present one. The only uncompromisingly decorative feature in the room was a silver picture frame on the desk that held a colour photograph of a stunningly beautiful young woman with auburn hair.


‘Look, we all agreed last night that the advantages of having the news conference outweighed the disadvantages,’ said Hackle, this time seriously. He was seated, like Mary Ricini. Only Bodlin had elected to remain standing. He and the woman doctor had broken in on a meeting of the other two a minute before. It was shortly after two o’clock.


‘I didn’t agree,’ the tight-lipped Bodlin protested quickly.


‘Oh, come on, Stoo baby,’ drawled Hackle in a breathy imitation of the late James Cagney. ‘You wen along wid da rest of us guys in de ent, dincha?’ he completed, in a high register. His mimicry was very professional, and could generally be relied on to bring down the temperature – except Bodlin’s contemptuous reaction this time implied that Hackle had underestimated the heat.


‘You did go along with us, you know, Stuart,’ Larden insisted with a contrasting formal sharpness, but still making use of the point that Hackle had guyed.


‘All right. Very reluctantly I did, and with a lot of reservations. I certainly said we’d regret having it. And we have. Already. Now the reason for it has been leaked by someone. Seromig has been … it’s been cheapened. Cheapened and sensationalised before it’s ever been presented professionally.’


Seromig was the provisional name given to the new migraine drug developed by Stuart Bodlin.


‘Nobody’s leaked anything. It’ll all be in Medical News on Monday in any case. We’re just making sure the significance of the first clinical trial isn’t overlooked. And the Standard is hardly a sensational paper.’ This was Hackle in a normal voice that was more matter-of-fact than reasoning.


‘Well if that’s so, why have they tried to pre-empt the story?’


‘Better than tried. They seem to have succeeded,’ Mary Ricini volunteered, also without emotion. Bodlin had brought her along for support, but her manner was a good deal less excited than his.


‘And wasn’t there supposed to be an embargo on any information till the news conference?’ Bodlin now demanded. ‘So there’d be no mistakes in the reporting? Obviously someone’s told the paper something.’


‘Not according to Penny Cordwright. We’ve checked with her,’ said Hackle.


Penny Cordwright’s London public relations consultancy was handling all the arrangements for the news conference.


‘And how would she know?’ Bodlin demanded dismissively. His opinion of PR consultants was the same as Jumbo Crib-Cranton’s, particularly when applied to Miss Cordwright.


Larden leaned forward, picking up the folded newspaper from the desk. ‘She can’t know for sure, of course, Stuart,’ he said. ‘But there’s no hard fact in the Standard report. And they certainly got no extra information from us, or from Penny.’


‘Did they try?’


‘Yes they did. Like a lot of other papers. We’ve said consistently there’ll be no comment till tomorrow,’ said Hackle.


‘The report simply says they expect we’ll be announcing a development with one of our experimental projects. Probably the migraine drug. They must have been guessing, and got lucky.’


‘Won’t all the other papers want more information now?’ asked Dr Ricini.


‘Sure. So we’ll keep ’em all guessing,’ said Hackle with a grin. ‘It’s stirring stuff. Should help the flotation no end. As a major shareholder you ought to be delighted, Stuart.’ It was a matter of record that his own shareholding was tiny when compared with the Research Director’s – or, for that matter, the holding of any of the other working directors.


‘There’s more at stake than a penny or two on the new shares.’ Still disconsolate, but his anger starting to abate, Bodlin dropped into an empty chair.


‘Of course there’s more than that at stake,’ Larden said, quickly following through on an improving situation. ‘But honestly, I don’t think we’ve lost anything except a bit of Professor Garside’s goodwill. And he’ll come round again. To be frank, I believe the paper he’s doing will be a lot stronger if he uses the data from the second clinical trial, even if it means a delay. Don’t you agree, Stuart?’


Bodlin frowned before replying. ‘It’s possible,’ he acknowledged grudgingly, because the known facts confirmed it.


‘Oh, better than that, surely?’


‘All right. There are obvious advantages.’


‘In other words, except for an irritating newspaper leak, we’re in the same position as we were yesterday when we agreed, some of us with reservations,’ Larden paused to nod at Bodlin, ‘that a cautious, layman’s update on Seromig to the media would be timely and helpful in a number of ways.’ He leaned far back in his chair.


‘The same position as yesterday except Professor Garside’s going to take longer with a better documented paper,’ put in Mary Ricini. ‘And I have to say, Stuart, I’m going to be happier that he’s using the second trial report. The data so far is fantastic. Much better than from the first one.’


The Research Director shifted in his chair. ‘The data so far,’ he repeated. ‘OK, if the timing doesn’t bother the rest of you, I’m sure it doesn’t me.’


‘Oh marvellous, Stuart. The patient sample in the second trial will be much bigger than the first too. And the weighting’s much heavier on preventive treatment,’ said Mary Ricini with enthusiasm.


The scientific paper they were referring to had been promised by Professor Garside of Middlesex University – but only when he was satisfied he had enough clinical as well as pharmacological data on Seromig to draw firm conclusions on its usefulness. Garside was the leader in his field, and universally respected. Bodlin was right in believing that he was the perfect author of a paper that would dramatically improve the chances of the new drug gaining official approval when the formal application was made.


‘Mary’s right,’ Larden nodded. ‘On the timing, of course we’re working against the twenty-year calendar, as well as the competition. Remind me, someone, are we finishing the sixth or the seventh year since the company started on Seromig?’


‘It’s nearly seven years since we patented,’ said Mary Ricini. ‘We were a year ahead of the others then.’


All present were aware that two other much larger drug companies were working on a migraine treatment, and on lines chemically similar to their own.


‘Seven years,’ repeated Larden. ‘Let’s hope we’re still a year ahead. The trial results coming through now are certainly exciting. Of course, we’ve known all along that when it came to clinical work we’d be governed by the nature of migraine.’


‘That it’s difficult to study,’ agreed the woman.


‘And how.’ Larden pushed the newspaper to one side. ‘It’s a pity migraine clinics aren’t like hospital wards.’


‘Instead of a cross between out-patients and casualty.’ This was Dr Ricini again. ‘With patients hardly ever available when they’re actually suffering an attack. That’s why treatment of acute attacks will always be hit or miss. Why Stuart’s belief in preventive treatment has to be right in logic.’ She leaned forward eagerly as she continued, her dark eyes alight as she pushed back a fold of jet black hair that had fallen becomingly across one cheek. ‘It’s why Stuart’s been on a winner from the start, however long it takes.’


The Research Director shifted in his chair. ‘My premise hasn’t been justified yet, though. That’ll take more time.’


In truth, the development of Seromig had been a good deal faster than that of most new drugs. After its pharmacological proving, it had been rigorously tested in animals for method and size of dosage, as well as for side-effects, and, to a degree, for effectiveness. Though you can’t give a monkey migraine, you can induce changes in an animal’s blood to match what happens in a human being during a migraine attack. You can then affect those changes with chemicals.


Because migraine is such a common ailment, the first human tests with Seromig had later been carried out on a group of migraine sufferers recruited from Closter’s own staff, supervised by Mary Ricini. Afterwards, a series of outside clinical trials had been arranged through Dr Ricini with the medical chiefs of migraine treatment centres in different parts of the country. Even with the delay now expected over Professor Garside’s paper, the new drug was still ahead of schedule.


‘I have to get back to something in the lab,’ said Bodlin. This palpably invented reason for his leaving put an end to the remaining tension in the room. It was clear that he had decided to accept the situation even if he wasn’t totally condoning it.


‘Of course, Stuart,’ Larden responded, lifting an open palm as if in blessing. ‘And listen. Nothing’s lost. There’s everything to win yet. Seromig is going to put us on top. Like the flotation. The news conference will help in both causes. Believe me.’ He thrust himself forward in his chair with an expansive grin, his voice sounding a little too like a boxing manager’s before a not very promising bout.


Bodlin gave a bleak smile, rose and made for the door, his hands stuffed deep in the pockets of the long white jacket.


‘You don’t need me for anything more?’ This was Dr Ricini, getting up after Bodlin.


‘No. Thank you, Mary. Thank you very much.’ The repetition, together with Larden’s meaningful expression and the woman’s unspoken acknowledgement, recorded the special thanks due to her for her well-phrased contributions. They both knew that Bodlin enjoyed compliments rather more than most people.


Less subtly, Hackle winked at Dr Ricini, and blew her a kiss. After the door had closed, he fell back in his chair with a sigh. ‘Well thank God that’s over without Bodlin actually chewing the carpet or climbing up the walls,’ he said. ‘You handled him beautifully.’


‘So did Mary. I wish you’d done the same.’


‘I thought I did my bit. Sorry. But you know I can’t stand prima donnas, especially male ones.’


‘Except that particular prima donna has the key to all our futures.’


‘All right, Bob. But I backed you over the news conference, didn’t I? Really, Bodlin’s such a creep. A brilliant creep, of course, but with no commercial sense at all.’ After his ten-year close working relationship with Larden, Hackle had earned the right – or thought he had – to be as open and critical about other colleagues as he chose. ‘Are you going to call Mark Treasure at the bank?’


‘I have. He isn’t back from lunch.’


‘Is the leak going to bother him?’


‘Was it a leak? An inspired guess, you said.’ His gaze held the other’s as he went on: ‘Yes, it’ll bother him.’


‘Not the medical aspect?’


‘No. Only the City one. He’s going to tell me again that the Stock Exchange gets very uptight over this sort of thing during the actual flotation period. He said that yesterday when he first heard about the news conference.’


‘We should have asked him, not told him. Except he might not have agreed.’


Larden didn’t respond to the last comment. ‘About the actual conference,’ he said. ‘I’ve promised Mark we’ll just present the bare data from the clinical trial. That we’ll answer questions only with verifiable facts. No speculations.’ He leaned back, hands clenched behind his neck. Like Hackle, he was jacketless, with shirt sleeves rolled up his forearms – in his case somewhat flabby forearms. His stomach was protruding more than it should have been, too. He eyed the other man, conscious of their contrasting physiques and the difference in their ages.


Larden’s gaze then moved to the picture of Jane, his second wife. They had been married two years. He consoled himself that it took more than physical attraction for a man to earn an enduring commitment from a woman like Jane. This was a sentiment that recurred frequently in his mind, and provided the reassurance he needed to combat a growing sense of sexual insecurity.


He watched the Marketing Director gather up the documents he had brought for their original meeting. Hackle remained good at his job, he thought, so long as Bob Larden was around to programme him. That hadn’t applied so much in the past because it hadn’t been quite so true in the past. Hackle was too frivolous by half – too privately irresponsible, and he seemed to be growing less not more mature. If his personal finances hadn’t always been in such chaos, by now he might have been one of the major shareholders in the company, not one of the smallest. That point alone put a question mark over a lot of other things.


‘Treasure knows Bodlin was against telling the media anything until after the journal article?’ Hackle questioned.


‘Yes, because Bodlin made sure he did. He knows Giles Closter-Bennet was against it too.’


Closter-Bennet was Finance Director of the company, the only remaining link with the founder, although that link was tenuous. He was not a direct descendant of Albert Closter. He had married Barbara, who was Albert’s only surviving granddaughter, and added her surname to his.


‘Closter-Bennet doesn’t rate with Treasure,’ Hackle offered dismissively. ‘And of course, if the journal article had come out last Monday as scheduled, we wouldn’t have needed a news conference.’ He rubbed the big muscle of one arm. ‘So, have you given any more thought to how soon you’ll become Chairman?’


‘Soon enough. I’ve told you we’ll need a direct line to a merchant bank for some time yet.’


‘You mean Treasure gives us extra advice and attention for a very small director’s fee?’


Larden chuckled. ‘You could say that. His mind’s doubly concentrated, isn’t it? As the head of our bankers he has a hell of a lot riding on us still. But as our Chairman he’ll make sure the bank goes on indulging us if necessary.’


‘I just think it’d be better if we went forward the way we planned now. With you as Chairman.’


‘Plenty of time for that, Dermot.’ The words were meant to encourage, but they also indicated that the subject was closed. When Larden moved up to be Chairman, Hackle expected to become the Managing Director. Both men knew this, but Larden was the one who could make it happen. Larden lowered his gaze, pulled his chair up to the desk, and shuffled the papers on the blotter. ‘And you’ll be coping personally with the news media for the rest of today?’ he queried, on an evidently concluding note.
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