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CHAPTER ONE

An alert shattered the silence in Harrods, a piercing, continuous note. The guard on duty in the security control room, Lionel Kenton, drew himself up in his chair. His hands went to his neck and tightened the knot in his tie. On the control panel in front of him, one of the light-emitting diodes, a red one, was blinking. If the system was functioning properly, someone—or something—had triggered a sensor on the seventh floor. He pressed a control that triggered the video surveillance for that floor. Nothing moved on the monitors.

Kenton was the senior security guard that night. He was so senior that he had a shelf above the radiator for his exclusive use. On it were framed photos of his wife, two daughters, the Pope and Catherine Deneuve; an ebony elephant; and a cassette rack of opera tapes. Puccini kept him alert through the night, he told anyone so philistine as to question opera in the control room. None shall sleep. Listening to music was more responsible than reading a paper or a paperback. His eyes were alert to anything on the panel and his ears to any sound that clashed with the music.

He silenced Pavarotti and touched the button that gave him a direct line to Knightsbridge Police Station. They must already have received the alert electronically. He identified himself and said, “Intruder alert. I’m getting a signal from the seventh floor. Furniture. Section nine. Nothing on screen.”

“Message received 2247 hours.”

“Someone is coming?”

“It’s automatic.”

Of course it was. He was betraying some nervousness. He tried another survey of the seventh floor. Nothing untoward was visible, but then he hadn’t much faith in video surveillance. Every terrorist knows to keep out of range of a camera.

And he had to assume this was a terrorist.

Twenty-two night security officers were posted in various parts of the store. He put out a general alert and asked for a second check that all the elevators were switched off. The security doors between sections were already in position and had been since the cleaners left. In the business of counter-terrorism nothing can be taken for granted, but really it wasn’t feasible to break into Harrods. The intruder—if one was up there—must have hidden when the store closed and remained out of sight. If so, someone’s job was on the line. Someone who should have checked section nine. You weren’t allowed one mistake in this line of work.

His second-in-command that night, George Bullen, burst in. He’d been patrolling when the alert sounded.

“Where’s it from?”

“Seventh.”

“It bloody would be.”

The furniture department was high risk: a brute to patrol. Wardrobes, cupboards, chests of drawers and units of every description. The nightly check for devices was a wearisome chore. It was conceivable—but in no way excusable—that the guard on duty had been so bogged down opening cupboards and peering into drawers that he’d missed someone lurking out of sight behind the damned things.

Another light flashed on the console and one of the monitors showed headlights entering the delivery bay. The police response couldn’t be faulted. Kenton told Bullen to take over and went down to meet them.

Three patrol cars and two vans already. Marksmen and dog-handlers climbing out More cars arriving, their flashing alarms giving an eerie, blue luminosity to the delivery bay. Kenton felt a flutter in his bowels. The police weren’t going to vote him security man of the year if this emergency had been triggered by a blip in the system.

A plainclothes officer stepped out of a car and ran across to him. “You’re?”

“Kenton.”

“Senior man?”

He nodded.

“You put out the call?”

He admitted it, and his stomach lurched.

“Seventh floor?”

“Furniture department.”

“Points of access?”

“Two sets of stairs.”

“Only two?”

“The section is sealed off by security doors.”

“No lifts?”

“Switched off.”

“Any of your lads on the stairs?”

“Yes. That’s routine. They’ll be guarding the stairways above and below level seven.”

“Lead the way, then.”

Thirty or more uniformed officers, dog-handlers and men in plain clothes, several carrying guns, came with him as he set off at a run through the ground floor to the first stairway. A squad of a dozen or so peeled off and raced up that staircase while he led the remainder to the next.

Mounting seven floors was a fitness test for Lionel Kenton. He was relieved to be told to stop after six and a half, and even more relieved to find four of his own security staff in position as he’d claimed they would be. Now he had a chance to recover normal breathing while radio contact was made with the party on the other stairs.

“What’s the layout here?”

Essentially the police marksmen wanted to know how much cover they could rely on. One of Kenton’s team, a burly ex-CID officer named Diamond, gave a rapid rundown of the furniture display positioned nearest to the stairs. Peter Diamond was the man responsible tonight for this section. You poor bugger, thought Kenton. You look more sick than I feel.

A team of three marksmen went up the final flight. Others took up positions on the stairs. The rest moved down to the landing below.

This was the worst—waiting for the unknown, while others went up to deal with it.

Someone offered Kenton some chewing gum and he took it gratefully.

Perhaps six nerve-racking minutes went by before there was a crackle on the senior policeman’s radio and a voice reported, “Negative so far.”

Two dogs and their handlers were sent up to help.

Another long interval of silence.

Security Officer Diamond was just to the left of Kenton. He had his hands clasped, the fingers interlaced as if in prayer, except that the fingernails were white with pressure.

The last dregs of Kenton’s confidence were draining away when someone announced over the scratchy intercom, “We’ve got your intruder.”

“Got him under restraint?” said the man in charge.

“Come and see.”

“You’re sure he’s the only one?”

“Positive.”

The tone was reassuring. Strangely so, as if the tension had lifted altogether. Police and security staff dashed up the stairs.

The seventh floor lights were fully on. The marksmen had converged on a section where armchairs and settees were displayed. But they weren’t in the attitude of gunmen. They were lounging about as if at a wine and cheese party. Two were seated on the arms of chairs. There was no sign of anyone under arrest.

Suddenly cold with his own sweat, Kenton went over with the others. “But you said you found someone?”

One of them flicked his eyes downwards, towards a sofa.

It was the kind of vast, black corduroy thing that an advertising executive would have in his outer office. At one end was a heap of scatter cushions, brilliant in color. The face looking out from under the cushions was that of a small girl, her hair black and fringed, her eyes Asian in shape. Nothing else of her was visible.

Kenton stared in bewilderment.

“Ah, so,” said the senior policeman.


CHAPTER TWO

“You’re sacking me.” Peter Diamond, the guard responsible for section nine on the night the child was found, spoke without rancor. “I know the score.”

The score was heavily against him. He wasn’t young. Forty-eight, according to his file. Married. Living in West Ken. No kids. An ex-policeman. He’d got to the rank of detective superintendent and then resigned from Avon and Somerset over some dispute with the Assistant Chief Constable. A misunderstanding, someone said, someone who knew someone. Diamond had been too proud to ask for his job back. After quitting the police, he’d taken a series of part-time jobs and finally moved to London and joined the Harrods team.

“I shouldn’t say this, Peter,” the security director told him, “but you’re blood unlucky. Your record here has been exemplary apart from this. You could have looked forward to a more senior post.”

“Rules are rules.”

“Unfortunately, yes. We’ll do the best we can in the way of a reference, but, er…”

“… security jobs are out, right?” said Diamond. He was inscrutable. Fat men—and he was fat—often have faces that seem on the point of turning angry or amused. The trick is to guess which.

The director didn’t mind exhibiting his own unease. He shook his head and spread his hands in an attitude of helplessness. “Believe me, Peter, I feel sick to the stomach about this.”

“Spare me that.”

“I mean it. I’m not confident I would have spotted the kid myself. She was practically invisible under the cushions.”

“I lifted the cushions,” Diamond admitted.

“Oh?”

“She wasn’t on that sofa when I did my round. I definitely checked. I always do. It’s an obvious place to plant a device. The kid must have been somewhere else and got under them later.”

“How could you have missed her?”

“I reckon I took her for one of the cleaners’kids. They bring them in sometimes. Some of them are Vietnamese.”

“She’s Japanese, I think.”

Diamond snapped out of his defeated mood. “You think? Hasn’t she been claimed?”

“Not yet.”

“Doesn’t she know her name?”

“Hasn’t spoken a word since she was found. Over at the nick, they spent the whole of today with a string of interpreters trying to coax her to say something. Not a syllable.”

“She isn’t dumb, is she?”

“Apparently not, but she says nothing intelligible. There’s almost no reaction from the child.”

“Deaf?”

“No. She reacts to sound. It’s a mystery.”

“They’ll have to go on TV with her. Someone will know her. A kid found in Harrods at night—it’s just the sort of story the media pick up on.”

“No doubt.”

“You don’t sound convinced.”

“I’m convinced, Peter, all too easily convinced. But there are other considerations, not least our reputation. I don’t particularly want it broadcast that a little girl penetrated our security. If the press get on to you, I’d appreciate your not making any statements.”

“About security? I wouldn’t.”

“Thank you.”

“But you can’t muzzle the police. They have no interest in keeping the story confidential. It’s going to break somewhere, and soon.”

A sigh from the director, followed by an uncomfortable silence.

“So when do I clear my locker?” Diamond asked. “Right away?”


CHAPTER THREE

The priest looked into the widow’s trusting eyes and rashly told her, “It’s not as if it’s the end of the world.”

The words of comfort were spoken on a fine summer evening in the sitting room of a country villa in Lombardy, between Milan and Cremona. Pastoral care, Father Faustini termed it. Ministering to the bereaved, the sacred obligation of a priest. True, the ministering in this instance had continued longer than was customary, actually into a second year. But Claudia Coppi, cruelly widowed at twenty-eight, was an exceptional case.

Giovanni, the husband, had been killed freakishly, struck by lightning on a football field. “Why did it have to be my husband when twenty-one other players, the referee and two linesmen were out there?” Claudia demanded of the priest each time he came on a visit. “Is that the Lord’s will? My Giovanni, of all those men?”

Father Faustini always reminded Claudia that the Lord works in mysterious ways. She always gazed at him trustingly with her large, dark, expressive eyes (she had worked as a fashion model) and he always told her that it was a mistake to dwell on the past.

The priest and the young widow were seated on a padded cushion that extended around the perimeter of the sunken floor. As usual, Claudia had hospitably uncorked a Barolo, a plummy vintage from Mascarello, and there were cheese biscuits to nibble. The sun had just about sunk out of sight, but to have switched on electric lights on such an evening would have been churlish. The scent of stocks, heavy on the cooler air, reached them through the open patio doors. The villa had a fine garden, watered by a sprinkler system. Giovanni, not short of money—he’d made it to the top as a fashion photographer—had called in a landscape architect when the place was built. For Father Faustini, the remote location of the villa meant a three-mile trip on his moped, but he never complained. He was forty and in good health. A rugged man with tight, black curls and a thick moustache.

“You’re doing so much better, now,” he remarked to the widow Coppi.

“It’s window dressing, Father. Inside, I’m still very tense.”

“Really?” He frowned, and only partly out of concern for the tension she was under. It was a good thing the room had become so shadowy that his disquietude wouldn’t be obvious to her.

“My usual problem,” she explained. “Stress. It shows up in the muscles. I feel it in my shoulders, right across the top.”

“As before?”

“As before.”

There was a silence. Father Faustini was experiencing some tension, also.

Claudia said, “Last week you really succeeded in loosening the muscles.”

“Really?” he said abstractedly.

“It was miraculous.”

He cleared his throat, unhappy with the choice of word.

She amended it to, “Marvelous, then. Oh, the relief! I can’t tell you how much better I felt.”

“Did it last?”

“For days, Father.” While he was absorbing that, she added plaintively, “There’s no one else I can ask.”

She made it sound like a plea for charity. Father Faustini sometimes fetched shopping for elderly members of his flock. He often collected medicine for their ailments. He’d been known to chop wood and cook soup for poor souls in trouble, so what was the difference in massaging Claudia Coppi’s aching shoulders? Only that it set up conflicts within himself. Was it right to deny her Christian help because of his moral and spiritual frailty?

On the last two Friday evenings he had performed this service for her. Willingly he would have chopped wood instead, but the villa’s central heating was oil-fired. He would have fetched shopping with alacrity, but she had a twice-weekly delivery from the best supermarket in Cremona. She had a gardener, a cook and a cleaner. What it came down to in practice was that the only assistance Father Faustini could render to Claudia Coppi was what she was suggesting. The poor young woman couldn’t massage her own shoulders. Not well enough to remove muscular tension.

There was another factor that made him hesitate. Once a week in church he heard Claudia Coppi’s confession, and lately—he wasn’t certain how many times this had occurred, and didn’t intend to make a calculation—she had admitted to impure thoughts, or carnal desires, or some such form of words. It wasn’t his custom to ask for more details in the confessional once the commission of a sin was established, so he couldn’t know for sure that there was a connection with his visits to the villa.

“I found something you could rub in, if you would,” she said.

He coughed nervously and crossed his legs. This was new in the routine. “Embrocation?” he queried, striving to limit his thoughts to muscular treatment, remembering the overpowering reek of a certain brand favored by footballers. The stuff brought tears to the eyes.

“More of a moisturizer really. It’s better for my skin. Really smooth. Try.” She reached out and smeared some on the back of his hand.

He wiped it off immediately. “It’s scented.”

“There’s a hint of musk,” she admitted. “If you’d like to hold the pot, I’ll just slip my blouse off.”

“That won’t be necessary,” he quickly said.

“Father, it’s silk. I don’t want it marked.”

“No, no, signora, cover yourself up.”

“But I haven’t unbuttoned yet” She laughed and added, “Is it as dark as all that?”

“I wasn’t looking,” he said.

“That’s all right. I’ve got my back to you anyway.”

As she was speaking he heard the blouse being slipped off her shoulders. Now he was in a real dilemma. She sounded so matter-of-fact, so nonchalant. By protesting, he was liable to inflate this into a moral crisis. It could appear as if he were letting himself be influenced by things she had said in the confessional.

“Not too much at once,” she cautioned. “It goes a long way.”

He suppressed his misgivings, dipped in a finger and spread some over his palm.

Claudia’s back was towards him, as she had claimed. He reached out and applied some of the moisturizer to the back of her neck.

She said, “Oh dear, the straps are going to get in your way.”

“Not at all,” protested Father Faustini, but the brassiere straps were tugged aside, regardless.

On the previous visits, he’d been persuaded to massage Claudia, without using a liniment, through her T-shirt. This was a new experience. The contact with her flesh unsettled him more than he cared to admit. He traced the slope of her shoulders, feeling the warmth under his fingers. The smoothness was a revelation. When his hands cupped the round extremities of her shoulders he was compelled to pause.

She sighed and said, “Bliss.”

In a moment he felt sufficiently in control to resume, spreading the moisturizer liberally across the shoulder blades and up the spine to her neck. She had her head bowed so that her long, dark brown hair hung in front of her. He gave some attention to the deltoid muscles, gently isolating them, probing their form. In spite of what Claudia had said about tension, everything felt reasonably flexible to him, but he was the first to admit that he was no physiotherapist.

“Let me know if I’m causing any discomfort,” he told her.

“Quite the reverse,” she murmured. “You have the most incredible hands.”

He continued to apply light pressure to the base of her neck until quite suddenly she raised her head and drew the hair back behind her shoulders.

“Enough?” he enquired. He hoped so. The movement of her hair across the backs of his hands had given him a physical sensation not to be encouraged in the priesthood.

But Claudia Coppi remained unsatisfied. She told him that there was still some tension at the tops of her arms.

“Here?”

“Yes. Oh, yes, just there. Do you mind if I lean back against you, Father? It’s more comfortable.” She didn’t wait for his answer.

The back of her head was on his chest, her hair against his cheek. In the same movement she placed her hands over his own and gripped them firmly. Then she pushed them downwards.

He hadn’t discovered until now that she had altogether uncovered her breasts. She guided his hands over them. Exquisitely beautiful, utterly prohibited breasts offered for him to experience. For a few never-to-be-forgotten seconds of sin, Father Faustini accepted the offer. He held Claudia Coppi’s forbidden fruits, passing his hands over and under and around them, thrilling to their fullness and their unmistakable state of arousal.

A monster of depravity.

With a supreme effort to banish fleshly thoughts, he blurted out the words “Lead us not into temptation,” and drew his hands away as if they were burned.

Tormented with shame, he stood up immediately and strode resolutely through the patio doors and around the side of the house without looking back. He didn’t respond to Claudia Coppi’s, “Shall I see you next Saturday?” He knew he had to be out of that place and away.

He thought he heard her coming after him, probably still in her topless state. As swiftly as he could manage, he wheeled his moped out to the road, started it up and zoomed away.

“Fornicating fool,” he howled to himself above the engine’s putt-putt. “Weak-willed, degenerate, wanton, wicked, wretched, sex-crazed fellow. Miserable sinner.”

The little wheels bore him steadily along, his headlight picking out the road, but he was barely conscious of the journey. His thoughts were all on the depravity of his conduct. A man of God, a priest behaving like some beast of the field, only worse, because he was blessed with a mind that was supposed to be capable of overcoming the baser instincts.

How will I answer for this on the Day of Judgment? he asked himself.

God be merciful unto me, a sinner.

Precisely at which stage of the journey he became aware of what was ahead of him is impossible to say. Certainly he must have traveled some distance before he was ready to submit to anything except the writhings of his tormented conscience. It had to be spectacular, and it was. Father Faustini stared ahead and saw a pillar of fire.

The night sky was alight above the Plain of Lombardy, fizzing with hundreds of brilliant fiery points. Their origin was a fiery column, perhaps three thousand meters away, and towering over the land. Emphatically this was not a natural fire, for it was more green than orange, bright emerald green, with flares of violet, blue and yellow leaping outwards. Father Faustini was seized with the conviction that the Day of Judgment was at hand. Otherwise he might have suspected that something had been added to the Barolo he had swallowed, because what he was seeing was psychedelic in its extraordinary combination of colors. He’d seen large fires before, and mammoth firework displays, but nothing remotely resembling this.

What else could a wretched sinner do in the hour of reckoning, but brake, dismount, go down on bis knees and pray for forgiveness? He felt simultaneously panic-stricken and rocked with remorse, that this should happen on the very night he had transgressed, after a lifetime of blameless (or virtually blameless) service in the Church. He knelt on the turf at the roadside, his hands clasped in front of his anguished face, and cried, “Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned.”

He couldn’t discount the possibility that his lapse with Claudia Coppi was directly responsible for what was happening. By speculating that his few seconds’fondling of a pair of pretty breasts had hastened the end of the world, he may have been presumptuous, but he felt an ominous sense of cause and effect

He sneaked another look around his clasped hands. The state of the sky remained just as awesome. Streaks of fire were leaping up like skyrockets, leaving trails of sparks.

As yet there were no avenging angels to be seen, nor other apocalyptic phenomena. He heard no trumpets, but nothing would surprise him now.

Instead he saw two brilliant lights, so dazzling that they made his eyes ache. And immediately there came a low droning, becoming stronger. The source wasn’t supernatural. A car, its headlights on full beam, was moving at high speed towards him along the road, from the direction of the pillar of fire. Father Faustini could understand people fleeing from the wrath to come, but he knew that they were deluding themselves. There could be no escape. And so it proved. The engine-note grew in volume and the lights intensified in brilliance. Ordinarily, Father Faustini would have waved to let the driver know that he was dazzled. But of course he wasn’t mounted on his moped. He was on his knees at the side of the road. He’d abandoned the bike when he’d first seen the pillar of fire. Abandoned it where he had stopped, in the middle of the narrow road. The car was racing towards it. He clapped his hands to his head.

There simply wasn’t time to drag the moped out of the way. He could only hope that the driver would spot the obstruction in time and steer to the side. It might be academic at this late stage in the history of the world whether an accident—even a fatal accident—mattered to anyone, but Father Faustini had always been safety conscious and he couldn’t bear the thought of being responsible for anyone’s death.

In truth, the driver of the car would share some blame, for his speed was excessive.

What happened next was swift and devastating, yet Father Faustini saw it in the curious freeze-frame way that the brain has for coping with danger at high speed. The car bore down on the moped without any letup in speed until the last split second, when the driver must have seen what was in front of him. The rasp of tire rubber on the surface of the road as the brakes were applied made a sound like a siren’s blare. The car veered left to avoid the moped, and succeeded. But it hit the curb, went out of control and ricocheted to the opposite side. Father Faustini registered that it was a large, powerful sedan. The white light from the headlamps swept out of his vision and was replaced by intense red as the car skidded past with its brake lights fully on. It mounted the curb and started up a bank of turf that bordered a field. The band of rear lights lifted and spun in an arc. The whole thing was turning over. It was thrown on its back not once, but three times, tons of metal bouncing like a toy, smashing through a fence and finally sliding on the roof across the ploughed earth.

One of the rear lights was still on. It went out in a spray of sparks. Smoke was rising from the wreck.

Father Faustini’s legs felt about as capable of holding him up as freshly cooked pasta, but he stumbled across to see if he could get anyone out before the entire thing caught fire.

The weight of the chassis had crushed the superstructure. The priest got on his knees beside the compressed slot that had once been the driver’s window. There was a figure inside, the head skewed into an impossible angle. Too late for the last rites.

Round the other side was the passenger, another man, half on the turf. Literally. The other half, from the waist down, was still trapped inside. The halves were separated at the waist.

The priest crossed himself. A wave of nausea threatened, but it was vital to stay in control because the air reeked of raw petrol and the whole wreck was likely to turn into a fireball any second. Still troubled that someone might be alive and trapped inside, he lay on his stomach to try and get a sight of what had been the backseat. He needn’t have troubled. There wasn’t a centimeter of space between the torn upholstery and the impacted roof.

As he braced to get up, a sound like the rushing mighty wind of the Pentecost started somewhere to his right. The petrol had caught fire.

He sprang up and sprinted away. Behind him, there was a series of cracking sounds followed by an almighty bang that must have been the petrol tank exploding. By then, he was twenty meters away and flat to the earth.

He didn’t move for a while. His nerves couldn’t take any more. He actually sobbed a little. It was some time before he thought of saying a prayer. In his embattled mind, the car crash had overtrumped the Day of Judgment.

Finally, he sat up. The wreckage was still on fire, but the worst of it was over. Filthy black smoke was taking over and the stench of burning rubber stung his throat and nostrils. He stared into the flames. The charred, mangled metal that remained barely resembled a vehicle.

Every muscle he possessed was trembling. With difficulty, he got to his feet and walked past the burning wreckage towards the moped, which still stood untouched in the center of the road, a testimony to his stupidity and his responsibility for this tragedy.

Beyond, the night sky was still rent by the vast pillar of fire that had so distracted him. The colors were still unearthly in their brilliance and variety. Even so, Father Faustini was forced to reconsider whether it could really be Judgment Day. The shock of the car crash had altered his perception. He couldn’t explain the phenomenon. There had to be a reason for it, but he hadn’t the energy left to supply one.

He got astride the moped, started up and rode off to report what had happened…


CHAPTER FOUR

A Saturday evening performance in the Metropolitan Opera House, New York. Domingo and Freni in full voice, before a packed, enthralled house. The entombment scene was drawing to its climax. United in Verdi’s tear-jerking “O terra addio,” the tragic lovers, Radames and Aida, embraced in the crypt, while the massive stone slabs that would bury them alive were lowered inch by agonizing inch. Offstage, the priests and priestesses chanted their relentless chorus, and the unhappy Amneris prayed for Radames’eternal soul. There are moments in an opera when no one minds too much if people wriggle and sway in their seats, straining for a better view, or trying to bring relief to aching buttocks. But when Aida reaches its poignant finale, when the slave girl is expiring in the arms of Radames, and the lights are slowly dimmed to signify the sealing of the tomb, the stillness in the auditorium is palpable, from the orchestra stalls right up to the sixth tier.

Or should be.

This evening in the Center Parterre, the most expensive seats in the Met, there was a disturbance. Of all things at this heart-rending moment, a series of electronic beeps shrilled above the singing, a call-signal considerably louder than the wristwatch alarms that are always going off in cinemas and theaters. Some philistine had brought his pager to the opera.

The most absorbed of the audience ignored the source of the sound, refusing to have their evening blighted. Not everyone was so forbearing.

“Jesus Christ—I don’t believe this!” a man spoke up in the row immediately behind, regardless that he was adding to the disturbance. Others took up the protest with, “Knock it off, will you?” and stronger advice.

In the third row, the source of the bleeps, a silver-haired man in black-framed bifocals, tugged aside his tuxedo, unhitched the pager from his belt and pressed a button that silenced it. The entire incident had lasted no more than six seconds, but it could not have been more unfortunately timed.

And now the curtain was down and the performers were taking applause, and in the Center Parterre as many eyes were on the man in the third row as on Domingo. Dagger thrusts of obloquy struck at the offender. Try as he did to ignore them by energetically applauding and focusing his eyes fixedly on the stage, he could expect no mercy from the offended patrons around him. New Yorkers are not noted for reticence.

“I know who I’d bury alive.”

“How do jerks like that get admitted?”

“I bought a ticket for a fucking opera, not a business conference.”

The jerk in question continued vigorously clapping through six or seven curtain calls, until the house lights were turned on. Then he turned to his companion, a stunning-looking, dark-haired woman at least twenty years younger than he, and attempted to engage her in such earnest conversation that the rest of New York was shut out She wasn’t all that impressed. It was some consolation to those around as they got up and started to file out that the lady was unwilling to gloss over the lapse. In a short time, her voice was raised above his and snatches of the tongue-lashing she was giving him threatened to shake the chandeliers. “… never been so humiliated and if you think after this I’m going to tag along for dinner and a screw, forget it”

Someone called out, “Attagirl! Dump him!”

And that is what she did, flouncing off between the rows of seats, leaving her escort staring after her and shaking his head. He didn’t attempt to follow. He remained seated, judiciously letting the people he’d upset get clear. And when everyone had filed out of his section of the auditorium, he took out the pager again and keyed in a set of numbers.

Having got something on the display, he delved into his breast pocket and, impervious to the surroundings, took out a cell-phone and pulled out a length of aerial.

“Sammy, were you trying to reach me, because if you were, you could have timed it better, my friend.” While listening, he settled deep in the seat and propped his feet over the row in front. “The hell with that. I sure hope for your sake this item of news measures nine point nine on the Richter scale.”

What he then heard was enough to cause visible disturbance in Manfred Flexner. He withdrew his feet from their perch. He crouched forward as if it might enable him to hear better. His free hand raked through his hair.

Six minutes later, shaking his head and trying to stay calm, he reeled out of the opera house into the plaza of Lincoln Center and took some gulps of fresh air. At this time of night the esplanade was thick with sables and minks, the audiences from the ballet and the Philharmonic jostling the operagoers in the scramble for taxis. Flexner had his chauffeur waiting across the street with the limousine, so he had no reason to rush, but he wasn’t going home yet.

He stared into the floodlit fountain for a while. Inside the last half hour he’d interrupted an opera, lost his companion and slipped forty points on the international stock markets. He needed a drink.

The world was not a happier place next morning. He watched the Alka-Seltzers fizzing in the glass on his desk and brooded on what might have been. Pharmaceuticals were Manny Flexner’s business.

Pharmaceuticals.

And here he was relying on the product of a rival company. He’d worked all his life in the expectation one day of finding a market leader like Alka-Seltzer that would become a steady seller for the foreseeable future. His was the traditional story of a Lower East Side boy with a head for business who’d made some bucks driving taxis, lived frugally for a time and invested his earnings. Realizing, as all entrepreneurs do early in life, that you get nowhere using self-help and savings, he’d borrowed from the bank to buy a share in a small business supplying labels to pharmacies. When self-stick labels came in, he’d just about cornered the market, and made enough to borrow more cash and move into the supply side of pharmaceuticals. The 1960s and 70s had been a prosperous time in the drug industry. Manny Flexner had taken over a number of companies in the U.S.A. and expanded internationally, buying shrewdly into Europe and South America. One of the Manflex products, Kaprofix, a treatment for angina, had become a strong source of income, a steady seller throughout America and Europe.

The story had a downturn. The pharmaceuticals industry relies heavily on the development of new drugs; companies cannot survive without massive research programs. In the early eighties, scientists working for Manflex had identified a new histamine antagonist with potential as a treatment for peptic ulcers. It was patented and given the proprietary name of Fidoxin. The potential market for antiulcer drugs is enormous. At that time, Smith Kline’s Tagamet dominated the field with sales estimated at over a billion dollars. Glaxo was developing a rival product called Zantac that would eventually outsell every drug in the world. But Manny Flexner was in there and pitching.

The early research on Fidoxin was encouraging. Manflex invested hugely in studies and field trials designed to satisfy the federal panel that advised the Food and Drug Administration, for no drug can be marketed without the FDA seal of approval. By 1981, Manflex was set to beat its rivals in the race to a billion-dollar market. Then, at a late stage, long-term side effects were discovered in patients taking Fidoxin. Almost every drug has unwanted effects, but the possibility of serious renal impairment is unacceptable. Reluctantly, Manny Flexner had cut his losses and abandoned the project.

Too much had been gambled on that one drug. Through the 1980s Manny had been unwilling to sink so much into any research project. The recession in 1991 had hit Manflex harder than its rivals. Thanks mainly to the old standby, Kaprofix, the company still rated in the top ten in America, but had slipped from fourth to seventh. Or worse. Manny didn’t care to check anymore.

Today was the worst yet. He had the Wall Street Journal in front of him. Overnight, his stock had plummeted again in Tokyo and London. The reason?

“The biggest firework display in history is what they’re calling it,” he told his Vice Chairman, Michael Leapman, throwing the paper to him. “A twenty billion lire fire. The flames could be seen thirty kilometers south of Milan. How much is that, Michael?”

“About twenty miles.”

“The lire, for God’s sake.”

“Not so bad as it sounds. Say seventeen million bucks.”

“Not so bad,” Manny repeated with irony. “An entire plant goes up in smoke, a quarter of our Italian holding, and it’s not so bad.”

“Insurance,” murmured Michael Leapman.

“Insurance takes care of plant and materials. There were research labs in that place. They were testing a drug for depression. Depression. I hope to God some of the stuff is left because I need some. Research is irreplaceable, and the market knows it. Do we have any news from Italy? Is it a total write-off?”

Leapman nodded. “I spoke to Rico Villa an hour ago. The scene is a heap of white ash now.” He crossed the room to the drinks cabinet and took out the scotch. “Can I pour you one?”

Manny shook his head and indicated the Alka-Seltzer.

“Then you don’t mind if I do?” Thirty-seven, six foot two, and blond, Michael Leapman was less volatile than his boss. He was half Swedish. Supposedly the Swedish half kept him from throwing tantrums. He’d joined Manflex five years ago through no action of his own, when Flexner had bought the small company he managed in Detroit; Leapman had proved to be the only valuable acquisition from that takeover, a creative thinker with fine organizational skills. He’d developed a good rapport with his tough little boss. Within a year he’d been invited to join the board.

“Anyone died yet?” Manny enquired in a voice that expected nothing but bad news that day.

“Apparently not. Seven people were hospitalized, two of them firemen. They inhaled fumes. That’s the size of it.”

“Environmental damage?”

Leapman raised an eyebrow. His boss wasn’t known for his green sympathies.

“That could really put us in trouble,” Manny explained. “Remember Seveso? The dioxin fumes? Wasn’t that Italy? How many millions did the owners have to shell out in compensation?”

Leapman helped himself to a generous measure of Scotch. “No poison fumes reported yet.”

The tension in Manny’s face eased a little. He took off his glasses and wiped them with a tissue that he took from a Manflex dispenser.

“We can ride this,” Leapman said confidently. Providing reassurance was one of his most useful talents. “Sure, it’s going to bruise us. The markets will mark us down for a week or two, but we’re big enough to absorb it. The Milan plant wasn’t a huge moneymaker. Rico kept reminding us it was in need of modernization.”

“I know, I know. We were going to inject some capital later in the year.”

“Now we can give priority to the two plants near Rome.”

Manny replaced his glasses and studied Leapman. “You don’t think we should rebuild in Milan?”

“In the present economic climate?” His tone said it all. Rebuilding was out.

“You’re right. We should consolidate with what we have out there. We can sell the Milan site.” Having weighed the options, Manny seemed satisfied. “What I want now is for someone to go to Italy and tidy up, sort out the staffing problems, salvage anything we can from this mess.” He hesitated, as if casting about for a name. “Who do you think? Would you say David can handle it?”

“David?” The name wrongfooted Leapman. He was fully expecting this assignment for himself.

“My boy.”

“No question.” He knew better than to try and talk the boss out of handing the assignment to his son, whatever he privately thought Young David Flexner—young, but by no stretch of imagination still a boy—conspicuously lacked his father’s enthusiasm for the business world, yet Manny cherished the unlikely hope that he would make a contribution eventually. After four years in business school and three on the board of Manflex, David should have been ready for responsibility. In reality, all his energies went into amateur filmmaking.

Towards the end of the morning, the screens in the large office adjacent to Manny Flexner’s were registering some improvement in the group’s ratings. Taking its cue from Tokyo and London, Wall Street had overreacted to the first news of the fire. Now the market was taking a more measured view. The Manflex group was showing a sharp fall, but it wasn’t, after all, in dire trouble.

Manny exhibited his positiveness by treating his son to lunch at the Four Seasons. Manny was twice-divorced and lived alone. Technically alone, that is to say. In reality he had a string of women friends who took turns to join him for dinner in New York’s top restaurants and afterwards passed the night in his house on the Upper East Side. So he knew where to eat well. And the diet had to be good to keep up his stamina. He was sixty-three.

But lunches were strictly for business.

“I recommend the salmon with sweet-hot mustard. Or the duck salad with sour cherries. No, try the salmon. It really is something. You heard about the fire in Milan?”

Clearly his son hadn’t looked at the business section of whichever newspaper he read. David had gone past the stage of youthful rebellion. He was a grown-up rebel, with dyed blond hair that reached his shoulders. Blond hair looked wrong on a Jewish boy, in Manny’s opinion. The dark green cord jacket David had put on was a concession to restaurant rules. He often attended Board meetings in a T-shirt.

Manny filled him in with the painful essentials and told him his plan for dealing with the Italian end of the problem.

“You want me to go there? That could be difficult, Pop,” David said at once. “How soon?”

“Anything wrong with tonight?”

David smiled. His engaging smile was both an asset and a liability. “You’re not serious?”

“Totally serious. I have up to two hundred people without a job, unions to deal with—”

“Yes, but—”

“An insurance claim to file and for all I know, lawsuits pending. Things like this don’t get sorted if you ignore them, David.”

“How about Rico Villa? He’s there, and he speaks the language.”

Manny pulled a face and shrugged. “Rico couldn’t close a junior softball game.”

“You want me to fly out to Milan and wield the hatchet?”

“Just point out the facts to these people, that’s all. Their workplace is a pile of ash now. There’s no future in rebuilding it If anyone is willing to transfer to Rome, fix it. Talk to the accountants about redundancy terms. We’ll give the best deal we can. We’re not ogres.”

David sighed. “Pop, I can’t just drop everything.”

Although Manny had expected this, he affected surprise. “What are you saying, son?”

“I have commitments. I made promises to people. They depend on me.”

Manny gave him a penetrating stare. “Do these commitments have anything remotely to do with Manflex?”

His son reddened. “No, it’s a film project. We have a schedule.”

“Uhhuh.”

“I’m due on location in the Bronx Zoo.”

“Filming animals, huh? I thought you said you made promises to people.”

“I was talking about the crew.”

The waiter arrived a split second before Manny was due to erupt. Father and son declared a truce while the gastronomic decisions were taken. David diplomatically elected to have the salmon his father had recommended. It would be no hardship. When they were alone again, Manny started on a different tack. “Some of the best films I ever saw were made in Italy.”

“Sure. The Italian cinema is up there among the best. Always was. The Bicycle Thief. Death in Venice. The Garden of the Finzi-Continis.”

“A Fistful of Dollars.”

David gave a fair imitation of the sphinx. “Ah—you mean spaghetti westerns.”

Manny nodded and said with largess, “You could get among those guys. Take a couple of weeks over this. Tidy up in Milan, my boy, and you have a free hand. Go to Venice. Is that a reasonable offer?”

Such altruism from a workaholic was worthy of a moment’s breathless tribute, and got it Finally David confessed, “I know you want me to step into your shoes some day, Pop, but I think I should tell you that the drugs industry bores the pants off me.”

“You’re telling me nothing.”

“But you won’t accept it”

“Because you won’t give the business a chance. Listen, Dave. It’s the most challenging industry there is. You stay ahead of the game, or you die. It’s all about new drugs and winning a major share of the market.”

“That much I understand,” David said flatly.

“One breakthrough, one new drug, can change your whole life. That’s the buzz for me.”

“You mean it can change a sick person’s life.”

“Naturally,” Manny said without hesitation. “Only what’s good for sick people is good for my balance sheet, too.”

He winked, and his son was forced to grin. The ethics may have been clouded, but the candor was irresistible.

“Research teams are like horses. You want to own as many as you can afford. Once in a while one of them comes in first. But you can never be complacent. When you have the drug, you still need government approval to market it.” Manny’s eyes glittered at the challenge. He didn’t smile much these days, but occasionally a look passed across his tired features, the look of a man who once picked winners, but seemed to have lost the knack. “And in no time at all the patent runs out, so you have to find something new. I have teams working around the globe. Any moment they could find the cure for some life-threatening disease.”

David nodded. “There was a strong R&D section in the Milan plant.”

Manny said with approval, “You know more than you let on.

“I guess you really believe I can handle this.”

“That’s why I asked you, son.” He gestured to the wine waiter. When he’d chosen a good Bordeaux, he told his son, “This trouble in Italy has gotten to me. I always believed that someone up there was on my side. You know what I mean? Maybe I should think of stepping down.”

“Pop, that’s nuts, and you know it Who else could run the show?” Then David’s eyes locked with his father’s penetrating gaze. “Oh, no. It’s not my scene at all. I keep telling you I’m not even sure that I believe in it. If it was just a matter of making drugs to help sick people, okay. But you and I know that it isn’t. It’s about public relations, keeping on the good side of politicians and bankers. Thinking of the bottom line.”

“Tell me a business that doesn’t. This is the world we live in, David.”

“Yes, but the profits aren’t in drugs that cure people. Take arthritis. If we found something to stop it, we’d lose a prime market, so we keep developing drugs to deaden the pain instead. They’re not much different from aspirin, only fifty times more expensive. How many millions are being spent right now on me-too arthritis treatments?”

Manny didn’t answer. However, he noted with approval his son’s use of the trade jargon. A “me-too” drug was an imitation, slightly reconstituted to get around the patent legislation. There were more than thirty me-toos for the treatment of arthritis.

David was becoming angry. “Yet how much is invested in research into sickle-cell anemia? It happens to be concentrated in Third World countries, so it won’t yield much of a profit”

“I was idealistic when I was your age,” said Manny, “And now you’re going to tell me you live in the real world, but you don’t, Pop. Until something like AIDS forces itself on your attention, you don’t want to know about the real world. I don’t mean you personally. I’m talking about the industry.”

“Come on, the industry was quick enough in responding to AIDS. Wellcome had Retrovir licensed for use in record time.”

“Yes, and hyped their share price by 250 percent.”

Manny shrugged. “Market forces. Wellcome came up first with the wonder drug.”

David spread his hands to show that his point was proved.

The waiter approached and poured some wine for Manny to sample. After he’d given it the nod, Manny said slyly to his son, “You know more than you sometimes let on. When you become chairman, you’ll be God. You can try injecting some ethics into the drugs industry if you want.”

David smiled. All these years on, his father still had the chutzpah of a taxi driver.

“So we’ll get you a seat on tonight’s Milan flight,” said Manny, taking out his portable phone.
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