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  CHAPTER 1


  He looked down at the syringe in his hand. It was shaking. Both his hand and the syringe were shaking. Anita stirred in the bed, more worried by her dreams than by the man leaning over her. The only light was from the little oil lamp and it cast his shadow huge against the opposite wall. He grabbed her shoulder and turned her to face him.


  “Anita?”


  “Mmm? What? I’m asleep … What do you want?”


  “I need to talk to you.”


  “Go to bed. We’ll talk in the morning. I don’t want to talk about this any more.”


  “You have to.”


  Anita sat up in bed.


  “For God’s sake, be quiet, you’ll wake John.”


  “No, I won’t.”


  “You will if you carry on with this shouting.”


  “Believe me, I won’t.”


  “Look, there is nothing to discuss. Everything is settled, just as we said at dinner tonight. We will finalize all the details in the morning before you leave.”


  “I don’t think you really want to do this.”


  “You’re wrong. I know what I want to do, and I don’t need you to tell me. Not any more. If you don’t go, I’ll wake John and tell him to get you out of here.”


  “You won’t.”


  “That’s it. I told you this morning that you will never again tell me what to do. I want you to go! John … John?”


  Anita rolled John over to her and opened her mouth to scream when she felt the heavy, dead weight of her husband as it fell against her body. She would have screamed, she was ready to scream, she’d opened her mouth to scream, but the man was kissing her as he pushed in the syringe and then the only sound was the rushing of blood in her ears and then there was no sound at all.


  He burnt their bodies and the farmhouse for safety – and a certain degree of malice, during the two days he’d stayed with them, Anita had, despite his protestations, refused to give him an extra blanket for his chilly room.


  He’d known what he planned to do when he arrived, it had just taken a couple of days to be sure it was really necessary. It was.


  What he didn’t know was that every night Anita’s daughter went to sleep crying for her mummy. The child that lived with her aunt and visited Anita and John once a month. Or had, until their deaths. But, despite her tears, she knew him. She knew who he was.


  I am walking between them. Walking between her and him. Holding him back and bringing her forward. Walking with silent steps that leave only prints in the sand, washed away by the next wave. There will be a time when the wave does not wash my print away. When I choose to make a mark that will be seen. I am both hunter and fisherwoman and bide my time until the moment. I will know when the time comes.


  So will he.


  CHAPTER 2


  In 1970 Maxwell North was twenty-seven and dissatisfied. A promising career in any of several medical fields awaited him, but he couldn’t quite bring himself to care enough to make the commitment any one of them would require. He’d been in full-time education from the age of four until he graduated from Harvard Medical School at twenty-three, he’d followed that with two years in a city hospital, another year studying specialist psychiatric methods (contributing two highly respected papers to the field), six months at an inner city rehabilitation centre dealing mainly with alcoholism and finally a year in his father’s practice in a wealthy Boston suburb – where there were plenty of alcoholics and valium addicts available to use as guinea pigs. And he still had to make a decision. Several long and frustrating arguments with his father had created not so much a resolution as deadlock.


  “How can I decide what it is I want to do. I’m only just starting to break into this field, and it’s huge – I’ve got more choices than most people I know …”


  “That ought to make it easier.”


  “But it doesn’t, I’m twenty-seven. I’ve only discovered where my interests lie in the past couple of years.”


  “At your age I was married and your sister was two years old.”


  “Yes, I know Father, but the truth is that you didn’t have all the options open to me, you were only ever going to go into general practice.”


  “Well, it’s certainly been good enough to provide for this family, not to mention putting you and your sister through school!”


  “I know. I’m not saying for a moment that you haven’t done well, for yourself and for all of us, I just don’t know if that’s what I want – I don’t want to settle down yet, general practice is good and stable and I think maybe I could do…”


  “Better?”


  “No. Just more. Maybe I could really achieve something…”


  “Then go into research, you know I’m prepared to back you.”


  “But I want to research with people, I want a new type of clinic, I don’t even know where to begin!”


  “Maxwell, this conversation is, as always, going nowhere. Now listen to my proposal. Either go into general practice, I’m prepared to make you a partner, or help you set up your own practice, whichever you wish, or – if you really feel that you have ’more to do’, then go into research, I’m sure I have some contacts who can help get you started. But I am not prepared to have this discussion any longer. Make a decision and let me know in the morning. Now if you’ll excuse me, your mother has been waiting for over an hour and I’m not going to hold her up any longer. We will be dining out tonight, you can let me know your decision at breakfast. Goodnight.”


  “Goodnight, Sir.”


  Peter North strode out of the room, leaving his son staring after him.


  “Yes Sir, no Sir, three bags full Sir, I’m twenty-seven but I’ll do as you say Sir, after all, you hold the keys to the bank.”


  For as long as he could remember, Max’s decisions had been dictated by his father. While his older sister Diana had been allowed to do pretty much as she chose, within the bounds of taste decreed in the Ivy League code of ethics, he had been expected to follow exactly the same route as all the other men in his family. Good degree from Harvard Medical School followed by a career in medicine and, until the past couple of years, that hadn’t been too hard. Max had been happy to accept the advantages his family had been able to offer and had looked forward to becoming a younger version of his father – a well-respected, solid citizen, settling down with a nice girl very like his own sister and breeding more little Norths to carry on the family tradition and inherit the family wealth. And then last year he’d met Anita. She’d come into his father’s surgery with a sprained ankle acquired running away from the police at a demonstration. She was Dutch, young, pretty and stood for everything Maxwell and indeed, the entire North tradition, believed was corrupting the youth of America. She was even on the pill. He’d taken a brief medical history, strapped her ankle and, in a moment of uncharacteristic vigour, had asked her out to lunch. Anita had surprised herself by accepting. They became lovers. And it was through meeting Anita, very much a European free spirit, a “hippie”, that Max had started to realize he had more choices than he’d previously thought. And with that new point of view came something he had never previously experienced – dissatisfaction. Twenty-seven was late for a teenage rebellion, but it was exactly what Max was having. Which is why, after this last argument resulting in his father’s ultimatum, he didn’t try to reason with him, one grown man to another, but finished a bottle of his father’s best malt whiskey, packed a medium-sized hand-tooled leather suitcase, called Anita and booked two one-way tickets to Mexico. At twenty-seven, having never attended a peace rally or listened to Bob Dylan, Maxwell North ran away from home.


  It wasn’t exactly “On The Road”. For a start they travelled first class and secondly, Max, having worked as a doctor for the past four years, had not only his own savings but also his extensive earning ability to fall back on. But for a boy with his background it was brave. In the first month they played – swimming, hiking, staying up late, eating and drinking. Max chose not to call his parents and face an argument, but sent home a postcard every three days. By the second month this had dwindled to once a week and by the third month to once a fortnight. After three months in Mexico, Anita was starting to get restless.


  “This is fine for you Max, you have never had such an experience. But I get tired of teaching you all the time.”


  “Teaching me?”


  “Yes, about books, thought, the world. I have come to America to learn more myself. I want to travel more, to see more. There are other people you should be talking to, not just me. We must move on. You should find work.”


  “But I’m learning how to relax!”


  “Max, you’re rich, you don’t need to practise relaxing, you need to practise real life. A real job, meet some real people. Let’s go to California.”


  “Oh right, where the real people are, huh? Hippies and drop-outs and draft-dodgers?”


  “There are medical centres, community programmes. You should use your training, I thought you wanted to do research? Just because you came to your profession through your family, doesn’t mean you should turn your back on it altogether. You like being a doctor don’t you?”


  “Yes. But I thought what I did, living off my family’s inherited wealth and all that, was immoral and would be wiped out entirely, come the revolution?”


  “Don’t worry, it will. But for now you can repay your debt to society by taking me to California. You might even find some lives to save and then you wouldn’t need to feel so guilty.”


  “I don’t feel guilty.”


  “Then you should.”


  “Really?”


  “No, not really. Guilt is a wasted emotion. Loving me Max, is not. Come here and hold me.”


  The sex Anita and Max had was beyond Max’s wildest dreams. He’d “made love” to a variety of other girls, friends of his sister, friends of the family, girls he’d studied with – nice, ordinary, middle-class girls – and with all of them it had been the same. Max took the lead, Max made love to them and they moaned in more or less the right places and were very polite once it was over. They may even have enjoyed themselves, but neither they nor Max were likely to be brave enough to talk about it and find out. With Anita however, Max discovered sex. And passion. And desire. And the satisfaction of that desire. Anita was not at all the kind of woman to lie back and wait until Max was finished. She demanded orgasm and pleasuring and she too took control. Their mutual body feasting was ardent and fierce. With Anita, Max learnt not only how to pleasure her, but also how to receive pleasure, to acknowledge that he had a right to pleasure. She taught him how to give in to her and allow himself to be taken. For a man brought up to be as in control as he was, the pleasure of yielding was something he’d never even known existed, let alone one he could hope to experience on a regular basis. For Max, brought up in the strict Boston overcoat of conformity and social regulations, sex with Anita was like running naked through Times Square with everyone applauding and cheering him on.


  They made love on yet another sandy beach and then Anita turned to Max.


  “Now, I’m tired of hitch-hiking, I think we should drive up to San Francisco – what sort of a car do you want to buy?”


  CHAPTER 3


  The day that Max and Anita drove into San Francisco was a shiny blue and yellow summer day and Max felt like his life was finally happening. He’d had his holiday and now this would be the real thing. Admittedly, San Francisco was all the clichés Max had expected it to be – but it was also more. More than just the drop-outs and druggies and draft-dodgers, it was also new and vibrant. And gentle. Brought up in the East Coast extremes of climate, he was used to the overwhelmingly hot summers and bitter cold winters. He didn’t yet know what gentle, moderate summer warmth can do to a city – how it makes the public come out on the streets, how people go to bed much later on balmy nights, what it was like to lie awake at 3 a.m., covered only by thin cotton and listen to the sounds of music from open windows all along his street. Even San Francisco’s winter charmed him eventually – the rain and mist muting sharp corners and colours, softening his environment just as it threatened to soften his character.


  At first they just floated around the city, both discovering it for the first time. After a couple of weeks staying with Anita’s friends – mostly foreign, mostly female – Anita decided it was time they found a place of their own and so, after several blazing telephone rows with his father, Max finally had backing to look for a home.


  “All right. You want to buy a house? Then you get a job too. No money from this family is going to support you and that … that girl, until you at least attempt to make some contribution yourself. You find a place, apply for a licence and set up a practice – then I’ll decide just how much of this ludicrous endeavour I’m prepared to pay for!”


  Max took to walking the hills and a month later, with a secret loan from both his mother and his sister, he put a deposit on a house on the edge of North Beach. It was halfway up a hill, cable cars rumbled by just a block away and on a clear day the view from the upstairs windows looked clean across the bay out to Alcatraz and Angel Island. The seven-bedroom, three-reception, turn-of-the-century house wasn’t quite Pacific Heights but Max decided it would do for the time being and, as Anita pointed out, it wasn’t as if they had to squat Alcatraz like the Indians either.


  “We’ve already got so much more than they have Max. If they can make that barren plot into a home, then we can definitely make this work.”


  And it did need a lot of work, not least in making friends with the neighbours, but while the locals were suspicious of Max, his East Coast vowels not sitting especially well in their immigrant area, they quickly warmed to Anita, who had far more points of common ground with their new neighbours than he did. For the next two months while he was waiting for his records to be checked by the California State Medical Board, Max cleaned out the basement, turning it into a workshop and then stripped and painted woodwork, plastered old walls, replaced cracked windows and even started work on the garden, a paved courtyard with a thin strip of grass and two trees – a stunted lemon tree and a persimmon tree laden with early fruit. It was probably more physical labour than he’d ever encountered in his life. Anita supported them with two waitressing jobs and occasional work as a model at life-drawing classes. She’d been disappointed that Max hadn’t found them a home over on Haight, but understood his reasoning that if they were to take money from his father, they’d have to at least have the house in a place his father would cope with.


  “Anita, as far as he’s concerned, it’s bad enough that I’m choosing to live out here, with you, unmarried. We can at least live in a neighbourhood where he’ll be able to bring himself to write the address on an envelope.”


  “Just as long as it’s the envelope that sends the cheque, that’s cool.”


  “I thought you hippies didn’t care about money?”


  “Don’t be silly Max – it’s the redistribution of wealth we care about. Not a case of not having money, more a case of who keeps the money. Didn’t you read those books I gave you?”


  “Not really. I couldn’t get past the stuff about the rich being such bad guys. Didn’t seem to ring true somehow…”


  Max’s confession led to a hose fight in the garden where he was watering the new wisteria and jasmine vines – a concession to Anita, as he’d refused to plant marijuana, she’d insisted he at least plant sweet-smelling flowers instead – and, when they were both dirty and wet, an hour or so of sex al fresco to steam them dry. Anita lay on top of him, her still wet hair clinging to his shoulders.


  “See Max? I told you the best part about these huge old houses was that the neighbours never looked out of their back windows.”


  “Right hon, all except that old man who’s been staring at your gorgeous behind for the past ten minutes.”


  Anita spun around and looked up, shouting at their new neighbour, an old Chinese man who probably couldn’t understand a word anyway, even more so given that half her abuse was delivered in the northern Netherlands dialect favoured by her father in moments of anger. After that she and Max confined their lovemaking to the house – or nights when the San Francisco fog held back the moonlight.


  The house was part of a plan Max and Anita had talked about over long nights in Mexico. A big place where friends could come to stay, Max would have a couple of rooms for his practice and Anita would use another for classes – she was an advanced yoga student herself and was hoping to learn massage in San Francisco.


  “See honey, you will be able to be a doctor – a good doctor, help people physically and I will help them emotionally, holistically.”


  “But Anita, you haven’t even been trained.”


  “What is training? How many years did it take you to learn to be a doctor?”


  “Seven or eight.”


  “And how many of those years taught you what you really need to know?”


  “All of them!”


  “No honey, I mean really need to know. How to heal people, how to talk to the people who need you? Well?”


  “I don’t know, it was really just the last couple of years I suppose, actually working in the profession taught me more than most of what I learnt at school.”


  “Exactly. It’s like any job. You learn by doing it. So will I. You’ll see. People will come to us – the straight ones will trust you, the groovy ones will be interested in me – and we can both give them what they need.”


  “Even what they didn’t know they needed, like you did with me?”


  “Exactly. They’ll come.”


  “To live with us?”


  “Yes, we have to fill all these rooms you’ve spent so long cleaning and painting. Some will come just to see you or me. Others will want to live with us.”


  “But I want to live with you. Only you.”


  “So, yes. That may be what you want, but what you need is to live with other people – to make a new family to replace the one that is giving you such a hard time.”


  “A new family?”


  “Certainly. You have the old family that you were born into and you love them because you must. And we will make a new family that you will love because you want to. You won’t have to fight them. We’ll make a good house that is warm and loving and they’ll come. Just wait.”


  And come they did. Within a few short months Max began to very much like his life. He had his medical practice and was developing a good reputation in the district, he had his life with Anita where the sex was always great and the friendship warm, he even had the beginnings of a good response from his father who, while disapproving of everything his son was doing, was at least relieved that he was now a doctor – “Making use of all those family dollars invested in him.” But best of all, he had what Anita called “their family” – the people who had come to ask about Anita’s classes or maybe to him with a medical problem, but who had stayed, often at first just for dinner or a weekend and then, if they fitted, were what Anita referred to as “family people”, she would invite them to stay for good. People contributed what they could, money if they were working, possessions and time if not. Max’s income was steady and Anita always seemed to be able to lay her hands on enough food to fill the table whether it was for just her and Max or for another fifteen people. They developed a routine and after a while Max saw his new life take shape around him.


  Anita had been making their decisions since Max met her, and he’d been happy to go along with it, trusting her judgment, and whoever she judged worthy of a room in their home, he was prepared to take on too. By the early spring of 1971 Max and Anita had seven new housemates. And they did like Anita, were “interested in her” as she’d said they would be. Interested in her and reassured by Max. They felt safe with him – here was a fairly young man, very straight, very traditional, who was prepared to try a new kind of life. He made it easier for them to do so too, all living in the same house, all eating the same food. They listened to Max, who had somehow achieved a version of the traditional East Coast patriarch without ever having to set up a single college fund. In a way, his silence and Anita’s constant decisionmaking on their behalf, gave him the status and not her. Made it seem as if she was working for him, for his ideas. His natural reticence was interpreted as taking time for thought, so that when he did speak out he was always listened to. Anita wasn’t sure how it had happened, but after the first year of their relationship, the dynamic had very much changed and by bringing other people into their home she had actually brought this about. By setting Max up in his own large home, with his work and other people around him, she had unwittingly given him everything he’d been trained for from birth – status as “doctor”, as healer, a position as the father, the head of their family. By accident Max became the “head of the family”. By accident Anita brought about the birth of a traditional patriarch in her untraditional home. In July of that year she also gave birth to their daughter. The family was complete. Max became the father both figurative and literal and as his status grew, his family grew, all listening to him. All listening to every word he said. Maxwell North, father’s boy and mixed up East Coast “rebel” had become Max, patriarch of a new type of “hippie commune”. And he liked it. Very much.


  CHAPTER 4


  Saz Martin ran into the entrance of her South London council block and pushed the lift button. As usual, both up and down arrows lit up and she turned on the heel of her brand new Reeboks and began the five-storey running climb to her flat. She double-locked the door behind her, shed her sweaty running clothes and forced herself under a cold shower. Two minutes later the bathroom door opened and a sleepy voice called, “Coffee? Or is that too poisonous for the woman who insists on waking me at the crack of dawn, just to ensure her breakfast will be ready when she gets back from her five-mile run?”


  “Almost seven miles actually. And that’s not fair. I woke you at six in the morning because I couldn’t bear to leave without caressing your gorgeous body once again.”


  “Naturally.”


  “If you couldn’t get back to sleep and if you then felt obliged to make my breakfast – possibly as a form of repayment given that you’ve spent the past week in my flat –”


  “I thought…”


  “Not that I’m complaining,” Saz continued to shout as the shampoo bubbles filled her ears. “In any case, your sense of Catholic guilt is hardly my responsibility.”


  “Do Presbyterian Asians have a sense of Catholic guilt?”


  “I don’t know my Bengali baby, you tell me.”


  She poked her head out from behind the red plastic shower curtain. “Pass me the towel.”


  “Is that politically sound?”


  “Wanting a towel? No idea.”


  “Calling me your Bengali baby.”


  “Not sure. Probably not. Let’s see, ‘my’ implies ownership…”


  “Very un-PC.”


  “And ‘baby’ implies the diminutive, which at – what are you? Five foot nine?”


  “Nine and a half.”


  “Certainly not diminutive then. Not sure about Bengali – purely descriptive I would have thought. You were born in Calcutta after all.”


  “Yeah, and brought up in Dunoon.”


  “Haggis honey, then?”


  “You’re hopeless!”


  “Hopelessly in love or hopelessly politically unsound?”


  “Both I expect.”


  “Well, I’ll just have to trust you not to call the dyke police, won’t I? Now, could I have that towel, or do you want me to pull you into the shower with me?”


  Twenty-five minutes later Saz and Molly Steele, her new love of three months, emerged from the shower.


  “Aaah! Saz! It’s eight o’clock – I’m going to be late again!”


  “Just tell them your girlfriend had an urgent problem and you had to give her a hand.”


  “Consultant paediatricians at Great Ormond Street tend not to understand the finer complexities of lesbian innuendo, babe.”


  “More fool them. You get dressed, I’ll make the coffee.”


  Half an hour later Saz had her flat to herself and was musing on the tedious predictability of falling in love – yet again – while making the bed. She’d met Molly by accident, literally. Her sister’s daughter had been run over and was transferred to Great Ormond Street when her local suburban hospital had discovered that the latest health cuts meant that the intensive care required for a seven-year-old girl with a fractured pelvis, two broken legs and all the other “minor” injuries associated with a car going 40 m.p.h. round the corner from her school, just wasn’t available. However, once transferred to the London hospital it was Amy’s parents who weren’t available. At seven months pregnant, with three other small children and a twenty-mile drive to the hospital, Cassie and Tony couldn’t make it to visit Amy more than once every two days. Which was where Aunty Saz came in, a flexible work schedule and open visiting hours meant that Amy was kept happy and, once Saz had met her niece’s doctor, so was she. Molly was tall, friendly, intelligent and stunningly good-looking, her Asian mother and Scottish father having combined to give her flawless brown skin, jet black hair and perfectly almond-shaped pale green eyes. Saz was taken aback by her gorgeousness, but she was even more shocked when, having seen her almost every day at the hospital, she bumped into Molly at a club a few weeks later.


  “Oh! Hi … um, you’re my niece’s doctor … Amy Wallace?”


  “Yeah, right. Saz isn’t it? I’m Molly.”


  “I know, Amy told me.”


  “You asked?”


  “Just in passing.”


  “Right, she’s a great little talker your niece.”


  “She is?”


  “Yep. We have lots of chats. She’s very fond of you.”


  “Mmm?”


  “Though she, like your sister I might add, seems to think it would be nice if you were to settle down. Find a nice girl … I believe that’s the expression your mother used.”


  “I’ll kill her!”


  “No don’t, you’d miss her terribly. And anyway, she’s lovely. The whole family is. They’re all very fond of you.”


  “Great. I think I need a drink. Do you fancy pushing through that crowd at the bar?”


  “No.”


  “Oh, sorry, are you here with someone?”


  “No, I don’t fancy pushing through the crowd. I fancy you.”


  “Ah. And I thought I was upfront!”


  “Well, I’ve found it doesn’t pay to waste time.”


  “Right. So do you want a drink?”


  “Answer’s still no I’m afraid, I was just about to leave, I’ve got a very early start tomorrow, I mean today. Were you planning to come and see Amy later?”


  “Yeah, about two.”


  “Good, I finish at three-thirty. Fancy meeting for a late lunch?”


  “Sure, I’ll be waiting at the bedside.”


  “I’ll come and find you. Bye.”


  “Yeah … oh, and Molly? I … I fancy you too.”


  “I know.”


  “What … how?”


  “Your mum told me. See you tomorrow.”


  Saz and Molly had lunch, dinner and then, much later, breakfast. That was three months ago and things were still very rosy. They were having good sex, good talks and good times. Molly had already met most of Saz’s family at the hospital and the two women were planning a late summer return trip to Molly’s parents in Dunoon, via a couple of weeks at the Edinburgh Festival. Saz, after almost four years of self-imposed celibacy, was excited, enthralled and terrified. As she’d explained in a two-hour transatlantic phone call to her ex-girlfriend Caroline.


  “Listen Carrie, it took me two years to get over you …”


  “Perfectly understandable.”


  “And I don’t want that again. God knows, I don’t need another friend.”


  “You want a wife?”


  “A fiancée will do.”


  “You can’t afford the flash ring, Saz.”


  “No, but I can’t afford the heartbreak either.”


  “Good luck. And when you find a lover that comes with a guarantee, let me know and I’ll call the Serious Fraud Office for you.”


  Over three months later, while Saz still had no guarantee, she was starting to ease into believing in a future with Molly.


  With the bed made, dishes done and flat tidied, Saz threw open her windows and took her coffee and letters out to the tiny balcony of her 1960s flat to enjoy what she could of the hazy spring sunshine. Looking down at the communal “garden” – an uneven rectangle of green, with a small dirt mound and a selection of rubbish from several of the more popular multinational takeaways in her local high street, she sighed and thought of Molly’s rather more sophisticated home.


  “London, I’m very fond of you, but you’re a hell of a lot easier on the eye in Hampstead than Camberwell!”


  She opened her mail – a red phone bill, a blue gas bill, two bank statements in varying shades of red and black, a postcard from Caroline in New York and another from her friends Helen and Judith in Naxos.


  Hot, wet, delicious – and that’s just us.


  Hope love’s young dream is still sleeping soundly! H&J xxx


  She took another sip of her strong coffee and opened the last letter. Inside the A4 manilla envelope was an old photo of a young man smiling directly at the camera, a photocopied newspaper cutting and a small envelope. Nothing else. Saz unfolded the cutting – “Eminent physician Maxwell North, arriving with his sculptress wife Caron, at the Arts Ball.” The picture showed a seriously beautiful couple. He was obviously the same man as in the photo, twenty years on, with shorter hair and no smile. Still mystified, Saz took the cutting inside to spread it out on the kitchen table, ripping the envelope open as she walked.


  “This is more like it!”


  Inside the envelope were twenty crisp new fifty-pound notes.


  “Goody! That’ll pay the phone bill!”


  There was nothing more. No address, no letter, not even a note to tell her where it came from. She checked the big envelope and saw it had a WC1 postmark.


  “No help there either. OK, I’ll make some preliminary enquiries about Mr and Mrs Beautiful North, pay the phone bill and delight the bank with the rest. Manna from WC1 – well done Saz, yet another morning’s splendid work!”


  She then turned the answerphone on, the telephone off and went back to bed as she usually did, to sleep soundly until one o’clock when she could enjoy the afternoon news in the glad knowledge that the horrifyingly addictive morning television she so despised wouldn’t accidently catch her unawares and force her into a wasted morning of minor soap stars and new breastfeeding techniques.


  CHAPTER 5


  She didn’t have to wait long for further information. By the time the alarm went off at 1 p.m., she had several messages, one from Molly which brought a smile to her lips and a good glow to certain other parts of her body.


  “My right hand has a sense memory of your smooth hip imbedded in it. I can’t seem to hold a pen properly – is there any known cure? I’ll expect you for a consultation at my place tonight – I don’t mind if we have to invest in some serious research. Enough of the doctor stuff – usual time, I’ll be waiting for you. Bring beverage.”


  One from her bank manager which brought neither smile nor glow, and one other which made her even more excited than Molly’s.


  “Ms Martin, I hope you received the correspondence this morning. I would like to engage your services to investigate Dr North. This morning’s cash payment is the first of many – as many as it takes. I will provide you with more material at the appropriate time. In the meantime I suggest you start gathering information on Dr North. He’s a very interesting man.”


  Saz took the tape out of her answermachine and replaced it with a new one, she then played the answerphone tape again on her little portable tape recorder. The voice was that of a woman, indeterminate age and transatlantic. Either an American who’d lived in Britain – probably London – for a while or vice versa. Rounded vowels, rolled R’s. Saz wrote north and the date on an envelope, put the tape in it and placed the sealed envelope in the lockable drawer of her immaculately tidy writing desk. She then called Molly. While she was waiting for her to be paged, Saz looked through the article again. When Molly finally came to the phone Saz asked,


  “Know anything about a Dr Maxwell North?”


  “What’s that got to do with my inability to hold a pen?”


  “Nothing. Not much to do with my glorious, if somewhat over-rated, hip-bones either, but could have a lot to do with why I’m going to be late for dinner tonight.”


  “Oh?”


  “Just answer the question Moll, Maxwell North – any ideas?”


  “Upper class, rich, American…”


  “Where from?”


  “I don’t know, Ivy League, East Coast, why?”


  “Just a little project. How do I find out more about him?”


  “Personally or professionally?”


  “Both.”


  “His professional life is no problem, I can get you a career record from my old college, he’s taught there a bit and they’re always printing stuff about him in the college magazine.”


  “And personally?”


  “That’s more your department isn’t it?”


  “Mmm. When can you get the stuff for me?”


  “If you get off the phone, I’ll call the college librarian, she could probably fax a couple of biogs through by this evening.”


  “She’ll get it for you just like that?”


  “We have an understanding. Or should I say had?”


  “The past tense wording ‘had’ sits easier with my everincreasing belief in serial monogamy.”


  “Then ‘had’ it shall be.”


  “Great. You bring the biogs, I’ll bring the wine.”


  “Wow Saz, your romantic charm stuns me.”


  “I try. One more thing, what sort of a doctor is he?”


  “Psychiatrist. Sort of.”


  “What sort?”


  Molly sighed and held the phone to her other ear, “Don’t you know anything? You really should watch more daytime TV – he’s famous.”


  “What for?”


  “Loads of stuff – new techniques in group therapy, eliminating drug use – pretty controversial too, totally against shock therapy. Lots of things. Big research programme going on at the moment, he may even be going to take his work into the NHS – what’s left of it. I mean after all, if…”


  “Don’t start on the NHS,” Saz interrupted her, “I don’t have time. Just tell me about North.”


  “Very big time. Famous for saving even more famous drug addicts. Written books about it.”


  “Being famous?”


  Molly, slightly pissed off at having her usual diatribe about the shortcomings of the NHS cut short yet again, didn’t feel like playing along.


  “No. I’ve probably got some of his research findings at home if you really want to have a look.”


  “The biogs will do for a start. Oh … and don’t tell your friendly librarian what you want them for.”


  “You’re not the only clever one around here, Saz. I’d already decided I’d tell her I was applying for a job and I’d heard he might be on the interviewing panel. They get that all the time.”


  “And I thought you were hanging on my every word.”


  “I can listen and think at the same time, you know.”


  “So can I… I’m thinking of your long back, of running my index finger slowly down the gentle curve of your spine, just down to that little dip where it turns into your delicious bum …”


  “Enough! I’m at work, woman!”


  “You started it, and anyway, I’ve decided you should consider making love to me your life’s work, slowly, delicately, with just a hint of passionate abandon …”


  Saz hung up, blew an airborne kiss to Molly on the other side of the river and jumped into the shower for the second time that day. An hour later she was walking into Vogue House, dressed in her best nice young lady clothes, posing as an American TV researcher. Having successfully negotiated the terrors of reception (nineteen-year-old bimbette, head to toe in ’70’s retro-groove, thinner than strictly necessary – even in that business) she was in the library, poring through their files. Two hours later she had a looming headache and twenty-five photocopied sheets mentioning Maxwell North directly, in passing or in conjunction with his wife, and all in glowing terms such as “The handsome Dr North”, “Maxwell North and his glamorous wife”, “Lord So-and-so with his good friend Max North”.


  She left with a feeling of overkill. If nothing else, Maxwell North was well-loved by the society press. He seemed to have attended at least half of all the charity balls in London in the past five years, always looking immaculately well-groomed and often with his “glamorous” wife on his arm. Caron North was small, thin, blonde and pretty in that pale way the upper-class English so often have. In photos her prettiness was overshadowed by her husband’s classic American good looks – tall, squarejawed, lots of hair and big, round, baby eyes. Saz loathed them both on sight.


  That night, after a little light sex, dinner and more dessert-inspired fumbling, Saz and Molly sat semi-dressed on the balcony overlooking the heath. The late spring weather was unusually warm and Molly had insisted they take full advantage of it, dining half in the flat and half on the balcony. Saz was re-reading the fifth biography in the pile Molly had brought home for her.


  “See, there’s just something odd going on here – none of these seem to tell exactly the same story.”


  “It’s probably the writers Saz, just making things up because it’s easier than checking the facts. They always do that.”


  “Sometimes your cynicism astounds me. Anyway, I don’t think it is laziness. This one is the very first article. Dated 1978. All the others, which were written between ’81 and ’92 say he first lived in Boston from 1966 to the early seventies, no specifics. Then he travelled for a while, came to Britain in 1973, studied more, married into her family dynasty and became the great man he is today.”


  “So?”


  “Well, this first one says he left Harvard in ’66, worked in Boston until 1970, travelled a bit, moved to San Francisco and then came to Britain. None of the others even mention San Francisco, yet that’s where all his work started according to you.”


  “All I know is that he started the Process stuff in San Francisco. Anyway, from what I remember of his theories, one of the most important things is that the past doesn’t matter. I know that when I saw him at a lecture once and this guy asked him about the start of his work, North practically bit his head off – in a very charming way of course, you must remember, Dr North is incredibly charming – but he made a big fuss about how the past isn’t relevant and it’s not where we’ve come from but where we’re going, all the same old stuff really.”


  “So maybe he was lying about the past to these journalists?”


  “That’s hardly likely, it should be easy enough to check. Maybe he really doesn’t think it matters. Or whoever wrote it just got the travelling years mixed up. What does it matter where he lived? I’d be more interested in the travelling stuff anyway, if I were you. God, I wish my parents had been rich enough to let me swan off round the world for a few years and ‘find myself! Do they say where he went?”


  “Travelled the States mostly, and South America, South-east Asia.”


  “Draft-dodging?”


  “Chronic asthma.”


  “Lucky him. Come on babe, let’s go to bed, I’m not used to you having a working life – I didn’t realize it leeched into dinner as well.”


  “That wasn’t enough for you?”


  “That, my darling, was just an appetizer – I want the main course.”


  “Eat more pasta then, there’s some left on my plate. I’m sorry, I know I’m being boring about this … I get really involved when I’m starting to find out about someone.”


  “Well, come and find out more about me – it’s only been three months, I’m sure I must have some secrets you could unearth.”


  “Oh, all right, seeing as you’re looking so good and so sexy and warm and soft and so very delicious …”


  Saz was silenced as Molly kissed her and pulled her to her feet, the two women walked back into the bedroom, laughing as they pulled off their clothes for the third time that night, easier this time as Saz hadn’t bothered to do up the buttons on her shirt yet again. Now, in the dark of Molly’s room, away from the prying eyes of those walking beneath the balcony and away from the clatter of plates and pasta their lovemaking was fierce. Saz ran her tongue around Molly’s mouth, tasting the sweet garlic and cold wine mix, then down her neck to the line between her breasts, taste sensation turning to slight salt from the sweat they had created earlier, were recreating now. Their sex life was still full of the joys of first passion, only slightly muted by a beginner’s working knowledge of each other’s bodies. Molly had soon sussed how to make Saz come quickly and easily but was still fascinated by how else she could manage to tease and tempt her new lover into giving up the secrets of her flesh, secrets Saz didn’t yet even know she possessed, secrets she was more than happy to look for and then surrender.


  After they had made love, Saz left Molly sleeping soundly and went back out to the kitchen. She made herself a cup of sweet tea and spread all the papers out on the table, opened her notebook and began to compile a chronological list of North’s life. As far as she could tell, Maxwell North had come from a very well-respected East Coast family, followed the traditional private school route to Harvard and then worked in a medical practice in Boston from 1966, moved to England in 1973, marrying the furnishing heiress Caron McKenna in 1978 when he was an eligible thirty-five and she a mere slip of a girl at twenty-one. He was always reported in glowing terms and had pioneered several new types of therapy, dealing primarily with personality disorders and various addictions. But what all of the articles and biographies had in common was that with the exception of the one written in 1978, all stated he had come to England in 1973. None of the others however, mentioned specifically what he was doing in the years 1970 to ’73. Either he was travelling, as was reported in the 1978 article, or doing nothing worth mentioning in any of the others, and somehow, Saz just couldn’t seem to believe that. “Oh no wonderboy, anybody who does so well for the rest of his career that he rates this much attention, can’t possibly have gone quiet for almost four years. I think you probably were ‘travelling’ – and there’s nothing wrong with that, especially not for a nice wealthy boy like you – so why not tell the journalists? Even Protestant work ethic allows a couple of years off for good behaviour – unless of course what you’re not telling is that it wasn’t good behaviour at all?”


  Saz yawned and looked at Molly’s old grandfather clock, surprised to see it was suddenly four in the morning.


  “Bloody hell, time flies when you’re digging through someone else’s past. Fuck this, I think I’ve had enough of doctors for one night. Well, maybe not ALL doctors …”


  And Saz went back to bed to wake Molly and inform her that they had a good few hours before she had to get up for her run and therefore Molly had every reason to be thankful. About fifteen minutes after she had been slowly but surely awakened, Molly expressed her gratitude with a long, shuddering yell that also disturbed her downstairs neighbour, who tossed in his sleep, muttering disparaging comments about the voracious appetites of the neighbourhood cats.


  On the other side of London in South Kensington, Dr Maxwell North stretched uncomfortably in his sleep and reached out for a comforting hand, but of course his wife was not there. It was past five o’clock and Caron was upstairs in her small home studio, deciding which of the razor sharp chisels she should use to cut into the fine block of virgin ebony she had before her. She made her choice and began the slow and painstaking job of uncovering the figure she knew lay quiet beneath the dark wood.
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