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  It is one thing to mortify curiosity, another to conquer it.


  Robert Louis Stevenson, The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde




  
    
  


  ONE


  So here I am back at Faversham House: second time in nine months. Not good news, as Roger would say.


  Theres that same smell of cooking, which reminds me of school only its worse. And theres the same sound of people playing pool down the corridor in the common room. If I
  listen hard enough to the click-clack of the balls hitting against one another I get wound up, a sort of hot, impatient feeling like Im going to go mad and theres not one thing I
   or anybody else, come to that  can do about it. When that happens I look into the pit, the place I can see into when I close my eyes. Its full of people mainly, but there are
  strange creatures in there too, ones I cant identify. But, then, who are we to think weve discovered all the species that inhabit the planet?


  Can you spell me the word world backwards? Dr Murdo asked, when Roger and Diane brought me in and we were all sitting together in the consulting room. And I
  couldnt. It was like I was staring down a kaleidoscope and the letters were twisting and turning, exploding into colours.


  And what you were doing last Tuesday?


  Now it was as if I was looking over the edge of a well and couldnt tell if what I couldnt see was a few inches or a few miles away.


  I dont know.


  Georgia, Roger whispered, we were in Barcelona. In Gauds cathedral  dont you remember?


  I looked at him. The way he had said my name had brought me up, made me swallow. Can I go home now? I asked.


  And I didnt really need the answer. I already knew.


  Dr Murdo cleared his throat. No, Georgia. I would like you to stay here, he said. For a few days anyway . . . just to see how you get on.


  Pause.


  Ideally Id like you to say youll stay voluntarily.


  I knew what this meant, too. Okay.


  Roger and Diane left. Through my window I watched them talking in the car park. Diane had her head bowed; Roger was holding her by both elbows. After a bit he hugged her. None of that bothered
  me. What got to me was seeing Fudge sitting in the front seat of our car. He knew what the deal was. His ears were pricked, and even though I couldnt see his eyes I could tell they had that
  worried expression he gets when people slam doors or start shouting in our house. I wanted to stroke him, tell him how much I loved him and needed him, tell him how everything would be okay. And
  because I couldnt I began to get that intense feeling again. So I lay down and closed my eyes.


  *


  Dr Murdo came back into my room about half an hour later. Id like you to take these, he said, placing a small plastic phial on my bedside table with two
  blue pills in the bottom.


  What are they?


  Theyre sedatives, Georgia. Once youve had a good nights rest youre going to feel a whole lot better.


  I knew he was right. So I took them.


  And I want you to read this, he said, placing a folder next to the empty phial.


  Read what?


  Its what you wrote last time you were here.


  Dr Murdo took a step back and folded his arms, trying to be less doctor-like, trying to give the impression that he wasnt in charge of a thirty-bedded in-patient unit for people of
  all ages, with mental-health problems, who require specialist care during an acute phase of their illness.


  I have to say, youre a very good writer, Georgia, he said.


  I know that.


  How do you know that?


  Because I got an A in my A level.


  He had one finger on the folder, as if he was pressing a button. That doesnt surprise me in the least, Georgia, not in the least, he said. Now he had a hand on the door.
  Once youve read it again and youve had a good rest then we can talk about it. In the context of your present situation I think well find it a good starting point.
  Okay?


  Okay.


  The next morning, I started to read.


  
    
  


  TWO


  Adopted


  Whats so strange about wanting to find out where youve come from if youre adopted? Let me tell you: its the first thing you want to know. Who your
  parents are. How they met. What they thought, said and did when they discovered they were pregnant with you. How come they decided it was in your best interests that they give you up?
  And how come its give up and not give away?


  I think about my mother a lot. More than I do about my father. Did she die in childbirth? In pain? Did she have me in prison? Was she a murderess? Or was she a prostitute  what Roger
  calls a tart and Diane a working girl? Or was she nothing more than just a 1990s version of a chav or a scally? One of those girls you see in the market, with a big belly and pink, pimply skin?


  Sometimes when Im in town, waiting for the bus or just hanging out, I find myself staring down at the pavement and thinking, yes, I must be the child of a 1990s version of a chav because
  I know that gutter, that paving stone. This was a place my real mother used to bring me in my pushchair before she gave me up; this place is part of my old life. I dont like the idea that I
  may have been two or even three before I was given new parents. It freaks me out.


  We got you when you were five weeks old, Diane told me, in her matter-of-fact way, when I asked her about this. Not that I believed her then any more than I believe anything she
  says now.


  And did you choose me?


  In a sense.


  What do you mean, in a sense?


  Well, really you chose us.


  How come?


  There werent as many babies up for adoption in 1991. We had to join a very long queue. Roger used to ring up every day.


  I think even Diane could see that she was digging a hole for herself. Dont adopting parents usually tell their kids they went up and down a line of cots and finally chose the special one
   you, of course? Now she was saying how it was.


  So basically it was me or nothing.


  Diane was chopping something at the breakfast bar. She looked like that guy in Psycho when she stopped what she was doing, looked up and started stabbing the air with the knife.


  Georgia, when we saw you we couldnt have been any more sure, she said, with one of her lights on-off smiles.


  Its not as if its been a truly burning desire to know about my parents, but it is a need that is always there, like a sleeping dog. The dog gets disturbed and stands up  it
  might just flop down the next minute and go on sleeping, or it might start moseying around; it might even start digging. Just like Fudge. You can never tell. All you know is that the question is
  there, like a dripping tap or daylight around your curtains when youre trying to get some sleep. In the end youre going to have to get out of bed and sort it out.


  I am going to find my parents. Its possible  more than possible, actually. In fact, if I dont track them down Ill be one of the unlucky ones. Im not
  nave enough to think that everythings going to be super-cool once we make contact. Ive sat in front of the news often enough to know that the world is a pretty unpredictable
  place and the one thing you shouldnt ever forget is that you never know whats around the next corner. But at least having some of these questions answered is going to stop the
  spirits.


  Barrett


  Barretts an interesting guy.


  His dad has got kids the world over, so Barretts got a brother in Seattle, a sister in Rome, a brother in Miami, another in Frankfurt. Hes only seen his father three times but on
  each occasion hes brought Barrett one of his records as a present. Barrett keeps these albums on display in a locked cabinet, which he says he used to call his museum when he was a kid (and
  still does now, if I know Barrett, because even though hes twenty-three hes the kind of guy who still sucks his thumb on the quiet).


  Thats my dad there, he told me once, pointing through the glass at the record sleeve, which was a flag of red, gold and green, with the band silhouetted in black in front of
  the red bit. They all had a lot of hair.


  Was he a Rasta?


  Still is.


  Where does he live now?


  Between the sea and a river. Hes a fisherman when hes not touring.


  Barretts dad used to play with Bob Marley and the Wailers and Peter Tosh and King Tubby. Id heard of Bob Marley, of course, but not the others  not until I met Sula and
  started going to the gigs. You cant really tell if its true about him playing with the Wailers. I mean, shouldnt he be rich and famous, then? But quite often its really
  not important whats true and what isnt. Its more important what you feel to be true. On the whole feelings are more reliable than knowings.


  But what interests me about Barrett and his dad is that it just goes to show that you dont really need a father  all you need is to know is that youve got one. I mean, what
  apart from three pieces of vinyl has his dad ever given him? Nothing. But if he hadnt got those albums, if his mother had just told him, Sorry, I dont know who your father is,
  it all happened late at night in a car park, then Barrett would be like me  forever wondering.


  Ben hasnt got such a colourful past.


  He grew up in Wales in some mountains. His father had a stroke when Ben was twelve  One morning he woke up and it was like hed frozen, Georgia  and his mother
  is a colour therapist, which is something she trained to do to help Bens father, and which is something that earns her good money now. Its true what they say about good stuff coming
  out of bad, that every cloud has a silver lining. If it didnt the world would be in trouble, I suppose. But sometimes I see Ben looking real sad. It seems the only time he is properly happy
  is when hes playing bass. Then you see a smile light his whole face and all of a sudden hes so relaxed, as if hes managed to dodge ahead of his trials and tribulations, like
  you can in a crowd when you think people are following you. So theres someone with a dad absent through illness. You cant win, can you?


  Sula has had sex with Ben and Barrett, but only at the beginning when Ozymandias got together. Girl singers usually have sex with the band. Thats rock n roll for you. I
  sleep with her now. If ever we have to stop over we go somewhere like Hotel Ibis, Etap, or Novotel and well take a double.


  I really like the smell of you, I told her one night.


  I really like the smell of you, too, Sula whispered in my ear, and that seemed like such a perfect compliment it made me wonder if I hadnt unconsciously complimented her to
  get it back. Which then made me feel a bit insecure. But whats weird is that Ive never been properly jealous of Sula. Ive seen boys trying to pick her up and Ive seen
  her half flirting back, but its never bothered me. Maybe Im not possessive or maybe it would be different if we were having sex  were not, though.


  Bens brother, Drew, is training to be a shaman.


  Clockwise


  If I take Fudge for a walk in Meanwood Park, I go clockwise: down to the beck; over the bridge; through the woods; turn right to where the old lady lived in Sunny Nook until she
  moved and the house was vandalized; then back down to the tennis courts and home.


  And that was something I did unconsciously, well before things started to come on top.


  They should do a study. Get some athletes to run clockwise and anti-clockwise around a track and see how different their times are. Or get people to write down their dreams and see whether they
  turned left or right when they were asleep.


  A couple of times Ive done experiments of my own: gone anticlockwise around the park on purpose, or into town from the Burley side, rather than via Mabgate. And always something has
  happened. One time in the park Fudge got into a fight; another time he just vanished for twenty minutes, and that always puts me in a spin. Once by the bus station a weirdo tried to abduct me:
  My cat has just had a litter of kittens and theyre all mackerel. Would you like to see them? Yeah, right!


  I used to think it was my vibe that was deciding these things: that Fudge was behaving differently because of me. Now I realize its not. Most definitely not. There is energy inside you,
  and there is energy external to you. The problem is, the boundary between the two is always shifting, like a patch of quicksand. When I take Fudge around the cemetery at the far end of the park,
  for instance, one day hell piss on the headstones, the next hell stick to me like a piece of chewing gum. Why? Because without you being aware of it something has moved.


  Knowing how to handle psychic energy requires training, Drew is fond of telling me. You wouldnt try to tune an engine without knowing about mechanics, would you?
  Exactly the same principle.


  Dub


  Dub. Dub-step.


  I like the bass so deep its sub-bass, so low you cant actually hear it  just feel it in your spine. And it holds you there, like youre a jelly quivering in a
  bowl.


  Oh, Lord! Pull up! Rewind.


  In fact, I like all the bass frequencies: the ones that crackle in your ankles; the ones that fizz in your knees; the ones that make you feel like youre sandwiched between two mattresses
  and every ounce of air is being pushed slowly and surely out of your lungs. The ones that make your teeth rattle like theyre going to fall out on the floor in front of you. Watch the
  ride!


  One morning I had missed the bus and Roger was driving me to school. We were listening to Desert Island Discs, and there was this guy on who was explaining how he had come to choose a
  song. He was saying that when he first heard the first line of the first verse  the one that goes something like Well, bless my soul whats wrong with me?
   he knew he was home: he had arrived.


  Thats just how it was for me! Roger said.


  Same song? I asked, trying to sound interested.


  No, mine was rock Around The Clock by Bill Haley.


  Oh, right.


  But if Im being honest, thats exactly how it was for me, too. And it was such a weird sensation. I queued up for the gig, paid my five pounds, got a stamp on the back of my hand,
  went in  and bang: there I was. It was as if it was just a question of time before I got there. And what was so odd was that I didnt even know I had been looking for it until I found
  it. Talk about the Lock and Key Theory.


  Ozymandias is Sulas band. Sulas going to be a star. I love Sula.


  Shes older than me by four years, but when I got invited back to their place by her brother one day we just hit it off. Another of those Lock and Key moments, I took one look at her and
  thought, This persons going to be a friend and shes going to make some kind of a difference, a big difference.


  I think the fact that Im adopted fascinated her. To begin with anyway. She would paint her own fantasies on me. Perhaps your father was a sailor and he sailed away and he
  didnt even know he had left you behind, or Perhaps your parents want you back, Georgie. That used to freak me out, the fact that someone had actually said that to me.
  But thats Sula for you  she speaks her mind. Everything is the truth; even lies are the truth because they exist, shes fond of saying.


  It was Sulas mum, Christine, who came up with the name for the band. Christine wants to be a writer and when she went on a creative-writing course Ozymandias was one of the
  poems they had to study. As soon as the band heard the word, they knew it was right. Yet another of those instances where you know something is meant without having to think about it too carefully.
  The poem was written over two hundred years ago. I dont think any of us has read it through, but Ben puts some of the lines on the flyers, random stuff, like Look and Despair, ye
  mighty, or King of Kings, or The lone sands stretch far away.


  I love the gigs, every second of them. Ozymandias play weddings, christenings, birthdays  theyve even done funerals! And then, of course, they play bigger venues in places like
  Liverpool, Birmingham and Bristol. At those gigs you have some heavy-duty sound systems, which means the night invariably turns into pretty full-on Drum N Bass roast. But at around three in
  the morning, doesnt matter where you are, you get what I like: dub.


  Dub makes me feel totally eerie. Its like potholing  theres no better way of describing it  dark, endless, mysterious, like youre walking through dripping
  caves: drip, drip, crash, crash, echo, reverb. And you can see and hear what you want to in there, as if the songs have a dialogue going on, as if the bass lines are a series of questions and
  answers. A song might start with de-de-de-de-doh-dah-dah, which could be Did you ever think youd see me again  and the answer, dah-dad-dah-de-dah-dah, which could be
  I wasnt sure but I hoped so bad.


  E


  When youre rushing and the party is really swinging . . . there can be no better feeling.


  Who cares if its not real? As long as you remember youve taken a pill and this is why your forehead fizzes like one of Dianes solpadeines in water, and this is why you can
  feel the music talking in your bones and you cant help talking back, and this is why everyone in the room looks like theyre your oldest, bestest friend  as long as you can
  remember all this . . . while youre in the zone . . . I cant see the problem.


  Fudge


  Fudge just disappears. One minute hes in front of me, the next hes gone. And I cant see him anywhere  there are just too many people. It was like the
  time Roger, Diane and I went to Parliament square in London for year 2000 celebrations. You couldnt see the pavement for people.


  So Im shouting: Fudge, Fudgie . . . here. Fudge, please come back. And all the time Im thinking what a bloody idiot I am because he wasnt on his lead;
  in fact he wasnt even wearing his collar. And I start to get that sinking, collapsing sensation when all you can feel in your stomach is an empty pain. I suppose thats why they
  invented the word gutted.


  To be fair, some of the people in the crowd do stop and help, or try to. A couple of them even point and shout at me as if theyve spotted him. But when I stretch to see what theyre
  pointing at its not Fudge at all: its another dog, someone elses dog, ones white, anothers black  nothing remotely like my very own Fudge-coloured Fudge.
  It seems these seconds of hope are designed to disappoint me over and over.


  And then I do see him. Hes the other side of a road. Its quite a busy road, the one in front of Big Ben. He looks lost and I can tell that he knows it, too: he keeps looking up at
  the people either side of him who are waiting to cross. Every time he lifts his head I see the cream patch he has under his chin. Im so happy Ive found him. Im standing
  straight again and alls well with the world.


  And then he sees me. First his tail goes up, then his ears, then he bounds forward. Some of the people who are waiting for the lights to change try to stop him. But he is too quick. He
  doesnt see the lorry coming. Why? Because he is looking at me.


  This is a dream I have quite regularly. And always I wake up gasping. Like Ive been swimming under water and have burst through the surface, which looks like a shimmering ceiling of
  mercury from underneath. Which isnt a bad analogy really, since being woken suddenly from a nightmare is a bit like crashing through from one world into another.


  It takes me hours to get back to sleep after Ive had this particular dream. I just cant get the images out of my mind, cant believe Ive lost Fudge, who at that time
  is my only friend. The sound of traffic doesnt help either. We live two streets back from the ring road, and all night long cars and lorries sweep up and down it. Theres traffic in my
  dreams, traffic outside my window: its hard to keep the two places apart.


  Grandma Myers


  So there I was, standing one side of the grave between Roger and Diane, with Uncle Rob, Aunt Yvette and Orlando the other side, like we were in a mirror, trying to connect and
  stayed connected to my feelings.


  Not that Id thought I had too many feelings for Grandma Myers. Not since I was about twelve and we were in Filey (I was always being shipped off to Filey: Grandma Myers had a share in a
  flat there) and it had been a very hot day and we had a raging row, and Grandma Myers said, in a deep, booming voice: Now, you listen to me  youre a very lucky young
  person. Which I took to mean if it hadnt been for Roger  and her as well, of course, because she was Rogers mum  if it hadnt been for them, well, I would
  be in the gutter, wouldnt I? Why? Because of all the usual reasons.


  But there was something else. Grandma Myers had said, Now you listen to me, in such a way that it seemed to imply she knew my real parents. She had that sort of adult,
  knowing expression. And it got me thinking and thinking. In fact, I could never really get her words out of my mind after she came out with that. Not until a few years later when I found those
  letters in Rogers safe and things began to make a bit more sense.


  So there we were, standing by the grave, and Im afraid to say I wasnt thinking about Grandma Myers and how much I was going to miss her and how much I hoped God was going to take
  her into his care and look out for her. Not at all. I was actually thinking about Sula, Ben, Barrett and the rest of the crew and how at that moment in time theyd be driving to Preston,
  where they were playing that night. And I was thinking how much I wished I was with them. They would be on the M62, passing the house that refused to move when they built the motorway and so the
  road had to go either side of it, pulled apart like a massive elastic band. Then theyd arrive at the venue and start setting up. If I had been with them I would be helping Barrett with his
  kit  he lets me carry the tom cases and some of the cymbals, but thats it: Im not allowed to touch the hardware.


  And all the while the priest was reading from his prayer book. in my fathers house, there are many dwelling places. If there were not, would I have told you that I am going to
  prepare a place for you?


  And suddenly I began to feel proper guilty. Was there something wrong with me? Here I was, standing three metres away from a corpse in a box, surrounded by Grandma Myerss friends and
  relations, all fidgeting and sniffing into their hankies, wishing I was in Cumbria with my friends. Grandma Myers is dead, Grandma Myers is dead, I kept repeating to myself, staring
  hard at the roots that the gravediggers had exposed when they were digging down to get to where Grandpa Myers was. And for a moment I was frightened.


  But not for long, though, as it was then that I had the distinct impression I would see Grandma Myers again. And perhaps not before time. I was staring fixedly at the grave, which was like a
  doorway into the underworld. There didnt seem to be anything weird or frightening about the realization. The Egyptians had antechambers next to the tombs of their dead, didnt they?
  Where they brought gifts and offered prayers to the spirits on the other side? And the Greeks had the oracle, didnt they? And the Amazonians . . .


  The shamans in the jungle fast on special diets of plants and herbs, Drew told me one dawn, as we watched the sun rise from under us (we were sitting in the Devils Chair
   at least, that was what Drew called it, a sort of amphitheatre of stone in an old quarry in Leeds). They do these ceremonies deep in the jungle where they go into heightened states
  of consciousness, where they meet with spirits: the spirits of the trees and plants . . . animal spirits and spirits of the dead. The shamans are wizards, Georgia: they transcend time and space.
  Where they go, everything is alive. There is no such thing as death in the Western sense of the word.


  Theyre tripping, you mean? I tried to interrupt him.


  They would be insulted by that interpretation  because for them the places they visit and the people they meet during their ceremonies are just as real as reality is for
  us.


  Head


  The time I came into the sitting room and found Roger giving Diane head!


  Diane was standing with her back to the door and Roger was kneeling in front of her, pretty much out of sight. All I could see were his ankles. In the split second of walking in on them I
  thought he must be proposing marriage or something, like Prince Charming. Then I caught up with myself, and thought, Hang on a minute  theyre married already . . . Theres
  something else going on here. And then I saw Dianes knickers lying on the floor, right in front of my feet.


  There was a girl at school, Belinda R, who told me she often heard her parents shagging and how it really upset her to the point of being traumatized and how she couldnt listen but was in
  the room right next door to them and couldnt help it. The weekends were the worst. Her parents would get back from the pub, pissed up, and might be at it for an hour or more. And it was so
  rough the windows rattled in their frames.


  We had just started psychology A level and we had an answer for everything in those days. Belinda was envious of her mother, who was getting it when she wasnt. Belinda was witnessing the
  conception of a new brother or sister and was already jealous of it. Belinda was a repressive degenerate who hadnt come to terms with her own sexuality and therefore couldnt come to
  terms with anybody elses. Belinda was a mess: if shed been more sussed, the sound of her parents enjoying themselves wouldnt trouble her  why should it?


  But seeing Roger and Diane like that, so suddenly, took me completely by surprise. Diane had one foot up on the arm of the sofa. She was wearing her pleated white tennis skirt, which was short
  anyway, and with her in this position I could see both cheeks of her arse. Roger had one hand on the back of her right thigh, the straight one, and the skin was white where he was digging in. He
  had his other hand in front of him and, with his fingers outstretched to form a pyramid shape, I remember thinking how he looked like a sprinter waiting for the gun at the start of a race. Diane
  wasnt exactly moaning, but she was breathing hard. And even though she had her back to me I could tell she had on that stony expression of hers.


  I could have backtracked without even turning around and I dont think they would have been any the wiser. But I didnt. Something in me wanted them to know I was there, that I had
  seen what they were up to. It wouldnt have been any good just to sneak off.


  Oh, sorree . . . !


  You should have seen their faces, first Dianes, then Rogers.


  It was Roger who spoke first. Georgia!


  Then Diane: Georgia, out . . . Now!


  So this was them having sex, only it wasnt the type of sex that was capable of having me.


  Insurance


  Roger is always on about insurance. Insurance this, insurance that.


  Its a way of spreading the risk.


  Spreading the risk? I asked once, and wished I hadnt.


  Well, if a hundred people each own a valuable painting, worth, say, ten thousand pounds, and they each pay an insurance premium of one hundred pounds a year, then when one person has his
  picture stolen the insurance company can give him the ten thousand pounds to buy another.


  What happens if two people get their picture stolen in a year?


  The answer to this was cryptic, if thats the right word for it. Maybe in the year following no one would have their painting stolen.


  What I dont like about insurance is that its all about the future. Its got nothing whatsoever to do with the past, and what is the future, or the present come to that,
  without the past?


  And what pisses me off is that when Roger goes into money-making mode he makes out Im so immature about what he calls responsibility. Not that I want his imaginary painting. But when we
  were having this discussion about its being stolen I could see a look in his eye that sort of said: Dont get excited, I might not burden you with the responsibility of giving you this
  painting  when the time comes maybe Ill give it to someone else who appreciates its value and how precious it is.


  I dont like it when people go into coin mode  they go weird. It makes me feel like shouting: I dont want your fucking painting!


  You can see what Diane is thinking, though. Just keep quiet. She knows which side her bread is buttered. And this pisses me off, too: the way she handles Roger. I know how to handle him just as
  well as she does, but Im not going to nod like one of those animals you see in the back window of some cars.


  I want to be myself. Im going to be myself. And to be that I have to know who I am and where Ive come from. Past. Present. Future.


  Jobs


  Jobs equal money and I know Roger would approve of me saying this, but I actually enjoyed my job at Holland & Barrett. I also enjoyed him taking an interest in it.


  Tell me what an open question is again, he kept asking me, when I got back the first day.


  You dont say, Have you got a sore throat? you say, What kind of symptoms have you been getting?


  Incredible!


  And then you ask, How long have you been having the symptoms?


  Brilliant!


  Each morning at breakfast, he would spend a good ten minutes turning my house keys over and over in his fingers, reading the bullet points on the key ring they give you as soon as you start your
  training, bullet points to remind you of the all the open questions youve got to remember to come up with. Medication; Lifestyle; Diet; Allergies? Try any Holland &
  Barrett product before?


  Do you know? I want a job at this place! he would say.


  So when I borrowed sixty quid from the till to get Drew and me a train ticket to Manchester and a cab home at two a.m. and got caught out by Claire the following Monday and got finished, I had
  to be careful what I said to Roger. I told him that unfortunately Id had a personality clash with the manageress.


  Yes, that is unfortunate, Roger said grimly. Very unfortunate.


  When Barrett learnt Id got the push, he was understanding in a Barrett-like way. Nah, you dont want to get involved in that thieving, Georgie. Do it often enough and
  itll become a habit. Why dont you do the door with Hazel? You can earn a few quid that way.


  Which was sweet of him, seeing as Id just owned up to having my hand in the till.


  And Drew gives me a few pills to sell, too. Its amazing how much you can earn in just an hour or two, because although theyre cheap, these days, the punters buy more of them. In
  fact, when someone comes over to check if youre juggling, thats your first question: How many do you want?


  And joggers.


  I see them every day, rain or shine, when I walk Fudge. I know most of them must be regulars and I must see the same ones over and over, but theres only one or two I recognize. And
  thats on account of their tracksuits, which goes to show how sexy they are with the dark patches of sweat between their shoulders, their running shoes and their drinking bottles shaped like
  babys rattles. You hear them running up behind you . . . bam . . . bam . . . bam . . . and then you have to get out of the way to let them pass, because if its raining they stamp in
  the mud and you get splattered. They carry on as if its their bloody park.


  Sometimes when its been a long night and Im still buzzing, in that twilight space where youre still up but youre not, and Im in the park trying to clear my
  head, these joggers really get me down. When they run past you they create turbulence in the air, and they manage somehow to get into your space. Lately Ive been finding I have to hold my
  breath as they come up behind me, then when theyve gone past expel it very slowly, and sometimes in a special way, to prevent it getting back into me, to get rid of their energy once and for
  all.


  Ketamine


  Im not doing ketamine again. Not after Blackburn. And I never went anywhere near the keyhole.


  To begin with the high was so pure and buzzy, and even though I was stumbling and falling into stuff I knew I would be safe, that no harm would come to me. It was like I was walking on air or a
  mattress of clouds; that, or I was one step behind myself, if that makes sense.


  And then I felt horny. Rewind. Unbelievably horny. And so did Ben . . . for me. He would not give up gawping at me with that wanton, rampant expression he has sometimes. And I didnt want
  to go with Ben. Not at all. Ben was a mate, not someone you snogged, not even on a bad day. But he wouldnt let up. And that was where it went wrong.


  I had my eye on a boy called Zac. Hes one of the best chessplayers in the UK and travels all over Europe competing in tournaments: a bit of a geek. But that night, he could have done with
  me as he pleased. He was dancing at the back of the hall with his shirt off. He wasnt dancing with anyone, he was just into the music, zoned, into himself. There was not a hair on his chest,
  only a gold ring through one nipple. My eyes were a pair of magnets: I couldnt stop looking at him. The problem was that, although he was pretending he was just into himself, he was into
  Sula. That was why he was standing in front of Dan as he knew that the singer and the sound engineer always have to be in visual contact, especially at the smaller clubs where the acoustics can be
  dodgy, not to put too fine a point on it. And even though Sula had made it quite obvious before the gig that she wasnt interested in Zac, he wasnt going to give up.


  So there was all this energy going about, and going nowhere at the same time. And suddenly it was like someone had flipped over a coin: I didnt like the buzz any more. Sure I felt
  physically good, my arms were sleepy and light at the same time, but I wasnt happy with the mental space. And then everything came down, like a house of cards. I didnt like the number
  the band were playing. I didnt like the club: the toilets were scuzzy and there was a pervy bloke behind the bar. I didnt like Blackburn, period: what a shit-hole! I wasnt
  looking forward to the journey home in the mini-bus because probably Ben would be sitting next to me, which he had been on the way out. I wasnt looking forward to the next day. I
  wasnt looking forward to the next week . . . Or to the rest of my life, come to that.


  I went out the back. Drew was sitting on the bonnet of a car smoking a spliff.


  You want to let go of that stuff, Georgie, he said, after I had told him that everywhere I looked there just seemed to be doors closing, that I had that edgy feeling when you know
  even before youve done, thought or said anything that its not going to work out. That everythings crap, basically. You want to rise above that, Georgie.


  How can I? I cant.


  Let go of it, just rise over it like youre flying.


  How?


  Drew moved along the bonnet. Sit here. Put your hands on your knees. Close your eyes. Now listen. And he started whistling and shaking a piece of newspaper.


  Come on, Drew . . .


  Listen, Georgia.


  At first I just thought it was ridiculous: us two sitting in a car park doing some weird meditation; then I thought, Hey, at least Im laughing, thats an improvement, so I listened
  a bit closer. Drew couldnt whistle to save his life  in fact, he wasnt really whistling at all, he was just blowing through his lips; then he started humming instead of
  blowing. It wasnt exactly a tune, it was more a melody. Da-la-la-la-lala-la . . . And waving the newspaper, which sounded like a wind rustling the leaves in a tree.


  Still I wasnt convinced. Drew . . .


  Just listen to the melody, Georgie, listen to it carefully.


  I did as Drew said. The melody was very simple. A picture came to me of someone standing on top of a mountain, blowing a horn. I could hear the notes echoing through the hills, distinct and
  lonely-sounding. And what was weird was that I could actually see the music: it was like a tiny comet sailing very slowly up the valley.


  Now move away from the dark . . .


  What?


  That dark place where you are . . . step out of it. Theres some light ahead of you: go and stand in it.


  I dont know if it was still the K working on me, but it really was as simple as Drew made out. There was a patch of sunlight, actually brighter than sunlight, just ahead of me and to the
  right, and all I had to do was go and stand near it. I didnt even have to stand in it. And all the edginess, the blackness, the dread began to ebb out of me.


  Still Drew was waving the newspaper. Keep going, keep going, he whispered.


  What do you mean?


  Stand in the light, Georgia  youre not in the light yet. Dont hold back.


  So I stepped forward. As soon as I did so Drews whistling and humming sounded much louder. It was all around my ears, down the back of my neck, in my hair. And the rustling newspaper
  sounded more and more like a breeze in the branches of a tree. In fact, the sound was indistinguishable. And suddenly, out of the blue, I had a vision of myself actually sitting under a tree, the
  silver birch I always sit under when I walk Fudge in Meanwood Park and the grass is dry. The roots form a sort of seat, and sometimes I can sit there for hours, just staring over the valley to the
  Ridge opposite, peeling away the ash-coloured bark.


  It all started to get weird from then on.


  And I see white or silver, Georgie . . . can you see silver?


  What do you mean?


  I see flashes of silver above you and around you. Youre sitting on the ground and theres silver everywhere, like its confetti.


  Drew, I want to stop this now.


  Weve only just started . . .


  Drew, I want to stop.


  London


  The three of us  Roger, Diane and I  went to London on a day return when I was eleven to see Cats. When we arrived at kings Cross Roger went straight
  to an ATM.


  In those days he and I had a game that when he was entering his PIN he would shield his fingers as they were doing the typing, and I would pretend not to be looking when I was. I dont
  doubt Roger would have told me his PIN had I asked, but the point of the game was that it was a guarded secret. There was something on this ATM, however, which he really was trying to conceal. It
  turned out to be a piece of ordinary lined A4 paper, cut out in the shape of a heart and about the size of an orange, and stuck on to the fascia with a glug of glue.


  Someone  a kid, it was obvious  had coloured the outside edge blue with biro and had written in the middle the simple words Dad, we love you. Call us. They
  hadnt even said who they were.


  Whats that? I asked Roger.


  Roger scratched his head. You could tell he was pretending he was confused by the machine, when in fact the screen was already saying: Please wait for your cash.


  Whats that? I asked him again.


  Stations, and this area in particular, are well known for homeless people, he explained eventually.


  What do you mean?


  Well, it looks like someones dad has left home and not come back.


  That was when I knew that originally I was from London, that my real parents were living somewhere in this giant city with its carpet of houses, its thunder of traffic, a never-ending background
  loop.


  Methley


  It was in the Methley I saw Grandma Myers the first time after she had died.


  Its a good night in the Methley  you get a load of dreads, an old-school dub scene no mistake. I know its called I-tal Night and theyre keeping it real for a reason,
  but theyre tolerant of pills there, more so than in Leeds and Manchester. So the vibe is good.


  Try one of these, Georgie, Drew said, once the place was about half filled. Drews particular about this: he likes to take his gear early, which means that you peak about the
  time the band comes on, and then if you want more, well, you just take more. That way youre not chasing it, youre letting it happen.


  What is it? A dolphin?


  A dolphin with a difference.


  Oh, yeah? What kind of difference?


  Lets just say its a pink dolphin.


  Stop talking bollocks, Drew, and tell me what youre giving me.


  This, Georgie, was made from a plant that grows in the Amazon jungle  they call it ayahuasca, or Vine of the Soul.


  I made an expression like Drew was a kid and I was the school teacher, but I did notice that he was watching me quite carefully as I took it, almost to the extent that he was swallowing as I
  swallowed, a bit like when youre feeding a baby. The pill didnt taste any different from anything else Id ever taken  perhaps a bit more chalky. Rewind! The aftertaste
  was disgusting, so bitter it made you gag just thinking about it.


  I hung out between the decks and the door. The shape of the hall in the Methley means that they have to have the stacks facing each other, and here more than anywhere you get what Sula calls
  pockets of calm, areas where the bass frequencies from the two stacks cancel one another out. Its a weird phenomenon, a bit like swimming in the sea when all of a sudden you come across
  spots where for no reason the waters freezing cold or proper warm.


  I was surprised how quickly the pill came up  within twenty minutes, which is unusual for me. To start with it was quite visual, a load of floaters, weird green shapes billowing and
  moving like those amoeba cells they make you stare at in biology lessons. It didnt matter if you had your eyes open or closed or whether you were looking into the light or away from it: the
  shapes were just there. I was thinking how unlike anything they were that you could draw  you could see them to study them, but it just seemed impossible for some reason to copy them or put
  them on paper  when suddenly the floor opened up in front of me and I was left standing on a precipice. I was scared now.


  When things threaten to come on top the key is always to listen to the music: feel it, own it, be part of it. Because if you let the conscious bit of you take over, if you listen to yourself,
  youre going to get into trouble. Dont be so cerebral, Sula is fond of telling me, but for some reason I dont find it easy to turn my thoughts off. They were
  playing a King Tubby mix, one of those tunes where you have a lot of guitar on its own, chukah, chukah, and you can hear the silence in between the strokes and the buzz of the static, and
  then suddenly the bass comes in, boom, boom, and you can just imagine the scoops vibrating in their cabinets.


  It wasnt that hard to keep the fear at bay, not with a dub like that. In fact I was beginning to feel a little over-confident, like you do in an aeroplane which is going through
  turbulence and youre convinced youre going to die  then all of a sudden youre out the other side and, surprise, surprise, youre going to live after all. So I
  dared myself to look down at my feet again. This time I wasnt scared  just amazed. Because in front of me there was a staircase, I tell no lie, circular, like a helter-skelter or one
  of those shells that go round and round and you cant see further than the first bend. I heard myself go, Whooaa.


  I felt the fear come up again and I saw it off. But now a sort of knowledge had been given me, literally posted into my thoughts, that I must go down this passageway, there was something there I
  had to see, there was someone there who had something to show me. Yeah, right, I thought, Im not taking even one step down this passage, but my feet seemed to have a different idea. Every
  time the bass went boom, a piece of the ground would dissolve in front of me and Id sink a bit further. I was literally being swallowed by the floor.


  Barrett was standing next to the decks. I tried shouting to him. Barrett! Barrett!


  But of course he couldnt hear me.


  I started failing my arms. Barrett! Barrett!


  Eventually he looked over. I could see his lips say one word, Easy . . . which in my trip I took to mean: Youll take care of this, Georgie, youll be
  cool.


  So I let myself sink.


  At first it seemed just like any subterranean tunnel, pretty much identical to the one in the Dales we went down for my twelfth birthday but had to come up in a rush because Diane started
  breathing really hard and feeling dizzy. This tunnel in the Methley had the same rocky walls and smooth path underfoot and it seemed to be lit in the same way: you could see where you were going if
  you looked hard enough, but you had to go careful. Then I realized there was one big difference. In the walls there were windows, rectangular openings the size of large bricks. These windows had
  shutters of stone and were closed, but you could see chinks of light around the edges. The idea  again, it was like it was posted into my thoughts  was that you could push open the
  window and learn something. I didnt feel frightened, not at all at this point: I felt weirdly in control of myself yet open to the unexpected  and this was cool, too.


  I stopped in front of a window. No, I wouldnt open this one; I went on a bit and stopped in front of another. I remember saying to myself, If I think about it long enough Im
  going to chicken out, so what the hell? Ill have a look. The stone shutter crumbled in my fingers and now I could see what there was on the other side. And I found myself looking down
  on a rave on a beach, two or three hundred kids dancing around a fire, Alex Garland style. What an amazing sight! There were palm trees bending in the breeze, great blankets of white surf unfolding
  on to the flat gold sand. And beautiful music. I dont generally like techno but these tunes were skipping and melodic: you wouldnt be able to keep still if you were at that gig. I
  must have spent an hour staring down at this scene, wishing I was there, but at the same time quite content with my perch, high up on a cliff behind the beach. The kids were really going for it,
  waving their arms in the air, doing all the big fish, little fish, cardboard box hand movements they do at those raves. I thought, Good for them. Respect! You guys know how to enjoy
  yourselves.


  I knew I needed to keep going. So down I went, passing two, maybe three windows that didnt seem right. Then I thought, okay, Im going to have a look through the next
  one, it doesnt matter how it feels. Again the window crumbled in my fingers. And again there was a view of a beach  only this one wasnt nearly so enticing or interesting. It
  was just like the beach at sands end, with a grey sea and grey clouds and grey sand. Not something I wanted to stand in front of staring at any longer than I had to. The only thing to look at was
  two lone people walking hand in hand. They werent old and they werent young; they were just quiet. The energy wasnt good. I felt sad for them, because you could see that they
  obviously werent connected. In the distance, like it was sitting on the sea, was a ship. And the weird thing was this ship had a good energy, and the more I looked and thought about it, it
  seemed there were two poles, like masts, one of good energy and one of bad.


  The third window was more difficult to shift: this one didnt crumble at all, it seemed to swivel on a hinge, and I had to go on tiptoe to see through the bit that opened up to get a
  glimpse of what was on the other side. And guess who was on the other side. Grandma Myers! Shit! I couldnt believe it. It couldnt have been for real. But it was. There she was,
  walking on yet another beach, as clear as day, with her hands behind her back, exactly like Grandma Myers, staring into rock pools, every now and then stopping to gaze into the horizon. Even though
  I was well above her and to one side of her, she turned around the moment I spoke to her.


  Grandma Myers?


  Georgia?


  Grandma Myers, is that really you?


  Of course its me, silly.


  And silly was an affectionate term of Grandma Myerss: it made me more convinced.


  I thought you were dead.


  I am dead.


  So what are you doing walking on that beach?


  Im looking for something.


  What are you looking for?


  Grandma Myers did not answer immediately. Then she said, in a quieter voice, Ive forgotten, Im afraid, and until I remember Im going to be stuck here.


  How do you know that?


  Once again Grandma Myers sounded rather pathetic: I cant remember that either. Silly me!


  Is there anything I can do to help? I asked her, after a period of not knowing what to say.


  No, no, dont you worry about me. Kind of you to ask, though.


  I spun the stone shutter to the closed position, then almost immediately tried to open it again: I wanted to ask Grandma Myers a few more questions or I wanted to say sorry for thinking all
  those things when she was as cold as a stone in her coffin. But it was locked. I spent what seemed like an age hunting for secret buttons, shouting through the cracks  but nothing.


  When I say an age, theres no telling how long anything went on for in that trip: the dimension of time, a dimension that should have been straighter than an arrow, was as twisted
  as a DNA molecule, totally warped. All I can say was that when I got back into the Methley and found myself standing next to Barrett, breathing his smell of coconut, the centre was much fuller than
  I remembered it. So perhaps even two hours could have passed.


  Has the band played yet? I shouted into Barretts ear.


  And from the look on his face I could see how gone he thought I must be.


  I stayed where I was for about another twenty minutes, just to make sure I could handle things on my own and didnt need Barrett, then headed off to find Drew. If he had been in the main
  room he would have been with Dan in the front-of-house desk, and if he had been in the back room he would have been by the monitor, and he wasnt in either of those places. So I went
  outside.


  Whats cool about the Methley is that on a good night theres actually more people outside than in. Just hanging, smoking spliffs, passing the time of night, because at a dub venue
  the sounds are almost as loud out as they are in and you can go along for free, socialize and hear some good plates. There was a good vibe that night. Two mobile food stalls were open for business:
  one selling jerk chicken, the other cheeseburgers in hard dough. Outside I reckon it was eighty per cent students, ten per cent dreads and ten per cent crew. Eventually I found Hazel.


  Seen Drew?


  Last time I saw him he was outside the toilets pouring water over his head.


  And that was exactly where I found him, in the passageway where the toilets are. He was sitting down, his back against the wall, his feet straight out in front of him like he didnt care
  whether people trod on him or not. He had taken his shirt off; his whole body was drenched in water. I slid down beside him. Drew!


  Whooaa, Georgie!


  You okay?


  I seen some shit, man!


  And I had the satisfaction of saying to him, You call yourself a shaman?


  Normal


  Maybe that was the first time I thought things werent quite so normal.


  To start with I was okay, Id never ever slept as good as I did the morning after that trip. Talk about organic. It was like being dropped in a bed of moss: everything smelt fertile and
  earthy, rich and cloying. What I didnt like about it was the fact that the floaters didnt go away. Every time I closed my eyes I saw those shapes, shapeless shapes, the same shapes
  you get when you see oil in a puddle of water and it shines rainbow at you. Only these ones were greeny brown  the colour of the moss I felt was my bed. They were there the following night
  and they were also there the day after. Tuesday evening they were still in evidence: I was waiting to get the bus into town and they just started moving over the pavement. I felt my heart begin to
  pick up speed and my breathing, too. It was only with the sound of traffic that I managed to calm myself down. A traffic dub!


  I found Drew in a KFC later that same night.


  Theyll go, Georgie, dont worry.


  Who said I was worried?


  Well, if you are, dont be. This time next week youll be wondering where theyve gone.


  You were a bit lost, werent you? I said, wanting to tease Drew because he always comes over wiser than thou, like hes done everything first and better.


  Thats because I took two.


  You took two?


  Yeah. He was nodding. I had to really hold it together.


  Thats not what it looked like to me.


  What did it look like to you?


  It looked like you were proper goosed.


  Drew shrugged. There was some heavy stuff going off in there, Georgia.


  I was laughing, trying to take the mick. Yeah, right!


  Yeah . . . and some of it around you, too.


  That took the smile off my lips. What do you mean?


  Just that there was plenty of action . . . if you could see it.


  At that moment a big lorry came screeching past the window we were sitting behind. I looked up in fright and for a second it seemed the lorry had a face and it was looking at me with its
  headlights, me and no one else. I couldnt tell whether it was me or the lorry who had got things wrong, if that makes sense, and I was scared, really scared, for a minute.


  I wasnt sounding so cocky now. See what? I asked.


  The energy, was the answer.


  So what did you see?


  Just light and dark.


  Light and dark?


  Drew was sitting well back in his chair, like he was lording it over me  which he was. But at the same time I could see his eyes working fast, as if he wasnt sure he wanted to
  explain himself. Then it seemed he had made up his mind, and he sat forward and pushed away the cardboard carton of chips.


  When youre on the bus, on holiday, in town, wherever you are . . . you know what its like: you see people who are dark, dont you? Unhappy, depressed people. You can
  tell theyre unhappy just by the way they walk, the way they talk, the way they carry themselves . . . and usually by the darkness, the black rings, they have around their eyes. isnt
  that right?


  I nodded.


  And you also see people who have a clean energy, people who are at ease with themselves, people who are relating in a cool, positive way to everything around them. Theres nothing
  dark about the way they look. The opposite in fact: everything about them is bright and light. Not that its something you can always actually see. You know what its like: you can just
  tell, cant you?


  There seemed to be no point in contradicting this. Yes, I answered.


  Its the same on a psychic level too, Georgia, Drew went on, rotating his mobile on the tabletop, pointing it this way, then that way, then back again. Some people are
  dark; some people are light. Theres really nothing more to it than that. In varying degrees, of course. When you take aya you just get to see it better.


  So what have I got? I tried to joke.


  Youve got your share of darkness, Georgia.


  But no more than anyone else?


  Probably not.


  Even though I was careful not to appear too interested in what Drew was telling me, my curiosity was obvious.


  The shamans in south America believe that darkness can attach itself to you, he continued, unprompted. Like a parasite attaches itself to your gut, stuff happens to you
   traumas, pain, grief, general shit  and you take a hit.


  What do you mean, you take a hit?


  The same as getting physically ill . . . Maybe your immune system is poor . . . You get exposed to infection . . . and bang . . . youre ill.


  This seemed quite logical.


  The shamans also believe that you can be born with that darkness. In other words its there from previous incarnations or previous generations from whats gone off before.
  Remember in The Shining when the chefs talking to the kid about ghosts? And he says that when bad things happen they can leave a trace . . . like the smell of burnt toast?


  I dont believe in that stuff.


  What stuff?


  I dont believe in ghosts.


  Drew was smiling and shaking his head in that patronizing way he has. Youve got them, Ive got them, weve all got ghosts.


  I was shaking my head to say, sorry, I didnt agree.


  Okay, okay, try this. Suddenly he sat forward. This will show you what I mean. You ready?


  I nodded.


  Think of the most embarrassing thing that has ever happened to you.


  Drew!


  Go on. Dont tell me what it is  just think about it.


  Okay, then.


  Pretty much the most embarrassing thing that ever happened to me was when I was twelve. We were having lunch with Uncle Rob in his castle and it was a posh do and they had people helping and
  waiters serving. And this waiter came to offer me my dinner, and I couldnt really get it together, the business of getting the food off the serving plate: he was too far behind me and I was
  all crunched up. Anyway, the whole lot, everyones dinner, ended up on the floor. And Uncle Rob just said (and there must have been over thirty people there for lunch): I think
  that means beefs off. Everybody okay with scrambled eggs? And there was this dreadful silence.


  Drew had closed his eyes and was rocking backwards and forwards in his seat. He still had a piece of chicken in one hand, which he was half waving from side to side, and because of this I
  couldnt really tell if he was making fun of me. I can feel the energy, Georgia, he whispered eventually. Youre feeling that feeling all over again, arent
  you? Right now. Theres a feeling of shame and theres a feeling that everyones looking at you. Am I right?


  You could be.


  Thats what Im trying to tell you. That energy youre connecting with now . . . Its a ghost, a spirit, a darkness that has hooked into you. And its
  never going to let go. Why should it? Its getting nourishment off you. It loves making you feel bad. Youre going to go on feeling that shame and embarrassment for a very long
  time, Georgia. Do you follow me?


  Sort of.


  And some people are born with ghosts. Everywhere you go you see them. You know what its like: people who look like theyre weighed down, which is what they are, literally
  being dragged down, consumed by darkness.


  Drew was looking at me very carefully now. He knew I was adopted and, judging by how he glanced away from me and started to pick at the tabletop again, I think he was wondering whether he had
  gone too far, opened a door for me.


  But the good news is that theres an answer to it, he said simply. Just like theres a positive to everything negative in this world.


  And Drew explained how when night came down in the Amazonian jungle, thick and black, the shamans gathered in special ceremonial buildings, buildings constructed from timber and mud, where they
  would call upon the spirits for guidance, knowledge and healing. The shamans are doctors, Georgia. But instead of dealing with physical ailments, they are trained and skilled in working with
  psychic energy. They can identify darkness and they can cut it out, just like a surgeon can remove a tumour or fix an artery. In camp last year a woman told me that after one of the ceremonies she
  felt as if a wet blanket had been lifted from her shoulders. She was telling me about this and her eyes were burning silver, burning silver.


  Orlando


  Is such a lech. He goes to one of those posh boys schools: Radley or rugby or Uppingsomething.


  We were in the folly in the wood behind Uncle Robs castle (Not a real castle, as I overheard Diane explain to Valerie, one of her tennis partners, years ago, but a
  copy built by a Victorian mill owner. You know: a folly.). I was sixteen. Orlando was seventeen. It was autumn and there was a smell of bonfires and the sound of snapping sticks in the air.
  We had been smoking a spliff and I remember thinking how much better Barretts yard weed was than orlandos skunk. We were both feeling pretty high, though.


  Come on, Georgia, give me a kiss, Orlando said, after he had sidled up to me like a crab coming out of his hole.


  I couldnt tell him straight up I didnt fancy him  I should have done  so he kept coming.


  Just let me kiss you.


  So we snogged. His mouth was dry and his teeth were cold and hard and when they banged against mine I felt a shudder go down to the bottom of my spine.


  Oh, Georgie, he moaned, and he started trying to put his hand up my shirt. His fingers were cold and hard and stubby.


  Please, Orlando, dont!


  But I fancy you, Georgie. I want you.


  And he was trying to lever his knee between my legs. That was it. I put a hand on each of his shoulders and pushed him away. For fucks sake, Orlando! Get off!


  First he looked hurt, then angry. Whats your problem?


  I havent got a problem.


  So why wont you let me touch you?


  And he came at me again, this time holding my wrist and dragging my hand on to what I could see was his hard-on. I know you want it. I saw you looking at me last night.


  You saw me looking at you?


  I can see you want it, but youre scared, because . . . were related.


  You what?


  Well, were cousins, arent we? But thats the whole point: were not. We are on paper. Of course we are. But theres no blood between us. We can do what we
  want.


  And there was a similar thing about blood when I was much younger, say six or seven, and we were in the car  I think we were driving to Scotland and the journey was going on for ever. And
  I heard Diane say to Roger something along the lines of If there was an accident with Rob, you know, and the family, where would the castle go?


  And I was so young I thought she meant, was the castle going to fly away or something crazy like that.


  The castle would pass to me and then, well . . .


  You mean, not to Georgia? Diane whispered.


  Im not sure, darling.


  You mean it would bypass Georgia?


  As I say, Im not sure . . . and its not really something I can check up on very easily.


  After that we drove the rest of the way to Scotland in silence, and even though I was six or seven I had a sense of what Roger and Diane had been talking about. Coin is like that: it talks to
  you on many levels.


  Preston


  The second time I spoke to Grandma Myers was in Preston.


  The venue is rubbish. Its down in the basement of an arcade in the city centre, where the ceilings are so low you can reach up and touch them, and where they have this ventilation ducting
  that vibrates to pretty much every bass frequency there is. When youre standing by the decks you could be in the belly of an aircraft as it shakes and shudders into the air at take-off.


  But it was an Ozymandias night and everyone had done their best to make the place look as good as it could, especially Dan with the lights. You couldnt actually see Barrett or any piece
  of his kit. He was behind a peacocks tail of green, blue and silver, as if he was sitting the other side of a waterfall, the place where you can keep as dry as a bone when in front of you
  theres a sheet of foaming water.


  Third song in they played that Lloyd and Claudette cover and things began to happen:


  
    
      
        
          
            
              I dont care what the people say


              I know that this is the way

            

          

        

      

    

  


  Sula was skanking up and down the stage, a tambourine in one hand, her shoulders down at her waist, rolling with the bass, then stopping, with that righteous pose she has, to sing over and over
  again:


  
    
      
        
          
            
              I, I, I am the Queen of the World


              I, I, I am the Queen of the World

            

          

        

      

    

  


  Even though you could see that she was pushing it (sometimes you cant tell whether Sulas being serious or not) the dreads were really digging it. There was a bunch of them by the
  amp racks, some in boiler-suits, their heads sinking into their shoulders as they skipped to the beat. They looked like a group of elders at some weird prayer meeting.


  I had taken some shrooms that Ben had given me and I was thinking how poor they were compared with Drews ayahuasca  all I had was a fizzing on my forehead and a bit
  of a high, floaty feeling  when suddenly I started to see shapes again. This time they were like falling autumn leaves: no matter where I looked shapes were fluttering to the ground. And
  once again it was as if thoughts were being posted into my brain: now I was convinced that these shapes werent an hallucination, that they were there all the time, existing in a world of
  their own, and it was just the drug which had pulled the curtains so that I could see them.


  I remember thinking that shrooms had never done this to me before and how perhaps it was the aya, which was still somewhere in me, bringing it on, and I got to worry a bit. But it
  wasnt a serious worry: it was just a passing energy, if that makes sense, chameleon by nature. One minute the energy could be a happy one, then a sad one, then a pissed-off one.


  Which was what it became. Pissed off at a tall white kid who had come up to the stacks and was dancing right in my space. He was trying to build a spliff like the dreads do when theyre
  skanking, breaking the weed in the palm of one hand, and you got the impression that he thought the whole club was checking him, seeing how cool he was, waiting to see what he did next. And then
   would you believe it?  even though he was standing one metre away from the stack and you wouldnt have made yourself heard even if you were being eaten alive by a wild animal,
  he answered his mobile phone! That was it: I was going to tell him what a retard he was, and why didnt he just go home and save everyone the embarrassment, when my phone started ringing too!
  Or, rather, I could feel it vibrating in my pocket.


  And even though I was closer to the cabinets than that guy and there was no way I was going to hear one syllable of anything anybody said, it seemed the only thing to do was to answer it.


  Hello?


  The voice the other end was crystal clear. Georgia, its Grandma Myers.


  Grandma Myers! Can you hear me?


  Of course I can hear you, silly.


  What are you doing?


  What do you think Im doing? Im talking to you.


  Thats incredible. You sound so close.


  Grandma Myers was using her business-like tone. I just wanted to let you know Im all right, she said. Last time we spoke you were kind enough to ask how I was, so I
  thought youd be interested to know Im through to the next level now.


  The next level?


  Thats what I said.


  What does that mean?


  It means I found what I was looking for and Im on to the next thing.


  Im really pleased for you, I said.


  I couldnt see Grandma Myers, of course, but her voice was so clear and so much hers that a picture came to me of her. Her hair was immaculate. She must have been to the salon that
  morning. She had on her oatmealy twin-set and the pearls she wore on special occasions.


  Thats all I wanted to say, she then said, and I could tell she was winding up.


  I had a panicky feeling, the type you get when the phones breaking up while youre trying to get directions, or something equally important, and you havent got them clear in
  your mind. Grandma Myers?


  Yes, darling?


  While youre on, has anyone been asking about me where you are?


  There was a slight edge of suspicion in Grandma Myerss voice, as if she knew you were about to try borrowing some money off her. Asking about you?


  You know  people who are interested in me?


  My dear, everyone is interested in everyone here. Thats whats so marvellous.


  No, no, I mean special people.


  Darling, this isnt a cryptic crossword.


  That was Grandma Myerss way: she had a knack of making you come out with it.


  No, no, what I mean is the people Im connected to, the people Im really related to. My real mum and dads families. Those people.


  I could tell by the way Grandma Myers hesitated before she replied to my question that she wasnt going to be straight with me.


  I cant really say, Georgia.


  Why not?


  Because Im not allowed to.


  Now I could see her frowning and sort of wringing her hands, or pretending to wring her hands.


  All I can say is that everyone is looking out for you; everyone wants you to be happy. And she half winked.


  But have you met anyone related to me? I persisted.


  And again Grandma Myers wasnt quick to reply. My dear, we are all related in one way or another.


  So you have met them?


  Georgia, youre putting words into my mouth.


  Just tell me, please! I need to know.


  All I can say is that once youre here everything makes sense.


  And that was it. End of conversation. The phone just went dead. It was as if the selector had turned off his dub-plates mid-stream. I stayed put for a good twenty minutes, trying to get myself
  back to where Grandma Myers was. I felt there was a chance: sometimes when youre in the middle of a dream and you wake up you can get back into the dream if you try hard enough. But it
  wasnt to be.


  Queen


  Sula is queen, while Barrett and Ben, the crew and all the scenesters are the worker bees. And that includes me. Except Im a worker bee who gets to spend a bit more time
  with her queen than most. And that makes all the difference.


  We had done a gig in Manchester and we had got back to the Ibis at about five in the morning. It was starting to get light and Sula spent a good ten minutes standing on a chair in front of the
  window, making sure that each bit was blanked out by the blinds. Then she got into bed. It was pitch dark.


  I hadnt done any drugs that night but still I was moving with the sounds of the dubs, just like when you step off a boat on to dry land.


  Sula was spooning me. I could feel her breath down the nape of my neck. She smelt of the club: the cigarettes, the alcohol and a mixture of perfumes, none of which, I knew, belonged to her. But
  she also smelt of Sula: of her sweat, a delicious, deep, and only-her scent. Smells are weird. You can glance at someone and you get to see enough of them in that one look, but when it comes to
  their smells you have to take your time. Just like Fudge does in the park.


  Sula kissed me beneath my ear. Im mashed, she said.


  I snuggled backwards and into her. I love you, Sula, I whispered.


  And I love you, too, my little Georgie.


  I wish I was a boy.


  Why do you wish that?


  Because if I was a boy then Id marry you.


  Sula pushed me away a fraction as if she was getting a better look at me, which she couldnt as there was no light. Then she laughed. Who said anything about me getting
  married?


  And suddenly I had the impression that I was a boy and that I was madly in love with Sula, like I was careering out of control, and wanted to marry her, and she had just told me that she
  didnt feel the same way. The feeling was so real, an icy sensation, that it almost took my breath away.


  Whats up? Sula asked.


  My eyes were sore with tears and I was hot and cold all at once: hot because I was so grateful that Sula loved me, and cold because I feared she might give that love to someone else. And then
  where would I be?


  I dont know, I replied, in a cracked whisper, and we both heard the despair like a black hole in my voice.


  Youre tired, Sula said, and she took me in her arms again and began to stroke my shoulder. Her flesh was tacky with sweat; as she moved her wrist it dragged at my skin. I
  felt myself falling into her and I closed my eyes.


  I need to find my real parents, I murmured.


  I know you do.


  I need to find them so bad.


  You can find them when youre eighteen, cant you? You havent got long to wait.


  But what happens if I cant find them? What happens if I look and theyre not there?


  Then youll have to come to terms with that, Georgie. If thats how it turns out then thats exactly how it should be.


  Was it as it should be that I was given away?


  Sula took a moment before answering. Yes, Georgia, it was. At that moment in time it was exactly the right thing.


  How can you know that?


  Because it happened.


  Rochdale


  I first met my mother a month later. In Rochdale.


  It was the second time I took some of Drews ayahuasca. At once I wished I hadnt. Forget about the club, the people, anything around me  I had to get out into the
  street and sit down. And the need to puke! I had my head between my knees, staring at the tarmac, retching from the bottom of my guts.


  The feeling of terror was unlike anything I had known, only it had hardly started. I was literally like a rocket on countdown  I could feel the engines growling, then shuddering into
  life, then booming and screaming  and I was going to be sent high up into the air. And from there, there was only one way. Down.


  I tried to concentrate on the music. I was just the other side of the fire exit and the wall I was leaning against was fizzing with the bass, but the music only made the chaos worse. It seemed
  to accelerate the effect of the ayahuasca, bring it on. I looked up. Where was Drew when you needed him? Nowhere.


  I knew the free-fall was only a matter of seconds away and before it came I rolled on to my back. In this position I could pull myself up better, I thought, as all around me there were
  semi-invisible threads, a sort of glistening spiders web, that I could hold, grip and climb. But it was a losing battle: I was sinking, I was headed for the bottom of a pit no matter how
  much I climbed and tried to save myself. And the fear was all around me, thick, dark. One moment there were bats in my face, the next I could see into the next millennium  and it was just
  pitch black, as black as a well.


  Once I had reached the bottom it seemed pointless trying to climb any more. I was in a massive cave, a chasm, with dripping water splintering around me. I was calmer now. Okay, I thought, here I
  am, lost to the human race, Ive only got myself to blame, as Roger would say, so just pipe down. And I was proud of myself, proud that I had got through the worst  and then, as if I
  was being punished for thinking I had got through it, it came on again, much stronger than before.


  Please, please, I could hear myself moan. Help me, save me.


  And then silence once more. And now someone real to look at. A young girl, maybe four or five years old, wearing a gingham dress, a red bow in her fair hair. I stared at her for what seemed like
  a year in time. I could tell she was spoilt. She had everything a little girl could want  dolls, a pram to put them in, and a heap of other toys and picture books  but there was
  something not right with her.


  Whats up, little one? I asked.


  The little girl just looked at me. I couldnt tell whether she was sullen or scared, but her mouth was buttoned up and she wasnt going to answer.


  I was determined to make her speak. Havent you got enough toys?


  Again no answer.


  Things cant be that bad, surely?


  And even though the little girl was too young to know whether things were bad or not, she began to cry.


  Darling, Im sorry, I didnt mean to upset you. I tried to soothe her. Please dont cry.


  Its not your fault, another voice said.


  Whos that? I asked.


  Its me.


  And beyond the little girl, seated in the type of hollow you get in a bees honeycomb, there was a young woman. The light was so thin I could hardly see her.


  Who are you? I demanded.


  I am the little girls mother.


  Then why arent you cuddling her?


  The young woman did not answer immediately. Because I cant, she said eventually, and there was a note of such sadness in her voice it was as if the whole world was going to
  break under its weight.


  What do you mean, you cant?


  I wish I could but I cant.


  This is all you do, I said, and I was going to step forward and take the little girls hand  but I couldnt. Just like in one of those dreams where you find
  yourself powerless, I couldnt even lift a finger. I looked imploringly at the young mother, who remained expressionless. Then she turned away and bowed her head in the grey, still light; she
  resembled a statue now.


  Hello?


  No answer.


  Hello?


  Again no answer.


  Little girl?


  The little girl had not turned to stone. She was looking at me as if her eyes would burst with tears.


  Little girl. What is your name?


  The little girl swallowed before answering. My name is Georgia.


  Safe


  And if anyone asks if weve got a safe, what do you say?


  We havent got one, Diane and I would answer, in singsong voices (this was when I was much younger and things were better between us all).


  And what if the robbers say, We know youve got a safe. Open it up?


  Well say we dont know the combination.


  This satisfied Roger. Very good, he would answer.


  The safe in our first house was behind a picture in the hall. The safe in our house now is in the dining-room floor. Sunk in concrete, as Roger once explained, dead chuffed.
  Theyd have to chain it to the back of a car to pull it out . . . probably a four-by-four at that.


  Once I had turned thirteen and the babysitters stopped, getting into the safe became an obsession. As soon as Roger and Diane were out of the house that was where Id be, pulling back the
  square of carpet in the corner of the dining room, playing with the dial. I didnt know what Id discover in there: gold, silver, diamonds, wads of cash. But I was never going to find
  out  not on my own. Not until I enlisted the help of Harry, who lived on the other side of the park and whose father was a detective superintendent  at least, that was what Harry told
  me his job was.


  Youve got to listen to the clicks, he said, and he would be lying with his head over the dial, twiddling it backwards and forwards. I felt a bit guilty letting this boy into
  my home and giving him the job of safe-breaker, but I half fancied Harry. And standing behind him I could take my time staring at his body spread-eagled on the floor, with his long blond hair
  matted into the carpet. There was such a distant look in his eyes, as if every bit of energy he had was going into trying to hear the mechanism, such an intense and such a faraway expression, that
  the more I looked at it the less I could understand it.


  After a few visits Harry had a different idea. Whats your fathers birthday? he asked.


  Second of August.


  Second of August what?


  Ive no idea.


  Okay. No problem, lets try oh two oh eight.


  And your mothers birthday? when that didnt work.


  Shes not my mother.


  You know what I mean.


  Fourteenth of November. Shes a scorpio, and I pretended to pinch Harrys arm.


  No good either. And your birthday?


  My birthday?


  Yes, yours.


  Eleventh of February.


  Eleven oh two. And the dogs?


  Fudges, you mean?


  Yes.


  And the door pulled open. Fuck me! Harry said. Weve done it.


  I wasnt going to let Harry see what was in the safe and we ended up snogging on the sofa, which was the best way I could think of to distract him. And although we were only kids and he
  was rough when he was touching me, the thought of that door, which was like a secret opening into another realm, made everything a whole load more exciting.


  Georgia, youre hot, he told me, and then blushed the colour of a setting sun.


  I didnt get a chance to open the safe again until Roger and Diane went to a Chamber of Commerce dinner about a month later. I made it into something of a ceremony, dimming the lights,
  drawing the curtains so there was not even a chink of outside visible, double-locking the front door and leaving the key in the lock, so that if Diane had one of her attacks and they had to leave
  the dinner early at least Id have the warning of them banging on the door before they got in.


  There were some valuables inside: a brooch and a gold bracelet, which I think had once belonged to Grandma Myers; some dollar bills held in a tight roll by a blue elastic band; some pieces of
  thick paper, each of them with the words share Certificate written at the top; and then there was the brown envelope with Georgia written in biro over the front. This was it: the
  envelope that I had known would be in there without knowing it, if that makes sense.


  The flap wasnt glued so there was no problem in taking out all the papers. There werent many, I remember thinking, and I was disappointed. But what was there was pretty
  earth-shattering. The first started something like this: Dear Mr and Mrs Myers, I am pleased to tell you there is the possibility of a baby girl in whom you may be interested. If so, please
  will you telephone me either first thing in the morning or on Monday? Yours sincerely.


  The next letter was the one I read over and over again.


  
    
      Dear Mr and Mrs Myers,


      Further to our telephone conversation, I am glad to know that you would like to come for baby Lily. Here are a few details about her. She was born on 11 February when she
      weighed 6 lbs 11 ozs. She has made good progress and her medical certificate is satisfactory. She will have to have a blood test before the court stage is reached.


      Her mother Elizabeth is from a good family. Her father works in the city of London, and her mother before she married was a florist. Elizabeth went to a good school where she obtained eight
      O levels but failed her A levels. After she left school she worked in the tourist industry. She is twenty years old.


      Babys father in twenty-six years old. He is a joiner. He is dark with brown eyes.


      Elizabeth is an attractive girl with fair hair who is most anxious to do the best for baby Lily. She has thought carefully about adoption and feels that it is the right thing to place Lily
      for adoption so that she may have a secure home with two loving parents.


      I am pleased to tell you that we have arranged for you to come for Baby on Wednesday, 20 March, at 1.45 p.m. Come prepared to take her straight home with you, so bring a small empty case for
      her things and an extra shawl or blanket. Please would you confirm these arrangements?


      Yours sincerely . . .

    

  


  So this was it! The answer to all the questions! I was really called Lily and my mother was called Elizabeth; she was from a good family; she had eight O levels; she wanted to do the best for
  me. I was thirty-six days old when I was given away; all my belongings fitted in a small empty suitcase. My father was dark and he was a joiner. A big lump had been forming in my throat as I read
  and reread all the details, and as soon as I finished the letter I burst into tears. I didnt know what specifically the tears were about, but they were tears all right: hot and wet, maybe
  tears of relief.


  There were other letters, most of them typewritten, which had all the practical details about me. There was a long one from a case secretary to a Mr Stuart whose job title was county
  childrens officer. It started in a pretty formal way: Thank you for your letter informing us that you have been appointed as Guardian ad litem in respect of an application to
  adopt the above . . . Blah blah.


  Then the interesting bit:


  
    
      The father of the child is twenty-six years old, single, and is employed in the overseas construction industry. They met abroad and went out for a matter of months only. He
      was informed of the pregnancy and broke off the association . . . From the report of your own department, from the reports of our visitor, and from our observations, everything is completely
      satisfactory and it would appear that the making of an Adoption Order would be in the best interests of the child.

    

  


  For some reason I did not want to read any more at that first sitting. I needed time to digest. I dropped the door to the safe and spun the combination dial as if it were a roulette wheel. There
  was nothing startling about what Id read; in fact, compared to the fantasies Id built up over the years, all the details were a bit tame. Although I have to be honest and say I was
  relieved. I liked the bit where my mothers family was described as good. I know its not very PC to say it but if my mother really had been a chav that would have been
  quite a challenge to my pride and self-esteem.


  Over the next few weeks there were plenty of opportunities to get back into the safe, but I dragged it out, relishing the snippets like a good meal: City of London; florist; good school; O
  levels but no A levels (good on you, girl!); tourist industry. And brooding over the others. So it was my father who hadnt wanted me. It was he who had broken off the association, abandoned
  my poor mother. Bastard! But still I was relishing the prospect of what I felt sure remained to be discovered.


  And then, as always, pride came before a fall. Or in this case pride came before confusion, which is really worse than a fall.


  No one had been in the safe since Id last been in, I could tell: everything was exactly as Id left it  the roll of dollars standing on its end but at a bit of an angle, the
  diamond brooch staring out from the corner of the steel box. This time I spread the papers in a great fan shape on the floor. I had all the time in the world, as Roger and Diane were having dinner
  in Halifax at Uncle Robs and I had refused to go, saying I had homework, but in reality I didnt want the hassle of dealing with Orlando, his big arse and stubby fingers.


  There was one more letter from the case secretary and several from a case worker, a Mrs Walker, with sentences like: We confirm to the best of our knowledge that the mother is single and
  there is no order or agreement as to maintenance in respect of this child. With our good wishes.


  There was another dated six months after I was born. Dear Mr and Mrs Myers, Many thanks for your most generous donation to our council. Your support is greatly appreciated. We now enclose
  our Covenant and Bankers Order, as you requested. Which made me sit up. So, as usual, money had changed hands! Surprise, surprise. Coin!


  Then there was the medical certificate with loads of questions. For instance, under General Condition: Skin; Eyes; Ears; Nose and Throat; speech; Alimentary System; Nervous System (including
  fits). Against these was written: Normal or Not Available.


  Then the three letters, which were literally like a door into yet another room. It was as if you had explored the house, acquainted yourself with its layout, then suddenly another corridor was
  leading off into a part of the building you had no idea was there. The first was a photocopied letter of Rogers on one sheet of A4.


  It read:


  
    
      Dear Mrs Walker,


      Here is a letter about Georgia for Mrs Peddar. We were sorry to hear about her unfortunate circumstances and hope news of Georgia will help in a small way. So that you may
      pass the letter on I have written it on a plain sheet and know you will respect our anonymity in spite of the very unfortunate situation. I enclose a photo and leave it to you  knowing
      Mrs Peddar  as to whether you think it should be passed on to her.


      Yours sincerely . . .

    

  


  Then Mrs Walkers reply:


  
    
      Dear Mr and Mrs Myers,


      Just a line to let you know I have had a letter from Mrs Peddar and she wishes to tell you how grateful she is for the photograph and news of Georgia. It is a great comfort
      to her to know that Georgia has grown into such a beautiful little girl. Thank you very much for your kindness in writing.

    

  


  Stapled to this was a Xerox of the letter from Mrs Peddar herself. The address at the top of the A4 sheet was PO Box 148.


  
    
      Dear Mrs Walker,


      Thank you so very much for the photograph, which I will always treasure. Georgia is a beautiful little girl and I can see how well cared for and loved she must be. Would
      you please thank her parents for the news they have sent to me, also for the photograph? Thank you once again for all you have done to help me. I feel now that part of Ralph is close to me.


      Yours sincerely . . .

    

  


  So my father was called Ralph. That wasnt exactly what I was expecting! But the fact was something had gone off with him. And it sounded pretty bad.


  Tennis


  Id got off at the wrong bus stop because Id been so busy talking on my mobile, and I was doing a short-cut through the Tong road tennis club car park, when I came
  across a couple snogging in a Porsche Boxster.


  I knew it was Uncle Robs Porsche Boxster before I knew it, if that makes sense.


  And I knew the woman was Diane, even though it was semi-dark, also before I knew it; but really, I suppose, because of the shape of the back of her head and the way she was turning and leaning
  over in her seat.


  If I had seen them a few seconds beforehand I might have stopped out of view to see what they were getting up to, but I was already just about passing the bonnet of the car with its poxy
  badge.


  Fates a funny thing. It had me walking in front of that very car in that very car park and at that very moment in time. And it had Diane and me look at each other, too.


  I wasnt exactly going to stop and exchange pleasantries, as Roger calls it, but I wanted Diane to know that I had seen her: I had to let her know that. And she did. In the flash of the
  next second our eyes locked, and there and then we both knew the game was up. I, Georgia Myers, had caught Diane Myers snogging Uncle Rob, Rogers brother, her husbands brother, in a
  Porsche in the Tong road tennis club car park.


  But that night, as she made herself busy about the kitchen, with Roger and me sitting at the breakfast bar, having our evening chat (one of the last, as it turned out), she had the gall to
  pretend she hadnt seen me. She just looked at me as if she was looking through me, or like a curtain had come down between us. And I thought, You cow! You bitch! As Grandma Myers would say:
  What a liberty-taker!


  I didnt tell Roger Id seen Diane snogging Uncle Rob. I couldnt. How could I? And I wasnt going to confront Diane when we were alone either. That wouldnt be
  cool. But I let her know that I knew she knew.


  Have you been playing tennis today? I asked her, with Roger reading the paper right next to me.


  No, she answered, with her head slightly to one side. Why do you ask?


  I thought Thursday was your tennis day.


  Not this thursday.


  Been in town, then?


  Now Diane fixed me with her eyes and they were level and still. No, Ive been with Valerie. Why do you ask?


  Just interested, I said, in my most ordinary voice.


  Thats when I reckon I became an adult, that night. Not that I think Diane is an adult any more than a teenager is. But to drag me into her sordid affair like that and make me lie to
  Roger, even if Roger hadnt actually asked me a question that would have meant me having to lie, it seemed like I had been dragged into the lions den with the door slamming behind me.
  Fucking great!


  I felt so sorry for Roger, poor innocent Roger, that I found myself hoping he had a lover too. Only I knew he wouldnt dream of making out in a car park. His affair would be in Paris or
  Stockholm or somewhere interesting like that, when he was on business seeing clients. It sounds sick but I would be rooting for him. If we were driving along and pulled up alongside an attractive
  woman at the lights, I would be trying to get Roger to have a look by telepathy, by saying loud and clear and silent: Roger, theres this gorgeous woman sitting a matter of feet away
  to your right. Shell treat you better than Diane. Have a look.


  Underpass


  Drew and I were in Birmingham, making our way from New Street to Aston, trying to cross a dual carriageway to where the bus station was. It was a massive junction. There was an
  underpass and a bridge over the road for pedestrians.


  Im going under, Drew said.


  Its quicker to go over, I said.


  Well, Im going under.


  Why? Its twice as far.


  There was a firmness in Drews voice. Because I am. Thats why.


  So I went over. Because I reckoned I would be on the other side much sooner than Drew, I stopped halfway. It was weird staring down at the traffic zooming underneath me and imagining Drew the
  other side of that with loads of earth on his head. The thought of Drew being underground made me think of Grandma Myerss funeral, and I took time out to talk to her for a minute.


  Grandma, you okay?


  Grandma Myers answered immediately. Im fine, darling. Things are going better for me than I thought here.


  How do we get to Aston?


  You get the bus, silly.


  Which bus?


  The number eight.


  It felt good to think that I could check in with Grandma Myers whenever I wanted to, and I took the steps down to street level two at a time. But Drew was nowhere to be seen. So I went into the
  entrance to the underpass, which smelt of piss and rain. It was dark and there was no light ahead, nothing to walk towards. Suddenly I began to feel cold and alone, and to keep my thoughts at bay,
  without really thinking too much about the lyrics, I began to hum that toots dub, which Sula sings with a voice like she really is lost to the world:


  
    
      
        
          
            
              And I swung right out of the belly of a whale


              And I never get weary yet


              They put me in jail and I did not do no wrong


              And I never get weary yet

            

          

        

      

    

  


  Weird! Here I was, Jonah, trying to get out of the belly of a whale, the tiled walls all shiny with slime, the stomach a vast chamber with everyones footfall hollow and
  empty-sounding. I got to what must have been the middle of the road, with other tunnels leading off in loads of directions to other points in the junction, like the spokes on a bicycle wheel, but
  still no Drew. So I followed the arrow back towards New Street station. And found him more or less where I had left him.


  Dude! What you doing?


  Drew wouldnt answer. There was a look in his eye like he was listening very carefully for something, a snapping twig, the faintest whisper.


  Drew, whats going on?


  Theres something not good here, Georgie.


  I looked back into the underpass. There was a mother with a pram just coming out of the darkness. I know, I said. There is something weird here. I felt it in there
  just now. I pointed back towards New Street. Lets go.


  There was a grim look on Drews face as he shook his head. I cant, he said.


  Why not?


  He gestured ahead. Ive got to go through there.


  What do you mean, youve got to go through there?


  You cant run away from this stuff, Georgia.


  For a second I was frightened. Drew, stop talking bollocks!


  Georgia, you go on. Ill catch up with you later.


  Like hell.


  Then just stand behind me and follow me footstep for footstep.


  And Drew started to hiss and blow through his teeth, a sort of sucking in reverse, as if he was blowing the seeds from a dandelion or he was trying to get the best score he could by blowing into
  one of those tubes they use at the doctors to measure the strength of your puff.


  Zzooh, zzooh . . .


  Every last ounce of energy was going into pushing something out of him, and you could tell he wouldnt be able to keep it up for ever: already there was sweat glistening on his forehead
  and his cheeks were the colour of dough. Between breaths he shook his head, just like you do when youre back in fresh air having dived into the sea and youre getting the water out of
  your hair and ears.


  Jesus, Drew! What are you doing?


  When Drew turned to answer, he looked at me and through me in the way he does when hes tripping. I hate seeing the whites of Drews eyes: it freaks me out.


  Theres spirits in there, Georgia, bad spirits, he said. Weve got to take our time . . . do things right.


  I could hear myself swallowing over the sound of the tunnels silence.


  Weve got to go around them . . . only go where they cant get us. And once again Drew went through the motions of hissing and blowing, only this time he was scrunching
  the ground with his feet as well, as if he was screwing out a cigarette butt.


  It took us about an hour to reach the bus station. We would get back to the middle of the underpass where the tunnels radiated in different directions only for Drew to shake his head and we
  would have to go back to where we had started.


  He told me later (and, what was weird, I knew exactly what he meant) it was as if there were curtains hanging all around us and ahead of us. Sort of shower curtains. And if you walked past them
  too fast or carelessly, they stuck to you and stung you with their venom. Just like when the fronds of jellyfish that wrap around your arms and legs and sting you, you dont get to know
  youve been stung until afterwards, when its too late. It was a question of choosing the right tunnel and then swimming stealthily past the spirits, letting them know that you were
  there, that they couldnt attack you, that you were too strong to mess with. Finally we got ahead. And do you know which way we went? Over the road! On the same bridge that I had crossed
  originally!


  And listen to this. The bus to Aston was the number eight.


  So Grandma Myers was on the money!


  Violence


  I hate violence. One night in Leeds we were just getting under way and word came through from the door: Theres a load of hoodrats and theyre jacking the
  punters.


  And we all rushed outside and there was this big bouncer  Chessy, they call him  who had one of the hoodies against the wall and he was giving him a good hiding. You could hear the
  sound of the punches smashing into this guys face and it made me think, Shit, just imagine if this bloke was hitting me.


  I was fascinated  there and then, and afterwards  about everyone elses reaction to this event, this beating. Barrett was standing there, nodding, dead cool, like a spectator
  at a snooker match; Sula was looking on with that serious, righteous expression on her face, the one where you cant really tell what shes thinking or going to do next; Hazel did seem
  shocked, but nowhere near as shocked as I must have appeared. Ben was smiling. And there were a few other people who were shouting and jeering, encouraging the bouncer to let rip. The whole thing
  made me sick. I went into the back room and sat in the corner furthest from the bar. The place was completely empty.


  Why did I feel so scared? It wasnt me who was getting a beating; it wasnt going to be my turn next. So why was I shaking? Why did my knees feel like they were trembling to a bass
  that wasnt there? Maybe it was a sub-bass, it occurred to me then: a bass frequency so low that you couldnt actually feel or hear it, but one that was there anyway, doing its
  business. A sub-dub.


  I could hear Barrett talking to Chessy at the door, calming him down, reasoning with him. Its funny how the bloke who does the beating can sometimes end up sounding like the one who has
  taken it. And I began to wonder, just like Id done so many times before, where this fear came from. Not from Roger, that was obvious  his favourite television sport is boxing. On
  Fight Night weve got to eat early and you get to hear him shouting: Stop it, Ref. Or: Go on, finish it now! This fear was from somewhere buried very deep,
  I knew then for sure. It was something I could only have inherited from my birth parents. Where else? So were Elizabeth and Ralph cowering cowards like me? Was that why I had been given away? Had
  they done the cowardly thing? Had they been too scared even to look at me?


  But did they now regret it, having realized too late that fear is, as Drew told me after that second ayahuasca trip, fear of fear, and nothing more?


  Water


  The water in this place sucks. Maybe therere drugs in the hospital mains and thats why it tastes so bad. I get my supply from the shop in the foyer.


  Theres a whole lot of stuff going off here, a whole lot of bad energy. Theres plenty going off in the main bit of the hospital, where people are dying and suffering, them and their
  folks; and theres enough going down in Faversham House, that goes without saying. The eighteen people here have got mental-health problems. I havent got mental-health problems.
  According to Dr Murdo, Im suffering from nervous exhaustion, exacerbated by some of the street drugs Ive been using. Im free to leave whenever I wish.


  That wasnt what they told me when first I got referred.


  Shes psychotic, responding to hallucinations, I overheard Dr Murdo tell Roger and Diane, after Id been asked to wait in the corridor, and she needs specialist
  attention.


  Specialist attention! I get to take two tablets four times a day; and I get to talk to a trainee psychiatrist lady called Kathleen. I wish shed read her notes before our sessions as she
  tends to ask the same questions over and over again. Have you ever been abused? and Do you ever dream youre flying or travelling very fast?


  When I got admitted here  what a fiasco. Dr Murdo was asking all these questions. What day was it? What month was it? Who was the Prime Minister? Could I please spell eagle
  backwards? Would I please take these pills?


  No, I dont want to.


  You must, Diane said.


  I think you really better had, Roger agreed.


  Im not going to, I kept on repeating, until that butch nurse I cant stand mumbled, in a matter-of-fact sort of way, I think that means its Plan B,
  then.


  The room was dark when I woke up a few hours later, alone, hot and thirsty. To be honest, it was a relief not to be at home, having to see and talk to Diane, and feeling sorry the whole time for
  Roger, who had got to look so worried lately. I lay in the bed for what seemed like a year, staring at the door, wondering whether it was locked or not, but my legs and arms and body felt so heavy
  I couldnt even move to check. Finally I pulled myself up and sat with my head between my knees, the room sparkling, like I was at a gig and the whole place was dissolving into a crescendo of
  sound and light.


  I made it to the door. It was not locked. I pulled it towards me and looked out into the passage. There was a black woman outside, standing guard like she was a sentry, with a gold and red badge
  on her shoulder that read: Joyce, Health Adviser.


  How are you feeling, Georgia? she asked.


  Like shit.


  Can I get you anything?


  Some decent water, please.


  Xylophone


  There isnt too much you can say about a xylophone. The only time Ive heard one is on some of Rogers jazz records. By a musician called Roland Kirk.


  This is the type of stuff Grandpa Myers used to like, Roger explained to me loudly, over the tinkling, fluttering sound. Grandpa Myers liked his jazz. He nodded with
  a faraway look. Poor old Grandpa Myers.


  Id never met Grandpa Myers, and Im not sure Orlando had either; and if he hadnt Im not sure why either he or I had to call him Grandpa Myers. But he was evidently a
  man to be feared or respected. Whenever anybody speaks about him, they do so with that distant gaze.


  This was about three weeks ago.


  I wanted to talk to Roger about my mother. I wasnt exactly going to tell him Id met her, and that I was worried about her because there was something not right about her
  energy, but I wanted to broach the subject anyway. And maybe end up by saying that when I was eighteen I was going to undertake a search, that there was this website called adoptionsearch.com that
  helped reunite families (it wasnt just adopted people and adoptees they helped: families got split up for all sorts of reasons). That there was a photo of a woman called Heather Cross, and
  that this was the person I was going to ask to help me: I liked the look of her  there was just something right about her. And then probably Roger was going to ask how much it was all
  going to cost. Which was the first thing he says about any plan. And why didnt I use social services? And I was going to say I couldnt be doing with social services, to which
  hed say: Of course you cant, Georgia. I shall pay for the search.


  But the conversation never took place. Because Roger looked so fragile. I reckon he had found out about Diane cheating on him  in fact, I know so. If I had asked him all the questions I
  didnt ask him and then asked him what he felt about it all, I know he would have said, I want you to be happy, Georgia. And because I knew that hed say this before I had
  even asked him there was no point in talking about it in the first place. I knew it would be hurtful to talk about my birth parents, and this wasnt the moment to pile on the hurt when he was
  already being deceived by one of the women in his life. That Diane: shes a bitch, you know.


  Y


  ?


  Zener


  There are twenty-five cards in the Zener pack, which Drew keeps in a drawer next to his cooker. Five squares, five five-pointed stars, five plus signs, five circles and five
  cards with three wavy lines going from top to bottom.


  The person conducting the experiment sits at one end of the room, the subject at the other. After shuffling the cards the experimenter withdraws one card from the pack and holds it blank-side up
  to the subject, who has to use his ESP  according to Wikipedia, his knowledge of the outside world through something that cannot be explained by the five senses  to determine which
  card is being shown him.


  If you get five out of twenty-five, youre average at twenty per cent. If you get eight per cent youre considered to have a negative ESP; if you get thirty-two per cent or more
  youre considered at have a budding ESP.


  The first time I did it I got sixteen cards right out of twenty-five: sixty-four per cent in other words.


  Drew was staggered. Thats amazing, Georgia.


  I shrugged, just like I did on holiday in Scotland years ago when I dangled a bunch of worms into a river and caught the salmon Roger had been trying to catch all week.


  But the second time I did it I scored just eighteen per cent.


  We did it for hours. It seemed the harder I tried the worse was my score. And the more I tried not to think about what was on the reverse side of the card and tried to concentrate on something
  else really absorbing, the better I did.


  Thats exactly how it is, Drew said. You cant force clairvoyance.


  What is the hell is clairvoyance?


  Clair means clear. Voyance means seeing. Seeing clearly. Nothing more.


  You think people really can see stuff?


  Drew laughed his most patronizing laugh. What do you think?


  
    
  


  THREE


  I finished reading my AZ.


  Some things were apparent. I had a sense of humour now. I should never take myself too seriously (probably the same thing). And that if ever I was confronted with a similar situation in wanting
  to know something as big and dangerous as this . . . dont bother.


  I think youre right, you do have more of a sense of humour, Georgia, Dr Murdo said, as we sat in his George street office, him in his chair, me in an armchair by the window.
  You were very serious last year. Everyone remarked on it. Why such a difference?


  I shrugged. I was younger, I suppose.


  Not by much, though.


  It feels like a long time ago.


  He nodded. Which, I suppose, in a sense, reading this, he said, his hand on the folder, it is.


  Dr Murdo let the silence grow. Most people get uncomfortable when they dont know what to say, and they end up just saying any old thing to hide their nervousness. I could hear John silver
  and Mack shouting in the common room and I could hear the sound of the laundry trolley being wheeled down the corridor. And I could hear the silence between Dr Murdo and me. But for some reason
  this time it wasnt making me nervous.


  Do you want to tell me what happened after you left Faversham House on the second of August last year? he asked.


  Not much . . .


  Can we talk about it?


  We could.


  Do you think it would be helpful?


  I dont know.


  Do you think that writing the AZ was helpful?


  It was a bit random.


  He laughed. Thats its purpose! he said. And let me tell you, youre not the first person to write about xylophones!


  Pause.


  But do you think it was helpful? That was my question.


  Up to a point.


  Can you say to what point?


  It fixes stuff.


  But what do you mean it fixes stuff? For you or for other people?


  I must have looked nervous.


  Not other people in that sense, Georgia, Dr Murdo reassured me. You know we have an understanding: whatever passes between us does so in strictest confidence.


  Silence.


  It fixes stuff?


  Once youve written something you cant unwrite it, I answered.


  A bit like a photograph?


  If you like.


  And if you say something, recount it, tell it, then its not as . . . valid? Is that what you mean?


  I didnt say that.


  I beg your pardon, I know you didnt. But Im struggling to understand exactly what you do mean when you say that Once youve written something you cant
  unwrite it.


  His words were beginning to crowd in on me, like giant butterflies with broad, feathery wings.


  Its just that writing it makes it more real, I suppose, I said.


  Dr Murdo nodded in his Dr Murdo-like way. I see.


  There was another silence. This time it was like that padded sound you get when theres snow all around you: heavy and thick.


  Perhaps it might be better for you to go on writing about what happened, Georgia, he went on eventually, rather than for us to sit and talk about it. Perhaps things would
  become clearer for you if you put them down on paper again.


  I said nothing.


  Does the thought of that worry you?


  Not really, I lied.


  So: do you want to go on writing, or shall we talk?


  I didnt answer immediately. There were definite black spots in the room, the type you see after youve been lying flat on the beach and think you havent been looking at the
  sun when in fact you have. I had to keep them back. I could write some of it, I suppose, I answered. But not . . . all of it.


  O-kay, he murmured, and I could tell that he didnt really want to go on questioning me on an indefinite basis, but that because he was a doctor he had to. Is
  there a reason that you cant write about all of it?


  I didnt want to bring Phoebe evanss fat envelope into the discussion, the envelope I had just managed to slide behind the print of Van Goghs Sunflowers above my bed
   everything in Faversham House is screwed to the floor or the walls. Not now. Because I dont know everything, I said absently.


  Dr Murdo sat up. You dont know everything? he repeated.


  Thats what I said. Look: Im happy to write about some of it, but not all of it . . . not the end. Okay?


  Will you be able to talk about what happened at the end?


  I wont know until I get there . . .


  So you dont know what happened at the end?


  I didnt answer.


  Sorry, Georgia, I just want to establish this point, its important. Is it because you dont want to talk about what happened that is preventing you? Or is it because you
  dont actually know what happened that is stopping you talking or writing about it?


  Both.


  And we started laughing.


  Okay, lets cross that bridge when we come to it, eh? Dr Murdo sort of huffed, a bit like Roger does when hes reading the paper and finds something funny to laugh
  about. But in the meantime I think you should write about what happened  just go as far as you want. My only advice is not to think about it too much  just write it.
  Okay?


  
    
  


  FOUR


  I was wrong about Heather Cross. I can see now that I was probably wrong about a whole lot of stuff. Maybe my expectations were too high. But when I saw her photo on the net,
  with the caption underneath that read, Heather Cross, intermediary with 15 years experience, for some reason I convinced myself that my problems were half over.


  I emailed her at adoptionsearch.com and got a reply the same day.


  
    
      Hi, Georgia, thanks for yours. As I can see you already know, theres not much we can do in a practical sense until your eighteenth birthday  we could meet,
      though, to discuss the possibility of working together. Let me know. Kindest regards, Heather

    

  


  I didnt reply for some weeks, not until I was admitted to Faversham House the first time around and Joyce let me access my Facebook and hotmail accounts from the staff room when no one
  was looking.

  



  
    
      	
        

      

      	
        Please come to see me if possible [I wrote]. Im in hospital in Manchester.

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        Im sorry to hear youre in hospital [she replied]. I am collecting a friend from the airport Thursday p.m. We could meet then.

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        Yes, please. Im in Faversham House  annexed to the Infirmary.

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        Ill be with you 3.30 p.m. kindest regards, Heather

      
    

  


  I remember thinking how much Roger would have disapproved  not with me contacting a specialist in tracking down birth parents, but with someone who signed off
  their emails Kindest regards.


  I abhor kindest regards, is what he would have said. Can anybody tell me whats wrong with yours sincerely?


  Heather Cross was nothing like her photo. She looked like that homeopathic doctor Diane used to take me to, before she died, whose house smelt of cats piss and boiled cabbage. I was a bit
  unnerved that I had got her so wrong. And clearly she hadnt done her research either: not a brilliant start for an investigator. She had no idea she had come to visit someone in a place
  where the staff believes that quality holistic care is dependent upon a multi-disciplinary approach.


  Do the . . . doctors know who I am? was her first proper question.


  I told them you were a friend of the family.


  But what happens if some of your family walk in now? she whispered, looking over her shoulder, like she was checking her shadow was still there.


  They wont. They visited this morning.


  I wasnt sure whether Heather Cross was going to walk straight out of the door that second, but eventually she took off her coat, folded it into a shape the size of a piece of luggage, and
  sat at the end of my bed. I thought youd broken your leg or something, she said, still glancing around her. I didnt realize you were in here. You
  understand: I do need to ask. Why are you in here?


  Theyre calling it nervous exhaustion.


  Nervous exhaustion?


  I promise you, its no more than that. Things just came a bit on top.


  We made small-talk to start with  or, rather, she did: how the park-and-ride bus had been delayed by an argument between the driver and an old lady who had three dogs, not the two which
  is the maximum youre allowed to travel with. How the air quality in Manchester was so much better as a result of improvements in public transport. All the time she was still looking around
  the room, though.


  My, what a lot of paper! she remarked, pointing at my AZ.


  They make you write a lot of stuff in here.


  Is that so?


  Finally she launched into her spiel. It was well rehearsed or well versed or both, and pretty much standard for a preliminary meeting when the fee structure could be established.
  She had started her working life at the Preston General Infirmary, where she had trained as an orthopaedic nurse but had found herself gravitating towards the childrens ward. That was why,
  once she qualified, she had taken a job at Barnardos. And subsequently at an adoption agency. She was absolutely passionate about her work. But about two years ago she had had to take early
  retirement, something to do with her husband. Working freelance was, if anything, more rewarding, she told me: there was more scope and unlimited time to get properly involved in individual cases.
  She had known Margaret, who had founded adoptionsearch.com in 2001, for over twenty years  since Barnardos days, in other words.


  In that time we have reunited more than six hundred families  not all of them involving adopted children, you understand. We get enquiries from all sorts of people who for whatever
  reason have lost touch with one another.


  The more she spoke the more she came to look like Dianes homeopathic doctor, or the more Dianes homeopathic doctor came to look like her. Just for a second I thought perhaps I was
  being deceived and this really was Dianes homeopathic doctor, back from the dead, sent by Diane (and Roger) to check me out. And because the two women could have been twins in the physical
  sense, naturally enough they shared the same taste in clothes. Heather Cross was wearing a rainbow-coloured shawl just like her doubles; she was also wearing the same type of chunky crystals
  around her neck. I knew instinctively that things would work out better if I came straight to the point.


  On your website I read that when Im eighteen I can send off for my original birth certificate, I said. Is that right?


  Yes, thats perfectly correct.


  And it said that my parents names and addresses will be on the certificate. Is that right, too?


  No, I dont think the website does say that. Your mothers name will be on the certificate, yes, but not necessarily her address. And not necessarily any of fathers
  details. More often than not, fathers details are absent.


  I didnt like the way she had referred to my father as Father, not your father or the adopted persons father. Its a bit like calling
  a baby just Baby, not the baby. Maybe its a nurse thing, but its very over-familiar.


  But if my mothers address was on the certificate . . . I could find her, just like that?


  Heather Cross suddenly looked very worried, and it started her hunting around the room all over again. It would be most unwise to make an approach of that kind, she said.


  Of course I knew this, but at the same time I thought it as well to get it spelt out. Why? I asked, in a quiet voice.


  Why? Because you might both have seizures, she answered, with a pretence laugh. There was a long silence as she studied me, like a school mistress, over her spectacles.
  No, seriously, Georgia, she went on, drawing herself up, once you have details you would be strongly advised to seek the services of an intermediary. If not me then someone
  like me: a counsellor with very specific experience in this field.


  And she went into a long speech about how it was like standing outside a house in the middle of nowhere. Inside there was a gathering of relatives you had never met before: uncles, aunts,
  brothers, sisters, grandparents, cousins, all sorts. There could be loads of them or very few: there was absolutely no way of telling.


  Some of them you may like; others you may take an instant dislike to. Conversely some of them may not like you, may resent the fact you exist, even. You need someone to announce
  you, Heather Cross finished, someone to introduce you. My job is to prepare all parties: you, your birth parents . . . she paused . . . and not forgetting the parents
  who adopted you, to prepare them too. I mean, are your adoptive parents aware that you intend to make enquiries?


  Not yet.


  Have you considered how they might feel?


  Not really.


  How do you think they would react?


  I think Roger would be supportive and Diane wouldnt want the hassle.


  Roger and Diane are their names, right?


  I wasnt going to answer a question like that. So do a lot of people get the address and just turn up? I pressed her instead.


  Very, very rarely, Heather Cross cautiously replied. I cant say it hasnt happened, because it has. But in ninety-nine cases out of a hundred people are very
  sensitive to the feelings of others, not to mention their own feelings. And, in any case, if you think about it, the likelihood of a person being at the same address fifteen, twenty years on
   even if the address given was the actual address  is remote to say the least. I mean, theres a possibility that you discover the street name but find it no longer
  exists: its been demolished to make way for a new development. Ive seen it before  admittedly with older clients  but its still a possibility . . . a very real
  possibility.


  There was something about the thought of this that made me nervous. I could see myself flying over London, like a bird, looking for somewhere to land and there was nowhere, and I was getting
  more and more tired. In the end I was going to fall out of the sky.


  Her point made, she then said: And you may also have to come to terms with the fact that youll find no one.


  No one?


  Well, its possible that the searches will not return any meaningful leads, that the trail goes cold.


  Thats not the way it is for me.


  How can you tell, Georgia? You cant.


  I just know.


  Now there was a sort of bullying tone to Heather Crosss words. And you may even discover you were, like me, a foundling, she finished.


  A foundling?


  I was found in the doorway of a hospital in Birmingham. Yes, I was. There was a bit of heather stuck in my shawl. And I wouldnt stop crying for a week. Thats why they called
  me Heather Cross.


  I could tell Heather Cross was waiting for a reaction to this: me finding it funny; me being amazed; me thinking it through and taking on board that I might be a foundling, too, and us being in
  the same club, so to speak. And I could tell she was disappointed that my expression gave nothing away at all. I might have been keeping a straight face, but my brain was racing, really racing.
  Even though I knew one hundred per cent that I was not a foundling, the idea absolutely terrified me.


  Again, I had the impression that she was trying to assert herself somehow. That might be something wed need to spend some time on, she added.


  And I didnt like it. But I know Im not, I told her.


  Not what?


  A foundling.


  Georgia, how can you know?


  Because Ive met and seen my mother, I replied, simple as that.


  The meeting pretty much degenerated after that. I couldnt ask her to leave  or thought I couldnt  so the only way out was the bathroom. I excused myself, ran the taps
  and sat on the toilet. I had to get this woman out of my hair, the smell of her out of my nostrils, and the thought of this foundling business out of my mind. It wasnt easy. It was as if I
  had to blow it all out through my mouth, like I was smoking a cigarette in reverse, as I had seen Drew do in the underpass in Birmingham, then breathe in very carefully through my nose: if I
  didnt do it right I might suck in the bad stuff I had just expelled.


  The next thing I knew I was staring up into Joyces face. Heather Cross was at the back of the room, framed by the open door.


  Are you okay, love? Joyce whispered.


  I just feel a bit sick.


  And when I looked back into my room Heather Cross was gone.


  *


  And even though I didnt particularly like Heather Cross or think that she could help me, I knew somehow that she was part of the puzzle. I really didnt want her to
  be involved, but the more I looked at her portrait on adoptionsearch.coms website, the more convinced I was that she was going to come up with some of the answers. What was weird was that
  they changed the thumbnail of her on the homepage, out of the blue, just like that. One morning I looked and she was sitting on a grey sofa with a table behind cluttered with framed photos; the
  next she was perched on the same sofa, but the table was gone and this time she had a chinchilla cat in her arms.


  *


  As soon as I got the certificate  seventeen days after my eighteenth birthday  I took it around to Sulas house. And it was really Sula who decided me.


  Whoooaaa! Its even got the address. You need to show this to that counsellor woman, she said. You should scan it and send it to her.


  Im not sure. I didnt really like her.


  Thats not what you told me, Georgia. You told me she had a good energy and that you had made a sort of connection with her  those were your exact words.


  I may have been wrong.


  Listen: you need help with this, Georgie. Do yourself a favour and send it off.


  We were staring at the certificate, a sort of spreadsheet of pre-computer days, coloured red against pink. The registrar, a T.W.J. Auty, had filled in the details with a fountain pen. His
  handwriting was spidery and childish. Where some of the boxes were empty (Father: Name and surname; Place of birth; Occupation. Mother: Maiden surname; surname at marriage if different from
  maiden surname) there was just one diagonal line, faint at the bottom, thick at the top where, if you looked at it long enough, you could actually see the nib lifting from the paper. The top
  edge of the sheet was serrated, where it must have been torn from a pad. Sula had her thumb next to the box with the heading Mother. She was shaking her head; there was a faint smile
  on her lips  not a funny smile, a wonder smile.


  Elizabeth Florence Dunne, she whispered, rolling the names on and off her tongue, slowly at first, and then quicker, and then she sang them. Elizabeth Florence Dunne, why
  you do what you done?


  I snatched my birth certificate from Sulas hand. Even though she was my best friend I didnt like her owning the names, feeling them, sounding them out before I had had a chance to
  be familiar with them. There was an awkward moment and neither of us knew where to look. Of course I wanted to go on talking about it, so I pretty much handed her back the certificate straight
  away. Look at the address, I said, pointing.


  If Im being honest this was the thing I was most relieved about. Because when I read Pond House, Fitzroy Avenue, NW1 in the box where it asked for Usual address (if different from
  place of childs birth), I took it to mean that Pond House was a house on its own, with a gate and a gravel path leading up to steps and a big front door with pillars either side and
  long, deep windows that shone in the morning light. A house much grander even than the one we used to visit in Edinburgh, which had belonged to Grandpa Myerss older brother before he
  died.


  I always knew you were posh, Sula whispered, and now youre even posher.


  I was laughing now and Sula was laughing, too. But I felt as if at any minute I might start crying, a sort of knife-edge feeling.


  Oh, Sula, should I be doing this?


  Sula cocked her head as she looked at me, from one eye to the other, dead earnest. Sure you should, she replied. But then that smile returned and I could tell she was going to make
  fun of me for being so serious, which is something she quite often does. Sula does the whole range of voices. This was her being a fly girl: You want to step right up to her and go,
  Yo, baby mother, whah happen?


  And I didnt find it amusing.


  You want to go, Where you bin, Mama? Why you leave me alone like you did? Whah happen to your nerve?


  I smiled weakly.


  Thats what you want to ask, isnt it?


  I dont know, I replied, blinking around the room, which was sparkling through my wet eyes. I dont know.


  Immediately Sula took me in her arms. Forgive me, Georgie, Im only joking. You know I am. And this is a serious business, proper serious. But I just need to hear you say why
  you want to get to know stuff about your parents.


  I had my cheek on Sulas collarbone and my eyes were screwed shut. I could feel myself melting into her, becoming part of her. If I got one ounce of this feeling of completeness from my
  real mother when finally I found her and hugged her, then the whole thing would have been worthwhile, I was thinking.


  I just need to know, I answered. Ive tried not wanting to know but  I cant help it  it wont go away.


  I could hear Sula swallowing, too. I can understand that. If I was in your shoes I would be as curious as hell, curious as hell.


  We studied the certificate once more.


  Certified copy of an entry Pursuant to the Births and Deaths Registration Act 1953, she was whispering, running the ball of her index finger over the serrated edge at
  the top of the page. I wonder if your mother was sitting in front of this when it was filled in, she murmured, and her eyes were distant, like she was looking over into another valley
  half a mile away. I wonder whether she was sitting here, just here.


  The exact same question had occurred to me. Do you think she touched it? I whispered in Sulas ear.


  I dont know. She may have done. I dont know. She probably did. What a weird thought.


  *


  Drew was sure. And then he wasnt.


  Then he was. Yes, Georgie: I reckon she touched it.


  How do you know?


  I think Im right.


  I wouldnt believe him now if he came out with stuff like this, and I wouldnt have believed him when I was thirteen, say, but at that moment in time I did believe him. Maybe because
  I believed it myself. Since, if you thought about it long and hard enough, it really didnt take such a leap of imagination to picture Elizabeth Florence Dunne sitting at one side of a table
  in 1991 with Mr T.W.J. Auty at the other, fountain pen in hand.


  But, then, I dont know, Drew said, and he made a point of laughing, almost in my face.


  Jesus, Drew! Its not funny.


  I know it isnt  of course it isnt  but one thing you cant afford to lose now is your sense of humour, Georgia.


  Drew was smoothing out the certificate on the arm of his chair, very slowly and intently, as if he were stroking the arm of a fur coat. Then he raised it to the light and seemed to be looking
  through it. Still he was rolling his thumb over the paper, which made a very faint sound, like waves breaking on a distant shore. Shes not living at this address now, you know,
  he went on, much quieter.


  This seemed like such a shocking thing for him to say it made me splutter.


  In fact, she never lived there . . .


  It was the conviction in Drews voice that took the smile off my face. She never lived there? I repeated.


  Pond House belonged to a friend. Your mother may have stayed there, but she never lived there.


  Drew, youre talking rubbish.


  You think so?


  How can you know?


  He didnt answer; he just stared at me.


  I was on the verge of calling it a day and just about to stand when Drew said, Can I try the cymbals? with his hand over the certificate like he was the conductor of an orchestra,
  tweaking at the air.


  Feel free. I shrugged.


  Drew opened the drawer where he keeps his tarot cards, crystals and other stuff, and took out his velvet pouch. Inside was a pair of miniature cymbals tied together on a piece of leather
  bootlace. He held them over the birth certificate as if they were a pair of scales. Then, with one clean movement, he struck one against the other. A silvery note, oscillating like you get when you
  twang a tuning fork, rang out and filled every corner of the room. Drew had a look in his eyes like he was running after the sound  that, or he had just tasted something and he was trying to
  suss it out. And it was weird: I could actually see the sound, patches of it glowing in different parts of the room, just like you see the air move and glow in that half an hour before it gets dark
   what Roger calls the gloaming.


  Can you hear it? he whispered to me.


  Hear what?


  That it isnt clear, Georgia.


  Not clear?


  Georgia, its like a washing-machine.


  A washing-machine?


  Cant you hear it? Its everywhere.


  And he rang the cymbals again. The sound was much higher this time: it was almost deafening the way it burrowed into your ear and yet it was a closed sound, with no depth to it, just flatness,
  like a door.


  Theres something there, Georgia. Cant you hear it?


  What do you mean, something?


  Something locked up. A secret.


  It sounds nave of me now to have thought then there could be no secret. The secret was the birth certificate: everything would be revealed from that A4 bit of paper. Okay, in some of the
  boxes  the ones where it said Father, with its questions, Name and surname, Place of birth, Occupation  there was one single diagonal line. Against the
  pink swirls of the background the line was like a cut in material, just like the Silk Cut ad. All I had to do was get hold of both sides of the material and pull them apart to reveal what lay
  behind. It was as simple as that.


  Maybe you shouldnt look any further, Georgia, Drew then said, and there was a heavy and worried expression in his eyes. He almost looked like Fudge.


  For fucks sake, Drew!


  
    
  


  FIVE


  So I emailed Heather Cross and attached a pdf of my certificate, just like Sula told me to. I got a reply the following night.


  
    
      Given the circumstances reference our last meeting I think it only prudent that we have another talk before proceeding any further. Could you come to see me in Huddersfield?
      Kindest regards, Heather

    

  


  So I got the train over the following Wednesday.


  Heather Cross lived at the Sunsets, high up on the east side of town, overlooking a park. Theres a beck in the park with little stone bridges every hundred yards or so, some of them just
  slabs of stone, Flintstones-style, others proper hump-backed bridges with castellated sides. Its pretty, scenic, chocolate-boxy. That afternoon, with the sun on the water, I thought how much
  the beck looked like a silver ribbon, a bit of tinselly taffeta  dragged there by a giant, perhaps, who had marched over this place in another dimension of time.


  Number fourteen was a bungalow nearly at the top of a cul-de-sac. There was a for-sale sign at the head of the short driveway, which was something I hadnt expected. But it made me say to
  myself: What did I expect? There was no need to ring the doorbell: Heather Cross was waiting for me.


  Georgia, come right in, she said, with both arms up as if she was going to give me a hug. Did you find us okay?


  I got a map off the Internet.


  Its difficult to imagine what wed do without the Internet now? Its a good job things cant be uninvented, isnt it?


  We went straight into the back room, which might have been the bedroom once but had been extended outwards and had a wide view, like a wide-screen TV, of their garden and the park beyond. A man
  was clipping the hedge, not with electric clippers like Rogers: these were old-fashioned ones with yellow wooden handles.


  Thats Allan, my husband, Heather told me. Dont you worry about him: he wont disturb us. Once he gets started on his gardening hes lost in a world
  of his own. Sit here, Georgia.


  I sat on an armchair facing the sofa that I had seen on adoptionsearch.coms website. The room was full of light and smelt clean and had a good feeling  quite unlike Dianes
  homeopathic doctors house, which was dark and cold and where it always seemed to be raining outside. But there was one thing the two places did have in common, though. Just like
  Dianes late and great homeopathic doctor, Heather Cross had loads of crystals. There were two quartz balls, really fortune-tellers crystal balls, on the mantelpiece; an
  amethyst geode, a sort of peaked doorway, the kind of thing you might see in a Walt Disney cartoon, on the windowsill; and some smaller pieces arranged around the telephone. I remember saying to
  myself: God, everyones at it!


  So, Georgia. How are you?


  Im good.


  Because the last time we met things were a bit strained, not to put too fine a point on it.


  I know.


  You told me the doctors had diagnosed nervous exhaustion. I dont mean to pry and I wont ask again, but why exactly were you in hospital?


  Being blunt and quick to answer often helps. Because I had been using too much of that skunk weed.


  And what is skunk weed when its at home?


  Its cannabis that they grow under lights. Some people can get a . . . How do you call it? A psychic reaction to it.


  A psychotic reaction, you mean?


  But Im okay now. I havent used any for seven months.


  I saw Heather Cross looking very carefully into my eyes as she asked, And are you getting the support you need to stay off it? Because by all accounts stopping and staying stopped are two
  different things.


  Im still an outpatient at Faversham House. But Im okay now, completely okay.


  I have to say, you do look quite a different person. You know, youre a very attractive young girl, Georgia.


  I pretended to be shy, but once again I could see that I would need to take control of the situation. So, do you think you will be able to help me?


  Heather Cross sat back, her face beaming. My! Youre very direct!


  My father, my adoptive father, always tells me not to beat about the bush, I replied, with a laugh, and could see as soon as she laughed back that I had won her
  over.


  His names Roger, if my memory serves me correctly.


  Thats right, Roger.


  Heather Cross then launched into her speech. She thanked me for attaching a scan of the birth certificate, which she now withdrew from a folder and studied over the top of her glasses. It was
  pretty standard, as a matter of fact, she said, and even though I had been over the details a hundred times I let her read them out. I was born in London, in Hammersmith Hospital, on 11 February
  1991; my mother was called Elizabeth Florence Dunne; she was residing at Pond House, Fitzroy Avenue, at the time of my birth. She had called me Lily Rose Dunne. Fathers details were missing.
  Nothing unusual about that: Fathers name is only shown when he is the husband or when he accompanies Mother to register the birth. But at least there was something to go on.


  Because, again if my memory serves me correctly, the thought of having no details was something you found difficult to entertain.


  I thought this was a strange use of the word entertain. I also thought that Heather Cross, by conceding that I had been right in knowing I was not a foundling or a
  baby-in-a-basket, must be indirectly apologizing to me, admitting that she had been wrong to press that point when we had last met. But I also knew it would be best just to play the game.


  Well, yes, I replied. I suppose for so long Id been thinking about meeting my parents and any other relations I might have that the idea of having no one was a bit .
  . . you know . . .


  Yes, I do know. Heather Cross nodded, with a big smile, as if she was pleased I had acknowledged the great favour or service she had conferred on me by telling me something I
  already knew.


  We both sat there in silence for a minute or two. And then the door swung open of its own accord. Which was a bit weird. It turned out to be Heather Crosss cat, the long-haired chinchilla
  as seen on adoptionsearch.coms website. I let it smell my trousers, shoes and hand; then it jumped on to my lap and began purring.


  Perhaps the fact that I had made a connection with her cat was an added bonus, as it seemed that the further Heather Cross went the more of a client I was becoming.


  So, given the information we have, I think theres every chance you will get to make contact.


  I nodded thoughtfully.


  How does that make you feel?


  Good!


  Just good?


  I was tickling the cat behind its ears, the place Fudge likes to be tickled, and the cat was turning its head and staring at me with its eyes that were like the shutter on Rogers ancient
  camera. Then, out of the blue, it stretched its claws, and when it retracted them their tips went through my jeans and into my thigh. I didnt want to cry out as I thought that Heather Cross
  and I were on the brink of something, but I had to straighten my spine against the sharp, razor pain.


  That doesnt mean there wont be things you might rather not know about, she warned me. Ive worked with two clients this month. Shall I tell you about
  them?


  Yes.


  The first is a young mother in her twenties from Immingham. We found her father, who is now living in Eastbourne, had remarried with a new family, but she discovered her mother had died
  in a road accident  in quite tragic and protracted circumstances, actually. My client was very distraught at the prospect of never meeting her mother. Nevertheless she knows now she will be
  able to come to terms with this. She has closure. But the joy of meeting her father! And the joy of the father! As soon as the letter I wrote reached him, he phoned. That very evening. He said,
  Im shaking. Im hot and cold. Ive been waiting for this call for years . . . years. When the reunion came it was a marvellous, marvellous experience for
  both of them.


  Heather Cross paused before telling me about her second client.


  The other, Im afraid, doesnt have such a happy ending. This time it was a woman in her seventies, ill with cancer, terminally ill. She had given her daughter up for
  adoption, and wanted to make contact before she . . . passed on. I have to say I had a hunch this one might not turn out so well.


  Another pause.


  It transpired that her daughter had died at the age of two, drowned in a pond in the adopting parents garden.


  Oh, God, I couldnt help saying.


  The poor woman, you see, had thought she was doing the best for her daughter by giving her up for adoption. When I told her what I had discovered, she just said to me: I
  could have done better myself. Why did I give her up?


  Heather Cross had this way of not pulling her punches. Think of all the years, she said, as if she was talking to herself, when the poor woman thought her daughter was
  growing up, flourishing, perhaps having children of her own . . . when all along she was no more. She was alive no more.


  *


  My train wasnt for another hour and a half so I went into an Internet caf just outside the town centre.


  When you type Elizabeth Dunne into Google you get 11,524 hits. When you type in Elizabeth Florence Dunne you get none. Somewhere between the two is my mother,
  somewhere in the 11,524. When you select images for Elizabeth Dunne you get 1082 hits. Id been looking at these thumbnails, one after the other, at home, ever since the certifIcate arrived.
  That afternoon in Huddersfield I went at random through some of the ones I hadnt accessed before. There was a cheerleader from Ohio; a french polisher from Maidstone; a Dr Elizabeth Dunne
  outside her practice in Singapore; a photo of a painting of an Elizabeth Dunne who died in 1879.


  I was feeling weary, like I had gone for a long swim and was now sitting on a rock with the water at my feet, trying to get warm. I had got what I wanted, though. Heather Cross would make some
  preliminary enquiries on my behalf, absolutely free of charge (to start with anyway, to make up for the abrupt manner in which she had left Faversham House last year). She had told me that mothers
  who give up their children for adoption more often than not have another child quite soon after. And more often than not that child is born in wedlock. The obvious place to start looking was
  in the General register. You didnt need to go to Myddleton street in London, these days. All searches could be done on-line. If this brought no leads, there was no cause for immediate panic.
  A death search for the grandparents, great-grandparents, Uncles and aunts, etc., would provide up-to-date information of the relative registering the death. Then there were the electoral registers,
  old phone books. And the address on the birth certificate.


  But Ive already checked the address, Heather Cross told me.


  So have I, I said.


  Heather Cross gave me that worried, school-mistressy look. You have?


  Only with Directory enquiries, I explained.


  Well, thats where I checked . . . there and another directory we use. But, Georgia, please, please . . . when weve identified someone, let me make the approach on your
  behalf. Will you promise me that?


  I nodded, but cant have looked that convincing as I was desperate to find out what Heather Cross had discovered about Pond House, with its ivy-clad front and black railings. Here was
  another example of puffing yourself up when at the end of the day you were going to get deflated  almost as if you were doing it to yourself on purpose.


  What is Pond House? I asked her straight up.


  Pond House is owned by the local authority, Heather Cross told me carefully. It is a block of twelve dwellings. Your mother, when she registered you, did not give the flat
  number  just the name of the building.


  So I wasnt so posh, after all. And it had taken me a whole walk back into town to come to terms with that fact. Funny how good stuff is easier to deal with than bad.


  But now that I had started on my journey proper and could imagine  or not, as the case might be  some of the places at which I might stop, I was feeling a bit buzzy, a bit light in
  the head. As if I had had a toke on some really powerful weed and had stood up too quickly and was trying to adjust to the stars.


  I was staring at a photo of Elizabeth Dunne, interior designer. She had shoulder-length blonde hair, saucer-like eyes, and collarbones that you could see beneath her jersey. I mean, had this
  Elizabeth Dunne given me away, then had another baby quickly afterwards to replace me? If Heather Cross found her through her youngest child, did this mean I had three or four brothers and sisters,
  all looking like her? But did I want this Elizabeth to be my mother? She had swimming-pool eyes (as Roger calls it when hes trying to be ironic about someones
  looks), but she was staring out of the screen with such a vacant expression, just like a posh chav. What about one of the others among the 11,524?


  I went through a load more images, hitting any results page, then scrolling down and choosing a thumbnail at random. Perhaps this would lead me to my mother, a sort of weird Zener
  cyber-telepathy, I was thinking. The idea made me laugh out loud. But if the truth were told I was getting pretty fed up with these Elizabeth Dunnes. I did a big puff at the screen, like I do to
  those joggers to get them out of my space. If nothing else, I thought, at least this trip to the Internet caf had shown me that I wouldnt be trawling through the web again. I had
  gone past that stage.


  How wrong I was, it turned out.


  I remember then feeling suddenly cold, as if the sun I was waiting for just wasnt going to show  ever again. I wasnt losing my nerve, but I hadnt liked the story
  Heather Cross had told me about the two-year-old toddler drowning in that pond. I dont think anyone would have liked it much. The old lady had kept a flame burning for fifty years plus . . .
  fifty years plus.


  Drew had anticipated this, too. You either walk away from this, Georgia, he had said, as he handed me back the certificate that afternoon, or you turn over the
  stone.


  What are you talking about?


  Theres no half-measures where this stuff is concerned: you either go after the truth or you dont. You just have to decide what youre going to do and stay with it . .
  . because if you start swapping your mind all youll be doing is wasting your time.


  What do you think I should do? I had asked him.


  I cant tell you that, Georgia. You know what its like.


  What would you do?


  Me, Id release the energy. And then Id straighten it.


  Exactly what the old lady with her drowned daughter hadnt done, and her life was over  over, in a sense, before it had begun. In my minds eye I had a picture of the boulders
  Roger and I used to turn over in Scotland when we were looking for worms. You never knew what you were going to find underneath as you pulled back the stone: fleshy white roots, woodlice, blue-grey
  worms saddled pink? But once it had been turned it had been turned: the tufts of grass that had held it to the ground now showed an edge of black earth.


  I paid, left the caf and walked towards town. The traffic was heavy, a background of thunder. I hadnt done any E or aya since before Christmas, but now suddenly I got a
  feeling in my stomach like I needed to go back into that space. And because I was feeling that need it put me in mind of Grandma Myers.


  Grandma Myers, can you hear me? I asked, over the traffic.


  Nothing.


  Grandma Myers. Tell me, am I doing the right thing?


  Still nothing. But at that moment a car pulled up on the kerb just ahead of me. And the letters on the registration plate? YK04 LRD.





End of sample
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