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Back Cover Blurb...

Stark naked consciousness is exposed like a raw nerve as
Georgia's search for her missing boyfriend, Ben, takes her fromLondon through Asia.

On route she discovers that Ben has been using a neurosciencetechnology ­ one that offers the potential of complete liberationto anyone who uses it. It is a technology Georgia must embraceif she is to find Ben, but one that is such an intimate catalyst forchange Georgia isn't sure she can handle the side of herself ituncovers.

It is only her desire to find Ben which drives her on; a force
which leads her to the Theta Heads and a choice: continue usingthe technology to hack away at her layers of mental static andfind the real reason he disappeared, or let go and face a futurewithout him.

Theta Head ­ technology doesn't need a mind of its own, itcan have ours.
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Chapter 1 ­ B6

Escalating down into the musty warmth of the London underground's brutal
machinery, shaken and ignored as she then shudders through its sooty wormholes,Georgia catches sight of her dark under-eye semicircles. They smile back at her fromthe opposite window in the darkness between stations and they are, she whispers toherself, `Evidence.' Of too many late night hours scanning flight and phone records,missing persons' sites, lists of router histories and addresses. All percolating like TVstatic in her head. All too much until subdued with an ice pack and 250 mils of
vodka.
Georgia looks in her bag, but the sunglasses she needs to cover her eyes withare not there; summer isn't due for another six months. She'd never really liked themanyway. With their cheap plastic frames and scratched lenses they were functionalbut unbecoming. Maybe, she thinks, she could borrow Ben's. They were there forthe taking. She'd left them where he'd left them: perched on top of his music
equipment, untouched for the past fifteen months. She's sure he wouldn't mind,wherever he might be, and they were so much larger than hers; the perfect disguisefor under-eye darkness.
Escalating up now and Georgia is soon out into a tight scrum of black cabsand red buses. They are busy spewing office and shop workers onto a freshly
scrubbed Oxford Street, a road she would have walked in its entirety if it wasn't forthe clang of titanium shop shutters. Ringing in the new trading day they startle her,forcing her to take a long-cut up into thinner veins, full of fashion houses and Greekcafés, couriers blasting by on old Yamahas. And Georgia, breathing deeply as shewalks, trying hard to stem the babble of inner dialogue that has crept up on her andwhich now hangs over her head like a swarm--the mindless questions and stray songlines, the anxieties and what ifs, nevers, maybes. It's her daily shot of irrelevance andinner chaos and it's all starting to worm in and dice together--a constant, internalhead chatter that forms a barrier against clarity and which stops her in her tracks,forcing an admission: her hole has arrived. She can feel it opening up like a freshwound somewhere on the street nearby, a dark, draining, familiar gravity.
`Give up,' it says. `Come here.'
It's always that sudden and it always makes her think about seeing a headdoctor. Maybe some drugs to try and cover it up with. Drag a steel hatch over it andfasten it in place with a chemical barrier or two.
She needs to move quickly, before this missing part of her life enters hersystem and starts its sickening spread from her stomach upwards into her chest, downher arms and into her fingertips, sparkling negative.
`Distraction,' Georgia says, before it takes hold. `Treat!' Then, `Childishwoman.' And it's from this self debate that a sliver of cheer returns, enough to gether moving again, albeit around the edges of her hole in a kind of weird, avoidance-arc shuffle and then into a nearby French Confection.
`Sanctuary,' she whispers, closing the heavily polished door firmly.
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Once seated Georgia orders her favourite Peruvian, which is served promptlyby an immaculate Italian all black and white and pressed. Then studies the menu forsomething familiar. And feels safe. But stressed.
Force the stress. Expel it.
But, up or down?
Georgia tries both ways but still her nerves are like split-ends.
`Calm down,' she whispers to herself, almost viciously, sinking back into thecomfort of the café's cushioned window chair.
Tries another, slower breath. Then another.
It's not working.
Trying another approach, Georgia takes out her phone and queues up hercurrent-favourite mp3, silently willing it to coat her nerves in a protective veneeragainst the weight of any more swarm-like darkness or confusion that might be outthere. Which works, to a degree, her stress levels downing slightly as the sound oflapping waves and soothing chords starts soaking into her nerve endings.
`Breathe deeply.' A drawn-out-almost-whisper. `Take a very deep breath--in--and hold the breath for as long as comfort dictates. And then, gently, let it outagain through slightly parted lips. And when the breath is all the way out, contractyour stomach muscles and push it even further out. And further out. And then relax.But don't try. Let your breath simply fall in. And then let your breath simply fallout. Fall in, fall out. Imagine your breath falling onto a comfy old sofa.'
Georgia's phone vibrates, an incoming call interrupting her beloveddownload.
Sliding it onto the spotless tablecloth she squints down at its screen and seesPushpinder Sharma--best friend in the world, helper in times of need, and, currently,her man in the east. Georgia taps accept and sees:

A row of plastic seats at an unnatural angle. People sitting beside luggage, waiting.Large windows convexing around a thinly populated airport departure lounge. Andsuddenly a face, unblurring, fluctuating in resolution before finally settling on Indian,eyes focused somewhere beyond the camera's lens.
`Hello from Narita International.'
`Good... what is it in Japan, Push? Afternoon?'
`Just gone four. Three hours until take off. I was just thinking, Georgia, thathe could be in this very lounge. Looking at me looking for him.'
`Maybe not looking. Maybe just idly gazing? He doesn't know you,remember? You're as much a stranger to him as he is to you.'
`Thanks, Georgia. That's comforting.'
`My pleasure.'
`Just wanted to let you know everything's set. Batteries charged andwhatnot.'
`Ready for seat B6.'
`Do you think the resolution will be good enough for an ID? This airlinenetwork isn't what you could happily call broadcast quality.'
`I hope so, Push. But I can clean it up later. If it's him, I'll know. I hope.And how is Japan for you?'
`No idea. I arrived five hours ago and haven't set foot outside the terminal.But it looks... freezing and grey. A bit like London. But how about you? How areyou feeling, Georgia? I mean... this is something, right?'
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`Yes, it is, Push. But then again it's not, is it? It's not everything. It's notBen. It's just a possible someone who might have possibly seen something.'
`But how do you feel? After all this time.'
`Like you wouldn't believe.'
`Me too. I bought you some ginseng tea from duty free.'
`Thanks, Push.'
`I'll call back when we're in the air. No delays so that should be in aboutthree hours.'
`See you in three then.'

As soon as the call ends a re-fill arrives, and Georgia lets herself enjoy the sensationof the liquid as it warms her throat and flows down into her stomach, its muscularPeruvian particles fusing warmly with her own adrenalized particles. She mentallytells herself off for not thanking Push, again­for travelling half way around the worldon her behalf and for never giving the slightest hint that he would abandon a searchthat was really not his. A friend indeed, Georgia thinks, gazing at London over thewarmth of her coffee cup. The street outside is cobbled, probably recently and fortourist reasons, and reminds her of Oxford, the town in which she had started to fallfor Ben... five years previously... pubbing... punting... partying at night and thenred-eyeing back to London for Monday morning work. It was the place in whichBen's characteristics had slowly soaked into her core, every one of which had madeher realise, for the first time in her life, that her heart was actually smiling. Ben
turning to strangers and asking them random questions was one of her favourites, andit was weird, at first, for Georgia to understand how he could do that. He just didn'thave the walls or boundaries that most people seemed to live within. Instead, shesaw, his space was open, active, curious and questioning. Alive.
`Musical notes,' Ben had once said to her, starting the conversation with hisfavourite topic. `Where do they come from?'
Georgia had straightaway blurted `Up your bum', but when she'd seen howseriously Ben was looking at her, she'd smiled up at him and made a childish face.`Well, that's an easy one, isn't it?'
`Don't tell me to go google it. I want your ideas.'
`Only if you buy me an ice cream.'
Ben nodded thoughtfully. `Okay. But only if it can be proven. Agreed?'
`I see. And how solid must the evidence be?'
Ben looked over her shoulder, contemplating, then re-focused. `Solid enoughfor a 1st year science student.'
`Junior, senior, or post-grad?'
`Take your pick.'
`Agreed.' Georgia clapped. `So, Ben, I think that the notes for songs arestored in a cool, dry place. Preferably,' she added, holding up a finger, `not in directsunlight.'
Ben had hung his head. `That may be so,' he'd said. `But where exactly isthat?'
At that point in her life Georgia might well have said Oxford, but these daysshe's not so sure. About anything, in fact. All she does know--all she is certainof--is that she doesn't know a lot. That she had stopped knowing shortly after Benhad disappeared. When he'd been there--beside her, around her, making her morecomplete than she'd ever thought possible--she knew all the time: what clothes towear, what movie to download, where to go on a Sunday. She knew what she
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wanted. Now though, tea or coffee is often a painful decision. Lager or stout a
choice that can send her home in tears.
She simply--genuinely--doesn't know.
Georgia looks down at the remains of her coffee and tries to distance herselffrom the memory. But it's not easy because it sets off another memory that's evenharder to push away: the one in which, in those first few months after his
disappearance, Ben had come to her at night. In her non-space between sleeplessnessand loss. Suddenly beside her. So real she could feel his warmth. But she knewbetter: that the illusion was so real it was dangerous and that she had to keep pushing.But Ben would always spring back to her like he was on some kind of emotionalelastic, and she often didn't have the energy to deal with it.
`Not today,' Georgia tells herself, pushing harder. `Today you must focus.'

***

Ten minutes later and Georgia is standing in a gusting North London side street
scanning an office board for Cornish Law Consultants Ltd. Third floor, up the stairs,left, down a recently disinfected corridor and she is in reception waiting. Instantarrives, small lumps of brown powder still floating on its surface, and as usual, incontempt, it stays untouched.
`It's lovely to see you, Georgia.'
Georgia smiles up, finding as always Marion--the grandmotherly officeassistant with new teeth--quietly but potently unnerving. `Have you been waitinglong? No. I see you've hardly touched your coffee. And I do know your vices!'
My kind of logic, Georgia thinks. Flawed.
`Won't be a moment, love. He's on his way up from the library as we speak.You can wait in the office.'
`Thank you,' Georgia replies, then follows Marion's shower of fuss through adoor that has Adrian Cornish etched, in what she's always thought of as a rather
frosty font, on its single window.
Once seated and alone Georgia is scanning, the stark differences between Benand his brother jumping straight out at her: Adrian a hoarder of ornaments and oldbits of junk and tat; Ben, especially in the last few months before his disappearance,an anti-hoarder. He was pressurised by anything that contained information that hadbeen read or dealt with yet kept for the future should it have some relevance then.Left uncategorized and unreferenced. Always hinting there might be something leftinside unread. It was what had eventually crushed him and driven him out, alongwith Georgia, into the real world to make it on their own. She's back there now, in anunusual clarity, remembering those five perfect years they'd spent together...
dreaming... making plans... enjoying the harmony their relationship had given her...until that night at the club when Ben had been ripped away from her, a night she stillcan't remember...
Georgia looks up as Q.C. Cornish, elder brother to Ben, starch andprofessional, always expecting slightly more from people--standards (his)--walks inand nods at her over a stack of leather-bound books.
Georgia gives him time to put the books down, exhale professionallyobligations, and inhale her.
`How was the field trip?' Georgia asks.
`The conference? Interesting.' Nodding. `Manageable.'
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`Good.' Georgia nods back and sits up straight, placing her hands politely inher lap and feeling, as she always does in Adrian's formal presence, like a transparentinterviewee who must lie to get an unwanted job.
Then Adrian, straight to the meat, `How is the investigation proceeding?'
`We might have found something actually. Someone. A name match.William T Taylor.'
`You've found him?'
`Possibly. That's what I wanted to prepare you for.'
`That's the first piece of good news for a while.'
Fifteen months, Georgia corrects mentally, then says, `It might be nothing.Just the name you gave me. Popped up on a frequent flyer award list.'
`Is that legal?' Leaning forwards.
`It's public. I want to email you a picture of him, as you're the only onewho's seen him. I should have it in a couple of hours and I wanted to make sureyou're computer is working.' Shrugs. `Switched on.'
Adrian thinks about this, his dry eyes settling rigidly on Georgia's, his usualfake-but-friendly smile nowhere in sight. `And what did the police have to say aboutthis?'
`Unhelpful but surprisingly liberal. In missing cases it seems they positivelyencourage anyone connected to keep going--call old friends, think about the smalldetails.' And I can't help do that. Every minute of every day.
`Because it's important to keep this proper, Georgia.'
Proper. By the book. On the straight and narrow. All phrases Georgia hashad stencilled, thanks to Adrian, into her moral code, and all of which she has prettymuch abided by. Except this one small thing. But what did Adrian expect? Shecouldn't possibly spend another fifteen months searching by the book. That hadsimply not worked. It had given her not a single lead nor clue about what had
happened to Ben. Nor about William T Taylor, the man Adrian had introduced toBen shortly before Ben's disappearance, the man Georgia had spent the last fifteenmonths trying to find. So: `What other options are there?'
`Hacker search,' Push had suggested, after trying but failing to further theinvestigation himself. `Expensive. I might know someone who knows someone.'
Which he had: a big chunk of Georgia's cash wrapped around their target'sname passed to a shadow in the street, and 24-hours later an email, on which weredetails of a flight William T Taylor had booked.
`Do you think you'll still recognise him?' Georgia asks.
`Yes,' Adrian says. `I think so. I only met him once, and it would have beenbetter face-to-face. But yes, I'm sure I'll know if it's him or not. Eye contact withhim was... unusual. I should have asked more questions then.'
Yes, Georgia almost says, you bloody well should have.
`I'll do my best.'
`Thank you, Adrian.'
`And what if this William Taylor is the same man I saw with Ben? Wherewill that get us?'
`Further than anywhere in the last fifteen months. If it's him, it's a start.'

***

Half an hour later, feeling free, hoping she won't have to see Adrian again for a
while, thankful, Georgia is reversing across London, heading home.
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Once inside her main living space--an area she's always liked: perfect fortwo occupants and overlooking a garden in crisis--Georgia sits in front of her PC.Nudging the mouse reveals her family snapshot wallpaper: Ben dressed in his
favourite t-shirt standing next to herself. She then sets to work creating empty
folders. Activates and ratchets to their highest settings all the virus,
adware/spyware/firewall software--creating an island of safe space for the videoPush will hopefully have for it. Then she moves to the sofa and sits back. Checksher watch.
One hour to go.
One last lead.
And then fatigue--an abrupt, intrusive wave. Possibly, she reasons, thecombined result of her late night and her early morning breakfast baguette. Heavy inher stomach she can feel it sucking up energy, causing her to slide further into thesofa until she's almost foetal. Uncomfortable in her pocket, Georgia slides her phoneout and places it in the centre of her curl, checking coverage and battery. Then
nothing but the silence of a mid-morning house. Suburbia on pause. Neighbours atwork. The only noise distant traffic. And closer, the sounds of modernised Victorianplumbing, comforting somehow, a live system to meditate on as Georgia mentallycounts down the minutes... one after the other... fifteen months worth of them nowsuddenly gone... just as suddenly gone as Ben himself. But where? Had he gonealone? And why hadn't he invited her to go with him? Why, why, why, always thewhys. They are a swarm of headache-inducing questions she knows must be pushedfirmly aside and dealt with but can't. She rarely can. It's just another random
memory, another unanswerable question. All of them attached with psychic Velcroto the inside of her head. Currently showing is Ben's excitement as he started hismusic course. The build up of equipment that was supposed to keep him at homerather than on a pill in a dance club somewhere. All of it still upstairs and all givingnothing away. The further she sinks into this pain-memory the clearer she can see hisdecks and mixer, amp, his favourite pair of sunglasses perched on top where he'd leftthem. But not him. Not a trace and not a clue. Only an absence--a hole. But onewith weight. And one she's felt growing steadily inside since the moment he
disappeared, coming on now, again, like a trapped nerve in the centre of her being.
Pushpinder's call brings her back from that brink:

A claustrophobic image of moulded plastic flooded with bright off-yellow light.
Push's face blurring past. Earpiece being gently screwed into ear. Microphone
scraping shirt. Whispers.
`Are you there, Georgia?'
`Yes. Ready and recording.'
`Great. He's fourth seat back on the left. B6. I should be able to get a clearshot.'
`Excellent work.'
`I also managed to sneakily video something he was reading on his laptop,thank digital zoom. It's called The Spasm, written by a guy called MatthewMcMullen. I'll type it up and email it to you when I get back to my seat. Seems tobe some kind of report.'
`A spasm report? You never cease to amaze, Push.'
`I know. Here goes then. Nice clean shot.'
Lens obscured slightly on the left as the door opens. Into the galley-way. Curtainbrushed aside. Dim lighting but the lens considers and adjusts.
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Georgia's heartbeat jumps as Push's in flight video is beamed from his phone to hers.Holding her breath she watches as the image drifts silently into business class, lensangled towards the left row of seats. Then she's counting: a glimpse of passengerone, gone before she can make out any detail. Then a woman, asleep with full
passenger support--black eye shades, head resting on inflatable neck brace. Gone.Past a newspaper concealed man or woman next and there, suddenly, seat B6, maybehalf a second of a man's well lit, bearded face. Shirt but no tie. Dark hair. Largesunglasses.
Georgia is up and bluetoothing, hoping her larger PC screen will give her aclearer picture. Absently half-on, half-off her chair she waits, watching the transferbar increase, feeling as though she's in a rare, swarm-free state of suspended
animation. A fulcrum? A point where her life could tip? Could be given back toher?
After dropping the file onto the media player Georgia watches, closely,pausing just after newspaper man, adjusts the speed, marks it, hits play, three framesa second, back again, play, nose inches from the screen.
She hadn't expected to be so sure, but even though she's never seen this manbefore it's him, she knows it. And it's not just a feeling; there's evidence. Nothingsolid. It's more an exercise in pattern recognition, like looking through a fog at acrowd and trying to make out a familiar face a hundred yards away.
After saving the grab she emails it to Adrian, imagining the image appearingon his screen and his face actually forming some kind of emotion as, hopefully,
familiarity hits. She then prints a copy, snatches it from the laser before it's donespooling and is up, not really sure why, her chair rolling back and crashing gently intothe table behind. Then she's taking the stairs two at a time and is into his room--their room--her eyes going straight for Ben's mixing decks where, left untouched forfifteen months, thought about only that morning, they still sit.
Georgia picks them up. Slightly bulbous around the upper-eye part. Dark.Very heavy.
She looks at the printout of William `B6' Taylor, then back to Ben'ssunglasses.
`Identical.'
Nearly. Maybe.
She's left her phone downstairs so she reaches for the landline and dialsAdrian. Someone picks up but says nothing and Georgia, rationality on hold, saysnothing too.
`Hello?' An odd, stressed pinch of vocals.
`Adrian, it's me.'
`Jesus you gave me a fright. My phone says Ben is calling me.'
`Sorry. I'm calling from his studio. We got the picture. It's him. I'm quitesure. Did you check your mail? Can you check your email?'
Shifting sounds from the other end--Adrian going at his usual, nauseatinglymethodical speed. Then, finally, `Yes, here it is... attached... jpeg.'
`That's it.' She can see him nodding.
`I think...'
`Yes? Adrian?'
`I think that's him.'
`How sure?'
`Very sure. It's him.'
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`Do you recognise the sunglasses he's wearing?'
`Sunglasses? I don't think so.' Strangely hesitant, as if he should.
`They're the same as Ben's. I'm looking at them now. Look at the picture ofhim on your desk. I think he's wearing them in that one.'
Another drawn-out pause from Adrian, then, `You're right, they do looksimilar. What do you think that means?'
`I don't know. It can't be coincidental, though.'
`Strange.'
`William T Taylor. You're sure it's him? The man you saw with Ben?'
`It's him, Georgia.'
Georgia breathes out, sharply. `Mr B6.'
`Sorry?'
`The seat he was sitting in. On the plane.'
`Where exactly is he?'
`Just coming in to land at Bangkok International.'
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Chapter 2 - Pro-blog

Twenty-two hours later, Dreamlining two miles above an ever-enlarging Europe,Georgia sits and sifts. She was hoping for sleep but the chair doesn't accommodate afoetal curl, the only way unconsciousness has ever come.
Looking at government sites, history, maps, digital communicationinfrastructure, top ten temples, Georgia is staggered to learn fifteen million tourists ayear visit Thailand--Americans, even more surprisingly, being the largest piece ofthe pie chart. Next come Brits, Germans, Swedes. Then Japanese, Chinese, Malays.Backpacking Thailand, Laos and Cambodia is still a popular gap-year activity--teensminibused in their thousands to hill tribe villages in the north, beaches in the southand as little time as possible in over-polluted Bangkok.
After downloading a Thai phrasebook, Georgia closes her phone, then hereyes, then programs the chair back and tries to put herself on standby. The light istoo bright, though, still being day outside, so she reaches into her carry-on and takesout her glasses--Ben's glasses--and puts them on, dark lenses cutting out most of thelight. Too heavy to be comfortable she takes them off and puts them atop her foldouttable, next to her second clue: a printout of Pushpinder's typed up, 39,000-foot laptoprip. For the fifth time that hour, Georgia reads.

Pre-bio Report (The Spasm) - by Matthew McMullen

I wasn't looking for the kind of superhuman well being I found.
I wasn't looking for the re-growth of vital organs; enhanced stamina; elevatedmood; stronger, thicker bones; smoother, firmer skin; reduced body fat and increasedmuscle mass; sharper, clearer and more fluid thinking; greater creativity and
productivity; improved relationships; increased insight and empathy; feelings of
freedom and greater choice; happiness without boundaries.
I wasn't looking for any of that. I was simply curious to know whether, afteryears of acute laziness, my body would force me into the change it needed in order tocontinue living, as opposed to what it had been doing, which was dying. The answerto that question was a resounding yes, its form: a spasm. I had no idea back then thatmy single spasm would lead me here, writing this report under this tree, more
completely human than I'd ever thought possible. It was as though I'd been given thekey to that untapped river of flowing life-energy we all know is there but for most ofus, however hard we try and however many disciplines we force ourselves to sit
through, can never actually connect with.
But that's the result. That's what we all end up with, here. And this reportisn't about the end product, it's about a different kind of end--the end of my old selfand life that eventually led me to this consistently heightened state of being.
Four years previously.
Until it arrived, I hadn't really thought about what might be at my end or whatform it would take. How could I? I hadn't been there before so I couldn't have
known. I hadn't been expecting it so therefore I hadn't made any attempt to foresee itor imagine it in any way. It had, without any kind of prior notice, simply walked intomy room and presented itself in front of me.
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`Your peak of intolerability,' I was told later by one of my fellow trainees,this after I'd asked him what I should put in my pre-bio report under Day 1. `I hadone myself,' he added. `We all do. Most of us here.'
I wasn't entirely sure what he was talking about at that time, so I asked, `Andyours? What happened at your peak? Your end?'
`I jumped off a rooftop,' he said, `and fell seven stories through the air.' Heshrugged, then laughed. `I survived, obviously. And to be honest it felt great, atfirst--that initial, weightless moment of abandon. But as soon as I felt the power ofgravity pulling at me, everything changed. I changed. In short, I realised it was ahorrible mistake. Nothing but a dumb whim designed to wake myself up to the factthat I was actually alive and on planet earth.'
`What had made you think you were not in the land of the living?' I asked.
`Because at work or on the street people looked straight through me as if Iweren't there or that I wasn't worth looking at. I felt like I was slowly fading out ofexistence, which led me to the conclusion that what I needed to do was realise mysolidity again. But I couldn't. My substance had left me for greener pastures. Andso I jumped. It was only on the way down that I became solid again; by the time thefall was over I was back to being me: a pathetic, slight man, but one who now wantedto live. That was my end which eventually led me here.'
Thinking back to it, I believe my own end struck while I was watching TV, anempty pizza box on the coffee table in front of me, as per routine. I remember itbeing one of those pointless Monday evenings where you give up thinking that
anything out there in the world can possibly ever interest you again. A truly hopelessmoment. Just before my end--its catalyst?--eyeing the neglected, cooling crusts ofmy pizza, I noticed that the wooden top part of my coffee table had a particular grainto it. I hadn't really noticed before and as I leant down to inspect it more closely,moving my eyes over its slats and its varnished hardwood knots, I started to get thedisturbing feeling that this inanimate object actually contained more life than I did--the idea, at least, that it had once been a living and breathing tree. After pressingdown on it with both of my palms, trying quite ludicrously to instil myself with someof its energy--its natural life force--and failing, I searched for more signs of life.My curtains were a prime candidate: thin yellow grasses flapping in a late eveningbreeze. So, I concluded, glorious nature was still out there in the world somewhere--growing abundantly and quite happily without me. And it was at that moment, sittingand thinking about how little time I'd spent with nature--in it, around it, enjoyingit--that the first stirrings of my end awoke.
Initially, this sensation felt like a mild resentment, a background dis-ease. Butit started to grow inside me so rapidly that I could soon feel it spreading physically.It was like a balled-up piece of paper with sharp edges moving around inside myblood vessels and it was, I decided, something that needed to be ignored. Therefore,once again, I flopped back into the familiar cocoon of my armchair and closed myeyes.
When I opened them again a minute later and looked up, I noticed a strand ofcobweb that had a single dusty thread to it. It seemed harmless enough at first,
casting a small, innocent dance of shadow on my ceiling, but the more I gazed at itthe more it seemed to be trying to tell me something. Something important.
Something underlying. When I realised I couldn't even connect with the possibilityof what that something might be, my background resentment came to the forefrontand I started not only to resent not knowing, I started to resent everything around me.The dirty outskirts of the city. My small flat and my going-nowhere job. The hard-
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sell-easy-debt lifestyle I hadn't asked for but felt compelled to be a part of. It was anuncontrollable spiral of negativity and one that caused within me a relationship
failure to my very own culture: the sanctioned hate and aggression that had seepedinto society at large, possibly created by competition and capitalism, freedom--allwe're supposed to strive for and hold dear. It also forced me to confront the uglyfacts of my own existence: I was disgusted and alone, overweight, scared of going outor of letting go and opening up--all those things you need to do to be able to lead adecent life. Yet again though, instead of trying to change this situation, I tried toignore it by switching my attention back to the TV.
I clicked mindlessly through dozens of moving images--a man swimming indirty water, a couple pouting, a man shooting. All standard verbs in motion. I
thought about that for a while, trying to find a verb within myself. Breathing was all Icould come up with. And decay.
Just then, as if on cue, another verb appeared--a spasm.
That was unusual.
It was near the back of my neck. Some kind of muscle tick I couldn'tremember having before.
Then suddenly another.
Lack of exercise, I decided. Not enough circulation.
And so I clicked on, through artless music videos and past beautiful peopleturning in slow motion.
Then another spasm. This one near the surface of my thigh.
I shook my arms and stretched out my legs. The remote dropped to the floorand when I bent to retrieve it an internal series of spasms set off near my stomach. Atwitch near my elbow.
This was it, I thought, my acute laziness had exploded and now my body wasexercising itself without my permission or control; I was not only losing my
connection with nature, I was losing connection with myself.
It was then I understood that a decision had just been made for me: I couldeither stay put and spasm and pop and twitch until I burst an internal organ, or I
could... what? I didn't quite know what, not at that time. All I knew was that I had tofind out. And that I had to start finding out very soon. And to continue until I was adifferent person.
I started straightaway by walking downstairs and into the pharmacy across thestreet. Inside, I looked at the small plastic bottles of pills, studying their labels.
Vitamins with iron and ginseng seemed to offer what I was looking for and just
buying them made me feel physically better. I imagined them pumping around mysystem nourishing my neglected insides, which at that moment felt like an old carpet,the compounded waste of dirty shoes, all mud and heavy silt clogging things up.
More ideas came over the weeks, presenting themselves as candidates for thisnew life I'd been forced into seeking. I had a memory of enjoying running at school,so I ran. I joined a gym and went every time I couldn't think of anything else to do. Istarted learning Spanish. I cooked in the evenings. I wrote a story. I cleaned out theself-help section at the local library. In a kind of exhausting frenzy I didn't stay stillfor a single moment, except sleep, and this I supplemented with night time mp3s withrepeating positive affirmations.
It was fantastic for a few weeks--a real liberation. But it soon became anobsession; an ultimately futile exercise. Because there was always something
missing. Always some ingredient that left me feeling just as empty as I had before Istarted my new life. And it was that doubt which made me start fearing that if I
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stopped doing things every second of the day I would slip back to the pizza box andTV. I was convinced of it. Luckily, it was at that time I found you and your glasses.The rest, you know.
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Chapter 3 ­ Into the Dome

Georgia had told Push to keep track of their man B6 and so is alone at Arrivals, notsomething she is totally confident about, but unavoidable.
She also feels overwhelmed. Of being stuck in the same seat for twelvehours. Of the jet still rushing in her ears. Of the sudden trauma of landing and thenthe vast unfamiliarity of the airport, its dense cloud of iPod-clutching humanity alldeparting and arriving from everywhere--here and now and all looking like theyknew exactly where to go and what decisions to make. And Georgia. Long haulcomatose. Airline food heavy and static in her system. Following on autopilot hercrowd of plane mates down bright causeways and past lines of in-sync plasma
screens, travelating, eventually, to a stop in the processing zone and assuming
position, swaying slightly and still swallowing to try and equalise.
An unusual, extra-thick layer of inbound security at customs, Georgia notices.Checking everyone and everything thoroughly for a reason nobody seems to know.
`Take a very deep breath. Hold the breath for as long as is comfortable.'
After unslinging her carry-on, Georgia watches from behind her haze as itconveys through the scanner's door flaps into darkness. Her own body then moves,as if by itself, through the metal detector.
A loud beep--a stab--instantly ups her awareness.
Back again. Phone, coins and keys into a small plastic bowl and throughagain.
Beep.
Belt off. Checks pockets.
Beep.
An official she hadn't noticed before, with multi-coloured confetti insigniadribbling down his brown uniform and walkie-talkie at hand, steps forward, his
unreadable eyes starting a methodical scan from her feet to her hair, where, Georgiacan't quite believe, they narrow dramatically. Accusingly.
Ben's glasses. She'd forgotten. They'd been in her bag when she'd leftLondon. She is surprised the machine is sensitive enough to embarrass her becauseof small hinges and even smaller screws. `What?' Make a sentence. `This?'
As Georgia smiles--crookedly?--she hands the glasses to the official, whoexamines them silently, turns militarily, and then takes them--marches them--to adesk she can't see behind, leaving her with a cold wash of uncertainty starting totrickle down her cortex. Only her eyes move as a second official joins the first,
staring at what might be a screen, his walkie-talkie aerial flicking rudely in her
direction.
After a few minutes he's back, not offering to hand the glasses over. `I thinkthey not work here,' he says.
Blurting in the strongest English accent Georgia has ever heard herself use,`I'm sorry?'
`Maybe work. But Thai.' Then something in Thai.
Nothing.
`You understan' Thai?'
Georgia's head shakes.
`You bring for sun? Or for TV?'
Something stops Georgia from saying that they do not belong to her. `For myholiday.'
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`I didn't know you can buy in England. I see from Singapore man. FromHong Kong. We have to check. This new thing. Technology.'
`Yes, of course.'
After the official places the glasses into Georgia's wet hands and waves herthrough, standing under an icy air-con vent at an exchange counter, rational thoughtunblocks and starts to seep back in, most of it inner repetition of the official's
sentences, all cut up and pasted back-to-front, key words silently pronounced. Noneof it much help.
Shuffles on.
In front are Arabs and Indians. Pairs of blond Scandinavians with giantbackpacks. Why don't they put them down?
After exchanging GBP for THB and heading for the exit sign, ignoring theroaming packs of predatory touts offering free rides, hotel discounts and tour
packages including trekking in the north, snorkelling in the south and the recliningBuddha in between, Georgia suddenly feels like she is there--that she is somewhere.At the beginning or at the end she's not sure, but, as the exit doors slide open and shesteps out into the heavy bubble of atmosphere that domes Bangkok, she is acutelyaware that she's further than she has ever been from her home before: she is in
Thailand, South East Asia.
`Tropical paradise.'
Which is when the wall hits: heat-noise-pollution, masses of concrete. Allasserting itself like a Texan used car salesman in front of her face and making herstep back instinctively. `No.' Flat refuses to believe that heat. Georgia looks up,expecting to see a heater mounted above the door, similar to ones they have in smallshops in England with a blast of hot air to welcome customers. But no, it's real. Andit needs to be dealt with.
After taking a few, final gulps of airport air-con, Georgia steps bravelyoutside into it all, joining the taxi queue and gazing over at concrete highways piledon top of one another, a hundred lanes of slow moving traffic catching in her throat.
Ten minutes of drinking and sweating and shuffling later, with a strange,damp cotton wool sensation expanding inside her head, she's inside a taxi handingthe driver a hotel card. The driver hands the card to the taxi controller who thenbarks something in Thai back to the driver, waving him on, and she's out, roads
suddenly above her and to her side, crossing over the ones above. Trucks thunder andnoisy belching buses made of tin grate gears at her. And motorbikes--everywhere--squeezing through sleek silver/grey sedans and stacking up at traffic lights beforeswarming forwards again. By the side of the road she sees lines of food stalls withsmall plastic chairs and blackened menus in a script that looks like civilized Arabic.
`Expressway mai? Go quick quick. See-sip baht.' The driver points to theroad above and shows her four fingers.
Georgia nods. `Okay.'
`Oh-kaaay,' the driver repeats, laughing. `Quick quick for you.'
Once above street level, balanced on top of Y-shaped, diesel-flecked concrete,the road seems to stretch directly into the centre of Bangkok, and as Georgia settlesback and drinks, the taxi starts to gain kph, relentlessly ­ 100 ­ 120 ­ 130 ­ 140.Outside, enormous advertising boards flash past every few seconds, hundreds ofthem, giant pictures of cars and energy drinks and TVs--all welcoming her to a new,brand-heavy Asian heart. Down below she can see the outer suburbs: a million off-white buildings sitting at odd angles shadowed by large office and apartment blocks.
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Gold-roofed temples glint back at her from between massive shopping centres. Shesees no gardens. No parks.
Twenty minutes later the taxi lurches over to a slip road and is flying downinto it all, Georgia's adrenalin levels amping up to cope. She grabs hold of the
seatbelt as the braking starts, then continues, the driver grinding down through thegearbox with relish and bringing them, shuddering, to a stop at a red traffic light.
Releasing a breath, Georgia looks out at a snaking and unbroken line of foodstalls, young Thai woman students dressed in spotless white shirts and black skirtsweaving between them, laughing and chatting. Before she can form much of an
opinion though, the taxi is off again, tail-gating anything that can't be overtaken,bouncing over small canal bridges and speeding past busy roadside markets, takingher further away from the safety of the familiar and deeper into an unlit,
discomforting unknown.
Ten minutes later, giddy yet thankful, Georgia is stepping out of the taxi andinto the wall. She had forgotten the wall. How long would it take to acclimatise?That one she had not thought to google.
In reception she is waied at by two traditionally dressed Thai women, theirhands coming together in front of their faces in a show of respect and greeting, andGeorgia wonders whether she should reciprocate. In soft, polite voices they ask ifthey can get her anything, suggest tours, wai, and smile again. `Your friend, he giveto you.' One of the girls hands her, with a small bow, a hotel-embossed envelope.`Now he go out from hotel.'
She is shown to her room by a young Thai man, smiling, who in the roomcloses the curtains, turns on all the lights, plugs in the fridge, switches on the air-conat full blast and sprays air freshener into its air-intake grate. In return, Georgia handshim a purple 100 baht note, which he smiles at, wais, and bows out without a word.
And then peace--finally--alone and centring.
After standing for a moment surveying the slightly battered but internationalstandard room, letting her body adjust to the radical temperature changes it's had toput up with, Georgia opens the curtains and turns off everything the bellboy turnedon, minus pine-forest scented air-con, which she clicks down to low. Sitting on thebed, she opens the letter the receptionist gave her.

Welcome to LOS - the land of smiles. I am with our man B6. I don't think
he's on holiday as he travels business-dressed. Plus it's the rainy season. I
haven't had a chance to get another peek at his laptop yet. He's booked in for
3 nights. I hope you're fine and well and remembering to drink lots of water.
NOT from the tap. I will return with our Mr William Taylor. Regards, Push.

P.S. This is all I could find on Matthew McMullen: 49, male, divorced,
degree educated, former tax solicitor at a London firm. No criminal record.
Tax payments show he is the owner of a house he rents out. All other tax
records stopped 3 years ago. I have a pic on my phone, which I'll show you
when I return.

After showering, drip-drying on the bed with BBC World reporting comfortingly in acorner, Georgia looks at the glasses again and picks them up, examining more
carefully. She adds a magnifying glass to her shopping list and laughs out loud at theself image this produces. She had almost forgotten this sensation, she realises now,
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this rare, automatic spasm of her stomach muscles. She had forgotten play. `Howsad.'
Shaking her head, Georgia looks for a switch or wires. Slides her fingersalong the plastic using varying degrees of pressure. Nails slot into grooves.
Nothing. Just questions.
Can't be bothered with those right now so she lets jet-lag ease her downtowards the soft, Thai-silk-sheeted bed, the glasses tumbling from her fingers as she'spulled under into a clammy dream of fussing and buzzing humanity--people andtaxis like cake mixture being beaten into shape. Then she's down into a deeper
darkness... the glasses down here... walking on their arms amongst the concretemass of downtown Bangkok... pounding... crushing small buildings... bang bangbang as they walk... and suddenly she's awake, one hour later, the consistent bangingstill there but real--closer--coming from the direction of her door.
Georgia rolls over and stumbles to her feet, then peeps through the peep holeand sees the side of Pushpinder's face. Straightens dressing gown.
`You're here.' Closing the door behind him.
`I think I'm here,' Push replies, taking a small towel from his pocket andwiping his face with it. `That heat out there makes one wonder. Makes one sloppy. Idon't know, Georgia, maybe he saw me.'
`Aren't you used to the heat?'
`No. I come from South London. Remember? Just like you. I haven't beento India in fifteen years.'
`I know, Push. And don't worry, that's why I'm here. We can work inshifts.'
`You're sure he's not dangerous?'
`You know more about him than I do,' Georgia says. `Until you tell me whathe's been doing today. Then we're even.'
`William B6 Taylor,' Push says, walking to the fridge and opening a bottle ofwater, speaking between sips. `Breakfast at ten. Then a dip in the pool. Newspapersdelivered to his room. Then out. It's difficult to follow someone here. The traffic islike something I've never seen before. Or like nothing I've ever seen before. That'sthe heat talking. Then he took the skytrain to an upmarket department store and had alook around in the electronics section. Then a lunch meeting with an Asian man inhis fifties. Well dressed. Very calm and self-assured. Then back here. I paid theconcierge to let me know if he goes anywhere.'
`And you've never done anything like this before? Follow someone.'
Taking a final swig of water, Push puts the empty bottle back in the fridge,then turns to face Georgia. `I followed you once.'
`You did what?'
`I followed you. Home. Once. To make sure you got there okay.'
`You followed me? In a sneaky, stalking sense?'
`No, don't be silly. In a brotherly, concerned sense. It was your birthday andyou and Ben had just argued. And you were pissed out of your head and angry. So Ifollowed you. Just to make sure you got home. It didn't look like you were in themood to be reasoned with.'
`I don't remember that.'
`I must be a natural.'
`I don't mean... I mean... never mind. Thanks. I think. But let me knownext time.' Georgia gives him one of her defensive smiles, then frowns, realising thatthis is probably the most strangely discomforting moment she's ever shared with
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Push. Maybe, she thinks, it's because their--hers and Bens'--best friend, is nowonly her best friend.
`I will.'
Georgia nods. `What about this Matthew McMullen?'
Push, handing Georgia his phone, points to its screen. `That's him.'
Georgia squints down. `The spasm man,' she says, seeing nothing familiar.`Could be anyone.' Balding, overweight, sitting slightly slumped, as if gravity wastoo much for his spine to handle, he had the unmistakable air of someone who hadgiven up. On closer inspection Georgia sees dark under-eye semicircles, which, she'sforced to admit, are very much like her own. Hair lying flat and uncared for,
seemingly without any life left in it. A puffy, blotchy neck folding out from a wornshirt collar.
`Bit of a mess,' Push comments.
`Yes. But he writes well.'
`True. Doesn't look like he's in possession of too much superhuman wellbeing to me, though.'
`Like you'd recognise that?' Georgia's teeth bite down on her tongue as soonas the words are out.
Push, blinking, says, `I think it would be obvious, don't you?'
`I think it would, yes.'
`I'll try and dig up some more on him later.'
`Thank you, Push.'
`My pleasure.'
Georgia walks over to the bed and picks up Ben's sunglasses, then throwsthem to Push. `Remember these? The guy at the airport said something about a TVinside them.'
`Heavy,' Push says, starting to fiddle. `You can get TV glasses. They projectan LCD screen onto the lens, but out of focus so it's like you're looking at a big
screen a few feet in front of you. Quite old technology. Never really caught on.'
As Georgia moves closer and looks down at the glasses, there is a click and apiece of plastic falls onto the bed, a section of one of the arms.
Push extracts a long, thin part and studies it.
`What is it?'
Push points the end towards her, where she can see two small metal terminals.
`Some kind of sensor, I think. No standards. No part numbers. Custommade.'
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Chapter 4 - It Started with a Cache

After googling walks in Bangkok and being advised to save her health and take a boatinstead, Georgia does exactly that, finding herself dining alone among couple tourists.She's glad to find the city at night from a river cruiser is all breeze and space and lit-up temples, winking back gold, pushing her into that other zone of what ifs and
maybes. Even though it's not quite as fiercely humid and claustrophobic on the river,Georgia's mind still feels blunt and sodden as she gazes across at stilted woodenhomes huddling unplanned on the opposite bank. Sorting through memories now.Noticing for the first time a slight blur creeping into them. Or, she thinks, maybe it'sjust the heat, pushing the sharp centre of her mind out towards its undefined edges.She tries centring it more on the present, but even her most recent memories onlydislodge questions she's unable to answer. Why had this fifteen month search for hermissing Ben brought her here? Because here was where she was supposed to be?She used to think there was a reason for everything--for working at a particular jobor going on a particular holiday. But where was the reason here? A man with
electric sunglasses who might know something? But who might not. Where was thesense?
As the floating restaurant slips away from its dock and the house clusters onthe opposite bank start thinning out, Georgia drifts with the river... back to Ben... toa drunken night at the local pub... a dance afterwards... then home to that room...their room... their time and their space. But even that is fading now: her most
beloved possession slowly turning to dust, perhaps readying itself to blow out of herhands entirely. That must not be allowed to happen. She must try and hold on.
Somehow hit the re-fresh button and bring it back into focus so she might pick up anew detail or clue. Anything that might tell her what she's doing in Thailand on afloating restaurant alone and answerless.
The strongest part of the memory Georgia finds, as always, is the end. Orrather the beginning of the end: the gradual fading away that had started with each ofhis photos scanned and each old album mp3'ed, physicality folding away with Benthe last to go. He was literally doing away with himself one piece at a time and itwas, Georgia sees now, a phase she should have realised was terminal. Why hadn'tshe seen that? She'd recognised his other phases successfully--musical, fashion,even belief phases. But this one was different.
`To travel light,' was the cause. `To reduce drag.' He had told her that much.`The old paradigm just doesn't fit comfortably anymore. I need to find out what isimportant now. Then I have to try and find some kind of structure which can
accommodate that. The world, Georgia, it's got a problem I can't feel.'
`Isn't that called the human condition?'
`Maybe. But I need to find out if there's something I can do about it. And allthis stuff is stopping me from doing that. It's always there, nagging at me to do
something with it or make something out of it. Making me work like a slave just tobuy more of it.'
And so he had started by questioning each of his possessions. Why was thisimportant? What did that hold? Could they be done without? What, ultimately, wasthe point in keeping hold of all this stuff? Once they were categorised by level ofimportance the experiment had begun in earnest and the first object, the one with thelowest rating, was discarded: a bunch of old school books. They were done away
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with forever. Atomised by his own hand and then reflected upon, residual feelingsnoted on his web space and a conclusion drawn.
`Do you miss them?' Georgia asked.
`No,' Ben replied.
`Do you think you'll miss them in the future?'
`That doesn't matter. That's not part of the plan.'
Over the next few weeks the experiment had gained intensity and started toconsume him in a way she really should have noticed and questioned more. Whatwas the plan? Georgia had never directly asked him that one. She could see the bell-curve coming though, the experiment peaking as his room became slowly
depersonalised.
Next to go were old books, each re-read, the least favourites first to go. Thenthe favourites, the ones with the greatest impact questioned and digested more
thoughtfully. Important phrases copied and saved.
Georgia felt sad to see some of the books they had shared dissolve slowlyaway from their space.
`Why do I need to keep them? They're dead weight--a chain. A reason notto be free. Most of them are online anyway.'
`That's not my point,' Georgia said, starting their very first argument in aclassical fashion, one previously alien to her and one she must have picked up from aTV show because it wasn't her speaking.
`What is your point?' Ben asked.
`You might miss them in the future. You don't know. And what are yougoing to do when you're down to nothing? Run around naked in the street?'
`I don't know what I'll do when I'm down to nothing, but we'll soon find out.And it's not about things like clothes that don't mean anything. It's about all theother stuff.'
There wasn't much other stuff left--a few standard pieces of memorabilia,birthday presents and things bought at various markets. All systematically collectedand binned.
His most important possession, his music, was the last to go. This was harder;it was his heart. It was also where Georgia thought he would stop. His collection ofold vinyl records, rarities, first-issues and hard-to-find 12-inch specials. They hadbeen sought out over a lifetime and were mp3'ed within a week. They were thensaved onto an external hard drive and finally, when even that was too much, uploadedto a web-server he would never see. Not totally gone, but never again to be seen orhandled in a physical fashion. All that was left in the end were speakers, an amp,mixing equipment--necessary evils, as he'd called them. Georgia had even refusedto let him give her the password for his cached self. `To make a point,' she'd toldhim defiantly.
How she'd like that little piece of information now, she thinks, temptingherself to take out her phone and load up the all-too-familiar blank password box atsecureheadings.com/ben.c. Have yet another try at accessing his--their--lost world.
As Georgia's boat makes a lazy u-turn and starts the return journey, thetemples which had dotted the east bank are replaced by hotels and office buildings,sharply functional and cost efficient; an ominous reminder of work and sterile
cubicles and long days. Everything Ben had hated.
An image of Ben in shirt and tie now, trying hard be on time and do what hewas told, all with his chin up. He had been working with Adrian at the office, slowlybeing dragged into corporate servitude with Georgia constantly telling him that he
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could do it, that he needn't be broke all the time. She can see it clearly now: thesystem hacking away at his energy and his characteristic edges, those parts of himshe'd fallen for in the first place--at a dance club, Georgia gone on tequila, Ben witha system full of compounds, a brief peak of novelty making their two worlds tie uptogether. They were both lost, both heading for their own separate futures but hadmet up there, found each other, held onto one another and danced, fused, breathed lifeinto each other. And then five years later, after a closeness she'd only ever read
about, his disappearance, that last night still impossible for Georgia to recall. Stillcompletely, maddeningly blocked for a reason she still doesn't know. Too muchtequila perhaps, or maybe trauma. Whatever it was all she can remember of thatnight is the club's entrance, a doorway pulsing with light and music--an electronic,ethnic vocal storm. But it's behind a locked door and the music is warped and
distorted, twisted, feeding insanely back on itself like an out of control audio
mudslide. Which makes Georgia step back, from that night, from Ben trapped inside.But what had his disappearance been sparked off by in the first place? Was it theoffice job and having to work for a difficult brother? Or was it herself? Somethingshe might have done or might not have done enough of. Or was it after he startedwearing those glasses?
Tears now, sitting dead still, aware of the people around her and aware thatshe must be strong, but tears flowing with a force she hasn't felt in a long time. Atthe same time, though, she is happy: she is smiling. And she knows this means thatthe connection is still there--that he is still there. Still somewhere.
Maybe, she thinks, she is on the right boat after all.
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Chapter 5 - The Chinatown Sanctuary

Less than an hour after leaving the hotel they almost lost William `B6' Taylor inChinatown, the area's steaming maze of narrow streets, market stalls and compressedbustle making it difficult to track him as he slipped through a sea of traders and
barterers.
Georgia had felt ridiculous as soon as she'd stepped into the lobby. Standingpensive behind a magazine rack she couldn't get the image of Inspector Clouseau outof her head--eyeholes cut into a newspaper, invisible ink and disguises--scenes ofbumble and general wackiness Georgia had no problem relating to. Clouseau
carefully tipping a jar of fingerprint power onto an empty museum case only for thelid to fall off and a mountain of powder to cover the object was her favourite.
Followed by Clouseau telling a disguise seller he had a nose for noses.
Now, being bumped and squashed, trying to keep one eye on B6 and her otheron the uneven, merchandise-clogged pavement, Georgia notes his composure and hisbubble-like ability to steer undisrupted through the stalls and the wafting clouds ofincense, the rough heat-noise-pollution. Nothing stuck.
`Substance,' Georgia comments on this, more to herself.
`The air?' Push, coughing and sweating behind her, trying hard not to looklike he would rather be somewhere else, somewhere air-conditioned, catches her.
`Him,' Georgia replies. `A one-word description. Like this market--busy.Him--substance.'
`He is managing. And he seems to know his way around.'
`Do you think he's here to shop?'
`Possibly. It is a shopping vein down here. Gold, seafood, fakes. It's one ofBangkok's older hearts.'
After almost knocking into a hissing vat of frying something's, Push steps inbehind, saving some of his profile exposure and leaving Georgia's taking-it-all-in-process to step up into overdrive. She is--though at the same time is trying not to--classify all the weird foods and spices and the oddly shaped ornaments. Coupled withthe heat and thickness of atmosphere, this makes her headache piercing and
impossible to ignore.
Ahead, after turning left into a wider main street, William Taylor stops andsteps into a white-walled temple complex and Georgia, exploiting a rare lapse intraffic, crosses the street with Push and passes the entrance from the other side, tryingthrough a strobe of buses and taxis to glance into the grounds. It's an unhelpful anglethough and Georgia's patience, in relation to her increasing temperature, takes action.`I'll go,' she says. `Maybe they have air-con in there.'
`You're sure that's a good move?'
`No. But he could be meeting someone.'
`Or praying.'
`And I'm sure he hasn't seen me. So I'll go. Okay? And you, wait here andcall me if he comes out. Or if I don't come out. Or if you find a nice air-con caféwith Peruvian coffee. Iced Peruvian coffee. Okay?'
Leaving an expressionless Push, Georgia crosses the road. She then takes onepass to glance in through the gate, double backs, and is inside, stepping past twogaudy demons guarding the entrance, city decibels dropping to manageable levelsalmost instantly.
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Once over the threshold, Georgia's gaze is forced across a jigsaw of structureswhich all seem to obscure one another, her eyes assaulted by coloured glass and
jewels, by fiery reds and gnarled, concrete serpent statues. Round-bellied Buddha'ssmile serenely back at her.
Moving around the buildings, struck by the whites and yellows of the multi-tiered drooping roofs--which look trinkety somehow, as if designed by a slightlydemented infant--Georgia smiles her London defensive. Should a woman do that toa monk?
After noticing a pink-faced, middle-aged tourist woman, with hat and shortsand sensible shoes, sweating and run-walking over to a tour group from a nearbybuilding, Georgia takes a few steps and tags onto its outer rim.
`Mr Allen!' the woman shouts, holding up both hands and waving herself intothe middle of the group. `Mr Allen, I'm here.'
The man in the centre, taller by a foot than all others, bearded, commanding,dressed subtly off-centre, turns, then radiates a smile. `Here you are indeed.' Oxfordcirca 1950s accent. Instantly charming. As British as tea and cricket. `I thought wemight have lost you.'
`I'm sorry,' the woman blusters, fanning herself dramatically. `I had a strongdesire to go to the bathroom.'
`Well, wait just a minute there, young lady. Maybe desire is a bit too strong,don't you think? How about need? I know I go on and on about desire, but we mustremember that there is a middle way. Neither desire nor non-desire.'
The woman pauses, lifting her frown. `But, didn't you say that to get rid ofsuffering we first have to get rid of desire?'
`That is very true my dear, I did indeed say that. But look, let's say that youwant to get rid of desire and therefore suffering. There is a problem there. There is akey verb which is causing us a bit of a headache.'
The woman shrugs demonstratively. `Desire? Suffering?'
`Keep going. There was another one in there.'
The woman stops fanning for a moment and looks up, scanning an invisibletext. `Want?' Unsure.
`Want. Exactly.'
Fanning resumes.
`Now tell me, would it be at all possible to replace want with another word?Let's say... a word with a similar meaning?'
`Want? Would like? Um...'
`Almost there.'
`Have to have?'
`No.'
`Desire?'
`Bingo! Now, listen. I desire to get rid of desire.'
`It's a desire! The wanting to get rid of desire is another desire! Good lord.'
`Good, indeed. The next question would logically therefore have to be, canwe desire to stop desiring to desire?'
`I... I don't know.'
`I think not. I think that what we have here is a very clear example of thecatch-22 situation, otherwise know as a vicious circle. Or in another language,
karma.'
`So I can't get rid of desire?'
`No, my dear, you can't.'
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`But I thought that's what all the monks were doing around here.'
`Among other things they are. But Buddhism doesn't show you. It has butsignposts, pointing the way.'
`What way?'
`The way to enlightenment.'
`But how can I get there if I can't end desire and suffering?'
`You could start by realising that nirvana actually means to extinguish. To letgo.'
`So how can I let go of desire?'
`You can't. I told you that. Your emphasis, you see, is on the wrong word.Look. See. I can't end suffering, right? I can't get rid of desire because I can't
desire it and I can't not desire it. What's the key word here?'
`Desire?'
`No no. The problem is you. You can't do it. You can't not do it.'
`But... who can?'
`Not me.'
`The monks?'
`No. No. Listen. You can't do anything about it because you don't exist.You see? You are fake, my dear. You are but smoke and mirrors. If you can't doanything about a problem, about some separate, out-there entity, then you do notexist. It really is that simple. You are not the doer. You are not something outside ofthis thing--this problem, this world--you are not a separate being and therefore youcan't push it or pull it or change it in any way. QED, you are fake. By you I meanego, your idea of whom you think you are. It is an unnatural human construct and ithas absolutely nothing to do with reality whatsoever. It is exactly what Buddhismtries to expose to you and therefore enlighten you. In fact, if we persist in taking thisto its logical conclusion, Buddhism is not even interested in having a concept aboutnot having a concept. Of you or of anything else.'
`So what happens when I do get rid of my ego? Will that end desire? Will Ibe enlightened?'
`You can't.'
`Pardon me?'
`You can't get rid of your ego. It didn't exist in the first place, remember?'
`So... it's already gone? I'm already enlightened? I don't feel enlightened.'
`See above. There is no...'
`...me to feel enlightened.'
`There. You see?'
`I think so. But, how does it happen?'
`You could try waiting. Softly, openly. Don't wait with yourself, your I.You could also try using other tools such as meditation or chanting or yoga.
Whatever takes your fancy. But whatever you do, don't try and hold onto the means.'
I don't exist, Georgia thinks, giving the idea some air. She knew half of herdidn't exist anymore, already--correction: more like 80 percent. But what about theother 20 percent? Would that too disappear if she didn't persist in looking for Ben?
`To extinguish. To let go.' Georgia had a vague grasp of the basics ofBuddhism, this from extensive teenage curiosity reading, but had consciously
dismissed it as being a tad impractical. Letting go of worries and anxiety suited herjust fine, but it seemed almost inhuman to let go of people, love. It was, in fact, sheknew perfectly well now, utterly impossible. For her, at least.
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After peeling away from the group Georgia enters a shaded courtyard area, thewalls of which are painted with some kind of historic Thai story, a scene similar tothe one she's in but set sometime in a pre-mechanised past. Looking closely she cansee a sprawling temple with monks, a village with raised wooden homes, woman intraditional dress, warriors atop lavishly decorated elephants. It is an image of oldSiam with the temple firmly at its heart and it makes her wonder if they have all letlove go, too. The picture, however, seems too beautiful to be able to give any
adequate answer.
After following the story around to the last wall, Georgia hears faint voicescoming from somewhere beyond a partially open door. As she walks past it she
peeks, seeing a short corridor, at the end of which are descending steps. And,
unmistakably, English. `Such a long...' is all she can make out.
Mr B6?
Walking back past the doorway again, Georgia stops.
Nothing.
Maybe she needs to get closer?
Take a well-deserved rest in the shade of the door's archway.
Try not to look too suspicious.
Step, without falling, onto the raised concrete tile of the entrance.
Enjoy the breeze for a moment.
Step cautiously inside.
The air in the passage is cooler and makes Georgia realise how much she hasbeen sweating. And how much she must smell.
After letting the breeze and shade cool her for a moment she starts to walk,unthinking--pulled--down the stairs.
Just another lost tourist. What would Clouseau do? Whistle innocently?
At the bottom, moving around to the right, Georgia sees a corridor and a rowof pillars, cold against the back of her hand. And voices. Echoing along the whitewalls of the corridor they are both too distorted to understand.
As she walks on she hears the sound of chair legs scrapping on stone, then,`Think of it as a tape...'
What?
Must get closer... quietly... carefully...
Counting three pillars left to go Georgia's walk turns to a creep. She could,she imagines, be heading down a long ear canal, the hypnotic, semi-intelligible voicesurging her on.
As she is about to pass another pillar she steps back; the last but oneconcealing the entrance to a room and a flash of clothing, of movement.
Flat against the wall Georgia exhales, then ties her hair back and feeling notbrave, not scared, more limboed, she inches her head forwards.
The slightest of peeks reveals a storage room shelved with dusty Buddhastatues, a man--B6, she's sure--standing with his back to her looking down at anopen laptop, the screen of which she can't see.
Carefully extending her sight line, Georgia slides further, her eyes followingthe laptop wires along the concrete floor until they come to a pair of bare feet andbegin a climb up the bottom of an orange robe.
`How far in?'
A calm whisper in reply, `Maybe... 80 percent.'
As Georgia follows the wires up the robe she sees a shaven-headed monksitting up straight in a chair while staring at a blank wall, the wires from the laptop
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connected to one side arm of a pair of familiar sunglasses. Her eyes trace the wiresback to the laptop, then back to the monk again, who sits perfectly still, his face
relaxed, open, a serene smile just like the statues scattered around the room.
`I think... that's as far as I can go.'
`Thank you very much indeed. You are quite an expert.'
`No problem. I hope it can help the students. I hear the school is getting moreand more people that come each month. A lot of foreigner, too.'

[image: img] 


`Yes. We've got another group starting at Baan Sai the day after tomorrow. Ihope you can come and give your talk to the new recruits. You are always welcome.As are any tourists you might get chatting to.'
`Thank you, William. I didn't visit Udon province for a long time and Iwould like to go again. It is interesting for me to see this thing... this... process.Unfortunately, I have to attend Khun Supaphong's ordination, so this time I can notgo.'
`Next time. Everyone is welcome.'
Just as she hears the movement of sandals on stone, Georgia's pocketed phonestarts to vibrate. This causes her lymphatic nervous system, which knows it has only.2 of a second to react before a loud ring tone gives her away, to jerk her knee up,cover it with both hands and spin away from the door, all in one silent-comedy
movement. Doubled up, half hoping, half tip-toeing, covering her phone as if it werea wound, Georgia stumbles down the corridor and up the stairs, out into a blindingbright wall of light, heat and smiling Buddhas.
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