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  AUTHOR’S NOTE




  Pine Hills, like St Luke’s, is not a real hospital. It is a compilation of numerous psychiatric institutions for young people in Canada and elsewhere, based on my own research and personal interviews with a number of former psychiatric patients and their families. However, every psychiatric institution is different, even if they operate by similar policies; and every individual’s experience of psychiatric care also varies widely according to their circumstances, personality and diagnosis. Alison’s story is not meant to represent a normative experience of psychiatric care, and I hope readers will not take it as such. If you are experiencing depression or other symptoms that you fear may indicate mental illness, please talk to your doctor or local mental health organization.




  Synesthesia is, as Faraday tells Alison, not a mental illness. It is a testable and well-documented neurological phenomenon, which is being studied by researchers around the world. Many synesthetes are unaware that their perceptions are unusual; others are aware of the difference but have no name for it. If you think you or someone you know may be a synesthete, you may find it interesting to go online and check out some of the free tests at The Synesthesia Battery (www.synesthete.org); or visit the information pages and discussion board at Mixed Singals (www.mixsig.net).
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  To Josh, who never stopped believing




  EIGHTEEN (IS DETERMINED)




  ‘I got the docking bay open,’ said Tori proudly, carrying a large container into the observatory and dropping it onto the floor. ‘There was a bunch more equipment in there. I guess Mathis had been planning to bring it back to the planet with him.’




  As she wiped the back of her hand across her brow, I could still see the mark on her arm; according to Faraday, it would take a few months before the transmitter dissolved completely. But it was deactivated now, as was his, and I’d never have to hear either of them make the Noise again.




  ‘Excellent,’ said Faraday, not turning around. He’d called up a blueprint of the station on the overhead screen – it looked like a wheel with two spokes and a bubble in the middle – and was studying it intently. ‘Fortunately, he hadn’t yet got around to dismantling the wormhole stabilizer, and I think we might be able to put together a quantum impulse generator from the components we have left.’




  ‘So you can do it?’ I asked, hope and dread warring inside me. ‘You really think that you can open the wormhole again?’




  ‘We may be able to open a wormhole,’ corrected Faraday. ‘But the likelihood of getting the right one on the first try, or even the second or third, is infinitesimally small. I can calculate the right coordinates for the rift, but when it comes to finding Earth again – that’s going to be the tricky part.’




  ‘I don’t care,’ said Tori. ‘At least we can try. You tell me what you need, and I’ll figure out how to make it happen.’




  Faraday smiled at her. ‘I know you will.’




  ‘What about me?’ I asked. ‘How can I help?’




  The glance that Tori and Faraday shared was a conversation in itself, and it didn’t take me long to realise what it meant. ‘Never mind,’ I told them, backing away. ‘I’ll just watch.’




  The two of them lost no time in getting to work, Faraday checking readings and making adjustments to the controls while Tori dashed around setting up equipment. From the determined way they both went about their tasks, they seemed to have rejected even the possibility of failure.




  I wished I could do the same. But as I sat there and watched them, all I could think about was what would happen if this didn’t work. As long as Faraday had at least pretended to be on the same side as Mathis, there’d been a chance that he’d be welcomed back by his fellow scientists, and that he could protect Tori and myself with his influence. But now that he’d turned against his former ally and staked everything on getting the two of us back home, there was no telling what the future would hold for any of us.




  Faraday must have sensed my worried gaze on his back, because he turned and looked at me. ‘How do you feel?’ he asked.




  I rubbed the tender spot on my shoulder where the injection had gone in. Faraday had said it would help my withdrawal symptoms, but I still felt tired and a little queasy. Maybe it was just the stress. ‘I’m all right.’




  ‘No, you’re not,’ he said. ‘Go and lie down. I’ll wake you if anything happens.’




  I didn’t want to leave him. But I didn’t want to be a distraction, either – not when what he and Tori were doing was so important. Reluctantly I got up and headed for the door.




  




  ‘Alison.’




  I stirred, blinking, as Faraday’s voice warmed my spine. When I lay down, I hadn’t expected to sleep at all, let alone so deeply. But now I sensed that I’d been out for at least—




  I sat up. ‘How long have I been asleep?’ Faraday turned his wrist over to look at his watch, but I spoke first: ‘Three hours and forty-six minutes.’




  ‘How did you know that?’ asked Faraday, and I tasted the ripe-tomato burst of his surprise.




  ‘I’ve started to see time as a spectrum,’ I said. ‘When I went to sleep the time was sage green, and now it’s lavender.’




  ‘Your synesthesia’s changed again?’




  I nodded. ‘And it’s not just the time thing. I can smell emotions now. I can sense the shape of things, feel their texture, even tell you what colour they are, without looking at them. And when you sent me out of the observatory, so you could talk to Mathis in your own language…I didn’t recognise any of the words, but I understood what you were saying.’




  Faraday exhaled slowly and sat down next to me. ‘I wondered,’ he said. ‘The way you looked at me, when I told you I’d knocked him out… It was a little too knowing. And a little too relieved, as well.’




  ‘I was so afraid for you,’ I whispered, leaning against his shoulder. ‘After what he said about Tori, how he didn’t even seem to care if she lived or died…I couldn’t believe you’d go off with him like that. Especially when he’d already tried to kill you once.’




  ‘He’s not a murderer, Alison. He’s just like I was before I came to your world, too full of his own ideas and ambitions to think about anything else. He didn’t want me dead, only out of the way.’




  ‘Are you sure about that?’




  Faraday didn’t answer. He just sat there, smelling of soap and sorrow – and that was when I knew what he’d come to tell me.




  ‘You couldn’t open the wormhole,’ I said.




  ‘Actually, we did. We tested the impulse generator, and it worked perfectly. But…’ He looked down at his lean, chemical-stained hands. ‘We have no way of detecting what’s on the other side, no way to tell whether we’ve found Earth’s solar system or some lifeless region of space. The most crucial component of the long-range scanner is missing, and even if we could rig up a replacement, it would take days to calibrate.’ He slid an arm around my waist, dropping his cheek against my hair. ‘Days we don’t have. I’m sorry.’




  The fragrance around him was duskier than regret or melancholy. It was despair. Which meant that we couldn’t just transmit ourselves to some far-off hideaway or join the uprising against the Meritocracy. Faraday had already considered all the alternatives he could think of, and saw no way out of this situation for any of us.




  So Tori would be handed over to the scientists for testing. Faraday would have to answer for what he’d done to Mathis – assaulting a fellow scientist, attempting to sabotage his work. And I’d be trapped on an alien world, a prisoner for the rest of my life. I knew I should feel something – scared, upset, maybe even angry – but I couldn’t. There was just this empty space in the middle of my chest, like a black hole, swallowing everything.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ Faraday said again, his arms tightening around me. I buried my face against his collarbone and clung to him, tears pricking behind my closed eyelids. We held each other for the space of several heartbeats, and then he crooked a finger under my chin and tilted my head up.




  A feverish warmth flooded my body as I realised what was about to happen. I’d dreamed of this moment, but I hadn’t wanted it to be like this, all tangled up in grief and the desperate need for comfort. Yet as Faraday’s lips whispered along my hairline, grazed the curve of my cheek, and brushed across my lashes, all my resistance melted. I couldn’t pull away.




  His mouth hovered over mine, an unspoken question. I breathed a silent yes, and as we kissed his hand spread warm across the small of my back, right where his voice touched me.




  Comet trails of indigo and violet streaked through my inner vision, and electricity sparked all over my skin. Our breath mingled, quick and shallow, while my lips melted open and the blood pounded through me in a pleasure so intense it was only a shade away from pain. I had never been this close to another human being, yet I ached to pull him even closer, to merge into him like one drop of water into another and lose myself, even if only for a little while.




  It was so tempting to give in. To lie down and pull him over me like a blanket, to bury myself in the weight of his body and the touch of his lips and hands. To shut out the rest of the universe and abandon myself completely to sensation, for as long as I could make this moment last.




  But I couldn’t, because this wasn’t just about me. It was my fault Tori was trapped on this station right now, and it was my responsibility to do everything I could to help her. And the words Faraday had spoken just a few moments before he kissed me – we have no way to detect what’s on the other side – kept rewriting themselves more and more insistently in my mind.




  I caught Faraday’s face between my hands and broke off the kiss, breathless. ‘I’ve just thought of something,’ I said. ‘Something we haven’t tried.’




  ‘There’s a lot of things we haven’t tried,’ he said, ‘but I’m going to refrain from the obvious, and assume you’re talking about the wormhole. What is it?’




  ‘My synesthesia,’ I said. ‘I know it’s probably impossible, but – when I was at Pine Hills, every time I looked at the night sky, I heard music. Always the same music, but totally different from the song that the stars sing out here. I’d know that song again. And there’s the relay, too – it’s still sending out a signal, isn’t it?’




  ‘Yes, but it’s incredibly unlikely that you’d be able to sense Earth at such a distance,’ Faraday said. ‘Even with all the help I can give you. And yet—’ His voice brightened with excitement. ‘You’ve never really tested the limits of your abilities, have you?’




  ‘No. I’ve always been afraid of opening myself up too far, in case…’




  In case I lose my mind. The thought scared me so much, I couldn’t even bring myself to finish the sentence. And yet if I couldn’t do this now, with my senses fully at my command for the first time ever, and all our lives at stake…




  I took a deep breath. ‘It doesn’t matter,’ I said. ‘I want to try.’




  




  ‘Once I activate the screen inside this helmet,’ said Faraday as he handed it to me, ‘you’ll be looking at a direct feed from the station’s long-range sensors, and nothing else. Try it on.’




  As I lowered it over my head I braced myself for discomfort, but it felt surprisingly light, more like a motorcycle helmet than the heavy fishbowl I’d expected.




  ‘You’re not claustrophobic, are you?’ asked Tori.




  I looked down at the crate I was sitting in – seven feet long, three feet wide, and lined with spongy foam. ‘No, but I do have a fear of being buried alive.’




  ‘We’re not going to bury you,’ she assured me. ‘There’s plenty of oxygen in there, and you can take the lid off yourself if you want to. It’s just to keep you from getting distracted.’




  I lay down gingerly, lowering my arms to my sides. ‘OK,’ I said.




  ‘I can close it up now?’




  I licked my dry lips. ‘Yeah.’




  ‘Good luck,’ said Tori, and she fitted the lid into place.




  It was dark. It was silent. The box cradled me gently as God’s own hand, its soft interior moulding itself to the shape of my body.




  ‘Alison?’ said Faraday’s voice in my helmet, warm and chocolaty as ever. ‘I’m going to switch on the helmet now. Are you ready?’




  ‘Ready,’ I said, and when I opened my eyes I was looking at a field of stars, bright and shallow as glitter on black paper. ‘This is it?’ I asked.




  ‘It should be. Is there a problem?’




  ‘No, but it’s sort of…’ I squinted. ‘Flat.’




  ‘Oh, of course, I forgot your tetrachromacy. My apologies.’ My visor flickered and the star-field shifted into three dimensions, all its missing hues and subtle mid-tones sparking to life. ‘I just added in the ultraviolet range. Is that better?’




  I didn’t answer. I was speechless with awe. A tapestry of iridescent light unfurled before me, star-jewelled and shimmering with all the colours of the spectrum and beyond. I’d seen the aurora borealis once and been entranced by its otherworldly glow; but this was a billion times lovelier – and more dangerous.




  ‘Alison? Are you still with me?’




  ‘The rift,’ I whispered. ‘I can see it.’




  ‘Excellent. I’m going to increase the magnification,’ said Faraday. ‘Let me know if it gets too much.’




  And with that I found myself drifting closer to the rift, until my whole vision filled with its rippling magnificence. Dreamily I lifted my hand to touch it, and only when my fingers bumped the lid of the crate did I remember that I wasn’t actually floating in space.




  ‘Tori,’ I heard Faraday say, ‘is the impulse generator ready?’




  ‘Ready,’ she replied.




  ‘All right, Alison. Here we go.’




  Until he said that, I’d thought I was prepared. But now I felt as though someone was scooping out my insides with a melon baller. I grabbed at the helmet, about to yell at Faraday to stop —




  But it was already too late.




  A needle of purple light streaked across my vision and pierced the delicate fabric of the rift. Darkness bloomed before my eyes, licking through the rainbow veil to expose a glimpse of unknown space beyond. Then the shockwave hit, and a roaring flood of synesthesia swept over me.




  Ice-hot stabbing eighty-seven sour crimson slashes suffocating wet ochre thickness pounding dizzy hideous triangles fifty pulsating opaque acrid zigzags crushing white fire hurthurthurthurthurt—




  My self-control shredded like tissue paper, flaying my emotions bare. I screamed and bolted upright, throwing the lid open.




  ‘Whoa!’ Tori grabbed the helmet out of my hands before I could hurl it to the floor. I collapsed back into the box, one forearm thrown over my burning eyes.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ I sobbed. ‘I can’t do this. I can’t.’




  ‘Alison.’ Faraday knelt beside me, his face drawn with concern. ‘What happened?’




  ‘The wormhole – close it – please—’




  Faraday got up quickly and touched something on the console. Within seconds the terror receded, and I could breathe again.




  ‘So what’s going on?’ Tori demanded. ‘What’s wrong with her?’




  ‘It seems to be something to do with the impulse generator,’ Faraday replied. ‘As soon as we fired the beam to open the wormhole, her synesthesia became unbearably intense, and as soon as we shut it down she felt better again. But what about the generator could possibly be affecting…’ He stopped, his violet eyes widening. ‘Exotic matter.’




  Tori frowned. ‘What?’




  ‘That’s what your scientists call it. The matter we use to keep the wormhole stable once it’s open has properties unlike any other kind of matter in the universe, and there’s a great deal about it that we don’t understand. I’m wondering if somehow, between her synesthesia and her tetrachromacy, Alison is sensitive to exotic matter – and the more of it she’s exposed to, the stronger her abilities become.’




  ‘I can’t do it,’ I mumbled again, resting my head against the side of the box. ‘It’s too much.’




  ‘But you hardly even tried,’ Tori said. ‘We’d only just started, and you…’ She threw up her hands and stalked a few paces before whirling back to me. ‘You’re fine now, aren’t you? So take a break and get your strength back, and then try again.’




  ‘Tori,’ said Faraday.




  She pushed her hands impatiently through her tangled hair. ‘You want me to say please? To beg? I’ll do all of that. But don’t ask me to apologise. You think I don’t know what’s going to happen to me – and to her – if Mathis and those other scientists get hold of us?’ She crouched down and gripped my wrist. ‘Please, Alison. I’m begging you. Don’t give up.’




  Anger sparked inside me, white-hot and blinding. I wrenched my arm away. ‘I will go crazy!’ I shouted at her. ‘My mind will snap, and I’ll fall apart, and never be the same person again! Is that what you want? You think I wouldn’t rather stay here and risk the chance of dying, than spend the rest of my life locked up in a place like Pine Hills – or worse?’




  Tori’s face turned white. She leaped to her feet and walked out, leaving Faraday and me alone.




  I slumped, exhausted by the force of my own emotion. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said to Faraday.




  He slipped a hand beneath my chin and lifted it up again. ‘Every time you show your feelings, you apologise. Have you ever had an emotion in your life that you weren’t ashamed of?’




  I couldn’t answer. All I could do was blink at him, as his features blurred and my lashes clumped together with tears.




  ‘I’ve seen your medical records,’ he said. ‘Migraines. Stomach cramps. You’ve held back so much, Alison, for so long, that you’re making yourself sick. What would happen if you stopped fighting, and gave yourself permission to feel? Not just the good things, but everything?’




  ‘I’d lose my mind,’ I whispered.




  ‘I don’t think so. Do you know something about antipsychotic drugs, Alison? If you aren’t psychotic when you start taking them, you soon will be. Hearing voices, hallucinating, experiencing all kinds of delusions and paranoid thoughts. When I first came to Pine Hills to meet you, that was the state I expected to find you in. But instead, I discovered a young woman who was confused and hurting, but also fully aware of who she was, where she was, and what was and wasn’t real. After all you’d been through, you had every reason to be insane – but you weren’t.’ His voice lowered. ‘You’re not.’




  He’d never stopped believing in me, even when the evidence against my sanity seemed overwhelming. I only wished I had half as much faith in myself as he did. I leaned my cheek against his palm, and closed my eyes.




  ‘All I ask,’ Faraday went on, his thumb stroking my face, ‘is that you try one more time. I will shut the wormhole down, I promise you, the instant you tell me it’s too much. But you’re stronger than you give yourself credit for, Alison.’




  I wasn’t sure about that. But I knew that if I gave up now, I’d regret it for the rest of my life. I sat back, rubbing my eyes until patterns exploded behind the lids. ‘All right,’ I said. ‘I’ll try again.’




  




  I whirled through a sandstorm of cosmic dust, floundered in a sucking bog of dark matter. Neutrinos riddled my body, and the beams of a trillion stars lasered through my skin. I opened my mouth to scream, but nothing came out—




  ‘Alison.’ Faraday’s voice washed over me, soothing as aloe. ‘Talk to me. Tell me what you’re seeing.’




  I wasn’t seeing anything, because my eyes were squeezed shut. I was lying face-first on the pavement outside Champlain Secondary, my hands sticky with Tori’s blood. I was strapped to a bed in an isolation room, writhing and sobbing. I was huddled in my lonely cell in Red Ward, staring into space.




  ‘I need you to look, Alison. I need you to tell me if you sense anything on the other side of that wormhole that’s familiar. Anything that feels like home.’




  I was struggling to get away as Kirk’s hands wandered over my body. I was listening to my mother weep as she told me my grandmother had been mentally ill. I was sitting in Dr Minta’s office while he told me the man I had known as Dr Sebastian Faraday was nothing more than a dream.




  ‘She can’t do it.’ That was Tori, a flat line of despair. ‘Just forget it. Let her out.’




  ‘Is that what you want, Alison?’




  ‘Wait,’ I said.




  And then I opened my eyes, and looked straight into the wormhole.




  It was black, but it wasn’t empty. It was full of wonders visible and invisible, a teeming pool of energy and cold heat. I tasted icy comets shooting through the void, cringed away from the blaze of a supernova—




  ‘No,’ I gasped, surfacing. ‘It’s not home.’




  ‘Well done.’ Faraday’s words stroked my aching back, as the wormhole’s dark iris snapped shut and disappeared. ‘How do you feel?’




  I relaxed into my bed of foam. ‘Better. Now.’




  ‘Take a couple of minutes,’ said Faraday. ‘And then, if you’re ready, we’ll try again.’




  




  By the time we’d opened and closed six more wormholes, I was exhausted. The effort of holding myself together was so enormous that I felt ready to shatter.




  ‘There has to be another way,’ I panted to Faraday.




  ‘If I could give you one, I would.’ He spoke levelly, but even through the walls of the box I could smell his worry, his guilt. ‘Tell me to stop, Alison. That’s all you have to do.’




  ‘You are doing amazing, Ali,’ Tori told me, her voice clogged with tears. ‘I know you can do this. Just – hang on a little longer. Please.’




  I didn’t answer. I just lay there, staring at the inside of the helmet, as the beam streaked purple across the blackness and tore open the rift again.




  This time I didn’t even brace myself. I was too weak for that. I was a dry reed, a spent candle, insubstantial as a breath. My life was meaningless, my thoughts futile. If the universe wanted to erase me, in all its eternal and infinite might, who was I to resist?




  In my mind’s eye I saw Faraday leaning heavily on the console, his eyes shut in anguish and his unruly hair tumbling over his forehead. I saw Tori slumped against the side of my crate, one arm slung across the lid as though she could hug me through its metal surface, and give me comfort. And I saw Mathis, dishevelled and furious, smashing a chair into the door of his room again and again until it buckled, and began to give way—




  Sensations poured over me, into me, filling me up and spilling over. I could feel my shell of sanity cracking, my worst fears and darkest memories trying to break through, but I had no energy left to try and hold myself together. My only thought now was for Tori and Faraday – and what would happen to them if I failed.




  So instead of fighting, I surrendered. I abandoned all dignity, every pretence of shame or self-control, and threw myself wide open to it all.




  The emotions poured out of me, a torrent of sobs and tears and rage, a babble of all the words I’d never spoken, all the thoughts I’d never dared voice. I loved my mother, even though her fears had haunted my childhood and left me afraid to get close to anyone. I hated my father for teaching me to avoid confrontation, and hide from the truth instead of facing it. I missed Mel, the closest friend and worst betrayer I’d ever had. I envied Tori her popularity and her self- confidence and her loving family, even though it wasn’t her fault she had all those things and I didn’t. And I was terrified of losing Faraday, a soulmate so perfectly made for me that even now I was half afraid I’d invented him.




  As the past few weeks of my life raced through my memory, I saw with painful clarity how ignorant I’d been, how many foolish mistakes I’d made. I’d resented Dr Minta for misdiagnosing my problems and forcing medication on me against my will. I’d pitied Sanjay for living in a fantasy world, and I’d avoided Micheline because her angry cynicism and lapses into self-injury made her the last kind of person I wanted to be. But the truth was that I had no right to judge any of them, not even Kirk. Because even if I hadn’t inherited my grandmother’s schizophrenia, I was still full of ignorance and delusion and buried rage, and I needed help.




  I had no idea if I was only saying these things in my mind, or right out loud for Faraday and Tori to hear. But it didn’t matter, because I’d finally reached the end of myself, all my self-reliance and denial and pride unravelling into nothingness, leaving only a blank Alison-shaped space behind. It was finished. I was done.




  But just as I felt myself dissolving on the tide of my own self-condemnation, the dark waves receded, and I floated into a celestial calm.




  I saw the whole universe laid out before me, a vast shining machine of indescribable beauty and complexity. Its design was too intricate for me to understand, and I knew I could never begin to grasp more than the smallest idea of its purpose. But I sensed that every part of it, from quark to quasar, was unique and – in some mysterious way – significant.




  I heard the universe as an oratorio sung by a master choir of stars, accompanied by the orchestra of the planets and the percussion of satellites and moons. The aria they performed was a song to break the heart, full of tragic dissonance and deferred hope, and yet somewhere beneath it all was a piercing refrain of glory, glory, glory. And I sensed that not only the grand movements of the cosmos, but everything that had happened in my life, was a part of that song. Even the hurts that seemed most senseless, the mistakes I would have done anything to erase – nothing could make those things good, but good could still come out of them all the same, and in the end the oratorio would be no less beautiful for it.




  I realised then that even though I was a tiny speck in an infinite cosmos, a blip on the timeline of eternity, I was not without purpose. And as long as I had a part in the music of the spheres, even if it was only a single grace note, I was not worthless. Nor was I alone.




  God help me, I prayed as I gathered up my raw and weary senses, flung them into the wormhole—




  And at last, found what I’d been looking for.




  There was no way I should have been able to recognise Earth from such a distance, when it was nothing but a bluish-white dot among the stars. But I heard the cosmic orchestra change its tune, caught the barely perceptible buzz of the signal I would always think of as Tori’s Noise, and I knew.




  ‘That’s it!’ I yelled.




  Faraday bolted upright and slapped his hand down on the console. Another pulse of light streaked past me into the wormhole, frilling its edges with a thousand unnameable hues, as the signal from the two relays connected. Tearing off my helmet, I flung myself out of the box into Faraday’s arms, and Tori grabbed both of us simultaneously in an exuberant group hug.




  ‘You have to stop him,’ I panted at them both. ‘Mathis – he’s almost got the door open – he’ll be here any minute—’




  ‘There’s no time for that,’ said Faraday. ‘The wormhole won’t stay stable for much longer. It’s already in a state of temporal flux, and it’s only going to get worse. You and Tori have to go.’




  Tori’s face sobered. She pulled the relay out of her tool-bag and set it down carefully on the floor, then backed up a step, shaking out her hands and arms as though warming up for a marathon. ‘OK,’ she breathed. ‘This is going to hurt, but it’s going to get us home. I can do this.’




  Faraday moved towards the console again, but I caught his hand. ‘Don’t stay here. Come with us.’




  ‘I can’t.’ His voice was square with resolve. ‘The impulse generator we rigged up isn’t stable enough. Someone has to stay on this end and keep the readings constant, to make sure you get through safely.’




  I began to protest, but he stopped my lips with a finger. ‘You’re still young, Alison. Too young, for all that I allowed myself to forget that for a while. You need time to decide who you are and where you want to be, and I’d only get in your way.’




  Hot tears welled up in my eyes. I wanted to deny it, to tell him we could work things out, but there was no point. When he’d told me I was too young, he’d meant it.




  ‘But…what’s going to happen to you?’ I asked. ‘When Mathis finds out what you’ve done—’




  ‘Don’t worry about that. I’ll be all right.’ He took my face in his hands and brushed his lips against mine in a final, achingly brief kiss. ‘Goodbye, Alison.’




  Then he let go of my hand and stepped back. Away from me. Forever.




  Tori stood by the relay, waiting. With leaden feet, I walked to stand beside her as Faraday reached towards the console, ready to send us both home. Grief surged inside me, filling my mouth with the bitterness of unsaid words, and I almost swallowed before I remembered that I didn’t want to do that any more.




  ‘I love you,’ I blurted at Faraday.




  His violet eyes met mine, deep and serene as ever. ‘I don’t love you.’




  ‘Liar,’ I said with a tear-stained laugh, and then his hand came down and the world splintered into a trillion pieces as the relay tore us apart.




  EIGHT (IS BROWN)




  Fortunately, Dr Minta didn’t bring up the subject of music again. I could tell that he wanted to, especially at our next session, but I managed to distract him by mentioning that I was missing Kirk, and we spent most of our time talking about that instead.




  Kirk had been Dr Rivard’s patient (or as Kirk oh-so-sensitively liked to call her, ‘Dr Retard’), and the details of his case were confidential, so Dr Minta couldn’t tell me where he’d gone or how he was doing. But he did say that Kirk was a survivor, and that he was smart enough to come back to Pine Hills if things got too much for him, so if I hadn’t heard anything it was probably good news.




  Unfortunately, my concern also led Dr Minta to ask whether I’d been in love with Kirk, which caused me to choke on my licorice jellybean and cough sticky black particles all over his sofa. But once I recovered I managed to explain that no, he was only a friend. A younger friend. Dr Minta looked dubious at that, but he didn’t press the point. Instead he gave me an extra helping of bland sympathy and the suggestion that I try to make some new friends, which made me feel more desolate than ever.




  But no matter how depressing I found my sessions with Dr Minta, I always looked forward to spending time with Dr Faraday – and I wasn’t the only one. I saw him at the nurses’ station, nodding sympathy as Marilyn complained about her staffing issues; I saw Sharon talking animatedly to him over coffee; I even saw him with Roberto at one point, although they didn’t seem to be having a conversation so much as a friendly mutual silence. For someone who was only at Pine Hills three afternoons a week, Faraday did a surprisingly good job of appearing omnipresent.




  Still, he spent more time with me than anyone else, and I liked it that way. Especially since I still had so many questions about my synesthesia, and he was the only one I knew who could answer them. In our last few sessions, we’d talked about my near-photographic memory, the way certain sights and sounds made me feel as though I were being touched, and how I felt pain as orange while pleasure came in shades of purple and blue. According to Faraday, all those things were quite normal for a synesthete, which was was reassuring. But I hadn’t yet dared to ask him about the thing that worried me most – the fear that my sensory abilities had something to do with the way I’d disintegrated Tori. And that if I got angry enough, or scared, I might do it again.




  ‘What fascinates me,’ Faraday said towards the end of our fifth session, ‘is that you have so many different forms of synesthesia at once. Do you sometimes find it overwhelming? When you hear a particularly loud noise, for instance?’




  For a moment I was tempted to tell him the truth. Not about killing Tori: I couldn’t bear to have him think of me as a murderer. But the way my senses had overloaded afterwards, and how it had landed me here. Faraday had always been so easy to talk to, willing to accept even my most evasive answers without judging me or pressuring me to say more, that I could almost believe he’d understand this as well. I lifted my head, met those inquiring violet eyes with my own…




  And lost my nerve completely. ‘Sometimes,’ I mumbled, and looked away.




  




  ‘Before we go,’ said Sharon at the end of our Wednesday life-goals session, ‘Cherie has an announcement to make.’




  With obvious reluctance, Cherie got to her feet. ‘Uh, I’m going home tomorrow,’ she said. ‘So I guess this is my last session with you guys.’




  Sharon beamed, and led the rest of us in a ragged round of applause. ‘Does anyone want to say something to Cherie about her achievement?’




  An awkward pause followed, while Sanjay muttered something about tracking devices and Roberto studied his thumbs. Finally I said, ‘Congratulations, Cherie.’




  She gave me a wan smile, which broadened unexpectedly into something more genuine. ‘Hey, Kirk!’ she exclaimed, and when I looked around there he was, hanging from the doorframe like Spider-Man and flashing his manic grin.




  ‘Kirk,’ said Sharon, ‘please get down.’




  ‘Oh, come on,’ he said, sliding down the frame and bounding over to sling an arm around her shoulders. ‘Don’t fight it. You know you love me.’




  For an instant Sharon’s disapproving expression wavered, but she kept it under control. ‘You know the rules, Kirk.’




  ‘Yeah, yeah,’ he said, releasing her only to spin around and grab Cherie instead. ‘Hey, Skinny, did I just hear you got the green light? Score!’ But she barely had time to blush before he looped his other arm around me, fingers digging into my ribs as he pulled me against his side. ‘But you’re gonna stick around, right, Ali? ‘Cause I came back just for you.’




  ‘Kirk,’ said a cool soprano voice, as Dr Rivard appeared in the doorway. ‘I’d like you to come with me, please.’




  ‘She can’t get enough of me,’ he stage-whispered. ‘See you later, my lusty wenches.’ Cherie squealed as he pinched her, and I slapped his hand away before he could do the same to me – but he only winked as he sauntered off.




  ‘Back again,’ muttered Cherie as we left the therapy room, her eyes following Kirk’s bouncing figure down the corridor. ‘Seriously, this is the third time just since I came. It’s like he enjoys it here.’




  I’d never seen Kirk quite this manic before. He acted like a happy drunk, but there was a wild, almost desperate look in his eyes. I wondered what he’d done, or threatened to do, before they brought him in.




  ‘His life outside must be pretty horrible if that’s the case,’ I said.




  Cherie gave me a scornful look. ‘Right, and my life’s all rainbows and ponies? Like that has anything to do with it. Once I’m out of here, I’m never coming back.’ She quickened her stride and broke away from me, heading for the TV room.




  I watched her go, shame creeping over me as I realised that tonight would be Cherie’s last night at Pine Hills, and that even after four weeks as her roommate, I still didn’t know much about her. True, we’d only had one therapy group in common, and even in our free time we lived by different schedules – she liked to stay up late and sleep in as long as the nurses would let her, while I often went to bed early just because I couldn’t think of anything better to do. But I could have at least tried to get to know her. And I hadn’t.




  I hadn’t really tried with Kirk, either. We’d bantered back and forth, and for a while he’d been the closest thing to a friend I had in this place. But we’d never talked about anything important. Maybe Dr Minta was right – I was too reserved and cautious, too fearful of letting others in. Just because I’d had a few bad experiences with people didn’t mean that it always had to be that way, and maybe I just needed to find the courage to open up to someone. To let them know me as I really was, the way I’d always longed to be known.




  It wouldn’t be easy. But I knew where I wanted to start.




  




  I’ve been wondering,’ I said to Faraday the following morning, trying to keep my voice light even though every muscle in my body was screaming at me not to do this. ‘Have you ever heard of someone’s synesthesia changing? Like…getting a lot stronger, all of a sudden?’




  Faraday propped his long legs up on the library table, one ankle crossed over the other. The sunlight slanting through the windows behind him chased gold across his broad shoulders and kindled odd, glittering lights in his hair. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘some drugs have been known to temporarily cause synesthesia or make synesthetic experiences more intense. Is that the sort of thing you mean?’




  ‘Not really,’ I said. ‘I mean that if a synesthete had some kind of, uh, stressful experience, could it affect them in that way? Or even give them new kinds of synesthesia they’d never had before?’




  Faraday looked thoughtful. ‘I’ve heard of people losing synesthesia due to depression, or even with age. But to suddenly develop new sensor modalities…I’d have to look into it.’ He gave me a sidelong look. ‘What kinds of synesthesia are we talking about? Theoretically.’




  Theoretically was good; I liked that. It made it easier to pretend I wasn’t really talking about myself. ‘Like…seeing colours that aren’t on the regular spectrum. Or knowing a piece of fruit’s rotten inside, when nobody else can see anything wrong with it. Or…’ I braced myself, and took the plunge, ‘being able to taste when somebody’s lying.’




  His brows rocketed up. ‘Really?’




  ‘Sort of,’ I said, heat blooming in my face. ‘I don’t mean like mind-reading or anything. You might be able to tell that someone isn’t telling the truth, but not what they were lying about. Or why.’ And it had to be a deliberate deception, not just a joke or a mistake. But I’d said enough already.




  Faraday frowned, and anxiety flickered inside me. But when he spoke, his voice was mild. ‘I can’t say I’ve heard of anyone who could do those things before,’ he said, ‘but there is a certain logic to it. We know, for instance, that some birds and insects perceive a far greater range of colours than we do, including the ultraviolet spectrum. That kind of vision might make it possible to perceive slight differences in hue that others miss. And it’s also been demonstrated that when a person lies they give out subtle bodily cues, and their heart rate and blood pressure are affected. So, if someone happened to have unusually well-developed vision and a high degree of sensory overlap…’ He ran a finger beneath his lower lip, looking thoughtful. ‘Then yes, perhaps they would be able to sense those kinds of things.’




  I sat rigid, afraid to move in case the whole scene vanished and I woke up in Red Ward. A certain logic to it, he’d said, and, yes, perhaps. And he’d meant it.




  ‘Alison?’ Faraday reached across the table, fingers hovering over mine. ‘What is it?’




  ‘You,’ I said hoarsely. ‘You…you don’t think I’m crazy. You don’t think I’m making this up.’




  ‘Does that surprise you?’




  ‘Of course it does!’ Where the anger came from I didn’t know, but it was better than tears. ‘You’re a psychologist—’




  ‘Neuropsychologist.’




  ‘—and I’m a patient in a mental hospital. You’re supposed to think I’m crazy. You’re even supposed to be worried that I’m dangerous. How do you think I ended up here – that I just got off at the wrong bus stop? I killed someone.’




  An enormous silence crashed down between us. I sat immobile, appalled at my own self-betrayal. But Faraday didn’t jump to his feet and shout for help, or even look alarmed. He just regarded me steadily for a moment, and then he said, ‘How?’




  Surprise blanked my senses. ‘What?’




  ‘How did you do it? The killing, I mean.’




  ‘Wh — Why are you asking me this?’




  His eyes met mine, serene as a trusting child’s. ‘Because, to be quite honest, I'm finding it difficult to imagine you hurting anyone. So you’re going to have to explain to me how it happened.’




  I couldn’t look at him any longer. I got up and walked to the window. The clouds outside were the colour of bone, the birch trees delicate as nerve fibres. I leaned against the glass and closed my eyes.




  ‘I couldn’t stand to be around her,’ I said hollowly. ‘Nearly everybody I knew thought she was perfect, but right from the beginning I sensed there was something wrong about her…’




  




  ‘You don’t tell anyone about this,’ Tori hissed at me. ‘Get it? I swear; if you even say one word, I’ll make you sorry.’




  It was the night of our high school’s Spring Cabaret – our last chance to raise money for the big year-end trip to Toronto. The stage band, drama club and choir had be en practising for weeks, and everyone had pitched in to help – from the art students who’d spent hours decorating the gym, to the mysterious technical wizard who had fixed our ageing sound equipment and set it up with professional skill last night.




  I was especially glad for that last one, because it made my job easier. Mr Adams, the music director, had asked me to play audience during the dress rehearsal and help make sure every microphone and every speaker sounded right. I’d taken that task so seriously that I’d drawn up a whole chart for our sound technician, Dave – how the main mike had to be at four when Tori was introducing the numbers and eight when Lara sang her solo because her voice was so much softer, that kind of thing. And I’d made especially sure that the microphones for the jazz choir worked, because the medley they were singing was one I’d arranged myself.




  The gym was filling up, the backstage crowded with nervous performers, and the Cabaret was about to start when Dave came running up to Mr Adams in a panic. He’d taken a last-minute trip to the washroom, only to find when he came back that somebody had taken his sound board and cut all the cords for the microphones too.




  I didn’t even wait to be asked. I sprinted upstairs to the music department and flung open the door of the equipment room – only to find Tori crouching on the floor, surrounded by smashed-in speakers and tangled wires. Her upswept hair had tumbled out of its pins, the hem of her angel-white dress was grey with dust, and she clutched the two halves of a broken microphone as though she’d just pulled it apart.




  I was so shocked that for a few seconds I couldn’t even hear the Noise. All I could do was stare, unable to comprehend why Tori would do such a thing. Not just because she’d been on the committee that put the Cabaret together in the first place, but because Lara Mackey’s solo was the opening act, and Lara had been Tori’s best friend since seventh grade. Sure, they’d had a bit of a quarrel when Tori started dating Brendan, but—




  She didn’t give me time to finish the thought. ‘Don’t tell anyone,’ she snapped. Then she flung the ruined microphone aside and stormed out.




  I knew what would happen next. Tori would brush off her gown, fix her hair and glide backstage, ready for her role as emcee. I’d be left to report to Mr Adams that we had no sound equipment. The Cabaret would go on, because it was too late to cancel, but when Lara came out for her solo, the jazz band would play right over her. She’d be humiliated, and once again, Tori Beaugrand would be the star of the show.




  I’d had enough of this. I grabbed the microphone Tori had dropped, and went to find Mr Adams. He didn’t believe me when I told him Tori was the one who’d destroyed the equipment – in fact he snapped at me to stop wasting his time with my ridiculous accusations. But Lara overheard us talking, burst into hysterical sobs and fled out the side door, leaving the band to play without her. Everyone was flustered, and the Cabaret was a disaster.




  I managed to avoid Tori all the rest of that night and the weekend that followed. But as soon as I walked into school the next Monday, she grabbed me by the arm and breathed in my ear, ‘You are so dead.’




  And by the end of that day, as I lay shuddering on the asphalt with Tori’s blood on my hands and her dying screams still tearing at my ears, I almost wished she’d been right…




  




  ‘She started the fight,’ I said to Faraday. ‘Pushing me around and shouting at me, telling me things – things I didn’t want to hear. And at first, all I wanted was to get away. But she wouldn’t let me go, and the more she pushed me the angrier I got—’
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