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For Hattie


Colours are light’s suffering and joy.

       Johann Wolfgang von Goethe
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Part One


One











I will find the old Lux and when I do I will climb back inside her and sew myself into her skin so I never get lost again. 

The last time I saw her, me, properly was at the Leavers’ Ball. I was wearing the shortest, reddest dress I could find. This was before colours meant what they do now. And before I got lost. 

I remember every detail and I can’t say that about many times since. 

I felt eyes on me all night. The gaze of those girls who feel pretty when they’re hungry. And the guys – a host of blandly handsome XY chromosomes, winking at me in the semi-dark. Winking at every girl who walked by probably but, in the presence of wit and the black-tie promise of a beautiful life, I’ll forgive anything. 

It was the start of the summer; an elaborate ball to send off the Upper Sixth. The annual goodbye to another tranche of maladjusted Artists set free to paint or pretend their way through life. I’d just finished Lower Sixth but our year was invited too; I don’t know why as there has always been plenty enough people in each year to make a decent party. 

In fact, despite the head director’s best efforts, Richdeane Arts School is famous for parties. A few years ago, five Artists were caught doing ketamine and having sex on the golf course. After that particular incident, we had to stop calling the staff by their first names – like that would affect whether or not we wanted to interfere with each other by the ninth hole. There was even talk of a curfew for a while, as if Richdeane were a normal school, but the governors voted against it in favour of ‘preserving Richdeane’s liberal ethos’. Anyway, the ‘orgy’ was all over the papers and the Golf Course Five were expelled. I put a lot of thought into determining how I would deal with that kind of attention. Nonchalantly but as publicly as possible, I decided. 

At the leavers’ after-party, we all sucked on shots and toasted summer and goodbyes, showing the required amount of disrespect for the host’s property. 

I was in charge of the party favours, as always, producing pills and powders from inside my tiny dress like a pharmaceutical magician. Soundtracked by nineties’ trip-hop, kids who had never spoken before shared muses and made each other promises they believed they would keep, while the many bedrooms and dark corners were claimed by temporary collaborators. 

In the basement, a select crowd sketched, scratched, painted or inked our names at the edges of one of the long white walls while two girls worked soundlessly around each other to spray phosphorescent snowdrops, flags and faces in the middle. As more of us added our names and messages, the wall began to belong to us, not to someone’s parents. It took my breath away. Flanked by the friends I knew I would keep close for as long as I lived, I wished those journalists who were so ready to trash Richdeane could see what we could create together, without even really trying. 

It was so, so hot down there and the spray paint fumes made me sway but I wanted to stay forever, watching our shared mural creep across the walls like neon vines. 

When we couldn’t take the basement heat any longer, we staggered up to the kitchen to do more shots of spiked bubble tea, which Mei said tasted like baby gravy, chasing them with Dirty Coconuts, a cocktail of vodka and coconut water. 

I lost my virginity to a sculptor named Henry that night – seventeen was late to lose it; I was the last of my friends to give it up. My experience lagged behind my reputation, if only in that department. Henry was lean and hyper-focused. I chose him because it seemed the ideal collaboration – he was good with his hands and I could play the scene as required. 

Plus, he’d been selling me drugs all year and it took zero effort to get him to follow me upstairs into a guest room. 

I pulled him inside and told him to lock the door. 

‘There’s no key. Should we find somewhere else?’

I didn’t want to lose my nerve. ‘No, come here. Be quick.’

‘Romantic,’ he said. He picked up an armful of coats from the bed and rolled them together in front of the door to block it.

‘Come here,’ I said again. I pulled off my shoes and lay on the bed, looking over my body down to my feet. Angry welts marked them where I’d done the straps up too tight. I thought of Olivia and her dancer’s feet and how she’d told me dancers aren’t supposed to show pain or effort, they must silently turn agony into art. That’s the Richdeane pledge: We pledge ourselves to the will of the muses, and to the words of the greats. We give it to art and we let go.

Music pulsed through the floor and up the stairs. It was a girl growling tunefully about being a black man in a cell and calling the government suckers. 

I didn’t take my dress off – it was so short I just pulled it up around my thighs and held my breath as Henry climbed on top of me. 

‘Is this OK?’ he asked.

‘Yes.’

He was a good kisser. A sweet guy really. 

The lights were on and I could see powder collecting in the corners of his nostrils as his neck strained above me and he grunted towards the headboard. We were safe; I’d told him, ‘No balloon, no party.’ Henry concluded before the song did. He tasted how the word summer tastes to me now: a mix of tequila and ash. 

In the bedroom mirror afterwards, I looked the same as I did before. I felt mostly the same too – lucky, happy, high – although I wanted my friends. 

I mussed up my hair so there could be no doubt to anyone who saw us emerge about what had happened behind the closed door. 

I had done it. 

‘You OK?’ Henry asked. 

‘Yep.’ I hadn’t told him it hurt but he’d been gentle anyway. 

I waited until I heard the zip of his fly going up, then I turned round. He pulled a little bag of white powder from his tux pocket. ‘Want some?’

I dipped my finger and rubbed the powder into my gums, then double-dipped for luck, not caring how many greedy fingers had already been stuck in the bag. 

He tried to curl his hand round mine as we went downstairs. His fingers were cooler than they’d felt in the bedroom. Mine twitched away. I think I was nervous.

‘You don’t need to do that,’ I said. 

Maybe he was relieved, maybe he was hurt. I don’t know; I didn’t look at his face. 

‘Fireworks!’ came a voice from the garden. 

‘That’s Davy,’ said Henry. ‘He and the guys have been planning this for weeks.’ 

‘I’m going to find my friends,’ I said. ‘See you later.’

A crowd tumbled out of the back door into the warm night and gathered by the side of a small pool. It was more for show or maybe for cooling off than for swimming, I think. 

Mei and Olivia were already outside. I snuck up behind them and clamped a hand on each of their shoulders. 

‘Guess who?’ I whispered just as a rocket burst above us, showering the sky with fiery teardrops. 

I remember the thrill of it echoing across the sky; that’s how I know the old Lux was normal. 

‘Only you would make an entrance to fireworks,’ said Olivia. 

‘Where’ve you been?’ asked Mei. 

‘With Henry.’

‘Called it, didn’t I?’

‘You did,’ Olivia replied. 

‘Only took you a year to get it together.’

‘Oh, please,’ I said. 

Colours exploded below the stars. Dense bursts of purple and green streaked the sky, their long smoke trails reaching down to us like willow branches. We faux-jumped with each bang, and oohed and aahed with sarcasm at first and then with real wonder. 

Then came the fizz and scatter of white light as Davy set off more close to the ground. We took a collective step back, clutching arms and holding our breath. 

It was our show. The neighbours could watch if they wanted but it was ours. We were the actors, the directors and the audience. Part of our script came from films we’d seen, parties we’d been to before. The rest we made up as we went along and it was perfect. 

Whistles and crackles sounded above us, shooting out swarms of fireflies that faded before they reached us. 

We were magic and fearless.

‘I want to light one,’ I heard myself say. I ran down to the end of the garden. ‘Davy, let me light one.’ 

‘Are you drunk?’ he asked. 

‘Not drunk enough.’

‘Have you done this before?’

‘Tonight is a night of firsts.’

I took my lighter from my dress pocket and rolled my thumb over the top to make sure it would work first time. The flint caught and sparked a tiny flame. 

‘Don’t be ridiculous – you can’t light fireworks with a lighter.’

Davy was pleased to have the opportunity to instruct me. I let him tell me what to do in exchange for lighting the last ones.

‘Use this.’ He picked up a little blowtorch like the one my father used to burn the tops of crèmes brûlées. 

Henry appeared, saying, ‘Give her your gloves, Davy. And the goggles.’

‘Thanks.’

I put them on and waved to Mei and Olivia.

‘Go, Luxy,’ they yelled. 

Davy led me over to where he and his friends had planted the last row of rockets ready for the finale. ‘Light one at the bottom and then get back quickly, even if it looks like it hasn’t caught properly.’

‘Careful,’ called Olivia. 

‘She has no idea what she’s doing,’ I heard Mei say.

I leant down. My heart was banging but I couldn’t change my mind. At least fifty pairs of bright eyes were fixed on me. I fumbled with the torch a few times until the flame glowed steady. I lit each fuse and jerked my hand away as if they’d explode instantly. 

I had this idea that I wanted to light them all in one go. The lit tails sizzled.

‘Get back,’ said Davy. 

I shook my head and waved the flame under the tails of the three remaining unlit ones. As the last one caught, I scrabbled to my feet and Henry pulled me to the side. A second later, the first one shrieked into the night sky, followed by the next, then the next, then the next, throwing their booming light across the garden and beyond. The crowd stamped their feet and cheered as my glittering comets rained down on us. 

Thinking about all that colour and sound now makes my skull tighten and my brain shriek but at the time it just made me certain of who I was and who I was going to be. 

‘Good job,’ said Davy. I hugged him and Henry, and skipped back to Mei and Olivia. 

With the show over, some people drifted back inside. Maybe fighting melancholy, one of the leavers turned the music back up. 

I had full-body goosebumps as the music shot through my skin. Its invisible wires were inside me, moving me like a puppet. 

I thought I saw Davy kissing our friend Isabella out of the corner of my eye, but something inside me wouldn’t let me stop twirling so I’m not sure. Henry watched us for a bit and then he was gone. 

Mei, Olivia and I flung ourselves around the garden to the beat until our hair stuck to our necks and our hearts raced in unison. For a minute, I forgot to dance like people were watching.

Song after song, we shook our limbs and swung each other round and round until, sweaty and brimming, we fell on the ground. 

‘The sky is spinning,’ said Olivia. 

‘Close your eyes for a minute,’ I told her, ‘you’re just drunk, it’ll wear off.’

‘I am absolutely car-parked, door-knobbed and gelatoed,’ shouted Mei. 

‘Let’s swim,’ I suggested. 

‘Easy tiger – I don’t think it’s heated.’

‘I’m going to dip my toes in.’ 

I pulled off my shoes for the second time that evening and plunged my feet into the cool water. Distorted beneath the rippling surface, my toes bulged like plasticine sausages. 

‘So, where’s Henry?’ one of them asked. 

With my back to them, I slipped a hand between my legs then trailed it across the surface of the pool. A shock of red billowed from my fingertips, turned candy pink in the chlorinated water before dissolving like soluble ink. 

Henry. 

I had finally done it. 

I was everything I’d said I was. I’d finally caught up with myself but I couldn’t make a big deal about it because I’d told Mei and Olivia I’d done it with an American I’d met a couple of summers before. 

‘Lux?’

I turned to see them lying on their backs on the lawn, making star shapes with their moonlit limbs. 

‘Grass angels,’ sang Olivia. 

I jumped up to join them. 

The sky hung pregnant over us. I wanted to travel the world with my friends, to see whether the sky looked the same in Africa, Thailand, China, everywhere. 

‘One more year,’ Mei breathed. The words sang out like fairy dust, sprinkling our tangled hair and flushed cheeks with wishes for the future. 

We were quiet for a minute while the stars shone just for us. 

‘Do you think they’re scared?’ asked Olivia. 

‘The stars?’ I said.

‘The leavers.’

‘What’s to be scared of?’ 

‘No more Richdeane,’ said Mei. 

‘Doubt it,’ I said. ‘Sad, maybe; not scared.’ I used to know all the emotions and understand which was which. 

‘Let’s have the best last year ever,’ said Olivia. I tilted my head to look at her. Tears slipped out of the corner of her eyes, through her hair and into the grass. She smiled and I realised I was crying too. So was Mei. Not the noisy kind of crying, just happiness leaking out. 

Love rushed through me. It wasn’t just the drugs; I was so lucky. So plugged in. I knew nobody had ever felt how we did. If they had, they would never have grown up. They’d have kept painting, writing, flying like Peter Pan, scared to land in case touching their feet to the ground ruptured the magic, making them old and scared and slow. 

We hatched plans and whispered secrets until, too tired and overwhelmed to move, we fell asleep in the itchy grass. 

I dreamed I was flying. 



At first light, Olivia stirred next to me. She smiled and I knew we’d all been having a version of the same dream. My mouth was claggy but we hadn’t been asleep long enough to come down. 

‘Morning, glories.’

I tipped my head back towards the voice to see Mei step out of the back door and tread over to us, a bottle in each hand and one under her armpit. She handed us each a beer. ‘Thought we might need a soft landing.’

The pool glowed golden under the rising sun. 

We clinked bottles in the quiet dawn and whispered our pledge: To art and let go.

It was a perfect night and the last one like it that I remember. If I close my eyes and keep very still I can see us, laughing and dancing until the moon went down. The picture develops in the darkroom in my mind and I feel it all again. I forget the stone in my stomach and the confusion in my blood. I was alive and brave and potent. I was found. 

I will find my way back to that Lux. 


Two











People read a lot into it if you blackout and wake up in a hospital. They really think it means something, especially if you haven’t exactly been on the straight and narrow up to that point. Maybe they won’t let you go back to school when summer ends. Maybe you’ll come back two weeks late and never completely catch up on the time, or the you, that you lost. 

And you’re definitely in for a lot of conversations with professionals with a perverse obsession with you remembering the exact circumstances of how you got there. Maybe you’d tell them if you knew. Maybe you’d wish you hadn’t lost your phone, and you’d google yourself, and check Instagram and everywhere else for clues but find no trail. 

You might feel lost; you might feel nothing. You might feel trapped inside and locked outside yourself at the same time. 

I wonder what the professionals would make of my little dalliance with Henry the sculptor. 

My parents pay people, professionals, to ask me questions that hurt; mostly they’re questions about my experience this summer, not things that came before it. That’s what my mother calls it – my ‘experience’ – the pivot point that took me from rebellious to sick. I haven’t given it a name yet. 

But the professionals aren’t that interested in Henry or the Leavers’ Ball. They’re interested in the party I went to a month later at the end of my gallery internship, the one I don’t remember, the one I went to before I woke up in hospital and couldn’t remember how I got there. 

When I woke up on the ward, I had trouble staying in my body. I floated away from myself with the tequila fumes that lifted from my skin. I was a million miles from everything. A faraway sun. In and out of sleep. Each time I woke up I inched a little closer but didn’t quite make it all the way back. 

I was vaguely aware of my mother fussing while nurses rushed with subtle urgency. My father pretended to do crosswords while visitors came to the beds around me bearing grapes that they ate themselves. The subtitled TV in the corner described tales of terror while the hospital radio hosts played track after cheerful track. Eighties’ classics provided an incongruous soundtrack to muted war and scandal as orderlies served jelly and things in gravy. 

The only other thing I remember is the still-drunk girl tethered to an IV drip in the bed next to me. She had marks on her wrists and arms where the sadness running through her wine-stream could no longer be contained, where something had willed her hands to cut through the skin to drain the sorrow out. 

Looking down at myself from the ceiling, I noticed a matching cannula with a drip-line running off it in the back of my left hand. The fabric tape holding it in place covered the small snowdrop tattoo on the underside of my wrist. The Richdeane crest is stained into my skin forever. I watched myself fiddle with the tube. A nurse swatted my hand away. Her touch brought me back into my body. ‘Just fluids,’ she said. ‘Salts, water.’ Because I’m competitive, I tried to suck in the saline faster than the drunk girl. But our dehydrated flesh pinked up in tandem because the drips were metered. It’s not like donating blood; you can’t pump your fist to hasten the process. 

On my other arm, a wound itched. It was there when I woke up, swaddled in a dressing, a grotesque present to be unwrapped later. Its diagonal line, shaped like a feather or dagger, points from the outside of my elbow down towards my wrist. It’s fifteen centimetres long; I measured it. It will scar because I can’t resist raking my fingernails through the healing skin whenever it’s just about to seal itself shut. What if going through that cut is the only way to get back inside myself?

I watched as the drip sobered the other girl up, as she realised she felt worse sober than she had drunk. She was definitely in her body. Her hair hung in her eyes as her face twitched and crumpled, and I wanted to tell her not to cry, not to spill out those useless buckets of soul. Now I can see the benefit; she could weep to reset herself. 



I divide the professionals into two groups: the body doctors and the mind probers. The body doctors do diagnostic tests and take bits of me away for examination (blood, saliva, pictures of my insides). The mind probers are interested in taking invisible things, information mostly. 

Dr Purves was mainly a body doctor. 

I had to go back to the hospital to see her after I’d been released. It was before I came back to school and before my mother went back to Singapore. My father had flown ahead, sick of the fights probably. 

My mother came with me to the appointment. We’d fought the night before; I’d caught her in a lie I think, but she came anyway. Besides, my parents had been keeping me hostage ever since I’d been discharged so there was no chance of me flying solo. ‘For your own good, try to understand,’ they told me. 

Before we met the doctor, I had to have a brain scan. A leaflet explained they’d use a machine with magnetic fields and radio waves to make images of the inside of my head. 

My mother waited in reception. I imagined her avoiding the germ-harbouring magazines and dabbing hand sanitiser round her nostrils while I took off my jewellery and got changed into a stiff hospital gown. 

The scanner was a doughnut-shaped block with a table jutting out from the tunnel running through the middle. The whole thing was encased in white plastic with a purple CerebroVista logo emblazoned at the base. There were three silver steps pushed up against the side of the table, like a Borrowers’ version of aeroplane steps. 

‘Just some quick questions before we get started,’ said the man who had introduced himself as the senior radiographer. He had fluffy hair on his chin, which made him look not very senior at all. I hoped he knew what he was doing. 

He asked whether I suffered from various medical conditions, and if I’d ever had shrapnel in my eyes or a metal stent placed in my body. The wound on my arm poked out of the end of the gown sleeve but he didn’t ask about that. I could see the questions had already been answered on his sheet and that my mother had signed it. Did he think I’d been to war and forgotten to mention it to her, or that she’d lied? 

Next he rolled a paper cover on to the table and asked me to lie down. I climbed on to the giant napkin and lay there like an oversized piece of sushi. 

I tried to roll my eyes back to see the size of the tunnel I’d apparently be going into head first. I wanted to run but the radiographer was already strapping my head to the table. 

Seeing my anxiety, he said, ‘Too late for a sedative, I’m afraid. And you’ll need to be alert for the other tests.’

He gave me some foam earplugs. ‘Put these in.’

What are they going to do to me? 

‘Here’s the panic button; try to stay inside though – we’ll only have to get you back in again to finish if you come out. Just close your eyes and breathe,’ he advised. ‘You’ll be in there about twenty-five minutes. I’ll be watching you on the monitor from the other room.’

I heard the door shut behind him. I was alone and tethered to the scanner. 

I gripped the cord to the panic button and kept my eyes squeezed shut while the table started moving backwards. Then the machine began making a horrible noise like someone was banging on its inside walls, trying to escape or send me a message. 

A disembodied voice came over the tannoy: ‘Keep as still as you can.’

Why didn’t anyone tell me it would be this loud? 

I jumped again as the table lurched further into the tunnel. A different noise started up – louder and more of a click than a bang. 

I’m being buried alive in slow motion. 

I tried to work out how long I’d been in there. About two minutes, at most. Twenty-three to go. I was rigid and my shoulders hurt from clenching, so I forced them to drop and started to count my breaths. 

One in, one out. Two in, two out. Three in, three out. I’d get to ten and start again. The banging sounded a little further away. 

Fear had me paralysed or I would have wriggled again just to hear the tannoy voice telling me not to. 

One in, one out. Two in, two out. Three in, three out. 

I counted forever and finally the radiographer got me out to meet Dr Purves. I was so tired, as if the counting and the machine’s magnets had hypnotised me. 

Dr Purves had boring brown hair cut into a boring bob and asked a lot of boring questions. Maybe the questions weren’t boring, maybe they just hurt to think about. Maybe they made my mind burn in technicolour. 

‘I see from your file that you’ve not been feeling yourself for some weeks now, Lux. That you’ve been experiencing some nasty headaches together with some anxiety and nightmares since you blacked out. Is that right?’

She made it sound so simple. 

‘And you don’t remember what you were doing when you lost consciousness?’ she asked.

‘No.’

‘What’s the last thing you remember?’ 

‘I was at a party.’

‘With school friends?’

‘No, I was doing an internship. It was with some people I didn’t really know. That was the Thursday night.’

‘Did you leave the party alone or with someone?’

‘I don’t remember. The next thing I remember is being in hospital, but I think that was the Friday.’

My mother nodded to confirm. 

‘I already told the other doctors I don’t remember.’ They all have the same script with the same questions on it. 

‘You told me that too,’ she says. ‘We met on the ward the day after you woke up. Do you remember?’

‘Yes,’ I lie, because it’s rude to forget people but I must not be a very good liar because she asks: 

‘Really? It’s important that we know whether you remember or you just think you remember.’

I knew she was trying to help me and I should let her but something was rising in my chest so I closed my eyes and went to find Mei and Olivia and the leavers’ party in the darkroom in my mind. The questions continued even though I had my eyes closed. Shutting off one sense does not dull the rest, unfortunately. A thick elastic band formed around my head and the pressure started to build. 

Then my eyes were open. Dr Purves and my mother were staring at me like they wanted me to say something but I wasn’t sure what, like I couldn’t remember my lines or didn’t understand the parameters of the improvisation. I took a sip from the mug in front of me and immediately wished I’d asked for a Coke and not coffee. Although it was worth it to see my mother’s eyebrows do their special dance, silently asking, ‘Oh, you drink coffee now, do you?’ 

Looking down at my hands, my second wish was that I hadn’t drawn eyes on my palms and fingertips. We used to do it all the time at prep school and then hold our hands up in front of our actual eyes, wiggling our fingers like tentacles. Just because. But you really had to be there for it to seem funny and I didn’t know how to explain it to Dr Purves, or my mother and her eyebrows, so I just took a few more sips from the mug and waited for the caffeine bump. 

My mother prefers things clean and perfect, and without eyes drawn on them. She’s one of those people who sleeps with a watch on and makes the bed while you’re still in it. Singapore is a good fit for her. 

The caffeine tickled my brain and I started flicking through my darkroom again, blinking to change the image. The professionals call my darkroom an avoidance mechanism. Anything to stop the headaches or the colours descending. 

Dr Purves redirected her questions to my mother to answer on my behalf. Even though she was technically a body doctor, she had questions about other things too. It made sense since my mind lives in my body. She asked about my mental health – any history of hearing voices, drug use, mood swings, extreme behaviour, imaginary friends, etc. – ‘Just to rule things out,’ she explained. 

When I was little, I used to bite my hands until I’d punctured the skin and say my brother or sister had done it. I am an only child. But even then I understood that visible wounds got sympathy; more sympathy than loneliness. I would wake up sobbing, convinced that I’d sent my little siblings away and hadn’t tasted the regret until it was too late to call them back. My father interpreted this behaviour as early evidence of my flair for the dramatic. ‘My little Roberta De Niro,’ he called me, depositing me in a creative prep school, chosen because it was a ‘feeder’ school for Richdeane. I was hard to discipline even as a child and they felt I would flourish in such an artistic, liberal place. 

My mother didn’t tell Dr Purves about the biting or the fictitious siblings. Maybe she’d forgotten; I’d only just remembered myself. Memories are strange; how does all that stuff fit in our heads? How do we know where to find things without Googlebots or web spiders to index and dredge them up? Not for the first time since I’d blacked out, I wished I were a robot or a machine that could be rebooted or upgraded.

‘I know this is difficult, Lux. Perhaps you could just tell me the main things that are bothering you, just so I can make sure I have it all noted down correctly,’ the doctor said. 

So I told her what I’d eventually told my mother after weeks of saying it was just the headaches while thinking I was losing my mind. That since I blacked out I feel like my head is not connected to my body, that I panic about weird things and that my senses get confused sometimes. And, if I get really strung out, colours get brighter and more intense, and it’s almost as if words and sounds have colour. 

I didn’t tell her that I sometimes see words in the air, sometimes even punctuation, which makes it hard to follow what people are saying. 

‘I feel like I’m in a video game or a play,’ I said.

‘A play?’ asked Dr Purves.

‘She goes to Richdeane,’ my mother said, as if that explained everything. 

‘Richdeane?’

‘It’s a school for creative children who perhaps aren’t suited to traditional education environments. There’s a lot of support for them. No television, that sort of thing.’

She was wrong, we do have TV, but Richdeane is one of those schools that claims things on the website such as ‘nurturing spirited, creative children to make autonomous and artistic choices’. That’s a euphemism for ‘your broken offspring can do what the fuck they please as long as you pay the fees’. 

‘Ah, yes, that makes sense,’ said the doctor, checking her papers. ‘Lux, you were saying you feel like you’re in a video game?’

‘Yeah.’ My tongue was having a hard time pushing through the seal on my mouth but I forced it harder. ‘It makes it hard to know what’s real and what’s not. Sometimes I feel like something is watching me, as if I’m not safe or I’m being controlled by someone that’s not me.’

I didn’t tell them that I’ve convinced myself I took acid but that I don’t remember doing it and that’s why I blacked out and now my brain is permanently broken. 

‘You have an unusual constellation of symptoms, Lux. Your circumstances are very interesting.’ The doctor again. A sabre of sunlight holding levitating skin particles streamed from the top of the window and disappeared into the back of her skull. I wished she’d stop saying my name like that – although I had to give her props for making my weirdness sound romantic and astronomical. ‘I don’t imagine that’s much of a consolation.’

Nope. 

‘I’ll give you a different medication for the head pain. There’s also something called synaesthesia that I’d like to test you for,’ she continued. ‘It’s not an illness but it causes people’s senses to overlap, which could explain why you sometimes become so overwhelmed, and might account for some of your recurring thoughts. People are usually born with it but there’s handful of cases where it has developed later in life. Usually as a result of a trauma. Anyway, the tests are really just to rule it out.’

Dr Purves read a list of numbers. She asked me to write down each one and the corresponding colour, taste or smell I associated with it. It was the same as one of the tests that her assistant had done to me on the phone the week before, except the numbers were in a different order. I guess they wanted to compare the results. 

Next, a nurse stuck circular stickers on my chest and hooked me up to a machine to check my heart. I watched my little life on the monitor. ‘Don’t look so worried,’ the nurse said, nodding at the green blips on the screen. ‘If there were no ups and downs, you’d be dead.’ 

Then she needed some of my blood. I hate needles; I could never be a heroin addict. My veins were shy so she gave me some warm water to drink to coax them to the surface. She changed the dressing on my arm then tried again, sticking the inside of both my elbows, before giving up and trying a wrist instead. She got what she wanted in the end, leaving a mark on my wrist that started as a small pink dot and turned into a magnificent bruise which spread down into the base of my thumb. In the week that followed, it went black then green then mottled pink and then faded away. I’d lost my phone when I blacked out so I couldn’t take photos of it and I missed it when it went. It was one less thing to point at and say, ‘This hurts.’ I had to work extra hard to keep the feather-shaped cut on my arm alive after that. 

When the rest of the tests were done, my mother asked Dr Purves how long it would take for me to go back to normal. The doctor had a smear of greasy tangerine lipstick on her upper lip, half a citrus moustache, which I knew would be driving my mother to distraction. 

‘Well, we’ll wait for the test results to come back and we’ll do something called watchful waiting. It might not sound like much but it can be very helpful. You might hear it being called “wait and watch” or WAW if you like,’ said Dr Purves. 

I didn’t like. WAW sounds just like war. 

Dr Purves told my mother, told us, ‘Trauma reveals us sometimes, heightens our senses. Lux just needs more time.’ 

I made a mental note to refer to all hangovers or anyone blacking out as trauma going forward. Mei would like that. 

My mother asked me to wait in the hall while she spoke to the doctor alone. When she came out a few minutes later, I asked her what they’d discussed. Since there was nothing physically wrong with me, Dr Purves had suggested I talk to a different kind of professional. The mind-prober kind. 

We went back to the flat in Waterloo where I’d been staying while I completed my internship at the gallery. Or rather almost-completed; the Friday that would have been my final one was the day I woke up in hospital. 

My parents bought the flat so they have somewhere to stay when they’re in town. It’s in the kind of block that feels like a hotel – all corridors with wall lights like portholes and Yale-lock doors that open into identikit apartments. Bet they weren’t counting on staying there for weeks after collecting their wayward offspring from hospital. 

We sat in the kitchen, looking out of the triple-glazed window on to the back of the Royal Festival Hall and the dirty Thames. My mother made us milky tea. We clinked cups and pretended that drinking tea was something we always did together. 

I felt like I was on the other side of the thick-glass window looking in at us. I was outside an imaginary house with half-lifted blinds, staring at the laps and torsos of people frozen in the ritual of taking tea. 

I think my mother was trying to reach through, but her voice was fading in and out like someone whispering then shouting underwater. I clamped the sides of the porcelain cup with both hands until the burning sensation pulled me back into the room. 

We didn’t fight that night. I excused myself to take a bath. Slipping under the hot water, letting it fill my ears and nostrils, I pretended it was amniotic fluid and that my mother could protect me. 


Three






I was caged and disconnected in my parents’ flat for over five weeks. My mother said they weren’t angry when they brought me home from hospital and they didn’t shout at first. But they took away my TV and laptop, and wouldn’t let me go anywhere by myself. I tried to say sorry but my mother just shushed me and said it wasn’t my fault, that they shouldn’t have left me alone for the summer. The tighter she hugged me, the guiltier I felt. 

Then the fights started. My parents’ words bounced off me, refracting back to them, until we were stuck in a continuous loop of damage. 

‘Listen to us, Lux. Try to hear what we’re saying.’

‘Stop pretending you care. Just let me go back to school; I want to go home.’

‘Richdeane isn’t home. This is your home.’

It was the same argument over and over. The professionals are interested in that too. I can’t remember all the words to the fights now because they hurt and they tell me that the human body is built to forget some types of pain. 

But I do remember the final one, a particularly savage row that sent us all to bed early. 

They took it in turns to plead with me, ‘It’s for your own good. We’re trying to help you.’

‘I can’t live like this. If you don’t let me go back to school, I promise you, one day you’ll wake up and I’ll be gone. I mean it,’ I’d screamed.

They had hushed debates behind their bedroom door late into the night while they thought I was sleeping. 

In the morning, my mother booked an emergency appointment with the professionals. We saw the doctors separately and then together. They finally agreed I would benefit from the relative normality of Richdeane and that a break could be good for all of us. 

Then I told my parents I didn’t want to see them for a while. I could see the heartbreak on their faces but they agreed to respect my wishes. They said they didn’t want to hurt me any more. I’ll still have to see the professionals though, for the headaches and the things that don’t make sense. 

The professionals say I need to work on naming my feelings. There’s a chart on the wall in one of the shrinks’ waiting rooms titled ‘Teddy-Bear Feelings’. Fifteen square teddy-bear faces staring out of the poster, expressing themselves for all to see, their little jumpers helpfully labelled with the feeling that corresponds to their facial expression. There are only three aspirational teddy-bear feelings: loved, joyful and safe. The rest are bleak: lonely, scared, jealous and so on. Anyway, the professionals say just to focus on working out whether I’m sad, mad or glad and go from there.

The first therapist was the worst; she obviously wanted me to fall apart more visibly so she could Sellotape me back together and give me back to my parents all fixed. She asked me the same questions over and over again, waiting for a different answer. 

‘What happened at the party? 

‘How did you get to the hospital? 

‘What happened when you woke up?’ 

I don’t remember; I don’t remember; I don’t remember. 

My mind is lost. 

I thought if I could squeeze out some tears perhaps we could call it a day. Could she hear the rasps of my tear ducts dry-retching as I willed them to vomit up some salty water? She bleated about connecting with my body so I tried to notice my cells die and collide and copulate, or whatever the hell cells do. But all I could feel was the coating on my tongue as it played dead in my mouth, rusty with silence. 

The last shrink I saw before my parents let me come back to Richdeane was obsessed with my red dreams. He made me record them in a special notebook so we could interpret them together. Dreams are made concrete by writing them down or talking about them. Otherwise the wisp disappears not long after you’ve opened your eyes. Yet this is not generally true of nightmares; in my experience, the latter tend to linger long after your screams have woken you up. 

I actually started to dream about the shrink. In one, I was lying on one of those psychiatrist couches when an invisible hand that I knew was his reached up my jumper, crawling to find some side boob. Awkward. I didn’t keep any more of my appointments with him.


The facilities at Richdeane were conceived to ensure we have everything we need to keep our pledge, so the campus is littered with anything an Artist or the untalented child of one could want. Among the kilns and canvases are a legion of 3D printers, hipster typewriters, deep freezers full of ingredients, and hauls of metal ore and other finite resources. We bring our own imaginations, which, we are told, are infinite. 

Richdeane’s is that most inconsistent and permissive of parents, willing to bend to accommodate the whims and needs of any Artist, if they are talented enough, yet totally intractable on the subject of art. My own transgressions, for example, are forgiven because I’ve won prizes for writing stories. 

‘Bespoke therapeutic interventions’ are part of the curriculum so there are special rooms for talking here too – all carefully styled with feng shui pot plants and tactically placed tissues. We have classrooms as well. A few. But we spend most of our time in the studios or the dorms.

I’ve been back in my and Mei’s dorm room among her mood boards, notebooks and other general clutter at Dylan House for six days. For someone who runs her life with military precision, she is a slob of the highest order. We’ve shared this room since we started here. I realised a long time ago that Mei will do anything for her inner circle. I used to think you had to tell her specifically what you needed, that she wouldn’t get there on her own because she assumes everyone is as resilient as she is, but she has a better idea of what I need right now than I do. 

She’s barely left my side since I got back but when she’s in the shower I search the internet for sad videos and sneak to the mirror to make beautiful, fake-sobbing faces. I squirt eye drops down my cheeks and imagine I’m a TV talent show judge crying diamond tears at some contestant’s sob story. 

I haven’t told anyone that I think my tear ducts are broken; people are already whispering about me (I’m ‘Blackout Girl’ behind my back, I expect). Two days ago, Mei, Olivia and I watched a sad, old film called My Girl where this kid dies after getting stung by bees. Mei and Olivia were both wrecks. I tweeted along with them about drowning in my own tears and needing a rehydration sachet to replenish my fluids but, really, I couldn’t muster a drop. Not even the clips of soldiers coming home from war and the rest of the emotional porn on YouTube can touch me now. 

In those seven weeks since I woke up in hospital, Mei and Olivia have accelerated. I only missed two weeks of school but in that time they’ve taken a quantum leap together. Meanwhile, I learned how to be alone; how to forget the horrible fights with my parents. While my mind is lost, theirs are on the future; on what they are becoming and where they will go.

I thought that once I got back to school, things would go back to normal. I thought the headaches and the red nightmares would stop. I’m still waiting.

The thing about this place is that people come, go and come back with semi-regularity, so my absence for the two weeks after summer shouldn’t have caused much of a ripple. I’m far from the first Richdeaner to find herself in a hospital bed. But I can feel people looking at me, and not in the way I used to want them to. Acting like I don’t care is exhausting; I’m ready to lie low this weekend. 

But, first, poetry. Just two hours of Word Arts are all that stand between me and the end of my first week back. Director Harrins is a big fan of the Harkness method. It’s used by our counterparts in America, he says. I like the idea that we all have a long-lost soul twin or doppelgänger somewhere. Maybe mine feels as dislocated as I do, or maybe she’s rebooted herself and feels better. 

Maybe the girl in the hospital was
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