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my precious son
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      Demons do not exist any more than gods do, being 
only the products of the psychic activity of man.
      

      
      – Sigmund Freud
      

      
      The greatest trick the Devil ever pulled was to 
convince us all that he does not exist.
      

      
      – Charles Baudelaire
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      RUEN

      
      Alex
      

      
      People look at me funny when I tell them I have a demon.

      
      ‘Don’t you mean, you have demons?’ they ask. ‘Like a drug problem or an urge to stab your dad?’ I tell them no. My demon is called Ruen, he’s about five foot
         three, and his favourite things are Mozart, table tennis, and bread and butter pudding.
      

      
      I met Ruen and his friends five years, five months and six days ago. It was the morning that Mum said Dad had gone, and I
         was at school. A bunch of very strange creatures appeared in the corner of the room beside the canvas we’d made of the Titanic.
         Some of them looked like people, though I knew they weren’t teachers or anyone’s parents because some of them looked like
         wolves, but with human arms and legs. One of the females had arms, legs and ears that were all different, as if they had belonged to different people and were pieced together like Frankenstein’s monster. One of her arms was hairy and muscly,
         the other was thin like a girl’s. They frightened me, and I started to cry because I was only five.
      

      
      Miss Holland came over to my desk and asked what was wrong. I told her about the monsters in the corner. She took off her
         glasses very slowly and pushed them into her hair, then asked if I was feeling all right.
      

      
      I looked back at the monsters. I couldn’t stop looking at the one who had no face but just a huge red horn, like a rhino’s
         horn, only red, in his forehead. He had a man’s body but it was covered in fur and his black trousers were held up with braces
         that were made out of barbed wire and dripping with blood. He was holding a long pole with a round metal ball on top with
         spikes sticking out of it like a hedgehog. He drew a finger to where his lips would be, if he had any, and then a voice appeared
         in my head. It sounded very soft and yet gruff, just like my dad’s:
      

      
      ‘I’m your friend, Alex.’

      
      And then all the fear left me because what I wanted more than anything in the whole world was a friend.

      
      I found out later that Ruen has different ways of appearing and this was the one I call the Horn Head, which is very scary,
         especially when you see it for the first time. Luckily he doesn’t appear like that very often.
      

      
      Miss Holland asked what I was staring at, because I was still looking at the monsters and wondering if they were ghosts, because
         some of them were like shadows. The thought of it made me start to open my mouth and I felt a noise start to come out, but before it grew too big I heard my dad’s voice, again,
         in my head:
      

      
      ‘Be calm, Alex. We’re not monsters. We’re your friends. Don’t you want us to be your friends?’

      
      I looked at Miss Holland and said I was fine, and she smiled and said OK and walked back to her desk, but she kept glancing
         back at me with her face all worried.
      

      
      A second later, without crossing the room, the monster who had spoken to me appeared beside me and told me his name was Ruen.
         He said I’d better sit down otherwise Miss Holland would send me to talk to someone called A Psychiatrist. And that, Ruen
         told me, would not involve anything fun, like acting or telling jokes or drawing pictures of skeletons.
      

      
      Ruen knew my favourite hobbies so I knew there was something strange going on here. Miss Holland kept looking at me like she
         was very worried as she continued her lesson on how to stick a needle through a frozen balloon and why this was an important
         scientific experiment. I sat down and said nothing about the monsters.
      

      
      Ruen has explained many things to me about who he is and what he does, but never about why I can see him when no one else
         can. I think we’re friends. Only, what Ruen has asked me to do makes me think he’s not my friend at all. He wants me to do
         something very bad.
      

      
      He wants me to kill someone.
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      WAKEFUL DREAM

      
      Alex
      

      
      Dear Diary,

      
      A ten-year-old boy walks into a fishmonger’s and asks for a leg of salmon. The wise fishmonger raises his eyebrows and says,
         ‘Salmon don’t have any legs!’ The boy goes home and tells his dad what the fishmonger said, and his dad starts to laugh.
      

      
      ‘OK,’ the boy’s dad says. ‘Away off to the DIY store, pick me up some tartan paint.’

      
      So the boy goes off to the DIY store. When he returns, he is feeling very humiliated.

      
      ‘OK, OK, I’m sorry,’ the dad says, though he’s laughing so hard he almost pees himself. ‘Here’s a fiver. Go get us all fish
         fingers and use the change for some chips for you.’
      

      
      The boy threw the fiver back in his dad’s face.
      

      
      ‘Here, what’s all that about?’ the dad yelled.

      
      ‘You can’t fool me,’ the boy shouted back. ‘Fish don’t have any fingers!’

      
      This is a new diary that Mum bought me for my last birthday when I was ten. I want to start every entry with a new joke so
         I can keep in character. That means I can remember what it feels like to be the person I’m playing, which is a boy called
         Horatio. My acting teacher Jojo said she’s rewritten a famous play called Hamlet as a ‘contemporary retelling of twenty-first century Belfast, with rap, street gangs, and kamikaze nuns’, and apparently
         William Shakespeare is OK with that. Mum says my getting into the theatre company is a really big deal but not to tell anyone
         in our street as I might get beaten up.
      

      
      We’re performing the play at the Grand Opera House in Belfast City which is cool cos it’s like a ten-minute walk from my house
         so I can make rehearsals every Thursday and Friday after school. Jojo said I can even make up my own jokes. I think this joke
         is funnier than my last one about the old woman and the orangutan. I told it to Mum but she didn’t laugh. She is sad again.
         I have started to ask her why she gets sad, and each time the reason is different. Yesterday it was because the postman was
         late, and she was waiting for a Really Important Letter from social services. Today, it’s because we’ve run out of eggs.
      

      
      I can’t think of a more stupid reason to be sad. I wonder whether she’s lying to me, or if she actually thinks that it’s fine to burst into tears every five seconds. I think I’ll ask
         her more questions about what the sadness is like. Is it because of my dad? I wanted to ask this morning, but then I had what the bald counsellor called a Wakeful Dream and remembered my dad the time
         he made Mum cry. Usually she was really really happy when he came to visit, which wasn’t very often, and she’d make her lips
         red and her hair would look like ice cream piled up on her head and she’d sometimes wear her dark green dress. But there was
         this time that he came and all she did was cry. I remember I was sitting so close to him that I could see the tattoo on his
         left forearm of a man who Dad said starved himself to death on purpose. He was saying to Mum, Don’t give me the guilt trip, leaning across the kitchen sink to tap his cigarette into the sink. Always three taps. Tap tap tap.
      

      
      Aren’t you always going on about how you want a better house than this? This is your chance, love.
      

      
      And just as I reached out to touch his jeans, the left knee almost worn through from where he’d always bend down to tie my
         shoelaces, the Wakeful Dream faded and it was just me, Mum, and the sound of her crying.
      

      
      Mum hasn’t talked about Dad in about a million years, so I think she might be sad because of Granny, because Granny always
         looked after us and was tough with nosy social workers and when Mum got sad Granny would slam her hand on the kitchen bench
         and say things like, ‘If you don’t stand up to life it’ll knock you down,’ and then Mum seemed to snap out of it. But Granny doesn’t say that any more, and Mum just gets worse all the time.
      

      
      So, I do what I always do, which is ignore Mum as she walks around our house with her face all dripping wet, and I hunt through
         the fridge and kitchen cupboards and under the stairs for something to eat, until finally I find what I’m looking for: an
         onion and some frozen bread. Unfortunately I don’t find any eggs, which is a pity because it may have made Mum stop crying.
      

      
      I stand on a stool and chop up the onion underwater in the sink – like Granny taught me, so the juices don’t make my eyes
         flood – and then fry it up with some oil. Then I put it all between two slices of toasted bread. Trust me, it is the best
         thing in the world.
      

      
      The second best thing in the world is my bedroom. I was going to say drawing skeletons, or balancing on the back legs of my
         chair, but I think they’re third best, because my bedroom is so high at the top of our house that I don’t hear Mum crying
         when I come up here, and because it’s where I go to think and to draw, and also to write jokes for my part as Horatio. It’s
         freezing up here. You could probably store dead bodies. The windowpane is cracked and there’s no carpet and all the radiator
         does is make a big yellow puddle on the bare floor. Most of the time I put on an extra jumper and sometimes a coat, a hat,
         woolly socks and gloves when I get up there, though I’ve cut the fingertips off my gloves so I can hold my pencils. It’s so
         cold that Dad never even bothered to rip all the old wallpaper off the walls, which he said has been up since St Patrick kicked all the snakes out of Ireland. It’s silver with lots of white leaves all over it, though I think
         they look like an angel’s feathers. The last person who lived here left all their stuff, like a bed with only three legs,
         a wardrobe, and a tall white chest of drawers which was filled with lots of clothes. The person who left them was probably
         just lazy but it’s worked out OK as Mum never has any money to get me any new clothes.
      

      
      But that’s just the best thing about my room. You know what the best best thing about my room is?
      

      
      When Ruen comes, I can blether on at him for ages. And no one else can hear.

      
      So when I found out that Ruen is a demon I wasn’t scared because I didn’t know a demon was a thing. I thought it was just the name of the shop near my school that sold motorbikes.
      

      
      ‘What’s a demon, then?’ I asked Ruen.

      
      He was Ghost Boy then. Ruen has four appearances: Horn Head, Monster, Ghost Boy and Old Man. Ghost Boy is when he looks like
         me, only in a funny kind of way: he has my exact same brown hair and is as tall as me and even has the same knobbly fingers
         and fat nose and sticky-out ears, but he has eyes that are completely black and sometimes his whole body is see-through like
         a balloon. His clothes are different than mine, too. He wears trousers that are puffy and gather in at the knees and a white
         shirt with no collar, and his feet are bare and dirty.
      

      
      When I asked what a demon was, Ruen jumped up and started shadow boxing in front of the mirror on the back of my bedroom door.
      

      
      ‘Demons are like superheroes,’ he said between jabs. ‘Humans are like maggots.’

      
      I was still sitting on the floor. I’d lost our game of chess. Ruen had let me take all his pawns and bishops and then checkmated
         me with just his king and queen.
      

      
      ‘Why are humans like maggots?’ I asked.

      
      He stopped boxing and turned to me. I could see the mirror through him so I kept my gaze on that rather than look him in the
         face, because his black eyes made my stomach feel funny.
      

      
      ‘It’s not your fault your mum gave birth to you,’ he said, and started doing star jumps. Because he’s like a ghost his jumps
         looked like scribbles in the air.
      

      
      ‘But why are humans like maggots?’ I asked. Unlike humans, maggots look like crawling fingernails and they live at the bottom
         of our wheelie bin.
      

      
      ‘Because they’re stupid,’ he said, still jumping.

      
      ‘How are humans stupid, then?’ I said, standing up.
      

      
      He stopped jumping and looked at me. His face was angry.

      
      ‘Look,’ he said, and held out his hand towards me. ‘Now put yours on top of mine.’

      
      I did. You couldn’t see the floor through mine.

      
      ‘You have a body,’ he said. ‘But you’ll probably waste it, everything you can do with it. Just like free will. It’s like giving
         a Lamborghini to an infant.’
      

      
      ‘So you’re jealous, then?’ I asked, because a Lamborghini is a really cool car that everyone wants.
      

      
      ‘A baby driving a sportscar would be a bad idea, wouldn’t it? Somebody needs to step in, stop the kid from doing more damage
         than it needs to.’
      

      
      ‘So demons look after babies, then?’ I said.

      
      He looked disgusted. ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’

      
      ‘What do they do, then?’
      

      
      And then he gave me his Alex Is Stupid look. It’s when he smiles with only half his mouth and his eyes are small and hard
         and he shakes his head as if I’m a disappointment. It’s the look that makes my stomach knot and my heart beat faster because
         deep down I know I am stupid.
      

      
      ‘We try and help you see past the lie.’

      
      I blinked. ‘What lie?’

      
      ‘You all think you’re so important, so special. It’s a fallacy, Alex. You’re nothing.’

      
      Now I’m ten I’m much older so I kind of know more about demons and Ruen’s not like that. I think everyone’s got it wrong about
         demons, just like they did about Rottweilers. Everyone says Rottweilers eat children but Granny had one called Milo and he
         always just licked my face and let me ride him like a pony.
      

      
      Mum never sees Ruen, and I haven’t told her about him or about any of the demons who come into our house. Some of them are
         a bit strange, but I just ignore them. It’s like having loads of grumpy relatives tramping through the place, thinking they can order me about. Ruen’s OK, though. He ignores Mum and likes poking around our house. He loves Granddad’s old piano
         that sits in the hallway. He’ll stand beside it for ages, leaning down to have a closer look at the wood as if there’s a miniature
         village living in the grain. Then he lowers down to press his ear against the bottom half, as if there’s someone inside trying
         to talk to him. He tells me this was a stupendous make of piano, once upon a time, but he’s very irritated by the way Mum keeps it pressed up against a radiator and doesn’t get it tuned.
         Sounds like an old dog, he says, rapping it with his knuckles like a door. I just shrug and say, Big deal. Then he gets so cross that he vanishes.
      

      
      Ruen sometimes turns into the Old Man when he gets cross. If I look like him when I get older, I’ll honestly kill myself.
         When he’s the Old Man he’s so skinny and withered he looks like a cactus with eyes and ears. His face is long as a spade with
         lots of wrinkles grooved so deep he looks sort of scrunched up, like tin foil that’s been reused. He’s got a long hooked nose
         and his mouth reminds me of a piranha’s. His head is shiny as a silver doorknob and is covered in wispy tufts of fine white
         hair. His face is grey like a pencil but the bags under his eyes are bright pink, as if someone’s ripped the skin off. He’s
         really ugly.
      

      
      But this isn’t as bad as what he looks like when he’s Monster. Monster is like a dead body that’s been underwater for weeks
         and is dragged up by the police on to a small boat and everyone pukes because the skin is the colour of an aubergine and the
         head is three times’ the size of a normal person’s head. And that’s not all: when he’s Monster, Ruen’s face isn’t a face. His mouth looks like someone blew a hole there
         with a shotgun and his eyes are tiny like a lizard’s.
      

      
      Here’s another thing: he says he’s nine thousand human years old. Yeah, right, I said when he first told me, but he just tilted his chin and spent the next hour telling me how he could speak more than
         six thousand languages, even the ones that no one spoke any more. He went on and on about how humans don’t even know their
         own language, not really, and don’t even have proper words for big things like guilt and evil, that it was idiotic that a country with so many different kinds of rain should only have one word for it, blah blah blah, until I yawned for
         about five minutes solid and he took the hint and left. But the next day, it rained, and I thought, Maybe Ruen isn’t such an eejit after all. Maybe he actually has a point. Some rain is like little fish, some is like big globby chunks of spit, and some is like ball bearings. So I started to borrow
         books from the library to learn some words in lots of cool languages, like Turkish and Icelandic and Maori.
      

      
      ‘Merhaba, Ruen,’ I said to him one day, and he just sighed and said, ‘It’s a silent “h”, you imbecile.’ So I said, ‘Góða kvöldið’ and he snapped, ‘It’s still only mid-morning,’ and when I said, ‘He roa te wā kua kitea,’ he said I was as obtuse as a gnu.
      

      
      ‘What language is that?’ I asked.

      
      ‘English,’ he sighed, and disappeared.

      
      So I started reading the dictionary to understand the weird words he uses all the time, like brouhaha. I tried using that word with Mum about the riots last July. She thought I was laughing at her.
      

      
      Ruen also told me all this stuff about people I had never heard of. He said one of his best mates for ages was called Nero,
         but that Nero preferred to be called Seezer by everyone and still peed the bed when he was like twenty years old.
      

      
      Then Ruen told me he’d stayed in a prison cell with a guy called Sock-rat-ease when Sock-rat-ease was on a death sentence.
         Ruen told Sock-rat-ease that he should escape. Ruen said that he even had some of Sock-rat-ease’s friends offer to help him
         escape, but Sock-rat-ease wouldn’t, so he just died.
      

      
      ‘That’s mental,’ I said.

      
      ‘Indeed,’ said Ruen.

      
      It sounded like Ruen had loads of friends, which made me sad because I didn’t have any except him.

      
      ‘Who was your best friend?’ I asked him, hoping he’d say me.
      

      
      He said Wolfgang.

      
      I asked, Why Wolfgang? and what I meant was why was Wolfgang his best friend and not me, but all Ruen said was he liked Wolfgang’s music and then
         he went quiet.
      

      
      I know what you’re thinking: I’m crazy and Ruen is all in my head, not just his voice. That I watch too many horror movies.
         That Ruen’s an imaginary friend I’ve dreamed up because I’m lonely. Well, you’d be incredibly wrong if you thought any of
         that. Though sometimes I am lonely.
      

      
      Mum bought me a dog for my eighth birthday that I named Woof. Woof reminds me of a grumpy old man cos he’s always barking and baring his teeth and his fur is white and tough
         like an old man’s hair. Mum calls him the barking footstool. Woof used to sleep beside my bed and run down the stairs to bark
         at people when they came into the house in case they were going to kill me, but when Ruen started appearing more often Woof
         got scared. He just growls at thin air now, even when Ruen isn’t there.
      

      
      Which reminds me. Ruen told me something today that I thought was interesting enough to bother writing down. He said he’s
         not just a demon. His real title is a Harrower.
      

      
      When he said it he was the Old Man. He smiled like a cat and all his wrinkles stretched. He said it the way Auntie Bev tells
         people that she’s a doctor. I think it means a lot to Auntie Bev that she’s a doctor, because nobody in our family ever went
         to university before, or drove a Mercedes and bought their own house like Auntie Bev.
      

      
      I reckon Ruen is proud of being a Harrower because it means he is someone very important in Hell. When I asked Ruen what a
         Harrower was, he told me to think of what the word meant. I tried to look it up in my dictionary but it described a gardening
         tool, which makes no sense. When I asked again, Ruen said did I know what a soldier was. I said, Duh, of course I do, and he said, Well, if a regular demon’s a soldier, I would be comparable to a Commander General or Field Marshal. So I said, Do demons fight in wars, then? And he said No, though they are always fighting against the Enemy. And I said that sounded paranoid, and he scowled and said, Demons are perpetually vigilant, not paranoid. He still won’t tell me exactly what a Harrower is, so I’ve decided to make up my own definition: a Harrower is a manky old sod who
         wants to show off his war medals and hates that only I can see him.
      

      
      Wait. I think I can hear Mum downstairs. Yep, she’s crying again. Maybe I should pretend that I don’t notice. I’ve got rehearsals
         for Hamlet in seventy-two and a half minutes. Maybe she’s just doing it for attention. But my room has started filling with demons,
         about twenty of them sitting on my bed and huddled in corners, whispering and giggling. They’re all talking excitedly like
         it’s Christmas or something, and one of them just said my mum’s name. I have a funny feeling in my tummy.
      

      
      Something is happening downstairs.

      
      ‘What’s going on?’ I just asked Ruen. ‘Why are they talking about my mum?’

      
      He looked at me and raised one of his caterpillar eyebrows. ‘My dear boy, Death has arrived at your front door.’
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      THE FEELING

      
      Anya
      

      
      The call came this morning at seven-thirty.

      
      Ursula Hepworth, the senior consultant at MacNeice House Child and Adolescent Mental Health Inpatient Unit in Belfast, rang
         me on my mobile and mentioned a ten-year-old boy at risk of possibly harming himself and others. Name of Alex Broccoli, she
         said. Alex’s mother attempted suicide yesterday and has since been sectioned, while the boy has been taken to the paediatric
         unit at the City Hospital. Alex was at his home in west Belfast and had spent an hour alone with her, trying to call for help.
         Eventually a lady coming to collect Alex for a drama group intervened and took the pair to hospital. Quite understandably,
         the boy was in quite a state. Ursula informed me that a social worker named Michael Jones had already had contact with the boy and that he was concerned about his mental health. Alex’s mother has attempted
         suicide at least four times in the last five years. Eight out of ten children who witness a parent self-harm will go on to
         repeat the action on themselves.
      

      
      ‘Typically, I would be the lead clinician on this boy’s case,’ Ursula explained, her Greek accent sliced up by Northern Irish
         tones. ‘But as our new child and adolescent psychiatry consultant I thought I’d pass the baton over to you. What do you say?’
      

      
      I sat up in bed, greeted by a swathe of boxes all over the floor of my new flat. It’s a four-room place on the outskirts of
         the city, so close to the ocean that I wake to the sound of seagulls and the faint smell of salt. It is tiled floor to ceiling
         in a tomato-red tile that burns like the inside of a furnace every sunrise, on account of the fact that the flat faces east
         and I haven’t had the chance to buy curtains. I haven’t had time to furnish it either, such have been the demands of this
         new job since moving back from Edinburgh two weeks ago.
      

      
      I glanced at my watch. ‘When would you need me to come in?’

      
      ‘In an hour?’

      
      The sixth of May has been circled in my work schedule as a day off for the past three years, and was agreed at the point I
         signed my employment contract. It always will be for the rest of my working life. On this day, those who I count as my closest
         friends will arrive bearing consolation offerings of cheesecake, tender embraces, photo albums of me and my daughter in happier times, when she was alive and relatively well. Some of these friends will not have seen me for months,
         but even when their hair colour has changed and other relationships have ended, these friends will show up on my doorstep
         to help me purge this day out of my calendar for another year. And it will always be so.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry,’ I said, and I began to explain about my contract, about the fact that I’ve booked this day off and perhaps she
         could interview the boy for today and I could catch up on his notes tomorrow?
      

      
      There was a long pause.

      
      ‘This is really quite important,’ she said sternly.

      
      There are many who feel intimidated by Ursula. At forty-three, I like to think I am past such things as an inferiority complex,
         and in any case the staggering reality of Poppy’s fourth anniversary already had me on the verge of tears. I took a deep breath
         and informed Ursula in my most professional voice that I would gladly meet with the rest of the Child and Mental Health Services
         team first thing tomorrow morning.
      

      
      And then something happened that I still can’t explain, something that has happened only a few times before and which is so
         unlike any other feeling that I’ve named it, quite simply, The Feeling. It defies words, but if I’m to attempt to verbalise
         it, it goes like this: deep in my solar plexus, there’s at first a warmth, and then a fire, though not a sensation of heat
         or pain, that creeps up my neck and jaw, right into my scalp until my hair stands on end, and at the same time I feel it in
         my knees, my ankles, even my sacrum, until I am so conscious of every part of my body that I feel like I’m about to lift off. It’s like my soul is trying to tell me something,
         an urgent, tingling message that so fills my capillaries and cells that it threatens to burst if I don’t listen.
      

      
      ‘Are you all right?’ Ursula asked, and I told her to give me a moment. I set the receiver on my dresser and wiped my face.
         In ten years of training I have never come across a single piece of literature to inform me why this thing happens to me sometimes,
         nor why it tends to happen on the most significant of occasions. I only know that I have to listen. Last time I didn’t, my
         daughter decided to end her life and I was not able to stop her.
      

      
      ‘OK,’ I told her. ‘I’ll be there this morning.’

      
      ‘Appreciate it, Anya. I know you’ll be wonderful on this case.’

      
      She told me she would contact the boy’s social worker, Michael Jones, and have him meet me at the reception of MacNeice House
         in two hours. I ended the call and glanced in the mirror. One of the effects of Poppy’s death is that I now wake frequently
         during the night, resulting in sallow patches beneath my eyes for which no make-up seems to compensate. I looked over the
         jagged white scar on my face, the flat of my cheek there sucked inward by the ribbed pattern of dead tissue. Usually I spend
         a considerable amount of time each morning arranging my long black hair in a way that shields this ugliness. I made do with
         sweeping my hair into a chignon spiked by a biro and threw on the only item of clothing that I’d unpacked – a black trouser
         suit with a crumpled white shirt. Finally, of course, I draped my silver talisman around my neck. Then I left a note for the friends who would come and
         find, to their astonishment and fear, that I had actually crossed the threshold of my home on the anniversary of Poppy’s death.
      

      
      I took the coastal road instead of the motorway in a bid to distract myself from thoughts of Poppy. Maybe it’s a consequence
         of approaching middle age, but my memories of her these days are not visual, rendered instead by sounds. Her laughter, light
         and infectious. The melodies she used to make up on my old Steinway in our Morningside flat in Edinburgh, using one finger.
         The phrases she’d use to describe her condition. It’s like … it’s like a hole, Mum. No, like I am one. A hole. Like I’m swallowing darkness.
      

      
      MacNeice House is an old Victorian mansion located in an acre of wilderness, high in the hills that look down on Belfast’s
         bridges named after British monarchs. Recently refurbished, the unit offers inpatient and day-patient treatment for children
         and young people between the ages of four and fifteen suffering from any mental illness noted in textbooks – anxiety disorders,
         autism spectrum disorders, behavioural disorders, depressive disorders, obsessive compulsive disorder, psychotic disorders,
         and then some. There are ten bedrooms, a common room with computers, an art room, an interview or therapy room, a toy room,
         a dining room, a swimming pool, a small apartment for parents who need to stay over occasionally, and a restraining room – strictly referred to in-house as ‘the quiet room’. Inpatients require
         education, and so an onsite school is available and provided by specialist teaching staff. After completing my training at
         Edinburgh University I worked at a similar unit there for two years, but the reputation of MacNeice House attracted me back
         home to Northern Ireland – a move I am still tentative about.
      

      
      I spotted a new vehicle parked beside Ursula’s gleaming black Lexus in the car park – a battered bottle-green Volvo with a
         1990 registration plate – and I wondered if Alex’s social worker, Michael Jones, had already arrived. I raced across the gravel
         car park using my briefcase as protection against the pouring rain, when a tall man in a navy suit stepped out from behind
         the stone pillars, opening a golf umbrella in my direction.
      

      
      ‘Welcome,’ he called. I stepped underneath the umbrella and he shielded me until we were well inside, where Ursula was waiting
         at reception. She is tall with an imperial air, her red suit, thick black Diana-Ross mane streaked with grey and handsome
         Greek bone structure more suggestive of a high-profile businesswoman than a clinical psychologist. She was also one of the
         panel members at my interview for this post, and it was because of her that I was sure I hadn’t got the job.
      

      
      You originally trained to become a GP. Why the shift into child psychiatry?
      

      
      At the interview I had slipped my right hand beneath my thigh, looking over the faces of the panel – three male psychiatrists and Ursula, internationally renowned as much for her developments in child psychology as for her boorishness.
      

      
      My original interest lay in psychiatry, I had replied. My mother had a long battle with mental illness, and I had a desire to find answers to the riddles posed by such illnesses. If anyone knew the devastation caused by mental illness – its social taboos, disgraces; its ancient, fearful association
         with shame at just how far the human mind can plummet into itself – it was me.
      

      
      Ursula had watched me carefully from behind the panel desk. I thought the cardinal sin of any psychiatrist was to suppose that all the answers can be found, she had offered lightly – a joke with a jag. The panel Chair – John Kind, Head of the Psychiatry Department at Queen’s University
         – had glanced uncomfortably from Ursula to me and attempted to forge a question out of Ursula’s thinly veiled joke.
      

      
      Do you believe you’ve found all the answers, Anya? Or is that your intent by taking up this post?
      

      
      My heart said yes. But, at the time, I smiled and gave the answer they were looking for.
      

      
      My intent is to make a difference.
      

      
      At reception, Ursula gave me an overly wide smile, then extended a hand and shook mine firmly for the first time since my
         interview. It is not entirely uncommon for psychiatrists to clash with psychologists, given the disparity in our approaches,
         though I assumed from her phonecall that whatever issue she had with me at the interview had been resolved. She turned from me to Michael, who was shaking out the umbrella and slotting it into the coatstand.
      

      
      ‘Anya, this is Michael, Alex’s social worker. He works for the local authority.’

      
      Michael turned and flashed a crooked smile. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Someone has to.’

      
      Ursula regarded him through heavy eyelids before facing me. ‘Michael will talk you through the details. I’ll meet with you
         later to discuss management of the case.’ She nodded curtly at Michael before walking back down the corridor.
      

      
      Michael held his hand out for a shake. ‘Thanks for coming in on your day off,’ he said. I wanted to tell him it was more than
         a day off – it was the anniversary of my daughter’s death – but found a lump forming of its own accord in my throat. I busied
         myself with signing my name into the register.
      

      
      ‘You know, we’ve already met,’ he told me as he took the pen from my hand.

      
      ‘We have?’

      
      He signed his name with an illegible flourish. ‘At the Child Psychiatry conference in Dublin in 2001.’

      
      The conference was six years ago. I had no memory of him at all. I saw he was rangy and wide-shouldered, with steely green
         eyes that held a stare several seconds longer than was comfortable. I guessed him to be in his late thirties, and there was
         a weariness about him that I’d encountered many times with social workers, a cynicism detectable in his body language, the
         slightness of his smile. His voice bore the rough edge of too many cigarettes and from the cut of his suit and the shine of his shoes I suspected that he had no children. His
         blond hair was worn messy and long over his collar, but a scent of hair gel told me this was deliberate.
      

      
      ‘What was a social worker doing at a child psychiatry conference?’ I turned towards the corridor behind us that led to my
         office.
      

      
      ‘Psychiatry was my original discipline, after a spell studying for the priesthood.’

      
      ‘The priesthood?’

      
      ‘Family tradition. I liked your paper, by the way. “Addressing the need for psychosis intervention in Northern Ireland,” wasn’t
         that it? It struck me that you’re passionate about changing things around here.’
      

      
      ‘Change is probably a bit ambitious,’ I said. ‘But I’d like to look at the way we handle younger cases of psychosis.’

      
      ‘How so?’

      
      I cleared my throat, feeling an old defensiveness rise up. ‘I think we’re missing too many signs of psychosis and even early
         onset schizophrenia, allowing these kids to flail and even harm themselves when treatment could very easily help them live
         normal lives.’ My voice had started to wobble. I heard Poppy’s efforts on our piano in my head, her voice softly humming the
         melody she was trying to match on the keys. When I looked back at him I noticed he was staring at the scar on my face. I should have worn my hair long, I thought.
      

      
      We reached the door to my office. I tried to remember my entry code, given to me the week before by Ursula’s secretary, Josh. After a few seconds I punched the gold number on the lock. I turned to see Michael looking up and down the corridor,
         his expression wary.
      

      
      ‘You never been to MacNeice House before?’ I asked lightly.

      
      ‘Yes. Too many times, I’m afraid.’

      
      ‘You don’t like it?’

      
      ‘I don’t agree with psychiatric institutions. Not for kids.’

      
      I opened the door. ‘This isn’t a psychiatric institution, it’s an inpatient unit …’

      
      He grinned. ‘Tomayto, tomato, eh?’

      
      Inside, Michael remained standing until I pointed out two softbacked armchairs at a white coffee table and offered him a drink,
         which he declined. I poured myself a herbal tea and sat down in the smaller armchair. Michael leaned back in his chair, his
         gaze turned to a poster on the wall by my bookcase.
      

      
      ‘Suspicion often creates what it suspects,’ he said, reading the poster. There was a question in his tone.
      

      
      ‘C S Lewis,’ I said. ‘From The Screwtape Letters. Have you read …?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, I know,’ he said, his face twisting at the sight of my herbal tea. ‘I’m wondering why you framed a quote like that?’

      
      ‘I guess it was one of those things that made sense at the time.’

      
      ‘I have the T-shirt for that one.’

      
      There was a pause as he pulled out a file from his briefcase. The name at the top read ALEX BROCCOLI.

      
      ‘Alex is ten years old,’ Michael told me, his voice softening. ‘He lives in one of the poorest parts of Belfast with his mother Cindy, who is a single parent in her mid-twenties. Cindy
         has had a hard life herself, though that’s probably a conversation for another time. You’ll know she recently attempted suicide.’
      

      
      I nodded. ‘Where’s Alex’s father?’

      
      ‘We don’t know. There’s no name on Alex’s birth certificate. Cindy’s never been married and refuses to talk about him. He
         didn’t seem to play much of a role in Alex’s life. What we do know is that Alex is deeply worried about his mother’s health.
         He acts fatherly towards her, exhibiting all the hallmarks of a child deep in the clutch of the trauma of parental suicide
         attempt.’
      

      
      He spun a document around on the table to face me – a compilation of notes from Alex’s consultations with several different
         paediatric psychiatrists.
      

      
      ‘Interviews with his mother and schoolteachers have flagged multiple psychotic episodes, including violence towards a schoolteacher.’

      
      I looked up. ‘Violence?’

      
      Michael sighed, reluctant to divulge. ‘He lashed out during an outburst in the classroom. He claimed he was provoked by another
         child and the teacher didn’t wish to make a big deal out of it, but we still record these events.’
      

      
      A quick scan across the notes told me that Alex had all the classic first-rank symptoms of mild high-functioning ASD – Autism
         Spectrum Disorder – such as being quite concrete in his thinking, prone to misunderstandings, violent outbursts, language
         that is slightly more sophisticated for his age, no friends, and eccentricity. I noticed a detail about his claiming to see demons. Then I saw that no medication or treatment
         had ever been prescribed, and for a moment I was lost for words. I had been warned repeatedly by colleagues in Scotland that
         things are different in Northern Ireland, ‘things’ being the practice of psychiatric intervention. Those words rang in my ears as I scanned the file.
      

      
      After a few moments I became aware that Michael was watching me. ‘So what brought you back to Northern Ireland?’ he asked
         when I caught his gaze.
      

      
      I sat back in my seat and clasped my hands. ‘Short answer, the job.’

      
      ‘And the long answer?’

      
      I hesitated. ‘An off-hand remark from a PhD candidate doing a placement at the unit I worked at in Edinburgh. She mentioned
         that even those kids in Northern Ireland who have never experienced the Troubles, who have never been fished from a swimming
         pool and wrapped in tin foil during a terrorist threat, who have never measured distance by the sound of a bomb and who have
         never even seen a gun are experiencing psychological effects because of what the older generation has suffered.’
      

      
      He cocked his head. ‘“Secondary impact”, isn’t that what it’s called?’

      
      I nodded. For a moment my memory heaved up the muffled thud of a bomb. From my bedroom window in Bangor – a coastal suburb
         on the fringe of Belfast – I could hear the explosions; sickening, hollow. A memory I have never shaken.
      

      
      ‘There’s a higher prevalence of psychological morbidity in the adult population here than anywhere else in the UK.’
      

      
      ‘Well, that explains a lot about my job, then.’ He rubbed his eyes, suddenly deep in thought. ‘Did you ever get fished out of a swimming pool during a bomb hoax?’
      

      
      ‘Twice.’

      
      ‘So you reckon every poor sod who’s been involved in the Troubles has a higher chance of a mental breakdown?’

      
      I shook my head. ‘No one has any ability to estimate the impact of an experience on a person’s mental health. There’s too
         many other factors …’
      

      
      He frowned. ‘Alex has never been involved in the Troubles.’

      
      ‘No?’

      
      ‘We’ve interviewed him and Cindy about things like that. I mean, yes, they live in a rough neighbourhood, but Cindy has made
         it clear that it was the abuse she suffered at home as a child that impacted on her so greatly.’
      

      
      Another form of secondary impact, I thought. ‘How long have you been involved with Alex’s case?’
      

      
      ‘I’ve had intermittent contact with him since he was seven. His family situation is very vulnerable, and his living conditions
         aren’t exactly ideal, either. The powers that be threatened to place him in foster care last time Cindy attempted suicide.’
      

      
      It struck me that this might not have been as bad an idea as Michael clearly believed, though I figured I would give him the
         benefit of the doubt for the time being.
      

      
      I tapped the thick wad of notes on the table in front of me, thinking.
      

      
      ‘What’s needed?’ I asked quietly, noticing Michael’s voice grow louder at the mention of foster care, his pale face beginning
         to flush red around his jaw.
      

      
      ‘A Statement of Special Needs, for a start.’ He paused. ‘When I heard we had a new child psychiatrist in town … well, you
         can only imagine my relief.’ He smiled, and suddenly I felt afraid of letting him down.
      

      
      ‘Be specific, Michael. Please.’

      
      He leaned forward, elbows dug into his knees, his eyes falling on my legs. With a cough he brought his gaze up to meet mine.

      
      ‘The thing is, Dr Molokova, I’m an advocate of Signs of Safety.’

      
      I stared at him.

      
      ‘You know, the Australian model for child protection …?’

      
      ‘I know what Signs of Safety is,’ I said flatly. It was in my interests to. Signs of Safety is a type of child protection
         plan based on working closely with families to build a system of safety and, ultimately, family-centred treatment. Most of
         its advocates staunchly reject the types of intervention that form the basis of my job.
      

      
      Michael seemed agitated. ‘Look, I need you to promise me you won’t separate this family. Trust me, they need each other, not
         some bureaucratic, by-the-book, form-ticking procedure that lands this boy in care …’
      

      
      ‘My only agenda is to find out what treatment the boy needs.’ I said it clear and slow, hoping it would reassure him. If we were to work together on this case, we needed to sing
         from the same hymn sheet.
      

      
      He eyed me with a degree of nervousness, a hint of pleading. This boy meant a lot to him. Not just professionally, either
         – I saw that Michael had become personally involved in this case. I perceived he had a touch of the hero complex about him
         – the weathered, tired air was a result of his frustrations. After a long pause he broke into a smile, before pouring himself
         a mugful of my nettle tea and necking it with a prolonged shudder of disgust.
      

      
      I stood up to leave, noting our appointment with Alex was in twenty minutes’ time. Michael shuffled his notes and slid them
         neatly into his briefcase.
      

      
      ‘You look exhausted,’ he said, smiling to show the comment was born out of empathy, not criticism. ‘Shall I drive?’

   
      
      4

      
      ‘WHO GAVE YOU THAT SCAR?’

      
      Anya
      

      
      And so we headed off in Michael’s Volvo – which, oddly, bore a strong smell of fertiliser inside – to the paediatric unit
         of the Belfast City Hospital.
      

      
      It was important that my approach was gentle and provided Alex with a high degree of space and assurance. Before leaving MacNeice
         House I had instructed Michael to contact Alex about where he would like to meet with me, and to confirm that the time was
         suitable, so that my arrival did not cause anxiety. Alex had not been concerned about either; he simply wanted to know how
         his mother was doing and when he could see her at the hospital. He had subsequently been promised a visit with her once she
         had been treated medically.
      

      
      Michael entered the room first, after a knuckled rat-a-tat-tat on the door. Children’s interview rooms in psychiatric units are always the same: a corner full of sensory toys and, invariably,
         a doll’s house. In this case the room had just a doll’s house, a child’s whiteboard on a stand, a tatty blue sofa and a table
         with two chairs. Over Michael’s shoulder I spotted Alex on a chair behind the table, balancing on its hind legs.
      

      
      ‘Hello, Alex,’ Michael said lightly. At the sight of Michael the boy slammed the chair back down on all four legs and shouted,
         ‘Sorry!’ Michael waved his hand in the air to indicate no harm done. Then he held both hands towards me as if presenting the
         prize on a quiz show.
      

      
      ‘I’d like to introduce you to Dr Molokova,’ he told Alex, who gave a polite smile and a nod in my direction.

      
      ‘Call me Anya,’ I told Alex, smiling back. ‘It’s nice to meet you.’

      
      ‘An-ya,’ he repeated. I looked him over briefly. I noticed he had a touch of the street urchin about him: chocolate-brown
         hair in need of a cut and a good wash; pale, Northern Irish skin; wide denim-blue eyes; a cheeky mushroom nose splattered
         with fat freckles. More striking was his dress sense: an man’s oversized shirt with brown stripes, buttoned-up wrong; brown
         tweed trousers with thick turn-ups at the hems, a man’s tartan tie, and black school shoes that had been carefully polished.
         Slung over the sofa I spotted a waistcoat and blazer. I wouldn’t have been surprised if I’d spotted a cane and pipe. Alex
         had clearly been independent for a long time, and was trying to be much older than his years. To support his mother, I guessed. I was anxious to work out whether this was a manifestation of another personality, or if he was just plain eccentric.
         The room was filled with the smell of onions.
      

      
      Michael pulled a chair close to the door and sat down, careful not to intrude on my meeting with Alex. I walked towards the
         table.
      

      
      ‘Very cosy in here, isn’t it?’

      
      Alex watched me, nervously. ‘Is my mum OK?’ he asked. I glanced back at Michael, who nodded.

      
      ‘I believe she’s safe and sound, Alex,’ I said, choosing my words carefully: it is always my utmost resolve to be honest with
         my patients, but when it comes to young children, tact is highly important. Though Alex had seen me hesitate and glance at
         Michael, and the smile he offered back was fractured with worry. This was not surprising, given what he had been through.
         It is rare for me to work with children who have had pleasant childhoods, yet despite the catalogue of traumatic life stories
         I’ve racked up so far I still find it upsetting to become part of yet another narrative that is marred by so much harm at
         such a young age. Too many times I know the ending outright, and I can never erase the faces of those children from my memory.
         I find myself mulling over their life experiences in my sleep.
      

      
      But Alex did not appear what we in the psychiatry field call ‘flat’. His eyes were lively, questioning, and haunted.

      
      A psychiatry consultation is a little like an interview with a celebrity: it moves in inward-bound spirals, circling the crucial
         issue through a series of related topics. Only, a psychiatry consultation needs to achieve that by allowing the interviewee to steer the conversation. I looked for cues. On the whiteboard
         beside the doll’s house, a fresh picture of a house had been sketched in blue marker with noticeable care. I pointed at it.
      

      
      ‘What a beautiful drawing. Is this your house?’

      
      Alex shook his head adamantly.

      
      ‘Is it a house you’ve seen before?’

      
      He got up from his seat and walked carefully towards the whiteboard.

      
      ‘It’s the house I’d buy my mum if I had enough money,’ he explained, rubbing a stray line around the carefully arched front
         door. ‘It’s got a yellow roof, and there’s flowers in the front garden and lots of bedrooms.’
      

      
      I was keen to pursue this topic, seeing his shoulders begin to lower. ‘How many bedrooms?’ I asked.

      
      ‘I’m not sure.’ He picked up his blue marker and continued adding to the house with surprising artistic skill – a cockerel-shaped
         weather vane on the roof, two small bay trees beside the front door, a dog running up the garden path. I watched on, saying
         nothing, mentally taking notes.
      

      
      He drew a small circle in the front garden of the house and filled it with dots – a strawberry patch, he said, because his
         granny used to grow strawberries to make jam. His final addition to the drawing was a huge set of wings at the top of the
         picture, in the sky.
      

      
      ‘What’s that?’ I asked.

      
      ‘An angel,’ he said. ‘To protect us from bad things. Though I’ve never seen an angel.’ As soon as he said it he appeared to shut off, withdrawing eye contact and raising a hand to his
         mouth, as if he was afraid he’d given something away.
      

      
      I asked Alex if it would be OK for me to open a window. I find an open window often acts as a reassurance to patients that
         they are not trapped, that there’s a physical exit, should they require it, even though it would take a set of ladders and
         a Spider-Man dexterity to climb out these windows. He nodded and took a deep breath. Already, he was relaxing. Step one.
      

      
      I sat cross-legged on the multi-coloured foam floor tiles and pulled out a notebook and pen from my satchel. Alex fidgeted
         a bit, glancing at Michael, who was sitting on the sofa at the other side of the room. Eventually, Alex sat down opposite
         me.
      

      
      ‘Do you mind if I take notes during our conversation, Alex?’

      
      He made himself comfortable, crossing his legs and holding on to his ankles. He nodded. ‘I write stuff down, too.’

      
      ‘You write?’ I asked. ‘Stories? Poems? A diary?’

      
      At the third attempt, his eyes lit up.

      
      ‘Me too. I find writing things down helps me clarify them,’ I said, holding up my notebook, but he was still staring at the
         corner, deep in thought.
      

      
      ‘How did you get that?’ he said when he spotted my facial scar.

      
      ‘It’s nothing,’ I said, fingering the jagged groove on my cheek, reminding myself to keep my emotions in check. ‘Have you
         ever fallen off your bike?’
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