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Fat Controller


‘Daddy, I want to hug the Fat Controller.’


‘Leave him be, he has enough children pestering him right now.’


My son Harry and I are on a steam engine train disguised as Thomas the Tank Engine. A grumpy looking middle-aged man is dressed as the Fat Controller, the only human character from the famous Thomas books.


‘Did you know that in America, the Fat Controller is called Sir Topham Hat?’ I ask.


‘Why?’


‘American people think it’s rude to call people fat.’


‘Why?’


‘It doesn’t matter …’


Harry looks confused as another conversation between father and son peters out.


This train is more crowded than my usual five-thirty-one from Victoria. Our carriage is full of harassed mothers attempting to calm down their children after a visit from the Fat Controller, whose popularity with the kids is a mystery to me. He says nothing and seems to have landed the job solely on the basis that he’s vastly overweight.


‘Diarrhoea,’ shouts Harry.


The noise in the carriage dramatically drops, as everyone stares at him.


‘Harry, please keep your voice down,’ I say, trying to remain calm.


‘But I like diarrhoea.’


I hear sniggers from some of the children and murmurs of disapproval from a few of the mothers.


‘Daddy, you had diarrhoea on Thursday the twenty-second of November two thousand and twelve. Did you enjoy it?’


‘Can we talk about this later?’


Harry looks disappointed, but doesn’t pursue the subject.


Harry’s twelfth birthday is tomorrow. He was diagnosed with autism two days before his fourth birthday.


He also suffers from Attention Deficient Hyperactivity Disorder, for which he has to take daily Ritalin tablets.


‘Daddy, why is Mummy thin and you’re fat?’ my son enquires as we depart the train.


‘I’m not fat,’ I respond, knowing that Harry’s comments are more accurate than mine. He’s completely unaware how hurtful his remarks can sometimes be. I know that I have a weight problem, but I simply haven’t got the energy or the inclination to do anything about it.


‘I heard Mummy’s friend Jane say that you’ve got fat.’


‘When did you hear this?’


‘Last Tuesday in Mummy’s house at twelve minutes past seven in the evening.’


The media always seem to portray autistic children as having a special talent. From my experience this assumption is a myth, nevertheless, my son has a photographic memory for dates.


‘Do you think that I look like the Fat Controller?’


‘Yes.’


Just as I’m thinking that it’s time to renew my gym membership, Harry speaks again.


‘I wish Mummy had a beard.’


‘Harry, only men have beards.’


‘But Mrs Willis has a moustache.’


Mrs Willis is one of Harry’s teachers.


‘No she doesn’t, she has a little hair on her face, that’s all.’


‘I told her that I liked her moustache.’


‘Was she annoyed?’ I ask nervously.


‘No. She walked out of the room.’


‘In your next lesson why don’t you tell her that she looks pretty?’


‘But she’s ugly.’


‘Just pretend that she’s pretty.’


‘She’s not pretty.’


‘OK, just be good in her lesson and don’t talk about her appearance.’


We get into our car and drive out of the train station car park.


‘Where do you want to eat tonight?’


‘McDonalds.’


‘No, we went there last weekend; shall we go to Mario’s?’


Harry doesn’t respond.


Some parents of autistic children always avoid the normal family outings, like eating in restaurants or going on holiday, because it will inevitably produce stressful and embarrassing moments. I believe that Harry should experience everything that a normal child of his age does and for the past few years Harry and I have always gone abroad for our holiday. Our flight to Italy last summer was particularly stressful, as Harry constantly kicked the seat in front of him. Inevitably the passenger complained and who could blame him? Fortunately we were upgraded to business class.


Our Italian trip wasn’t a success as Harry kept complaining that the Italians were too noisy and wouldn’t speak English. Although Harry couldn’t watch his favourite television programmes, he did sit through endless incomprehensible Italian cartoons. Harry’s birthday is tomorrow and one of his presents is a portable DVD player so at least he’ll be able to watch his beloved Thomas The Tank Engine anywhere in the world. This may sound morbid but I’m determined to ensure that Harry will go on interesting holidays now, because when I get older I may be unable to take him.


As I have a lot of holiday time owing to me, I’ve taken ten days off work. I’m looking forward to spending some time with my son.


Mario’s is crowded but we manage to get a table. I order lasagne for me and pizza with French fries for Harry.


‘Are you excited about the concert?’


Harry nonchalantly shrugs his shoulders.


There’s a concert for musical protégés at the Royal Festival Hall on Saturday week. Playing at the concert will be a twenty-five-piece orchestra, backed by a thirty-strong choir. Harry and his five class mates will be singing their own song. They will be the only special needs performers.


I felt extremely proud when the headmistress informed me of Harry’s inclusion. I cannot believe that Harry will be singing on the same stage that my favourite singer, Frank Sinatra, had once graced. However, as the concert date draws nearer I’m becoming increasingly nervous.


The concert starts at seven o’clock but Harry’s song won’t be performed until nearly eight o’clock, although they have to remain on stage throughout. The possibility that Harry will sit still and listen to classical music for an hour seems extremely unlikely. Though friends have tried to reassure me that Harry will be fine, their worried expressions indicate the opposite.


‘What did you do at school yesterday?’


‘I ran up the stairs.’


‘That’s good. What did Mr Perry teach you?’


Harry does not reply.


‘Did you do English or Maths?’


A familiar perplexed expression appears on Harry’s face. My son often has difficulty engaging in the simplest of conversations. I’m envious of the way some ‘normal’ parents interact with their children. It saddens me that I don’t have that same rapport with Harry.


Harry and I are both tall and have dark hair, which in my case is a slight exaggeration, as my hair has all but disappeared. My son is a handsome boy, who normally would have had his pick of girlfriends when he grows older.


The meal arrives and despite Harry’s preference for McDonalds, he finishes it before I’m halfway through mine.


‘Can I have some more fries please?’ Harry asks.


I get the attention of the waitress, but before I have the chance to speak, Harry dashes over to a nearby table, snatches a handful of fries from another boy’s plate and devours them.


‘What are you doing?’ the child’s father shouts at Harry, who is still staring at the remaining fries.


‘I’m sorry about that, he doesn’t understand …’


‘Didn’t you ever teach your son any manners?’


‘My son is …’


‘Your son is a rude boy, who you obviously can’t control.’


‘If you would stop talking for one second, please.’


I now have his attention, as well as all the other diners.


‘My son is autistic. He doesn’t even know how to dress himself in the morning, let alone grasp why he can’t help himself to someone else’s meal.’


‘I’m sorry, I didn’t realise …’


As incidents like this have occurred many times in the past I don’t feel embarrassed, however, I’m annoyed at losing my temper so easily. How can the other child’s father possibly know that Harry is autistic? He doesn’t show any outward physical disabilities; in fact he looks like any other child in the restaurant.


I slip the confused waitress enough money for our meals and for an extra portion of fries for the equally perplexed boy.


‘But why can’t I have any more fries?’ Harry questions as we leave the restaurant, clearly unable to pick up on my agitated mood. For once I don’t respond.


The wonderful music of Frank Sinatra and Nat King Cole accompanies us on our car journey home, which helps to put me in a better mood. Shortly after our arrival back at the house the doorbell rings. I open the door to find my ex-wife, Laura, struggling to hold a glass dish full of pasta. I immediately take it from her.


‘Thanks, I thought you might need some help for the party tomorrow,’ Laura says.


‘That’s great, come in.’


Laura and I were divorced a year ago after twelve years of marriage. Things began to deteriorate a couple of years after Harry was born. The endless sleepless nights, combined with Harry’s erratic and strange behaviour, had put an unbearable strain on our relationship.


For a long period Laura took anti-depressants, but it didn’t help, as she had a nervous breakdown.


As part of the divorce settlement I was given custody of Harry, simply because Laura couldn’t cope. Although her mental health has greatly improved, she still seems content with this arrangement.


Laura does take some pressure off me in looking after Harry. Her part-time job as a secretary in a local accountant’s office enables her to be home by the time the school bus drops Harry off at her flat after school finishes, so that I can pick him up later. My computer programming job is less flexible, and there have been many occasions when I’ve had to work late, resulting in Harry sleeping overnight at his mother’s.


I observe Laura as she enters the kitchen. She has model-type looks: tall and slim, with long blonde hair.


‘How did you get on?’ she asks.


‘Stuck on a train with hundreds of screaming kids – what do you think?’


‘We went riding on Thomas and Dad shouted in the restaurant,’ Harry adds. Laura glances at me. ‘Let me guess: Harry stole someone else’s chips again?’ I nod my reply.


‘Why didn’t you stop him?’


‘I was ordering him some more chips. You know how quick he is.’


‘You obviously didn’t have him in the corner seat, as he wouldn’t escape so easily.’


‘OK, I’ve got the message.’ My irritated mood has returned.


Laura leans closer to Harry. ‘You mustn’t take another person’s food; is that clear?’


‘I was hungry.’


‘Then tell Daddy and he’ll get you some more food.’


‘But it took a long time.’


‘Waiting is good.’


Laura outstretches both of her hands, with her palms facing Harry, which is the Makaton symbol for waiting. Makaton is a sign language used in many autistic schools.


Harry doesn’t respond.


‘Did you enjoy your time with Daddy?’


Harry stares blankly at nothing in particular.


Laura kneels down, to be closer to him. She points at his eyes and then her own.


‘Harry, looking.’


Harry has great difficulty in making eye contact. After getting him to look directly into her eyes, Laura speaks again.


‘Did you have a good time?’


Harry simply nods.


‘What was the best bit of the day?’


‘Thomas and the fries.’


‘What else did you do?’


‘I drank lemonade.’ There is a short pause before Harry speaks again.


‘Mummy, can I watch my DVDs now?’


‘Of course you can.’


Harry walks into the living room, where he settles happily on the sofa, watching The Lion King. As usual he recites the dialogue word for word. When he started doing this at three years of age, I remember feeling so proud at how smart he was. We didn’t realize that his slow development afterwards had anything to do with autism. Like most people, Laura and I assumed that autistic children had little or no speech. However, as Harry’s appropriate language skills didn’t improve, we consulted a specialist. The diagnosis changed our lives forever.


Laura hovers beside the living room door. ‘I’m sorry for losing my temper, I’ve had a stressful day.’


‘Do you think mine has been a bundle of laughs?’


For the next few minutes the only noise to be heard from the kitchen is the kettle boiling.


‘Sarah rang today,’ Laura remarks, breaking the strained silence.


‘How’s she doing?’


‘Struggling. I don’t know how she’ll cope on her own.’


Recently Jack and Sarah have been in our thoughts. They separated a month ago. Their relationship cannot handle the constant pressure of bringing up Andrew, their severely autistic child. Most of the parents of autistic children that I know are either divorced or separated.


‘They’ve overcome their problems before.’


Laura’s worried expression indicates that she doesn’t share my optimism. One of the more positive aspects of having a child of special needs is that you develop an affinity with other parents in a similar position. Laura and I know Jack and Sarah as Andrew is in Harry’s class. We’ve shared our unique experiences with each other on numerous occasions over a bottle or two of wine; I’ve missed that camaraderie.


‘I’ll give Jack a ring later,’ I tell Laura.


Soon after her cup of tea Laura picks up her car keys and walks into the living room.


‘Harry, I’m going now, but I’ll see you tomorrow morning.’


‘What presents have you got me?’


‘That’s a surprise.’


‘I hope it’s the Thomas And Friends – It’s Great To Be An Engine DVD.’


‘You’ll have to wait and see.’


‘Thomas is my friend, isn’t he, Mummy?’


Laura nods. We’ve tried to explain to Harry in the most simplistic way that Thomas is a fictional character, but so far he seemingly hasn’t understood this.


Laura kneels down next to Harry and gently kisses his lips.


‘I hope you have a lovely day tomorrow.’


Harry wipes his lips, as is his custom whenever anyone kisses him and continues to watch his Lion King DVD.


Laura approaches the front door but hesitates before opening it.


‘Have you forgotten anything?’ I ask.


‘Are you doing anything on Monday evening?’


‘I don’t think so.’


‘Good, if I can get Maria to look after Harry, do you fancy going out for a meal? My treat.’


Maria is a helper at Harry’s school. Social Services pay her six hours a month to baby sit Harry.


‘Yeah, why not. Any reason?’


‘It’ll be nice to talk on our own for a change, plus I want to make sure that you finish off your lasagne this time. That’s if they let you back into the restaurant.’ Laura smiles, before getting in the car to drive the ten-minute journey to her flat.


I’m surprised at that invitation, given our snappy argument earlier. I can’t remember the last time that we went out as a couple. In the last year or two of our marriage and throughout the divorce proceedings my relationship with Laura was unbearable. Despite our tiffs, our time apart has helped and in the last few months we’ve even joked with each other occasionally, which hasn’t happened since mobile phones looked like bricks.


Shortly afterwards I give Harry his nightly bath. He sits motionless in the bathtub while I wash him. As usual he shows no interest in doing anything himself, no matter how many times I prompt him.


The most frustrating part of the day is the night-time. Harry can happily survive on only a couple of hours’ sleep and when he awakes he needs immediate care and attention. Unless I lie down with him until he falls asleep, he’ll wander down to the kitchen looking for food or playing his DVDs throughout the night. Most of the parents of autistic children that I know have to resort to this less-than-ideal approach. After about half-an-hour of lying next to Harry, I turn away from him and reach for a book on the side table. My son immediately sits up to check that the duvet is still covering every inch of my body, with the exception of my head. As my arms are exposed he takes the book away from me and tucks the duvet tight around me. Once he’s satisfied with the bedding arrangements, he settles down again happily. Luckily it’s been a cool summer so far.


‘It’s your birthday tomorrow,’ I mention to Harry. Tomorrow is only fifteen minutes away.


‘Can we see the Minions film? It’s on at twelve o’clock, ten minutes past two and twenty minutes past four.’


Whenever we go to the cinema, he’ll always inform me that we need a maximum of seventeen minutes for the car journey, three minutes for the walk from the car to the cinema, nine minutes queuing-up time for the tickets, seven minutes for the lemonade and popcorn and a further five minutes to get to our seats.


‘We won’t have time, as everyone will be coming around to the house at two. Why don’t I buy you a James Bond DVD instead? You liked the last one.’


‘Can James Bond be in our family?’


‘No, it’s just the three of us. Now try to settle down.’


Harry looks confused, but is still inquisitive.


‘Can Arsenal Football club come around to my house?’


‘No, they’re busy at the moment.’


I have this image of opening the front door to find the Arsenal manager, Arsene Wenger, standing outside; behind him are twenty-five footballers, the coaching, administration and ground staff, directors and the tea lady.


Harry cannot understand why we’re not the best of friends with famous people. Then again, I’m a bit like that.


My son settles down and is quiet for a long time, enough for me to believe that he’s falling asleep; I’m wrong.


‘Thomas was cross when Percy crashed into him,’ Harry suddenly blurts out.


‘That’s a shame.’


Harry has been talking about Thomas the Tank Engine nearly every day since he was two years old. Autistic children have great difficulty understanding emotions, but the exaggerated fixed facial expressions on the trains makes it easier for them to identify with the type of emotion shown. Consequently Harry isn’t alone in his Thomas obsession. I had a lovely dream the other night where a head-on collision occurred between Thomas and Percy. No human fatalities occurred, but both of the trains died. Listening to those Thomas DVDs most days of the week for too many years has been Chinese torture. The school have advised us to wean him off Thomas to diversify his interests, but so far there haven’t been too many volunteers from the school to help me manage this impossible task.


‘It’s time to go to sleep now,’ I tell Harry.


‘Sleeping is silly.’


‘If you don’t sleep soon you’ll be very tired at your birthday party.’


‘I like being tired.’


I lean over and kiss his forehead.


‘Goodnight, son.’


It must be around one o’clock when I doze off.


Four hours later I awake in the same bed, but minus Harry. I dash downstairs to find him in the kitchen eating crisps and holding an open can of lemonade. Kit Kat and Starburst wrappers on the kitchen counter indicate that he’s been having a feast.


‘How many times have I told you about eating sweets first thing in the morning?’ I shout out of frustration, before taking away all his goodies. I’m sure that raising my voice, in addition to my blood pressure, sixty seconds after waking up is not the best way to start the day.


‘But my belly needs Starbursts.’


‘If you want to go downstairs just ask me and we’ll go down together.’


‘But you weren’t awake at two minutes past four.’


‘Have you had any sleep?’


‘Yes, I had two hours and twenty-six minutes sleep.’


‘Come on, let’s go back up to bed.’


Harry eagerly runs up the stairs and straight into his bedroom.


I allow him to play one of his Thomas DVDs in the faint hope that he might get tired and eventually fall asleep. I make a rare visit to my own bedroom and wearily lie on the bed. The last thing that I remember before falling asleep is hearing Harry happily singing a song about Thomas being a really useful engine.




Harry’s Birthday


At ten minutes past six, I’m having breakfast with Harry. Lennon and McCartney were still writing songs together the last time I had a lie-in.


Harry has a bowl of cornflakes, without any milk. As usual he smells his cornflakes before eating any. Although nothing ever passes his lips before going through this ritual, overall, his eating habits are fairly ordinary. Simon, his school friend, has only ham sandwiches for lunch and dinner, seven days a week. He refuses to eat anything else. ‘Daddy, what’s Figaro’s middle name?’


Figaro is our cat.


‘Cats don’t have middle names.’


‘Peter’s middle name is Christopher, Robert’s is Joseph, Simon’s is Alec …’


‘OK, Harry, finish off your breakfast.’


Harry has discovered the middle name of virtually everyone that he knows and recites them to me every day.


‘Shall we go to see Grandma on Sunday?’ I ask, attempting to distract Harry from his middle-name monologue.


‘She’s fired,’ Harry replies. What DVD does that line come from?


Grandma is getting increasing nervous of Harry. He always gives her bear hugs that take her breath away. The last time we met up, Harry kept telling her to take a hike. I’ve tried to reassure my mother that he is unaware of its meaning, but she was confused and hurt by several remarks that he made that day. Perhaps we’ll skip our weekend visit to her.


Although his birthday party isn’t until lunchtime, I can’t resist handing him one of his presents. He immediately rips open the wrapping paper but looks disappointed at its contents.


‘Look, a Theo Walcott England shirt,’ I proclaim in an excited manner.


‘Who’s he?’


‘He plays for the England football team.’


Harry grimaces, then throws the shirt onto the dining-room table before rushing out to the garden to play on his trampoline.


Although this isn’t an unexpected reaction, I’m still disappointed. Perhaps it’s a selfish wish on my part to think that my son might take even a little interest in a present that most twelve-year-olds would love to receive. What a pity there isn’t a famous footballer called Thomas.


At midday Harry is still in the garden. I watch him from the kitchen as he sits on the grass, intently studying the movement of ants.


‘Harry, don’t eat the bugs; we’re having the cake soon,’ I remind him, before the sound of the doorbell interrupts me. I open the door to find Laura holding a carrier bag full of presents.


‘How’s he doing? Is he excited?’ Laura asks, as she enters the house.


‘He was first thing this morning, but Theo Walcott changed that.’


Laura looks understandably confused.


‘He didn’t like the England shirt,’ I explain.


Laura sighs as she puts the gifts on the dining-room table. She’s not a great football fan and took it personally whenever I decided to watch Arsenal on a Saturday afternoon, rather than spend time with her. In the end the hassle wasn’t worth it, so I gave up Arsenal.


‘Happy birthday, Harry,’ Laura enthusiastically greets her son, as she approaches him in the garden.


Harry doesn’t look up at his mother, which isn’t unusual. I get a similar reaction every day whenever I pick him up at Laura’s flat. We cannot compete with the charismatic personalities of the ants.


Nevertheless, Laura gives him an affectionate hug and for a brief second Harry glances up at the person who’s invading his privacy.


‘Did you like Daddy’s present?


‘It’s crap.’


‘Daddy wants you to play more football. Wouldn’t you like to do that?’


‘I wanted a Thomas DVD.’


‘You’ll be getting all the rest of your presents soon, so don’t give up hope yet.’


‘Trains don’t play football, do they, Mummy?’


‘Not that I’m aware of.’


Laura and I have always tried to get Harry involved in a team sport but he’s never been interested. Last season I took him along to watch Arsenal play a few times. Although he seemed to enjoy the games, especially when the crowds sang, he’s never followed up his interest once the match is over. This apathy in participating in and watching sport is also shared by all of Harry’s autistic friends.


Soon afterwards Laura and I are having a cup of tea in the kitchen.


‘So where will you be holidaying this year?’ Laura enquires.


‘I’m not sure; maybe Disney World.’


‘The flight will be a bit traumatic though, won’t it?’


‘Probably, but we’ll manage.’


‘Harry won’t like the queues at Disney World. Have you forgotten what happened the last time?’


‘I’m getting a letter from the doctor about Harry’s autism. The customer service department at Disney World will then give me an exit pass, which means that we’ll go to the front of the queue on every ride.’


The last family holiday that we had together was to Disney World. The whole trip was a disaster for many reasons. However, Harry is two years older now and I’m also hopeful that this magical exit pass will reduce the stress.


‘It sounds like you’ve thought of everything.’


‘Why are you being negative?’


‘The noise and the crowds will upset him again.’


‘I’m not that stupid, I know what he’s like – after all I do live with him seven days a week.’


‘That’s unfair,’ Laura retorts.


‘I know and I’m sorry, but I hate it when you lecture me about Harry.’


‘I didn’t mean it like that. I worry about him.’


‘And I don’t?’


As I’m walking towards the kitchen sink, I notice that Harry is beginning to take his clothes off in the garden.


‘Look I better get out there. Can we resume this argument later?’


‘I don’t want to argue with you on Harry’s birthday, or any other day come to that.’


‘Good, so let’s enjoy the rest of the day then, shall we?’


For some reason my mind goes back to that dreadful day eight years ago when we found out about Harry’s autism.


Harry was a disruptive child in his nursery class and on many occasions the school contacted me or Laura to take him home early due to one incident or another.


I was at the checkout in Sainsbury’s one evening when a lady approached me to let me know that she had to change nurseries for her son Adrian, because Harry kept beating him up. I knew that Adrian had left, but had no idea why. Understandably she was extremely angry towards me. I apologised several times, but that didn’t stop the tirade.


I felt such great sympathy for her and Adrian, and utter despair for Harry’s never ending problems.


I cried all the way home.


Harry’s behaviour was becoming increasingly unpredictable. He hardly slept, would throw his dinner on the floor if it wasn’t to his taste and never showed any affection for me and Laura. To this day we have to instruct him to give us a hug.


Harry had a reasonable vocabulary from an early age, which deceived us from going down the autistic road.


We spent several months seeing a child physiologist, who taught us numerous behavioural management techniques; all to no avail.


One afternoon we visited a relative and was shocked to see how more advanced our niece, Melissa, was compared to Harry, even though she was nine months younger than him.


It finally dawned on us that Harry’s problems may be deeper than we thought.


On a referral from our doctor we met up with three autistic specialists in Guys hospital in London. Harry spent the morning going through rigorous tests and even though we knew the reason why we were there, when they ultimately told us their findings, we were stunned. ‘Harry is on the autism spectrum,’ is how one of the specialists told us. After those six words were spoken all I can remember is seeing all their lips moving up and down, but I didn’t hear another word. Laura and I couldn’t speak to each other for about an hour afterwards and seemed to walk aimlessly around London.


Our first reaction was why us? We were told that both parents have to carry the autistic gene and although they took blood samples from us there was no further investigation. Laura wanted to pursue this, but I thought that it was pointless. Harry is, and always will be autistic. Nothing will change that.


It ultimately destroyed Laura’s health and then our marriage.


By the time I arrive in the garden, Harry is running around the trampoline completely naked and laughing hysterically. He loves nothing better than taking off his clothes, whether it’s in the middle of summer or the coldest day of winter. After chasing him for a few minutes, I eventually manage to catch up with him and put his clothes back on, knowing that in a short while he’ll try the same thing again.


If my next-door neighbour ever films some of the antics that go on in my garden, he can make a few pounds by selling the tape to one of those funny home videos TV programmes.


My younger sister, Fiona, and her daughter Isabelle arrive at midday.


Fiona has my dark features but Isabelle, with her blonde hair and blue eyes, is the image of her father. Isabelle is two weeks away from her tenth birthday.


‘Why don’t you go and play with Harry?’ Fiona asks her, as they enter the kitchen. Isabelle doesn’t look pleased at this prospect.


‘He’s in the garden,’ I tell her. Isabelle slowly walks out to the garden. From the kitchen I closely observe her.


‘Happy birthday, Harry,’ Isabelle mumbles.


‘Thomas is a blue engine and James is red,’ Harry responds.


‘If you say so.’ Isabelle’s bored expression indicates that she’d rather be anywhere else than in my garden with my son. Soon afterwards she’s back in the house.


‘Uncle David, can I log onto Harry’s ipad please?’


‘Yeah, you’ll probably find it on his bed.’


As conversation with Harry is rarely straightforward, most children tend to ignore him. Although I recognise that children need some sort of interaction, I get increasingly frustrated when family members behave in the same way.


I walk out to the garden and sit next to Harry.


Harry has always been an insular child. At social gatherings all the other children would play together, while my son wanted to be on his own. This breaks my heart, knowing that he’ll always be different from everyone else.


‘Are you having a good day?’


Harry is still focused on the ants’ activities.


‘Harry, look at Daddy.’


He eventually looks in my direction.


‘Are you enjoying yourself?’


‘I love ants.’


‘What’s so great about them?’


‘They’re always busy and I like to eat them.’


‘I suppose that’s two good reasons. What do you want to do tomorrow?’


‘Go riding on Thomas.’


‘No, we did that yesterday. What about going to Brighton? You enjoyed our last visit there, didn’t you?’


‘We went to Brighton on Saturday June the fourteenth. My train fare cost eight pounds and the train journey took sixty-one minutes.’


‘Would you like to go swimming in the sea?’


‘It’s too noisy.’


‘What about playing some of the games in the arcade?’


‘No, there are cobwebs on the ceiling. I don’t like cobwebs.’


‘There must be something you enjoyed in Brighton?’


‘I liked going on the train.’


‘I thought you might say that,’ I reply, as Fiona approaches us.


‘Hi, Harry,’ Fiona says as she hands Harry his present, but her eyes seem to be showing more interest in our new trampoline. ‘I love the trampoline, was it expensive?’


‘I don’t know. Laura bought it for his birthday.’


‘I must ask Laura how much it cost.’


I make my way back into the kitchen to prepare the cake. A couple of minutes later Laura walks out to the garden carrying a glass of wine for Fiona.


Harry’s class friend, Niall, and his mother Kerry, arrive soon after Fiona. Sometimes when I feel a bit low I have to remind myself that there’s always someone worse off than me; two such people are Kerry and Niall. He’s severely autistic and completely non-verbal. How does Kerry cope without being able to converse with her son at all? I don’t always understand what’s going on in Harry’s mind, but his ability to speak makes it easier to communicate at some level with him.


Niall is slightly shorter and chubbier than Harry. His dark looks resemble his mother’s.


Niall immediately runs out to the garden and by the time we get there he’s sitting in a small space in between two rose bushes, playing with his one-legged Action Man.


‘Is he OK there?’ I ask Kerry.


‘He’s fine. A chair would be far too conventional.’


After chatting to Laura and Fiona in the garden, Kerry then joins me in the kitchen.


‘Thanks for coming along,’ I tell her.


‘We’re grateful for the invite. We don’t get asked to parties that often, apart from a couple autistic ones, that is.’


‘Yeah, I know what you mean. Let’s get this party started; what’ll you have, red or white?’ I hold a bottle of each.


‘Red please. David, do you mind if I pop upstairs to check that all the windows are shut, before Niall does his Spiderman impression?’


‘Don’t worry, all the upstairs windows have been locked since Harry was about two.’


I understand Kerry’s relieved look only too well. Whenever I visit another person’s house I always check that all the windows are closed. I’m sure people think that I’m paranoid and acting like a demented Secret Service agent, but there have been too many dangerous episodes in the past for me to take any chances.


‘David, I’d better go back out there, I don’t want Niall eating any of your flowers.’


‘I think you’ll find that there’s very few left uneaten,’ I respond in acknowledgement of another one of Harry’s party tricks.


Kerry takes a sip of her wine. ‘I usually polish off a bottle of this stuff before midday if I’m feeling tense.’


‘Really?’


‘No, I’m only joking, although I’ve been known to drink a glass or two when Niall is asleep.’


‘And why not?’


‘How are things between you and Laura now?’


I’ve only met Kerry a handful of times at various school events, but despite our casual acquaintance she can be extremely direct with me.


‘We have our moments, but overall not bad. Where’s Danny?’


‘He left me three months ago. He’d been having an affair with someone at work for the past year. I didn’t suspect a thing.’


‘I’m sorry to hear that, it must be a difficult time for you.’


Kerry simply nods her response.


An embarrassing silence interrupts our conversation. Given my precarious relationship with Laura, I’m hardly the best person to be giving out advice on marital problems, especially to someone I don’t know that well.


Kerry picks up her wine glass, gives me a brief smile before joining her son in the garden.


One of the new skills I’ve acquired since my split with Laura is learning how to bake. I’ve spent hours baking a chocolate fudge cake for Harry, and I cannot wait to show it off. I take the cake out of the fridge and carefully place it on the dining-room table before going back into the kitchen in search of birthday candles. Upon my return Harry is sitting at the table holding the cake.


‘Harry, put that down.’


He promptly bites into the cake and uses his hand to scoop another piece into his mouth. Harry always needs constant reminding to use the kitchen utensils, but why bother with the middle man? Isabelle is standing a couple of feet away, smiling.


‘Come over here and let me clean you up,’ I say, trying hard not to sound too annoyed.


Harry is still licking his fingers as he walks towards me. I wash his hands and face and shortly afterwards we’re all singing happy birthday in front of a dilapidated cake. As Harry blows out the candles, he smiles for the first time today.


Laura compliments me on how delicious the cake is, but declines to give me marks out of ten for presentation.


The first birthday present that he opens is an expensive-looking Ralph Lauren shirt from Fiona. Harry looks disgusted. ‘That shirt is rubbish.’


‘Fiona spent a long time looking for a nice shirt for you, so don’t be rude to her.’
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