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      In 2012 one of Keith Stuart’s two sons was diagnosed on the autism spectrum. The ramifications felt huge. But then Keith and both boys started playing video games together – especially Minecraft. Keith had always played games and since 1995 has been writing about them, first for specialist magazines like Edge and Official Playstation, then for the last ten years as games editor for the Guardian. The powerful creative sharing as a family and the blossoming of communication that followed provided the story for A Boy Made of Blocks.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              
COPYRIGHT

            

          

           

          Published by Sphere

           

          
            978-0-7515-6326-9

          

          
            
              
               

              All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              Copyright © Keith Stuart 2016

            

          

          
            
              
               

              The moral right of the author has been asserted.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

            

          

           

          
            SPHERE
          

          Little, Brown Book Group 

          Carmelite House

          50 Victoria Embankment 

          London, EC4Y 0DZ

           

          
            
              www.littlebrown.co.uk
            
          

          
            
              www.hachette.co.uk
            
          

        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      To Morag, Zac and Albie, for everything

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              [image:  ]
            
          

          
            
              
              1
            

          

        

      

      I am estranged.

      This is the first thought that hits me as I leave the house, cross the road and climb into our battered old estate car. I guess the correct term is we are estranged, but then mostly, I suppose, this is my fault. I look back through the rear-view mirror and see my wife, Jody, in the doorway, her long hair dishevelled and knotted. Burying his head into her side is our eight-year-old son, Sam. He is trying to simultaneously cover his eyes and his ears, but I know it’s not because he doesn’t want to see me go. He is anticipating the sound of the engine, which will be too loud for him.

      I raise my hand in a dumb apologetic gesture, the sort you make when you accidentally pull out in front of someone at a junction. Then I turn the key and start to pull slowly away. The next thing I know, Jody is at the driver-side window, knocking gently. I wind it down.

      ‘Take care of yourself, Alex,’ she says. ‘Please figure things out – like you should have done years ago, when we were happy. Perhaps if you had… I don’t know. Perhaps we’d be happy now.’

      Her eyes are moist and she angrily wipes away a tear with the back of her hand. Then she is looking at me, and it seems the expression on my face, of sorrow, of guilt, suddenly impacts on her anger. Her glistening stare becomes something softer.

      ‘Remember that camping holiday we went on in Cumbria?’ she says. ‘The one where those goats ate our tent and you got trench foot? Whatever’s happening here, it’s not as bad as that, OK?’

      I nod silently, put the car into gear and start heading up the road. When I check the mirror again, I see that Jody and Sam have already gone back in. The front door is closed.

      That’s it. Ten years together and it could all be over. And now I’m in our crappy car, driving away, and I have no idea where I’m going.

       

      Sam was a beautiful baby. He was always beautiful. He was born with thick brown hair and these big sultry lips – like a tiny incontinent Mick Jagger.

      Right from the start he was difficult. He wouldn’t feed, he wouldn’t sleep. He cried and cried; he cried when Jody held him and he cried when he was taken away. He seemed livid to be in the world. It was over a day before he finally managed to take in some milk. Shattered and desperate, Jody held him to her breast and bawled with relief. I looked on haggard and confused, clutching a Sainsbury’s bag full of chocolate bars and magazines; useless treats for the new mum. I realised very quickly there was nothing I could give her to make this easier. This was it. This was life now.

      It was such a rush.

       

      ‘You can stay for as long as you like, dude,’ says Dan, when I inevitably turn up at his flat twenty-three minutes later. I knew Dan would be there for me – or at least I knew he’d actually be home on a Sunday afternoon because he is usually recovering from something – a club opening, a casual sexual encounter, or some exciting combination of those two.

      ‘You can stay in the spare room,’ he says as we get into the lift. ‘I’ve got an inflatable mattress somewhere. I think it may have a leak, though. Actually, they all leak, don’t they? Have you ever slept on an inflatable mattress that didn’t leak? Am I right? Sorry, man, you’re not ready to think about this now. Got it.’

      Then I’m standing in his doorway, feeling dumbfounded, still holding my Nike sports bag, which contains all my clothes, my laptop, some CDs (why?), a washbag and a photo I took of Jody and Sam on holiday in Devon four years ago. They are sitting on a beach smiling, but it is a terrible charade. The whole week was a complete nightmare because Sam couldn’t sleep in the weird new bed with its heavy unfamiliar blanket, and also he was completely terrified of seagulls. So he slept with us, fidgeting and waking all night – every night – until we were so tired we could barely leave the caravan. We didn’t go on holidays much after that.

      ‘Do you want to go out and get drunk?’ offers Dan.

      ‘I… is it OK if I put my stuff in the room and sort of sit down for a bit?’

      ‘Sure, yes. I’ll put the kettle on. I think I have biscuits. I’m pretty sure I have biscuits.’

      Dan heads off toward the kitchen and I trudge into the spare room, chuck my bag on the floor and slump into the office chair next to his computer. For a moment, I consider firing it up and emailing Jody, but instead I gaze out of the window. I mean, what would I write? ‘Hey, Jody, sorry about fucking up our marriage. Any chance we could forget the last five years? ROFL.’

      Truth is, I don’t even know how to talk to her any more, let alone write to her. We’ve basically spent our whole marriage worrying about Sam – his outbursts, his silence, the days he’d scream at us, the days he’d hide in his bed and shrink from any contact at all. Days and days, stretching out to months, trying to anticipate the next breakdown. And while we were coping with all that, the things that Jody and I had together somehow faded away. Now, being away from Sam, even for only a few hours, is weird; the pressure is gone, but in its place a sorrow is already flooding. Nature abhors an emotional vacuum.

      From Dan’s seventh-floor flat in a smart new complex on the edge of the city, you can see the whole of Bristol stretching toward the horizon: a cobbled panorama of Victorian terraces, church spires and sixties office blocks, all shoving at each other like impatient commuters. There are thousands of homes out there filled with families – families that haven’t this minute split apart.

      I start to think that maybe a drink would be a good idea. But even as I’m contemplating it, my eyes become blurry and it takes me a few seconds to catch on to what is happening. Oh. Oh right, I’m crying. And then there are these giant tears running down my face, leaving hot moist streaks, and my nose is bubbling with snot, and I’m shaking.

      ‘Tea’s up!’ says Dan from the hallway. ‘I thought I had chocolate Hobnobs but all I could find was this packet of Rich Teas. I’m not sure if that’s going to do the trick?’

      He appears in the doorway, looks down and sees me cross-legged on the floor by the chair, head in hands, sobbing madly.

      ‘Right, OK,’ he says, gently putting the tea down on the desk. ‘I’ll have another look for those Hobnobs.’

      We decide not to get drunk.

       

      Later that night, I dream that I’m sinking into a terrible black swamp from which there is no escape. When I wake up gasping for air, I’m convinced this must be some desperate manifestation of my emotional state – but then I realise the mattress is rapidly deflating and I am literally sinking. So much for the subconscious.

      ‘How did I get here?’ I ask myself as the escaping air makes intermittent rasping sounds like a flatulent puppy. You know what it’s like, weighing up your life at 3 a.m.: everything contracts around the mistakes you’ve made, the fissures of failure running back through time, like cracks in a badly plastered wall – even in the darkness you can trace them all the way to the source. Or at least you think you can. It usually turns out that the source is evasive and endlessly shifting – like the puncture on an inflatable mattress. The Ancient Greek philosophers had this phrase, ‘know thyself’. I remember studying Oedipus at university – his big crime was to not know that he had been separated from his parents at birth and therefore he should be extra careful about killing strange men on the road and then shagging women twice his age. But who really knows themselves? I mean, I’m not saying we’re all going to make the lifestyle errors that Oedipus made – that’s fucked up. But who genuinely knows why we do the things we do? I am stuck in a job I hate, working long hours, trudging home in the dark, and I tell myself this is because we need the money, we need security. Sam is having speech therapy, and Jody can’t work because he needs her constantly; it’s her he runs to when his own behaviour terrifies him. I stand awkwardly in the background, worrying, offering help that isn’t helpful. How can I connect everything again?

      Somehow, at around 4 a.m., I fall into a state of semi-consciousness that I’ll be generous and call sleep. In what seems like minutes, though, light is flooding in through the blinds and it is Monday morning and Dan is at the door in a tight pair of black Calvin Klein boxer shorts, scoffing hungrily from a bowl of Frosties.

      ‘Are you going to work?’ he asks. ‘I can leave a key. I’ve got to go in, like, ten minutes. I’m helping Craig with a website he’s building… for this music label in Stokes Croft. You can help yourself to cereal and coffee. Are you OK? You look a bit better. I mean, you look like shit, but at least you’re not crying.’

      He disappears into the shower. I check my phone; there are two text messages, but neither of them are from Jody. They are from Daryl at work. One says, Get yr ass into work, I’ve got two new victims for you. The follow up says, Sorry, I mean ‘clients’. I delete them both.

       

      Then I’m dressed and outside and trudging toward town. The sun is low and bright over the apartment buildings, its light reflecting off the glass and glaring concrete. Twenty years ago, this area was all crumbling factories and empty lots, strewn with rubbish and buried under crawling weeds. Then the economy stirred, and suddenly it’s prime real estate. Before you know it, the whole area is futuristic residential zone, a giant circuit board of faux-Brutalist apartment blocks, jammed with capsule flats for young professionals on the make.

      I’ve met a lot of these people. I helped them live here. I am, for my many sins, a mortgage adviser. My job is to measure the hopes and dreams of our clients against both the property market and the savings they have accumulated. In other words I get people to swap everything they’re ever going to earn for a studio flat in which you couldn’t even swing a photo of a cat that you’ve downloaded on to your smartphone. This is a strangely parental job – let’s work out what you have and what you can afford; let’s not over-stretch, we have to be sensible. What assets do you have? Do you have any wealthy relatives? We work through budgets together. Young couples who have recently married, or have a baby on the way, pooling their meagre resources. They look at me with pathetic hope. Is this enough? Often it isn’t. The only answer is to rent for a few more years, save up. I go through these routines every day. The system is busted; I’m seeing whole neighbourhoods where youngsters don’t stand a chance of buying. Instead they’re moving far away from their families. I don’t know where.

      I’ve been here eight years, all through the boom and the recession and the nascent recovery. It was meant to be a stopgap. An office job to pay the bills until something better cropped up. But I slipped on to a career path and couldn’t get up. Turns out I’m good at it – sympathetic with the poor, helpful to the rich. I am very patient with clients who don’t understand what they’re talking about – a skill learned from spending three years debating philosophy with people who thought Nietzsche had a point. When the finances align, I can close the deal; when they don’t, I let the customer down gently. Whatever is happening at home, though, I can’t fix that with a computer and access to the national mortgage market.

      I can’t fix it at all.

       

      A short walk over the Avon, and along the harbour front, and I’m at the office, a small independent estate agent named Stonewicks, tucked between a pub and a sandwich shop in a dense, unfashionable quarter of the city centre. Daryl is here, sitting nearest the window, his cheap Top Man suit radiating static, his spiky hair damp and wilting in the reflected sunlight.

      ‘Oright, mate?’ he says from his desk, without looking up from the computer. Daryl is in his early twenties and gives off an air of studied determination while still managing to remain nightmarishly chirpy at all times. This guy literally could not have done any other job than estate agent. There is a spreadsheet on his computer somewhere that maps out his sales targets for the next thirty years. He honks a fucking bicycle horn when a property deal completes. It’s almost tragic that Daryl was born in the nineties and not the late sixties. He should have been a young Thatcherite. He deserves a bulging Filofax and a Golf GTI. Instead he has a smartphone and a Corsa. I feel for him.

      I mumble a reply and head up the creaky wooden stairs to my office. And then I call Jody.

      ‘Hi, it’s me.’

      ‘Hi.’

      ‘How are things? How is Sam?’

      ‘He’s fine. He’s at school. He cried all the way there – even after I did all the Toy Story impressions. He punched me in the mouth during Buzz Lightyear. To be fair, it’s not my best. Mrs Anson said she’d look after him.’

      ‘Are you OK?’ I ask.

      There’s a long pause. Jeanette, the secretary, pops her head in and mimes drinking from a mug. I nod and make a thumbs up.

      The office is bare. A worn claret carpet, a grubby window overlooking the small car park to the rear of our building. There used to be a painting of Victorian Bristol on the wall, but I took it down and hung a photo of Corbusier’s Villa Savoye to make myself feel clever and piss everyone off. There is a filing cabinet and on top of that, a dozen thank you cards from young couples setting out in the world with their enormous debts.

      ‘So what are we doing?’ Jody says.

      ‘I don’t know. I’ve never run away from home before. Look, I’m sorry, I’ve got to go – there’s another couple coming in.’

      As I slam the phone down, Jeanette arrives with the tea. She quietly puts the drink down on the desk, shoots me a sympathetic look and leaves. She’s heard everything. The rest of the office will know within ten minutes. I left my wife and my autistic son.

      I think I’ve escaped from the domestic torment for a while, but I’m wrong. An hour later I head into town for lunch, and pop into a little sandwich place Jody and I used to bring Sam to. Amid the midday hustle, I spot Jody sitting at a table with her friend Clare. They are conspiratorially hunched over two medium lattes. I approach, nudging my way through the young mums and students. They haven’t seen me.

      ‘He’s become so distant,’ Jody is saying. ‘I can’t depend on him at all at home. There’s always something else.’

      ‘Has he looked into counselling?’ asks Clare. ‘I mean, has he ever dealt with what happened to him?’

      Of course, Jody and Clare talk about everything. Of course, they are here at lunchtime dissecting our relationship. They have that effortless unguarded frankness that most men are incapable of. You know: ‘Have some of this lemon cake, it’s lovely, and also, tell me more about the emotionally apocalyptic disintegration of your nine-year marriage.’

      ‘Hi,’ I say pathetically.

      They both look up, slightly shocked.

      ‘Oh, hi, Alex,’ says Clare. ‘We were just talking about you.’

      ‘I heard,’ I say. ‘Can I have a quick word with Jody?’

      ‘Sure, I was heading off anyway. Jody, I’ll see you later, OK?’

      Jody nods silently. I sit down. She plays with the empty sugar sachet by her cup.

      ‘I guess Clare knows everything then?’ I say.

      ‘Yes, I was upset, and I need to talk to my friends, Alex. We don’t talk. We can’t live like that any more. I’m so tired. I’m so very tired of it all.’

      ‘I know, I know. I’ve been needed a lot at work, that’s all; we’re under so much pressure. I’m sorry I’ve not been there for you and Sam; I’m sorry I’m backing out of looking after him. It’s all so…’

      ‘Hard?’ Jody finishes. ‘Damn right it is, Alex. It’s fucking hard. But he needs you.’

      ‘You know how sometimes we go through weeks and he’s fine? He’s adorable. Then for no reason it goes back. That’s the worst thing. I always think we’ve turned a corner. It’s all that going on, and work —’

      ‘Oh, Alex, it’s not work, it’s you.’

      ‘I know.’

      ‘This is why, Alex. This is why I need some time. Sam can’t cope with us shouting at each other. Mum has offered to stay for a bit if I need help, and Clare is around. You have to sort yourself out.’

      ‘What about Sam and his school? We’ve only got a few months to decide if we’re going to try and move him.’

      What about Sam? Oh, how those words have echoed around our lives. Sam is the planet of concern and confusion that we have been orbiting for most of our relationship. Last year the paediatrician told us, after interminable months of tests and interviews, that he is on the upper end of the autism spectrum. The higher-functioning end. The easy end. The shallow end. He has trouble with language, he fears social situations, he hates noise, he obsesses over certain things, and gets physical when situations confuse or frighten him. But the underlying message seemed to be: you’ve got it easy compared to other parents.

      And yes, the diagnosis was a relief. At last, a label! When he’s screaming and fighting on the way to school; when he hides under the table at restaurants; when he refuses to hug or acknowledge relatives or friends or anyone but Jody, it’s autism. Autism did it. I started to see autism as a sort of malevolent spirit, a poltergeist, a demon. Sometimes it really is like living in The Exorcist. There are days it wouldn’t surprise me if his head started spinning in 360-degree revolutions while he vomited green slime across the room. At least I could say, ‘It’s OK, it’s autism – and that green slime comes off in a hot wash.’ But labels only get you so far. They don’t help you sleep, they don’t stop you from getting angry and frustrated when something gets thrown at you, or broken. They don’t stop you fretting about your child and their life; what will happen to them in ten years, or twenty, or thirty. Because of autism, there is no Jody and I, there is Jody, me and the problem of Sam. That’s how it feels. But I can’t say that. I can barely think it.

      ‘With Sam and everything…’ I can’t finish, but it’s enough.

      ‘I know. But you need some help. Or you need to start dealing with things. Why don’t you come over on Saturday and see him? Come and take him out.’

      I fumble with my phone, turning it over in my hand. I see Sam at the park, crying, running away. Running through the gate. Running into the road.

      ‘It could be tricky, I may be needed at work.’

      But I see the steel in her eyes, a flash of fury obvious even amid the clatter of the café.

      ‘Yes, sure,’ I say.

      ‘We can talk about schools then.’

      ‘Yes. Let’s do that.’

      ‘Goodbye, Alex. Take care.’

      ‘You too. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.’

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              [image: 1]
            
          

          
            
              
              2
            

          

        

      

      I wake up with a start. I have been dreaming about my brother George – again. I’m covered in a sheen of sweat and I’m breathing heavily. I try to reach out for Jody, but the mattress has deflated, lowering me on to my arm, which is now completely numb. I sit up in a panic and wildly fling it around, smacking the useless limb against the wall and the leg of Dan’s desk. It takes several moments for the feeling to return – and for me to realise that I am not at home, I’m at Dan’s and I’m in the spare room alone. The mattress makes a pathetic ‘phfffffft’ noise as if quietly mocking me.

       

      It’s Friday morning. Dan is singing the Taylor Swift song ‘Shake It Off’ in the bathroom and I dread to think what action is accompanying this performance. I sit up, scrabble through my bag for clothes, and head for the sitting room, with its French windows leading to a tiny balcony on to which Dan has managed to wedge two deckchairs. In the corner there is a miniature kitchen area with a cooker, a fridge, a washing machine and a sink – all of them are pristine white. Dan doesn’t use them much. The rest of the room is a chaotic ballet of Ikea furniture, comic books, video game controllers and audio equipment. There is a fifty-two-inch LED TV that takes up most of one wall. Grand Theft Auto V is paused on screen, mid shoot-out. If the people who designed this apartment block could see Dan and how he lives they would probably high-five each other. This is exactly the sort of stylish young dude they had in mind. The sort of stylish dude who doesn’t care that you physically can’t open the fridge and the oven doors at the same time. You also can’t fit a washing-up bowl in the sink. Dan has a large margarine container. It’s fine because he doesn’t wash anything up except for mugs. He eats out or has his cool Japanese pot noodles or soup. I don’t really understand what the fuck he does to earn this dream bachelor pad. It is sort of terrifying to watch how he lives, drifting aimlessly between projects, leapfrogging over the precipice of the modern economy. I couldn’t do that. Not now. After George – after what happened to George – I lost sight of my own ambitions. Everything darkened, the possibilities closed in on me like prison walls. I sleepwalked to university, then lurched between safe, mundane jobs. Meanwhile, Dan always had mates at various creative agencies who would call on him to help with some website launch or club opening or new shop interior. But I don’t know exactly how he helps. He is such a charming bastard, though, they keep calling. Bristol is the sort of city where there’s always some new development, some new arts centre or pop-up artisan shopping arcade made out of shipping containers. Dan seems to know everyone involved; he’s in the thick of it all.

      I am, of course, massively jealous of him, but then, I always have been – ever since I was seven and his family moved in next to mine, rolling into the driveway in their cobalt blue 5-series BMW. Dan tumbled out, a bright and precocious five-year-old in red jeans and a yellow Lacoste polo shirt. Emma, George and I were watching our glamorous new neighbours from the front garden and he sauntered over.

      ‘Hi, I’m Dan, what are you playing? Can I play?’ he drawled.

      And we fell for him, the same way everyone else has fallen for him throughout his life. But me, who do I know? I know Jody’s friend Clare and her husband, Matt, who have four children and that’s pretty much all they do. I know estate agents and mortgage advisers. I know Jody and Sam. That’s about it. Why haven’t I been able to manage more than that? What the hell happened?

      Sam. Sam happened.

       

      When I get to work, I check my emails and discover that the whole office is going for a mandatory pub lunch at 1 p.m. Me, Daryl, Jeanette, the other agents Paul and Katie, and the manager, Charles. Paul and Katie are in their late thirties and act like they’ve been married for about three hundred years. They are an inseparable unit. They don’t have kids. Houses are their kids. They may even have said that at one point, I don’t remember. They speak to each other as though their relationship is one long real estate transaction – in clipped businesslike tones. Sometimes, I accidentally imagine them having sex, and Paul is on top shouting, ‘We’re gonna exchange, we’re gonna exchange… we’ve EXCHANGED!’ I can’t look at them any more. Charles is in his forties; he’s something of an also-ran on the local estate agency scene. By now he should be regional manager at some massive national chain, or at least co-director of our piddling operation. But he’s still in-branch, slogging through sales; his hair thinning, his skin slackening. He keeps a small bottle of whisky in his second desk drawer – Jeanette told us all. Sale falls through? Have a little chug, take the edge off. Please God, don’t let me end up like that.

      Our venue of choice is the King’s Head, a beautiful Tudor inn on a cobbled street near the harbour. Inside, though, it is like any British pub. A warped wooden bar damp with spilled booze, a gambling machine flickering in the corner, the pervasive stench of the men’s bathroom, its long porcelain troughs scattered with urinal cakes. If some cosmetics company wanted to bottle the archetypal fragrance of the British night out, this would be it: urine cake. Though I’m not sure L’Eau de Gateau D’Urine would be a top seller. Still, it’s something to think about while I count down the seconds until Daryl starts talking shop.

      The tables are mostly empty, so we choose the one by the window, and pick up the laminated menus offering classic British pub grub, i.e. thawed processed food that someone in the kitchen has microwaved and slopped out on to a plate, perhaps with a sprig of parsley if they’re feeling fancy. Sometimes it seems like everything in Britain happens this way, automatically and without care. This isn’t a real pub, and this isn’t real pub food, it’s a weird simulation of what people think they want.

      Christ, no wonder I’ve been chucked out of my home.

      ‘I’m having the fish and chips,’ announces Daryl. ‘Got to eat fast, though, got a buyer for that Clifton place coming in at two.’

      Oh God, we’re off already. I bury my face in the menu and try to decide between ordering the rich authentic lasagne with lashings of mozzarella cheese or throwing myself into the river. The Avon might taste fresher.

       

      That night, I get back to Dan’s place exhausted and on edge. All I can think is that I have to take Sam out tomorrow, probably to the park and then a café. And I’m dreading it. Don’t get me wrong, I love Sam with every molecule of my being, but he is so difficult. And I’m useless at managing him. The times I can see him starting to get upset – if he’s not allowed to watch television, or if he wakes up and realises it’s a school day, or if he gets confused about what we’re planning for the weekend – I get wound up too. My stomach clenches, the frustration rises, and suddenly it’s about who is going to explode first. Only Jody can take him and calm him down. Only Jody.

      This afternoon a couple came in to see about a mortgage on a small terraced house in Totterdown; they had their toddler with them. ‘He’s so talkative,’ they yelp. ‘He will not shut up.’ And it’s such a humblebrag, because really they’re telling me how clever he is, how advanced – this chubby little boy going through my wastepaper basket and singing the words to Disney songs. I stop short of telling them that when my son was his age, he could say maybe three words, four if you included ‘schlur’ which he said a lot and which, to this day, we remain unable to interpret. Back then, friends would say, ‘Oh, children all develop in their own ways, he’ll get there.’ And we’d nod sagely and pretend not to care. But later we’d be on the internet, riffling through parenting sites. ‘It says here he should have a vocabulary of fifty words by the time he’s two!’ He didn’t. Nowhere near. I’m not even sure he has that now, and he’s eight.

      Poor Sam. My poor boy.

       

      Dan is going out.

      ‘Do you want to come? It’s a new club night at Creation. My mate is running it.’

      He is always going to a club night and his mate is always running it. Not for the first time I wonder: how does he do it? He’s two years younger than me, but that’s not all. His life has sort of ambled along on cruise control; good things happen to him whether he wants them to or not. When his long-lost uncle died three years ago, it turned out he’d left Dan his car: a vintage Porsche 911 Carrera in gulf blue. Dan barely uses it, it’s sat in the underground car park beneath his building, gaining value. He doesn’t seem to have any concerns, he has no real responsibilities, apart from the many start-up record labels in the Stokes Croft area that he appears to be assisting. Dan is Dan. As we grew up together, going to the same schools, meeting the same friends, the same girls, the same bullies, Dan was always Dan. He’d get me out of fights, he’d protect Emma from clumsy and unwanted advances at youth club discos. Whatever else was happening to me – parenthood, the spectre of grief, the realisation that I have to do this crappy job because I need to support my quietly dysfunctional family – Dan was grooving along, being cool.

      I was cool too, for several years. Well, maybe four. At university I somehow ended up running an alternative music society called Oblivion, where we played post-rock and weird electronic dance music to tiny roomfuls of chin-stroking musos. Sometimes we put on live events in rubbish local pubs, and I once organised a music festival on a disused industrial estate, which the local paper attended and described as ‘almost unlistenable’. That quote appeared on all our flyers for the next two years. Dan would come up and stay while he was on his design course in Bristol; he’d make our posters and even built a website for us. He’s still doing all that, but it faded for me. Life got in the way.

      ‘I think I’ll stay in. Thanks, though. Thanks, Dan.’

      ‘No worries, buddy.’

       

      I am staring at the blank television screen – even though Dan’s house is not short of screened entertainment options. He has four hundred channels on cable and a hard drive packed with movies and television shows, more than any one person could experience in a lifetime. But I find the choice bewildering and stultifying. How do you decide what to watch these days? What if you commit to the wrong series and there’s a better one, but you’ve already invested hours of your life? This is the sort of thing that certain people like to call ‘First World problems’. You know the people – they pop up gleefully under your Facebook and Twitter posts, thoughtlessly shaming you for worrying about everyday stuff. One super-fun lesson you learn very quickly as the parent of a sometimes disruptive child: people love to judge. They like to sneer at you from their apparently perfect lives. Anyway, let’s not go there. I need to find something to take my mind off Sam, and off tomorrow, but nothing feels right. I don’t want to concentrate on anything. I can’t. Jody says I need help; perhaps I do. Everything swirls around in my head, my brain is a whirlpool of fears and worries, I can’t catch hold of anything.

      OK, deep breath. Right. Here it is: I have had to leave Jody and Sam. I left because we were arguing and stressed all the time. I need to work out how to stop that. I need to cope with the pressure. I need to find the pinprick of light that will lead me out of here.

      This doesn’t feel like the right frame of mind to finally make a start on Breaking Bad.
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      Sam is ready for me at the door when I arrive the next morning. He has his hoodie on with the hood up, and underneath that is one of his special T-shirts with all the linings and stitching masked so he doesn’t feel it on his skin. There are whole websites for this sort of clothing; this is something you discover as you go along, battling each inexplicable foible and phobia. There are entire businesses based around catering for children who are uncomfortable in our world.

      ‘Daddy, are we going to the park? Are we going to the café? Daddy, are you coming in?’

      ‘I’ll come in for a moment.’

      The living room is an achingly familiar bomb site of clothes, books and toys, all strewn like shrapnel across the floor. Every surface is piled with stuff – wipes, unopened mail, newspapers. The worn settee is a map of breakfast cereal stains; the television screen is smudged with fingerprints; the bookshelves explode with the detritus of parenthood. Half-built Lego models, Playmobile motorbikes, action figures with limbs missing. My CDs and DVDs are piled carelessly in a corner, the curtain rail is half hanging off the wall, the curtain itself flapping uselessly in the breeze of an open window.

      This is home, I think. And suddenly I can’t shift the lump in my throat.

      Jody comes downstairs, her long auburn hair wet and wrapped in a towel, the stray curls tumbling around her face. She’s wearing jeans and a saggy sweatshirt. She looks tired and cautious.

      ‘Hi, Alex.’

      ‘Hi. How… how is everything?’

      ‘Daddy, are we going to the park? Can I bring my ball? Daddy, do I need a bag for my ball?’

      ‘I’m not sure we can bring the ball, we’re going to the café afterwards and…’

      ‘OHHHHH,’ says Sam and straight away he is crying.

      ‘We’ve had a few challenges this morning,’ says Jody, through a forced smile. She strides over and takes Sam in her arms. Her eyes say everything. He’s probably been up since five, maybe earlier. He will have tried to put the TV on, and then broken down when Jody staggered in and turned it off. He will have tried to make breakfast and spilt milk everywhere, then cried about that. He will have woken Jody up again asking to watch television, crying until she said yes. The familiar patterns.

      ‘What happened?’ I ask uselessly.

      ‘Well, the X-Men cartoon wasn’t on so he threw the remote control at my head,’ she says. And sure enough, there is a dark bruise. When he was three, he hit me in the face with a Duplo bucket and knocked my front tooth out. He was like Joe Pesci in Goodfellas – small, funny, but at the flick of a mental switch, easily capable of extreme and demented violence.

      I can feel my anxiety levels rising. Sam in a good mood is a challenge, Sam in a bad mood is unpredictable and frightening. There’s a ball of fear in my gut. What if he runs away? What if something happens and I can’t protect him? I’m flooded with images of what could happen if he storms off. I can feel sweat prickling beneath my forehead.

      ‘Maybe we should do something else? If he’s not in a great mood…’ I suggest meekly.

      Jody glares at me accusingly. A look I am familiar with.

      ‘We agreed, Alex,’ she says through gritted teeth. ‘And I’ve written it on his timetable.’ Every morning, Jody draws a cartoon guide to Sam’s day, so he can see when he has to get dressed, when he’ll eat, and what he’ll be doing until bedtime. At weekends, he carries it around with him, consulting it regularly. If it’s on the timetable, it has to happen. As though to emphasise the point, Jody’s eyes move toward Sam, who’s struggling to tighten the Velcro straps on his trainers. That’s another thing: he doesn’t do laces. Plus, the straps have to be so tight I worry about them cutting off the circulation to his feet. Everything has to be tight. There can be no give.

      ‘I know,’ I say with similarly restrained aggression. ‘But if he’s not in the mood. The roads are very busy around the park. I’m a little concerned —’

      ‘Nothing is going to happen,’ cuts in Jody. ‘You cannot keep backing away from these things – and you definitely can’t keep backing away from your own son. This is the problem, Alex; I shouldn’t have to stand here trying to persuade you to take him out for the morning – to take responsibility for him for three bloody hours!’

      I’m about to say something but she cuts me off again.

      ‘And I don’t want to hear about how tough work is,’ she rages. ‘Try being at home, waiting for the next phone call from the school telling us that Sam has kicked someone, or he’s been punched, or that he’s been screaming out for me the whole morning. Try making his dinner then keeping it at exactly the right temperature for the hour it takes him to eat it. Try that! I’m exhausted. And you give me nothing! This is exactly why we are where we are right now.’

      There is a moment of silence, a sort of emotional Mexican stand-off.

      ‘Daddy, I’m ready,’ says Sam. ‘I’m ready for the park. Are we taking the ball?’

      ‘OK,’ I say, trying to breathe steadily. ‘Let’s take the ball and let’s leave Mummy here. She needs some time to herself.’

      ‘Are we going to the park?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Then the café?’

      ‘Yes, Sam.’

      ‘Can I have frothy milk?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘But we’re going to the park first?’

      ‘Yes, the park first, and then the café.’

      I nod toward Jody, but I can barely look her in the eye. Momentarily, I am grateful for the chance to escape.

      ‘Daddy, are we taking the ball?’

       

      The park is on a hill between Bedminster and Totterdown, a dollop of green space amid rows of Victorian terraces, the roads spreading out in all directions like the threads of a giant spiderweb. Around the edges are the crumbling pathways where joggers huff and stumble, wordlessly criss-crossing each other’s routes like sweaty robots. There’s a small area with swings and slides that was erected sometime in the early nineties and then abandoned to its fate. The swings have no seats any more, so it’s just a rusted metal frame with a row of chains dangling uselessly, like some sort of open-air sex dungeon. The slide is covered in graffiti and X-rated anatomical drawings. I don’t know whether the council should dismantle it or enter it for the Turner Prize.

      Sam has the ball clutched to his chest. Sometimes we kick it between us, sometimes he doesn’t put it down. I look around and try to anticipate what is going to upset him.

      
         

        Playground meltdown: odds 

        Passing adult attempting to make conversation: 10/1

        Noisy dog: 8/1

        Other children showing interest in football: 5/2

        Stinging nettles: 5/1

        Wasps: 8/3

        Pregnancy workshop meditating behind goal posts (this actually happened once and Sam found it horrifying): 100/1

        Ice cream van not being here: evens

      

      Today, there’s only a small group of children and they appear to be totally engrossed in playing on the sex dungeon, so that should be fine. The only dog walkers are in the far distance, which gives me time to warn Sam. The ice cream van is there in its usual spot, looking to take full advantage of a rare sunny day. This might go OK. I breathe an inward sigh of relief.

       

      Here is an important lesson I learned fairly early on about autism. The 1988 movie Rain Man starring Tom Cruise and Dustin Hoffman is NOT a documentary. Autistic children do not all have special powers. If I took Sam to the casino in Bristol, he would not be able to count cards and earn us a small fortune. Instead the noise would terrify him, and he’d end up cowering under the roulette table until security removed me for bringing a child into a casino.

      He does have an interesting way of looking at the world, though, which I try very hard to remember whenever the stress levels explode, perhaps when I am making him put on the wrong coat, or because the plate of spaghetti that Jody has made for him is two degrees too warm. To Sam, the world is a gigantic engine that needs to function in a certain way, with predictable actions, in order to ensure his safety. Before he can relax, he needs to know the timings and movements of everything around him and he must have one finger on the off button at all times.

      I watch him run toward an arrangement of fallen tree trunks that he likes to play on, and I know exactly how this interaction will work. He will climb on to one specific tree, he will walk along it, he will check that I am watching when he gets to the end. He will consider jumping to the next log, but will instead climb down and then step up on to it. If another child is playing on the logs, he will push them out of the way – not because he’s a bully, but because this is the machine of the fallen tree trunks and it has to work in a certain way. To him, another child is a fault in the system; pushing them off is his equivalent of running an anti-virus program: ‘CHILD DETECTED. PUSHING SEQUENCE ACTIVATED. CHILD DELETED. WARNING: CHILD RUNNING OFF CRYING TO PARENTS.’

      I could be on there climbing over the sodden bark with him, but I’m not. I never do. I’ll push the swings, I’ll kick a ball back, but I’m not what you’d call hands-on when it comes to messing around. I’m not one of those dads. You know the ones – the dads in Converse trainers and Batman T-shirts, seemingly desperate to prove that they are fun and childlike and great pals with their children. They lark about, telegraphing their playful exuberance as though starring in a live performance of the Tom Hanks film Big. They eye me up suspiciously as I stand back surveying the area for potential hazards. Play doesn’t come easily to me. Play is hard. Getting myself in that frame of mind. To let go enough.

      Watching Sam clamber over the soggy tree trunks takes me soaring back, back to me and George as kids in the park near where we lived, daring each other to get to the very top of the climbing frame. George was two years older, braver, less cautious than me. ‘Come to the top. Come on, Alex.’ But this makes me realise that I’m beginning to forget what his voice sounds like. Suddenly, I want to scoop Sam up and hold him, and then take him home to Jody. I want to say, Take care of him, Jody, take care.

      And as I’m thinking that, I see it: a large dog, a Labrador maybe, charging toward us from behind a clump of bushes. It’s around fifty metres away, but it has spotted Sam’s football in the grass. It wants to play. Fuck. I start to walk toward Sam, slowly at first but then I pick up pace. I need to be careful.

      ‘Sam, don’t worry, a dog is coming, do you want to give me the ball?’

      Sam turns around and in doing so, almost slips off the trunk, then he gasps in horror. The dog is very near now, wheeling and barking. Sam turns to me, terrified, then jumps down off the fallen tree and runs in my direction. The worst thing he could do. The dog can’t decide whether to go for the ball or the boy running away. Its tail is wagging furiously. It decides that the boy looks like more fun.

      ‘Sam, Sam, he only wants to play.’

      I break into a jog and I grab him, hurling him around, so that I am between the dog and his body. He is shaking with terror and sobbing. ‘No, no, no, no,’ he is saying. 

      ‘It’s OK,’ I repeat.

      Then the dog is at us, barking and jumping. I push it away, looking for its owner. A middle-aged woman appears around the bushes, holding a lead and a ball. She’s smiling. It’s that dog-owner smile. The smile that seems to say, ‘I like dogs, everyone likes dogs, who could possibly begrudge my dog anything?’

      ‘He only wants to play! He loves children,’ she says.

      ‘Can you call it away?’ I ask as politely as I can, but with an edge of contained fury.

      Her tone changes. ‘He’s a friendly dog, he wouldn’t hurt anyone.’

      Sam is burrowing into my arms, yelping and sobbing, struggling to get away. The woman audibly tuts, grabs the dog’s collar and hauls it back.

      ‘Come on, Timmy, we’ll play over here.’

      I watch her walk off, utterly oblivious to the terror her wretched mutt has caused, oblivious to the possibility this may be about more than a kid who doesn’t like dogs.

      ‘Hey!’ I shout. ‘It’s supposed to be on a lead. Can’t you read the fucking signs?’

      She looks back, clearly surprised by my ferocity.

      ‘Come on,’ I say quietly to Sam, smoothing his hair away from his face. He is whimpering quietly and his arms are clutched around himself so tightly his knuckles are white. ‘Come on, son, let’s go to the café.’

      As we leave, I look back and see a group of kids playing with a frisbee. They are happy and comfortable with each other; their parents sit on a bench nearby, talking, relaxing. I feel a momentary stab of envy for these people. How easy their lives must be.

      ‘Daddy, is it the café now?’

      ‘Yes, we’re going to the café.’

      ‘Can I have frothy milk?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘The dog was scary. I didn’t like the dog.’

      ‘I know.’

      And that was our trip to the park.
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      The café is comparatively serene. Situated amid a small row of shops, it’s one of the quasi-hipster joints that’s been springing up in this area, laser-targeted at middle-class mums who grew up watching Friends and yearning for Central Perk. The decor is Bohemian coffee shop 101. There’s an old Rowe AMI jukebox in the corner and the walls are lined with kitsch sixties prints of sultry women and sad, wide-eyed boys. Sam is fascinated by them. We sit in our usual seats at the back – a big sofa in front of a large wooden coffee table covered in old comics and magazines.

      ‘Daddy, why does that woman have a green face?’

      ‘Daddy, why did they draw children with big massive heads?’

      I tell him I don’t know, the sixties was a hell of a time.

      I order a cappuccino – The Best in the West according to a chalkboard outside, which also features the T. S. Eliot quote, ‘I have measured out my life with coffee spoons’, written in an annoyingly loopy font. The barista, who – of course – has a moustache like a 1920s movie villain and a tight vintage T-shirt that shows off his ribcage, brings it over and makes a big play of serving Sam his warm milk. ‘Here you go, sir, our best frothy milk, from the finest frothy milk cows in all of Somerset.’

      Sam giggles adoringly. The barista is his hero. For some reason, despite Sam’s social awkwardness, he’s fascinated by charismatic and confident young people. He doesn’t fear them at all, and even makes eye contact – which is rare, even with me. When he was a toddler, Jody used to take him to the university canteen for lunch – he was so transfixed by the students, she’d get a few moments of quiet to herself. It’s weird but cute. I don’t care that I’m paying £4 for a thimble of hot caffeine, it’s worth it for this.

      Now we are settled, it would be great if I could chat to Sam – ask him about school, about home, about his mum – but that’s not how he works. He doesn’t do chat. At best he would nod or shake his head at direct questions, more likely he would shrink away from me and become upset. These moments between us are fragile – I don’t know how to make more of them without breaking everything. Instead, I wordlessly hand Sam my iPhone and pick up a newspaper off the table. Relaxed, he goes straight to his favourite app, Flight Track, which shows the current position of commercial aircraft as they fly across the globe. When you touch one of the little plane icons, a fact box pops up telling you where it took off from and where it’s going. This information obsesses him. He has gradually learned all the main airlines, the key routes, the distances between major cities. I suppose this is his most Rain Man-like quirk. The outside world scares him a lot of the time – or at least it’s a challenge for him to cope with this endless array of unpredictable sensory inputs – so I guess Flight Track is his way of safely exploring. He loves to sit and prod at the screen, getting me to read all the stats that pop up. Sometimes I show him where his Aunt Emma is this month. That’s my sister. The globetrotter. She got on a plane two days after her eighteenth birthday and never came back. Sam’s not really interested, but it’s my attempt to humanise the whole procedure. I point out Toronto on the screen. Emma uploaded several photos of the city on to Facebook last week. She is pictured with two other women who I don’t recognise, larking about on a tourist boat, the needle-like CN Tower looming in the background. She looks like she does in all her Facebook photos: joyously happy, carefree, living in the moment. But I don’t fully buy it. Her eyes hide something that I recognise from long ago.

      ‘If she wanted to fly to London Heathrow, it would take her seven hours and fifteen minutes,’ says Sam. ‘She could fly from Toronto Pearson International Airport. She could fly on a British Airways plane or an Air Canada plane. Why doesn’t she come back?’

      ‘She’s happy travelling,’ I say. ‘She likes to see new things.’

      Obviously, it’s more complicated than that. She’s either happy travelling or scared to come home. More of the latter, I’m guessing. But her infrequent emails give little away.

      ‘I can see new things on here. And we’ve got Google Maps. I can see new things on Google Maps.’

      ‘I know, but it’s not quite the same, is it? You don’t get all the people, the sounds, the smells…’

      ‘I don’t like any of those things. I have autism,’ he says.

      We both laugh at Sam’s moment of self-awareness. As much as I view the condition as some sort of malevolent phantom, Sam is happy to acknowledge it – usually for comic effect or to get out of trouble. Other kids blame their young siblings for a broken plate, or felt-tip pen all over the sofa, or if all the cookies in the tin strangely disappear. Sam says, ‘It’s autism,’ and nonchalantly waves away the blame. Looking back, we probably shouldn’t have tried explaining autism to him by comparing it to the Incredible Hulk (‘You see, Sam, David Banner can’t help it because of gamma rays!’).

      We sit in silence for a few minutes, and then:

      ‘Mummy has bought me an Xbox!’ he says.

      ‘Oh,’ I say. ‘Oh. OK.’

      Instantly, I’m not sure about this. Sam is reserved enough already – does he need another excuse to spend time alone? He plays by himself almost all the time, even at school – it’s part of the disorder, or condition, or whatever we’re supposed to call it. He can play with other kids, as long as they’re not interfering with what he wants to do and don’t try to talk to him too much. His definition of friendship seems to be ‘people I can just about tolerate’. Which I guess isn’t so weird. We all have relationships like that. When you begin to strip social systems back, you see how habitual a lot of it is. You go through the motions of interaction: asking about someone’s day, laughing at their crappy jokes, saying, ‘We must meet up more often’. But underneath, very often, is the complicit understanding that this is all bullshit. It’s a dance, a series of repetitive social tics. No wonder Sam finds it all so confusing. Autism, as far as I understand it, is about not being given the rule book at birth. To Sam, everyone else is playing this huge game and he’s got to try to figure it out as he goes along. It’s exhausting for him, and for Jody and me – because we’re his rule book. We have to explain everything, over and over again, and some of the rules will never make sense to him. Like the one about not necessarily saying the first thing that comes into his head. In the past month alone we’ve had these excruciating conversational gambits:

      (To Jody’s mum on her varicose veins) ‘Why do your legs have pipes?’

      (To our rather rotund neighbour) ‘Your face is like jelly.’

      (To his head teacher during a parent/child evening) ‘Daddy says this school is a shithole.’

      So I’m thinking that giving him a games console to escape into is maybe not the best idea. I mean, I let him play on my phone, but that’s different: he likes flight apps and Google Earth; at least there’s some sort of connection to the real world. But in games, the player is at the centre of the universe and every action is about them. This feels like the opposite of what Sam needs to know about life. I’m not angry with Jody, I’m guessing she needs some respite from his never-ending questions – or his explosive tantrums.

      ‘Well, let’s talk to Mummy about the Xbox,’ I say.

      ‘Flight VO 226 from London to New York is travelling at thirty-seven thousand feet,’ he replies.

       

      We get home – to their home (I don’t know if it is still mine) – shortly after 3 p.m. Jody has tidied up and she looks refreshed and almost relaxed. She has fought her wild curly hair into a sort of bun and she’s lounging on the sofa reading a newspaper.

      ‘There’s my boy! I missed you!’ She leaps out of the chair to hug Sam.

      ‘He’s been good,’ I say. ‘A little problem with a dog in the park, but he’s been good.’

      ‘The dog ran after me,’ says Sam. ‘We had frothy milk in the café. I played on Flight Track. Daddy said “fuck” to the lady with the dog. I’m hungry.’

      That’s another thing: you can never swear near Sam. He always remembers, and he always tells.

      After I’ve explained what happened, Jody makes him a sandwich – the only sandwich he’ll eat: cheese and piccalilli. Then he rushes off to play on his new Xbox.

       

      Here are the rules governing Sam and food. He has a rota of four acceptable meals. They are:

      Cheddar cheese and piccalilli sandwiches (white bread, no crusts, no yellow piccalilli stains on the edges of the bread).

      Fish fingers and skinny chips (has to be Birds Eye or Marks and Spencer fish fingers. Holy shit, do not give him the Lidl ones).

      Spaghetti hoops on toast (spaghetti letters are sometimes acceptable, although it’s never clear exactly when they’re acceptable so it’s really not worth the risk).

      Macaroni cheese (but only the exact recipe Jody makes. If I do it, it ends up decorating the kitchen wall. Although, to be honest, that’s a fair assessment of my cooking abilities).

      This is augmented with breakfast cereals, yogurt and carefully cubed fruit. CAREFULLY CUBED fruit. Have you ever cut apples into exact one-centimetre cubes at five in the morning? It’s tough – especially when the recipient makes Gordon Ramsay look laid back and amenable.

       

      ‘So… he’s got a games console?’

      ‘Yes, a friend’s son was getting rid of it. It’s the old model, apparently. I thought it would be better than television, once in a while.’

      ‘But isn’t it going to encourage him to be alone more? I mean, we’re trying to get him to be more social.’

      ‘I’m sorry, we’re trying?’

      ‘You know what I mean.’

      ‘Yes, I know what you mean. But maybe having something in common with the other kids isn’t such a bad thing. Everyone in his school has a games console.’

      ‘Fine, OK, I’m sorry. But no Grand Theft Auto, OK?’

      ‘Oh no, that’s only for Mummy. I’ve discovered that driving around a city smashing into things is pretty good therapy.’

      There is a brittle moment of peace. Jody starts absent-mindedly clearing magazines and colouring books off the table and floor.

      ‘How are you?’ she asks.

      ‘I’m OK. I miss you.’

      She freezes for a moment in her tidying.

      ‘I miss you too,’ she says quietly, before resuming, as if shaking the moment off. ‘What have you been up to?’

      ‘Oh, you know: work, watching Dan’s massive television.’

      ‘Don’t go anywhere near the new season of Homeland, it’s total bullshit.’

      ‘Dammit, I can’t believe you’re watching it without me!’

      ‘I’m doing you a huge favour.’

      ‘Maybe when I’m back we can start on one of those Scandinavian crime dramas everyone else was into five years ago?’

      Awkward silence. Maybe that was a bit soon.

      ‘I don’t know when that’s going to be, Alex,’ she says. ‘I can’t cope with you being here at the moment.’

      ‘I know. I’m sorry. I will sort it out. It would be, you know, great to come back. If only to stop you watching crappy television.’

      Jody forces a smile.

      ‘You’re too distracted and unreachable,’ she says. ‘And when we talk, we fight. It’s making everything worse. Remember that time we drove up to your mum’s, when Sam was still a toddler? The car broke down and he was crying and wailing in the back seat, and it was dark and pouring with rain. But we —’

      ‘We sang all the songs from The Little Mermaid, in the correct order. I did “Under the Sea” while changing the tyre.’

      ‘We coped, right? We coped. We made it funny. It’s not fun any more. It’s so far from fun.’

      ‘I’m exhausted. The work, no sleep, and…’

      Immediately, I realise that was the wrong thing to say.

      ‘Oh God, here we are again!’ says Jody. ‘You keep saying the work will get easier, but it never happens. You come home stressed, you’re stressed all weekend, you go back stressed. I can’t cope with that and Sam. You’ve got to deal with it.’

      ‘I know. I know, but…’

      ‘No, Alex, no buts. You’ve got to do something or you can’t come back. I mean it!’ She is trying not to cry, but I can hear it in her voice and see it in her eyes, those big brown eyes that drew me in a decade ago. They don’t hide anything, the pupils as big and dark as galaxies. And I can’t face it. I can’t face what I know is coming.

      ‘You have to do something about work, you have to do something about YOU, but you really, really have to do something about George. Do you understand?’

      Then I know I am going to cry too. Because this is the wrenching awful pain that, although weaker than it once was, still rumbles beneath the surface like a vast tectonic plate. And suddenly I am glad that Sam has an Xbox to play on, so that he doesn’t have to see this again.

       

      Later, I’m with Dan in the Old Ship Inn, the little local pub around the corner from his apartment building. It is a lonely relic of the area’s industrial past, the crumbling red-brick faÇade an affront to the glass, steel and concrete structures that now surround it. Inside, a few old geezers huddle around, dogs sleeping at the feet of their stools. We’ve got to know some of them. Frank and Tony worked on the docks in the sixties, hauling cargo from the ships to the vast warehouses – they like to perch at the bar jovially telling stories about horrendous industrial accidents. There’s Alfie who runs the rock ’n’ roll disco every other Sunday, still wearing the blue suede shoes he bought in 1957 (they’re now as bald as he is). There’s old Sid in the corner, playing chess against himself, a half-pint of Guinness by his elbow. Many an unwary patron has sauntered over, slapped Sid on the shoulder and asked for a game, only to be loudly sworn at or pushed away. ‘Christ,’ the barman always says. ‘Don’t interrupt Sid when he’s on the chess.’ Legend has it, he’s playing against the ghost of his dead wife. Maybe he just wants some peace and quiet.

      Like its inhabitants, the pub itself is a shabby remnant, but unlike the rows of houses that it was originally constructed to serve, it’s probably a listed building. Now it stands alone, its only regulars a dwindling population of pensioners who remember when all this was terraces. And me and Dan. We come here because the beer is cheap and they sell actual packets of crisps. You don’t get crisps in the massive chain-brand wine bars and bistros lining the harbour side. You get tiny bowls of olives for a fiver. Thanks a lot, Europe, that’s your fault.

      ‘So what have you been up to today?’ I ask, slurping the dregs of my pint.

      ‘Messing around on the Mac,’ says Dan. Dan has the very latest Apple Mac with a gigantic monitor. I guess it’s for his website design work or music production, or… oh God, I don’t know.

      ‘Are you seeing anyone at the moment?’ I ask.

      ‘Nah, not really, mate. I was with Nikki for a while, but it was all a bit awkward.’

      Nikki works at a small design studio that Dan sometimes freelances for. It’s populated almost entirely by men in their early twenties who buy all their clothes in Hollister and Urban Outfitters – apart from the ironic vintage T-shirts they pay huge amounts of money for on eBay. They are all in love with Nikki, because she’s three years older, beautiful and an amazing Photoshop designer. They were secretly competing to see who would ask her out, but then they made the mistake of getting Dan in to design part of a social media advertising campaign. Those poor bastards didn’t stand a chance.

      Dan is sort of handsome. He has cropped dark hair and a tanned doe-eyed face; he has a natural sense of style that extends beyond the skinny jeans, skinny shirts, skinny hats uniform of his workmates. He’s sitting here in a cable-knit jumper, button-down shirt and black chinos. The colours, fabric and fit are all so perfect, he could be in a fashion shoot. But it’s his charm that goes off the scale; he exudes it. It hums like a dangerously overloaded electrical outlet.

      ‘Dan, thanks for helping me out. It’s all a bit… heavy.’

      ‘No worries. We’re mates. I like having you around. It reminds me of good times. I was helping Luke with a podcast today. Reminded me of when we used to record our own radio shows on my dad’s old PC.’

      ‘Radio Shogun – Somerset’s finest West Coast hip-hop radio station.’

      ‘Bringing Wu-Tang to Weston-super-Mare.’

      ‘Yeah, slight confession, I never much liked West Coast hip-hop.’

      ‘I know, Alex. I know.’

      We leave that thought hanging for a few moments.

      ‘So… How is Sam?’ asks Dan.

      ‘He’s fine. You know. He’s Sam.’

      ‘Are you guys still thinking of moving him out of that school?’

      I’m surprised Dan has remembered, but it feels unnatural, talking to him about this. In all the years I’ve known him, through everything, we’ve only ever talked about movies and music. Everything has been filtered through that. It’s painful when something darker bobs to the surface.

      ‘I don’t know, we’re talking about it. Are you OK? I mean, is work OK and everything?’ I ask.

      ‘Yeah, I mean, it’s a bit haphazard at times, but you do the right bits for the right people and it adds up. They tend to bring me in when things have gone pear-shaped, when there’s some big client somewhere yelling at them every day. But you know me, I’m like, OK, go.’

      OK, go is Dan’s motivational phrase. Whenever he has to psyche himself up for something, he mutters it under his breath and then he does it – whether it’s taking on the design of a multimillion-pound product rebranding or jumping into the sea off Clevedon Pier. Once he’s said it, he’s got to do it.

      ‘Jesus, Dan, I have no idea how you live like this.’ I say it with a little more bitterness than I expected. ‘I feel like there’s a chasm beneath me all the time, but you… How do you not care? Why aren’t you constantly scared shitless?’

      He smiles and stares into his pint. From the pub’s crackling sound system, Otis Redding is singing ‘These Arms of Mine’. Sid is moving pieces across the board. Car headlights flash through the moth-eaten curtains, sending jagged lights across the tobacco-stained wallpaper.

      ‘I don’t have to deal with… well, what you have to deal with – real things, real people,’ says Dan finally. He looks away. It seems for a second that there is something he wants to say; he is on the verge, but it slips away from him. Then he says, ‘Can you imagine me selling a mortgage?’

      ‘No! But then I couldn’t imagine myself selling a mortgage a few years ago. Now look at me.’

      We laugh, consciously trying to shift the mood.

      ‘If you hate it, you have to get out.’

      ‘I can’t, I have my own mortgage to pay. Sam is having speech therapy, which is unbelievably expensive. Jody isn’t working…’

      ‘Alex, listen to me. If you hate it, you’ve got to get out.’

      I sigh and finish my pint. ‘Everyone knows what’s best for me.’

      ‘Hold that thought,’ he says. He gets up and ruffles my hair in a way that would aggravate the hell out of me from anyone else. Then he heads to the bar, orders another couple of pints and comes back.

      ‘Right, time for another flashback. Remember when we watched Battlestar Galactica – the new series not the old one,’ he says. This is a tangent I wasn’t expecting.

      ‘Yeeeeees.’

      ‘I told you it’s not about killer space robots, it’s about the Iraq War.’

      ‘Yeeeees.’

      ‘And what did you say?’

      ‘I said, Dan, for God’s sake, this is clearly a programme about killer space robots.’

      ‘That’s the problem!’ says Dan, splashing his pint down on the table for effect. ‘You are the deepest thinker I know, you analyse everything, you have theories about everything. But once you’ve made up your mind, you hang on for dear life. What if you’re looking at things the wrong way?’

      I take a long, thoughtful sip from my pint and set it down gently.

      ‘Dan. I appreciate what you’re trying to say, honestly I do. But this is a complicated situation, and it’s not one that I can escape by, like, letting go. Also, Battlestar Galactica is a programme about killer space robots – it’s just that a lot of people in their twenties projected meaning on to it in order to ease the guilt of watching a programme about killer space robots, instead of actually watching the news about the war in Iraq.’

      ‘Perception is reality,’ says Dan, and he pulls that ridiculously lovable smile – the one I am sure has helped snare a dozen lucrative freelance contracts.

      ‘Oh Jesus, Dan, we are not doing this tonight,’ I moan. ‘Now get me some more crisps and let’s change the subject. I don’t want to talk about work or my life or space robots any more.’

       

      An hour later, I’m back at Dan’s and alone, because true to form Dan has gone to a club night called Wicked Glitch, which plays only distorted soundtracks from eighties arcade games. It’s the sort of thing I’d have listened to at university, that three-year oasis of unguarded, uncomplicated pleasure. Jesus, even Kant was fun. Sometimes I wonder: was that the real Alex, or an imposter?
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