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Prologue

The horse digs its back hooves into the dirt and gives one last, scrambling effort to reach the top of the rise. I lean forward, taking weight off the horse’s straining back, trying not to crush my little boy, sitting in the saddle in front of me, trying not to look down at the dizzying chasm below. For one terrifying moment, the brown-and-white horse slips backwards. Then, with a final heave, we are up on top of the high mountain pass.

‘Hit Daddy!’ My five-year-old son, Rowan, whips round, laughing, and aims a smack at my sore, bleeding lip. I flick my face away to the side. Above us are clouds and cool, rushing air. Behind us, and thousands of feet below, the great Siberian forest, stretching to infinity. To our front, a bare wilderness of mountain tundra.

‘Snow!’ Rowan points at the wide streak of white still clinging to the higher tops above us, where a pair of ravens fly, cawing madly on the wind. ‘Get down! Get down and play in the snow!’

Like a normal kid. Almost.

The horse, which Rowan has christened Blue, dips its head, stretching its neck after its effort. Before us rises a great stone cairn set with animal skulls, blue prayer scarves and prayers scribbled in Cyrillic script on loose sheets of paper weighted down by heavy rocks, fluttering in the wind.

Somewhere in this mountain fastness is the shaman of the reindeer people. Half a year it has taken to track him down. Will he heal my son? Will he even know how?



PART ONE








1. The Seven-year Child

In April 2004 my son, Rowan, was diagnosed with autism. The feeling was like being hit across the face with a baseball bat. Grief, shame – this weird, irrational shame, as if I had somehow cursed this child by giving him my faulty genes, condemned him to a lifetime of living as an alien because of me. Of watching, horrified, as he began to drift away to another place, separated from me as if by thick glass, or the see-through barrier of dream.

I had to find a way into his world, into his mind. I found it, amazingly, through a horse, Betsy.

But let’s start at the beginning.

27 December 2001. A year when the world was still reeling from the destruction of the Twin Towers in New York. My tall, dark-eyed, dark-haired – and eight months pregnant – wife, Kristin, and I were at a friend’s house, having tea, when, like something straight out of a film, she suddenly went pale and stood up.

‘Oh God!’ she said, looking down over her swollen belly. A pool of fluid lay thick and clear on the parquet flooring.

‘Jesus!’ I said, and reached for the phone.

One high-speed rally drive up the rainy motorway later (commuters honking and flashing lights at my crazed lane changes), we were being fast-forwarded through reception to an emergency Caesarian. Kristin was screaming as the contractions began to come so fast that there was no trough between them, only one long, endlessly drawn-out, tearing agony that brought shrieks of an eerie, crowlike intensity from somewhere deep in her suffering body. She wasn’t dilating properly, and Rowan was lying breech. We’d meant to have him turned that week. ‘No time for that now!’ quipped the doctor as Kristin was wheeled into the operating room. Then, to me: ‘Want to watch?’

Out of the window went all our holistic natural childbirth ideas. It could not have been more clinical. And I, usually too squeamish to look at blood and guts, found myself watching intently as the doctors sliced Kristin open, moved her innards to the side, and pulled out a blue, surprisingly large human being. My only thought was, Please Lord, let him be in one piece.

A short time later, while they brought Kristin round from the anaesthetic, I stood alone in the private room with Rowan (almost seven pounds, despite being a full month premature), looking down at him as he lay, belly-up, wrapped in towels, in a kind of plastic tray. His blue eyes were half open, looking into mine; his tiny right hand clasped around my index finger. The clock on the wall showed a few minutes past midnight.

Which meant, I realized with a start, that Rowan had decided to come into the world exactly seven years to the day that Kristin and I first met, and almost – once I’d figured out the time difference – to the very hour that we had first spoken.

Which was surprising, because when I met her, she hadn’t wanted to talk to me at all.

‘Oh God, another hippy,’ she’d thought to herself on seeing me, and turned away. It was in southern India, in the town of Mysore. I’d been hired to write a guidebook to the region. She was there doing research for her psychology Ph.D. I, with hair down to the middle of my back, had been trekking up in the rainforests of the Western Ghats, staying with hill tribes. She had been interviewing Indian girls bound for arranged marriages, trying to find out at what point they put aside their natural sense of what was fair and accepted a system in which wives must bow to husbands’ every whim. Though we had not yet become acquainted, we could not have been more different – Kristin was a suburban girl from California, and I was British, born to southern African parents, brought up partly in the centre of London, partly on a remote farm, training horses.

But the moment I saw her, stretched out in a beach chair by the pool of the Southern Star Hotel, all long-legged, tanned and languid, like some fashion model on the beach at Cannes, with strange sparkling lights dancing in her black eyes, a voice in my head, accompanied by an almost physical pull of intuition under my diaphragm, said, clear as day, That’s your wife.

No, I thought; can’t be. And I jumped into the water.

But when I surfaced, the voice was still there. That is your wife. Go talk to her. Now.

In fact, it took a full twenty-four hours before she deigned to talk to me. By then I had only one day left in that town, being honour-bound to move on the next day to continue my guidebook job’s busy itinerary. I went into a charm offensive, tinged with desperation, and managed at last to get her to spend an evening with me. Unable to resist the impulse, I told her what the voice in my head had said, bracing myself for the inevitable ‘You’re crazy.’ Which, predictably, was the first thing out of her mouth.

Then she surprised me. ‘But then, I’m pretty crazy myself. In fact,’ she added, ‘I wouldn’t touch me with a ten-foot pole.’

It turned out to be quite a story: the previous year she had left her husband for another man, and now she was waiting for that man to leave his wife. Except he was dragging his heels. ‘I’m messed up,’ she said. ‘I’m the first to admit it. But I’m not available.’

Which of course for me was like a red rag to a bull.

I pulled out every stop and managed to persuade her to come (along with some friends of hers) to the next big town, where I had a swanky hotel room for free and where we could all camp out. And from that moment, despite some initial resistance on her part, we embarked on seven years of high adventure: through the remoter corners of India, then to London, where she took a year off from working on her Ph.D. to come live with me, then to southern Africa for another guidebook contract, and finally – when she had to return to the United States to finish her degree – to Berkeley, California. We married, and I, being a travel writer and therefore able to live pretty much anywhere, became the ideal academic’s husband, able to follow her first to Colorado, where she got a post-doctoral position, and finally to the University of Texas at Austin. Or rather, to the heat-soaked, cicada-singing countryside of oaks and meadows just outside, so that I could indulge my dream of having horses for the first time since my boyhood, which I’d largely spent in the saddle. In fact, ever since early childhood, when my parents would find me out in the horse pasture on my great-aunt’s farm, happily talking to the big beasts, I’d been riding semi-professionally, breaking and training horses of all kinds. Truth be told, I was something of a fanatic.

Meantime, I went back and forth repeatedly between the United States and Africa, researching a book on my family’s bizarre connection by marriage to the last hunter-gatherers of southern Africa, the Bushmen of the Kalahari, and writing about their strange culture of healing through the use of trance and their struggles to regain their lost hunting grounds, taken from them to make national parks and diamond mines. Just as the resulting book was published, Kristin announced she was pregnant.

We decided to name the child Rowan, after the tree that, in all the old British folktales, is the tree of white magic. Keep rowan wood in your pocket and the bad fairies can’t touch you. For a middle name we chose Besa, after a Bushman healer I had become close to. And so it was that, shortly after midnight and two days after Christmas 2001, I found myself, dressed in green scrubs and shower hat, lost in wonder at this physical result of my love for the girl I had seen by a pool in India seven years before.

‘Seven years to the day,’ I whispered aloud. ‘Welcome to the world, Rowan Besa Isaacson, with your blue, blue eyes. What adventures have you got in store for us?’

We brought him home on a day of rare Texas frost to confront the reality of parenthood without the help of the sassy but motherly nurses who had looked after us in the hospital – for like most new parents, we knew nothing about child care. We could not believe the gift of this extraordinary little being that was our son. We obsessed about not rolling over and crushing him at night, checking that he was still breathing every ten minutes when he was asleep, worrying that he might not eat enough. Fat chance of that; he barely let the nipple out of his mouth, even when asleep. Like most new babies, Rowan slept half the time, googooed and gagaed adorably the rest of his waking moments, then pummelled away at his mother’s breasts like a miniature sumo wrestler before going to sleep again. He didn’t cry much. We were amazed at how easy this parenting business was. What was all the complaining about?

Even when Kristin had to drag herself back to work from her short maternity leave, it didn’t seem too tough. I’d take a bottle or two of breast milk from the fridge, put Rowan in the BabyBjörn, and head over to my neighbour’s barn, where I was training a young horse, working it in the round pen while Rowan dribbled and giggled and occasionally spit up on my chest. I told myself I wouldn’t push him to become a horseman. But I was lying, of course, already imagining how I’d teach him to ride, share adventures on horseback with him. For her part, Kristin, a long-term Buddhist, indulged her own fond images of someday engaging in long spiritual and philosophical discussions with her intelligent, spiritually and intellectually precocious son. Like all new parents, we projected our own dreams and desires on to our kid, and projected hard.

Rowan was an early walker and began to say his first words before he had turned a year. We were overjoyed, reassured by his precocity, flattered to quiet hubris by the reflection of what we fancied were our own superior intellects. We were only vaguely miffed when, instead of enunciating ‘Mummy’ and ‘Daddy’ for his first names, he learned the names of all the Thomas the Tank Engine trains. ‘Hen-ree!’ he’d say, turning to me with a strange, intense passion and holding up the little green toy engine whose name was indeed Henry. ‘Hen-ree!’

He’d make beautiful patterns of the trains, and of toy animals, spending hour upon hour lining them up in surprisingly coordinated order by size and colour on the living-room floor. We applauded his aesthetic sense, this early and seemingly instinctual grasp of form, and fantasized about whether he’d end up an artist, like my mother, or perhaps an architect, like my father. When his always obsessive breastfeeding began to be accompanied by strange yogic posturing (sometimes resulting in his twisting right off the nipple and flopping on to the floor, almost tearing poor Kristin’s breast off in the process), we nodded sagely, believing that our son evidently had the passionate nature of a writer or explorer. When he started to babble bits of dialogue from his Thomas the Tank Engine videos, we smiled, thinking he’d be an early conversationalist.

When Rowan was eighteen months old, Kristin, as a psychologist trained in child development, began to be a little worried. Rowan wasn’t pointing. Nor had he added any words to his limited vocabulary, beyond echoing back bits of dialogue from the kids’ videos he watched (what autism experts call ‘echolalia’). Nor did he show his toys to people, as many infants do. When someone said his name, he would not look round.

Concerned that he might have some kind of speech delay, we contacted the state’s early childhood intervention services and organized – responsible parents, you see – a weekly visit from a speech therapist. Rowan ignored the therapist, but after a month or two he could say ‘It’s Woody,’ when holding up his Toy Story doll. He could say ‘Toy Story,’ when he wanted to watch the damn thing (about 800 times a day). He could say ‘It’s an elephant,’ when looking at a toy elephant or a live one on the TV screen. But he couldn’t say ‘Mummy’ or ‘Daddy’ or ‘Hello’ or ‘I’m hungry’ or ‘Can I have’ or ‘Yes’ or even the usual toddler’s staple, ‘No’.

If he wanted something, he grabbed your hand and led you to it: the fridge for food (only crunchy foods, like bacon and apples), the VCR for Toy Story or animal documentaries (choose the wrong one and he’d simply scream till you got it right).

Both Kristin’s and my parents lived thousands of miles away. ‘You’re too indulgent with him,’ complained Rowan’s grandmothers when they came on their rare visits and saw him ignore us whenever we tried to engage him. ‘You just let him get away with things. Can’t you be firmer?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Kristin worriedly. ‘I don’t know.’

Then the tantrums started. Not the usual ‘I’m frustrated because I don’t understand/can’t get what I want’ tantrums that all kids have. We already had those. Now came something new: a demonic, almost possessed edge, materializing suddenly, out of nowhere. One minute he could be happily lining up his toys or playing with the garden hose (obsessive about water too), or even asleep; the next he’d be screaming, half in rage, half in seeming agony. Sometimes for hours. Why?

Something had to be wrong – but we never considered that it might be autism. I mean, he was so emotionally connected. He looked you in the eye. He came to us, arms outstretched, for hugs. Friends tried to reassure us: ‘Oh, I didn’t talk till I was four years old.’ ‘Caesarian babies are often slower to develop.’ ‘Try speech therapy.’ Well, we had been doing that, and it hadn’t made any headway with him. We tried occupational therapy. Rowan ignored those therapists too. He raged and cried when made to sit with them, then went back to lining up his animals, his engines, yelling ‘Toy Story!’ and ‘It’s an elephant!’ but never anything more. Then even these scripts began to come less and less frequently. He would stare off into space. Go silent for long stretches of time, until one of the strange, demonic-possession tantrums would descend and consign him and us to an ear-splitting, emotionally shattering domestic hell. Our boy, our beautiful boy, was floating away from us, and there was nothing we could do.

Until one night, when Rowan was about two and a half, Kristin went upstairs, got on the computer, and typed in ‘autism, early signs of’. She found a link for ‘Likely signs that your child has autism’, put out by a well-known university, and clicked on it.

There they were:

	Lack of showing toys to parents or other adults
	Lack of gestures: pointing, reaching, waving, showing
	Lack of sharing interest or enjoyment with others
	Repetitive movements with objects
	Lack of appropriate eye gaze
	Lack of response to name
	Unusual prosody (rhythm and intonation of language)
	Repetitive movements or posturing of the body
	Loss of words or other skills
	Babbling instead of talking
	No meaningful two-word sentences by twenty-four months that are unscripted.


Rowan had good eye contact. Apart from that, he had every single sign.


2. Into the Inferno

We had a special-needs kid. We had become one of those families.

Kristin went into overdrive, drawing on her psychology-professor credentials to fast-track her way through the maze of Web information, then as now the main source of help for most autism families. Much of the information was conflicting, and piecing together the complex mosaic of things we’d need to get Rowan officially diagnosed and therefore eligible for whatever meagre state benefits could be found turned out to involve a nightmare of red tape. We’d need two independent assessments from two different child psychologists, another from a neurologist, and a fourth from the school district’s special-education coordinator. All of which would have to be paid for by our insurance, which in itself was going to involve – as Kristin found out after the first tentative phone call – any amount of jousting to negotiate. Not that the insurance would pay for any actual therapies. That was up to us. But what therapies, exactly? The Web’s autism universe could not have been more confusing. The most effective, it seemed – at least in terms of published data – involved an almost Pavlovian approach known as ‘applied behavioural analysis’, or ABA, which rewarded kids with being allowed to do things that interested them and denied them access to those things unless they completed tasks, usually mimicking a therapist who was modelling social scripts like ‘How are you? I’m fine. My name is…’

‘It looks like it really works,’ said Kristin, with the slightly crazed look of one who has spent too long looking at a computer screen. The only problem was that it demanded an in-home regime of forty hours a week with a full-time therapist who would set a daily activity schedule that we must never deviate from, even when the therapist was not there. And which would cost about $50,000 a year.

‘Fifty grand?’ I was incredulous. ‘How are we supposed to come up with that?’

‘I’ve sent some e-mails to the special-ed department at the university,’ said Kristin, her voice wooden. ‘I can get the assessments arranged for next week, and someone to come out and start ABA.’

‘But with what money?’

‘We’ll find it. But damn it, Ru, this is where I’m so mad. It says that the earlier you start the interventions, the better the chance the child has of total recovery, and we’ve wasted almost a year thinking it was just speech delay…’

‘Total recovery? That’s even a possibility?’

‘So the ABA people say.’

‘But it’s a brain thing. I mean… I mean, Rowan’s retarded. You can’t recover from autism.’

I remembered the autistic kids I’d known as a child in London. I’d been sent briefly to a Waldorf school, where ‘normal’ and mentally and physically handicapped kids had all been placed alongside each other. Two autistic boys stood out in the memory. One, Simon, regularly used to strangle the other kids and had to be pulled off them by force now and then. He’d stand and flap and screech. He had once set fire to the school. The other one, an older boy called Robert, used to get his penis out in the middle of the crowded hallways, masturbate wildly and shout ‘Cock-a-doodle-doo!’ at the top of his voice.

Would that be Rowan? I looked at him where he was sitting on the kitchen floor – such a beautiful child, with his dark blue eyes containing an inner circle of green, his wavy brown hair, his athletic little body and face full of devilish charm – dragging the cat around by her back legs. Strangely, she tolerated anything he did to her, as did friends’ dogs and other pets. He seemed to have a thing for animals, and they for him. I mean, I was good with animals too, especially horses, but not like him. He seemed to have a direct line.

‘Apparently they can recover,’ Kristin went on. ‘If you get in early enough. And those bastards at the county early childhood intervention unit, they must have known. I called them today and they as good as admitted it! Said they’d had their suspicions but didn’t want to label him! Label him! Ha – didn’t want to have to recommend him for more services, more like. Almost a whole year we’ve wasted!’

‘And what about the paediatrician – you’d have thought he’d have noticed something.’

‘Well, he didn’t, did he? We’re on our own, it seems.’

And we were. As Rowan became more and more dysfunctional, even earning a living became hard. I stopped riding, deliberately keeping Rowan away from horses because he was so unpredictable. Our assumption that Rowan would share a life of adventure with us was firmly dashed. Instead, life had suddenly become a mechanical drudgery of driving from one therapy and assessment appointment to another and dealing with insurance companies, therapists and Rowan’s ever-mounting, inexplicable tantrums. Tantrums on the street, in which his screaming once even drowned out the noise of a jackhammer crew, who downed tools and just stared in awe as Rowan, a tiny human decibel machine, hurled himself to the ground and began to bang his head so hard against the concrete we had to restrain him, head and heels thudding into the hard paving as if he were an epileptic.

Sometimes his rages would be accompanied by projectile vomiting, like that of the child in The Exorcist. People would offer to call the emergency services. Or tut-tut their disgust at these terrible parents who let their kid get away with such abominable public behaviour, sometimes stopping to tell us we should be ashamed of ourselves, allowing a child to behave like that on the street or in the shop. It was small consolation to snarl ‘He’s autistic – what’s your excuse?’ and see them retreat, embarrassed and guilty. This constant barrage of noise, of emotional violence, of utter powerlessness, had become our whole life. Social life, even our sex life – for we were so exhausted at the end of each day – began to fall by the wayside. The glue of passion that held us together was starting to come undone.

However, through our cyberspace trawling we did discover the likely cause of these strange, overwhelming tantrums – that they were probably neurological in origin; his nervous system was likely to be overactive. Autistic brains, it turns out, have a much greater number of nerve cells than ‘neurotypical’ brains. The result can be extreme sensory overload. A breath of wind on Rowan’s cheek could feel like fire from a flame-thrower. The fluorescent lights of a supermarket or day-care facility could look like lights being strobed at one million times a second. His clothes or bedcovers could suddenly, if the wrong neurological switch was thrown, feel like lead weights or burning napalm. Not that this helped to console him when the firestorms went raging through his brain and body. But it helped us to understand a little what we were dealing with. We and millions of other parents: the past fifteen years had, we learned, seen an enormous, almost 1,000 per cent, spike in the numbers of autistic kids showing up in the industrialized world. Why?

Many of these were kids like Rowan, with autism-like symptoms but whose profiles didn’t quite fit the classic autism model. There was even a new name for their condition: ‘pervasive development disorder not otherwise specified’, or PDD (NOS). An increasing number of scientists were suggesting that the cause might be a gene–environment interaction: perhaps genetically susceptible children were reacting to an excessive build-up of toxic heavy metals in the environment, especially mercury poisoning, which is known to produce symptoms very close to autism. But no one knew for sure. Dr Simon Baron-Cohen (cousin of the famous Borat and Ali G), the UK’s leading autism researcher, described PDD (NOS), with classic British understatement, as ‘the part of the autism spectrum we understand the least’.

PDD (NOS). It sounded so scientific. All it really meant was really like autism but not entirely and so therefore we don’t quite know.

The good news, supposedly, was that if something was caused biologically, it could in theory be treated the same way. Chelation, or the introduction into the body of a chemical agent that would bind to the toxins and take them out with the body’s waste, was one treatment offered. We were no strangers to this – by an odd coincidence, Kristin had herself been on chelation treatment for some years, having been diagnosed at age thirty with a rare condition called Wilson’s disease, which prevents the body from processing copper. If she did not take zinc several times per day (copper binds to the zinc and then leaves the system with it), she would eventually die of cirrhosis of the liver. So began an endless and expensive round of appointments with specialists – Rowan screaming loud enough to break glass through every second of them – to set up our son for chelation.

Then there were antivirals. Studies suggested that some PDD kids had nervous systems overwhelmed by viral activity, perhaps exacerbated by childhood vaccinations, which caused inflammation of their nervous systems and which, through treatment with antivirals such as Valtrex, the drug used to combat herpes, could be reduced, allowing correct amounts of neurological information to reach the brain. Some parents reported miraculous results.

We had Rowan’s DNA tested, and it turned out that he lacked a gene that produced an enzyme called glutathione, which helps the body metabolize toxins. So along with giving him crushed-up Valtrex and rubbing his skin morning and evening with a horrible chelation ointment that stank of rotten eggs and that he violently resisted, we had to give him glutathione daily. As well as a score of other supplements, because chelation took good things out along with the bad. Suddenly we became one of those families with a medicine cabinet stuffed full of vitamins and minerals, pharmaceuticals and sundry homeopathic supplements, all of which had to be consumed daily. To get this horrid cocktail into him required a twice-daily dose of chocolate milk, sugared to the max to disguise the taste – which of course made his hyperactivity and tantrumming that much worse.

But there was one other environmental solution at our disposal, a free and readily available one that Rowan, far from resisting, actually loved: the woods behind our house. Whenever a tantrum happened during daylight hours and we were home, there was one thing I could do: take Rowan out into the woods. Immediately his screams would lessen and out he’d fly, flitting between the trees like some happy woodland elf.

Now, Texas is not without its risks. There’s a local saying: ‘If it doesn’t bite, stick, or sting, it ain’t from Texas.’ You don’t go wandering blindly into tall brush without a swishing stick to warn the rattlesnakes and give them time to move out of the way. And those aren’t the only snakes: cottonmouths in the water, shy but lethal coral snakes under stones, and copperheads disguised among the fallen leaves. We have fire ants, scorpions and poison ivy, oak and sumac. Hornets the size of your thumb, killer bees, black widow and brown recluse spiders that, if they bite you, mortify the flesh and leave a gaping, leprous hole. Not to mention prickly pear, pencil cactus hidden in long grass, sharp-leaved agarita. Not a place to let an autistic kid run wild.

But Rowan, as preternaturally agile as he was cognitively delayed, had by the age of eighteen months learned his way around the trails at the back of our little red house and was able to find his way home from any point within half a mile of our door. In the course of that time he had blundered into fire ant piles and had learned, after the swarm had ravaged his fat little leg with searing bites, to leap or avoid mounds of soft red earth. He had come face to face with a couple of snakes and learned to look but not touch. He knew not to put his hand under stones or into holes after the first wasp stung him. It was a risk to let him run. But a risk worth taking, because always, within seconds of entering the trees, the screams would lessen, fade and finally disappear when he found a patch of sand to run his fingers through, a piece of variegated bark to look at, or when he sat down on the trail to become lost in the intricate lattice patterns of a dead yellow leaf.

We had some regular routes: a fallen elm with branches that could be easily climbed; an ancient mustang grapevine, thick as my arm, that Rowan had discovered could be used as a swing; a wide cattle pasture surrounded by a natural parkland of wild pecan trees, where a creek ran sweetly over rocks in a small waterfall and the half-wild cows gathered in a defensive circle and looked at us as if we were aliens dropped from another planet. Here, at least, Rowan was at peace.

Then there were zoos. Austin had two of them, each quite small, each something under an hour’s drive from home. We decided to take Rowan there after noticing his intense interest in the wildlife documentaries we sometimes brought home from the video store, not to mention his fascination with any small bug or critter he found crawling around outside. The zoos were an instant success, but he wasn’t at peace there. Quite the opposite – he’d enter a hyperactive phase, going everywhere at a hard trot, then stopping and running in circles by a cage of ring-tailed lemurs while a mountain lion that clearly regarded him as prey looked longingly at him through the wire, flicking its tail with hunger. He’d writhe on the ground and babble in front of the bemused peacocks that wandered between the cages. He’d try to climb the fences – he was once halfway up and over a crocodile’s enclosure before I grabbed him, much to the croc’s disappointment, no doubt – then tantrum violently when prevented, often vomiting or shitting in his pants at the same time, so that other parents and visitors would cluck disapprovingly and move away from the noise (Kristin and I were becoming inured to public censure). But he was into being there. Animals and nature were what motivated him. That much was clear.

And although now, when he was almost three, he could still barely talk, conversely he also seemed to love words – not to communicate, but the single words themselves, sometimes strung together in half-babbled lists of animals or Thomas the Tank Engine train characters. Kristin spent hours each night reading to him. It was impossible to tell how much was sinking in, but it was clear that he loved it, curled up next to her, letting the words flow over him like warm water. Was it just the comfort of having her close, of hearing her voice? Or was his imagination latching on to the story in some way unique to himself? We could not tell.

Then one day Kristin had a brainwave. She got on the Internet and ordered about two dozen animal posters, because animal names seemed to be what Rowan recited most; she ordered photographs of every kind of mammal, bird and reptile if the image was striking enough to arrest her eye as she trawled the thumbnails. When the posters arrived in the post, she took them all off to be laminated, and then, one long afternoon while Rowan was at his special-ed class in the local school (where the teachers regarded him as cute but unreachable), she filled the walls and ceiling of his room with animals.

Rowan was overjoyed, jumping up and down, clapping his hands, and laughing with delight as soon as he went upstairs that night. I went in to check on them later and found him and Kristin lying side by side, looking up and pointing at each picture, reciting the names of the animals together: ‘Gemsbok oryx, brown bear, redheaded barbet, saltwater crocodile, baby panda, mummy zebra and baby zebra, Siberian tiger…’

Within a couple of evenings Kristin was starting to make up stories about the animals each night as they lay there together. ‘Once upon a time,’ she began, ‘there was a little boy called…’

‘Rowan!’

‘That’s right, darling! That’s you. And one day Rowan was walking in the woods behind his house when he met a very nice gemsbok oryx riding along on a bicycle…’

Could you kick-start an imagination? We were determined at least to try.

So between the zoos, which brought out his obsessive side but tired him out, and the woods, which calmed him, absorbed him, and where no one could censure us, we had our points of refuge. Then came the day he got away from me.

It happened after his first applied behavioural analysis, or ABA, session. It was a terrible day. The woman therapist was sympathetic, had autistic children of her own that she had, she said, treated successfully with ABA. But she insisted that in order to concentrate sufficiently to be able to imitate her in simple movements or phrases, Rowan had to be in a closed room with her, with no distractions. No matter how much he cried, threw himself at the door, panicked at this sudden, inexplicable confusion and confinement, he was not to be allowed to go out or pick up a toy or other comforting object until he had fulfilled the tasks prescribed. It was like watching him being tortured. He clearly had no idea what he was being asked to do. At the end of an hour (an expensive hour), the therapist informed us that from now on we were going to have to schedule our lives rigidly with precise activities at precise times, ‘with no deviation – otherwise it undoes all the good work’, including sticking to an hourly chart, to be posted on the fridge, that Rowan and Kristin and I would all do homage to each morning and consult throughout the day so that Rowan would come to understand the meaning of structure.

I could not see how we could possibly adhere to such a schedule. My work didn’t allow it, nor did Kristin’s. Nor did the reality of leading a life where, because our families both lived thousands of miles away, we often had to get on planes and deal with the vagaries of travel. If there was ever a family that required flexibility, it was us. And then there was the cost – not to mention the fact that Rowan obviously hated the therapy and regarded it as inexplicable punishment.

When the session was over, I took him for a walk, wanting to clear both our heads. One moment I was sauntering behind him as he trotted along the familiar woodland trail, the next I was sprinting in sudden alarm as he swung unexpectedly left through the trees in a direction he’d never taken before, out of the woods and into the narrow belt of rough pasture that separated our property from my neighbour Stafford’s horse pasture. Quicker than I could make up the distance, Rowan was through the wire fence and in among the herd of five horses, who happened to be grazing right there on the other side. Laughing delightedly, he threw himself on to the ground, belly-up, right in front of the alpha mare, the herd leader, a big bay quarterhorse called Betsy. I froze. Any sudden movement – his or mine – could spook her and leave him trampled and broken on the ground.

I knew this mare. She was quiet to ride but was famously grumpy towards the other horses, over whom she was the unquestioned boss. The kind who wouldn’t think twice about planting two hooves in the face of any importunate herd member or of whisking a novice rider straight back to the barn.

She stood stock-still, as did the other four horses, breathing through her nostrils, unsure whether or not to be alarmed by this strange little human wriggling at her feet. Then she dipped her head to Rowan’s soft, writhing form, so close and so dangerously exposed to her hammer-hard hooves. Dipped her head, and mouthed with her lips. The sign of equine submission.

Watching, moving slowly towards her so as not to spook her, I knew I was witnessing something extraordinary. The mare was spontaneously submitting to the child on the ground before her. In all the years that I had been training horses, I had never seen this happen. My son had some kind of direct line to the horse.

And then I cried, the tears coming silent and unbidden on that humid June day, because I thought: He’s got it. He’s got the horse gene. But he’s autistic. I’ll never be able to share it with him. Never be able to teach him to ride. Never share this joy with my son.

It’s stunning how wrong a parent can be.

That same month I had to leave home to accompany a delegation of Bushmen from the Kalahari Desert to the United Nations. These past few years my involvement with these peaceful hunter-gatherers had developed from writing about their plight to full-on advocacy as their situation worsened – there were wholesale evictions to make way for new diamond mines, accompanied by beatings and torture. The group that had been most affected had asked me to help, and over the past year I had raised money to bring a party of six Bushmen to the United States to plead their case before the UN. I had thought that this trip, dropping into the chaos of our new life as autism parents, would only add to our stress. In fact, something entirely different happened.

The Bushmen had timed their visit to coincide with a convention of traditional healers, tribal leaders and shamans that was being held just outside LA, up in the mountains of Big Bear, where California’s majestic Sierra Nevada comes down to the Mojave Desert. Representatives of tribes from all over Africa, the Amazon, the Arctic, from India, Southeast Asia and Australasia, from Native America, the Caribbean and Siberia – from everywhere that the indigenous life still existed – were coming together for this event, aptly called the Gathering. The Bushmen wanted to attend before heading east to play politics, in order to get a dose of nxum (their word for spiritual energy) to ready them for the political tasks to follow. So I made the necessary arrangements, and because it was going to involve spending five days in one place, had Kristin and Rowan join us there.

I wondered silently if attending this gathering and being exposed to so many healers and shamans might have some beneficial effect on Rowan. During my years of working as a journalist among the Bushmen, whose whole culture revolved around healing through the use of trance, I had seen a number of apparently miraculous healings of various kinds of physical ailments.

In fact, even before working with the Bushmen I’d been exposed to other kinds of natural healing, even though it had never been a subject that had interested me in my youth. The first time had had nothing to do with indigenous tribes or far-flung places but had happened through horses in the tame, semi-suburban countryside of the British Home Counties. When I was twenty-five I rode horses for a woman who lived in Berkshire, just west of London. One of her horses was a rare jewel – athletic enough to compete internationally, yet kind enough to look after someone who could not ride and take that person safely around the farm; not unlike Betsy, in fact. One spring this horse got a strange kidney disorder and, though not old, in a matter of weeks became a rack of bones. The vet, completely nonplussed, shrugged his shoulders, said there was nothing more he could do, and suggested we find a faith healer.

I had never even heard of faith healing before, at least not as something that might actually exist outside of stories or films. But with this beautiful horse dying before our eyes, the owner and I started making inquiries – inquiries that, sadly, came to nought. Eventually, unable to look any more at the living corpse her horse had become, the owner called the knacker man and asked me to hold the poor beast while the grisly business was done. Now, I had taken horses to be put down before – old arthritic ones unable to hobble out of their stables any more, horses with badly broken legs. It’s always tragic, but there is a sense with horses at this point of old age or injury that they are ready to end their suffering.

This horse was not. When the knacker man appeared, the animal backed off, rolled his eyes and whinnied. It was as if he wasn’t ready to go. He wasn’t my horse, so the decision wasn’t mine to make – I was just doing as his owner wanted. However, as the man put the gun to the frightened horse’s head, I felt wrong somehow. The bolt pierced the brain; the horse went down. It was over. The nagging feeling remained.

A few weeks later, at a party in London, I met a television producer who’d just finished a series. What on? I asked. Animal healers. My heart gave a jump. ‘Where were you a month ago?’ I asked, and I told her our sad story. Then, as an afterthought, I asked if any of the healers had seemed genuine.

There was one, she said – the only one who had not cared whether he got on television or not. A strange little old man in his seventies, she said, who lived in a trailer and mostly healed horses. She and her team had apparently followed him for a year as he laid hands on a valuable thoroughbred brood mare with lymphoma whom the vets had completely given up on. At the end of the year the vets had confirmed that the cancer had gone, inexplicably, and now, she said, these same vets referred people to this healer whenever they thought they could not treat or save an animal.

I got the phone number of one of the vets in question, who confirmed everything the producer had said. Then I rang several horse magazines and asked if they’d let me follow this healer through some ‘bullet job’ cases and see if the horses recovered. I got the green light from one, rang the healer, whose name was Charles Siddle, and arranged to follow him around for two months, over the course of which I saw him take on several cases: a horse that had burned its lungs in a barn fire, another that had broken part of a vertebra (usually an instant case for the bullet) and another with mental problems – well bred but too vicious to ride. In each case the horse was back in work at the end of a few months. And when I followed up a year later, all were still doing well.

I asked Charles one day what it was, this ‘energy’ that he said he used to heal the horses. He replied, ‘It’s love, Rupert. Just love. Pure and simple.’

And with that I thought my strange brush with the world of healing was over. I had written and published my articles and moved on to other stories. Then I began spending time with the Bushmen of the Kalahari. Every ten days or so the clans whose land claims I was following would make a fire and gather round it to clap and sing in polyphonic chant, until, the song and rhythm having reached a certain pitch of intensity, the healers would step into the circle between the chorus and the fire. There, with slow, measured, stamping steps, they would dance, until the trance began to come upon them. At this point they’d reach into the fire, pull out red-hot coals, and rub them on their faces and heads, sometimes even swallow them, to no apparent ill effect. Soon after that the trance would intensify, sometimes with a great roar of pain, occasionally accompanied by a spurt of blood from the nose or mouth. And then they would start to sing, and the healings would begin.

Time and again I saw it: a child with whooping cough, the healer running his or her old hands over the child as it sat wide-eyed in the firelight; an old woman with legs swollen from rheumatoid arthritis, the healer pulling at the pain-disfigured limbs and sobbing as if the pain were being transferred directly into his own body. And then, in the cool light of dawn, the healers and the chorus having kept the dance going all through the night, the child would have stopped coughing, the old woman would get up and walk away on legs no longer swollen.

Once, when I was in the middle of interviewing an old clan leader about his attempts to regain the hunting grounds taken from his people, accompanied by a white South African woman called Cait, who was known to the clan, as the translator, an old, old woman named Antas came swaying across the dunes. She was singing to herself and – despite the fact that an interview was in progress – walked right into the middle of our group, took Cait around the waist, laid her down in the sand, and knelt over her, singing, moving her gnarled hand in circles just above Cait’s abdomen while we all just stared. This was early in my dealings with the Bushmen, so I didn’t recognize what I was seeing and thought the old woman was drunk. Later, Cait told me that a few days before, she’d been diagnosed with stomach cancer, but she had told no one outside the family. ‘Antas wasn’t drunk,’ she said. ‘What you saw was a healing.’ When I asked who had contacted this old Bushman woman to let her know of her condition, Cait shrugged. ‘No one told her,’ she said. ‘I haven’t seen her for months.’ Four years later I found out that Cait had never had to undergo surgery. The tumour had simply gone away.

But my most intense experience of all had been with an old healer called Besa – a small, owl-eyed man who hardly spoke and would during his trance take on the movements of animals, snorting like a gemsbok or kudu, then becoming unmistakably a giraffe or an ostrich, using, he said, something of the power of these animals for his ceremonies. One night, while dancing for a woman whose legs were all swollen with rheumatoid arthritis, he put his hands on me and suddenly began to shout, ‘Leopards! Leopards!’ in his own language.

Perhaps two minutes later, first one, then another leopard growled somewhere just outside the firelight. I didn’t want to believe it at first, despite the fact that all the dogs rushed up growling, hackles up, then cowered, whining. The leopards continued to growl and cough out in the night, too close for comfort, while the old man danced, putting his hands on me, laughing while leopards coughed and growled in the darkness and the dogs whined and howled in rage and fear. In the morning we saw the spoor of the two leopards a mere fifteen yards from where we had been sitting, their tracks crossing and recrossing each other in a circle. Later Besa revealed that he’d been showing me ‘my animal’; everyone had such a spirit or totem animal, and the leopard was mine. ‘Be sure to harness it for the good,’ I was told, for leopard was quick to action but also quick to anger. And prone to being wayward.

Besa and I became close – close enough for me to end up naming Rowan after him. Gradually I came to look at shamanism and nature-based healing not as something exotic, otherworldly, but as something as ordinary and natural as humanity itself. Something that could perhaps work as a complement to Western medicine. So naturally, when Rowan arrived with Kristin at the Gathering, I wondered if anything would happen.

Immediately upon meeting Rowan, the six Bushmen of the visiting delegation dubbed him Little Besa, the older Besa being well known to them too. Touching as this was, however, at first the whole thing was predictably stressful. Rowan ran about among the feathered, painted, exotic delegates from the indigenous world, screaming endlessly and obsessively flinging his Woody and Jessie dolls over his shoulder with such violence that they occasionally brained startled passers-by. He ran wildly into the various ceremonies being conducted under the tall California pines and kicked the healers’ makeshift altars over, scattering their incense and sacred herbs, while Kristin and I chased after him, apologizing, embarrassed.

Some of the healers were irritated. But others – notably a man from Zimbabwe called Mandaza, a Carib Indian healer from Trinidad called Christo, a Guatemalan Mayan lady called Flore de Mayo, and of course the Bushmen themselves – asked if they could lay their hands on him. ‘He’s one of us,’ said Mandaza simply, running his hands lightly up and over Rowan’s head and down his spine, his gaze reassuring, steady. To my surprise, Rowan, far from freaking out, as he usually did when anyone unknown touched him, sat quietly, giggling, seeming to enjoy himself.

That evening Kristin and I took a walk through the woods, Rowan running ahead of us, chasing little birds that fluttered along the trail, babbling his usual unintelligible nonsense. It took us a moment or two to notice that the babble had all of a sudden changed into a shouted, real word. ‘Green!’

Kristin and I looked at each other.

‘Green!’ said Rowan again, from somewhere up the trail. We broke into a run to catch up.

‘Green!’ He was sitting by an isolated patch of feathery grass cropped short by deer. ‘Green,’ he said again. ‘Green grass.’

Lucid speech that was original and not just echolalia. Simple, but the real thing. Kristin and I were stunned.

Over the next two days Rowan started approaching people and showing his toys to them – appropriate toddler behaviour he had hitherto never displayed. He became calmer, less hyperactive. But the strangest thing happened on the fourth day, as Kristin and I took a walk with him through the forest to a spot where a 2,000-year-old Native American medicine wheel was laid out on the cliff edge above the campsite. Kristin and I were deep in conversation. To my huge relief, she – after some soul-searching – had decided that she didn’t think ABA was going to be right for Rowan. Which was fine by me, for I had agreed to try it further only to please her, being convinced somehow that it was the wrong approach for Rowan, and that anyway we couldn’t afford it. We were so busy going over it all that we didn’t quite catch it at first when Rowan, perched up on my shoulders, suddenly said, loud and clear, ‘Through the forest to the medicine wheel.’

We stopped dead. ‘What did you just say?’

‘Through the forest to the medicine wheel,’ he repeated on cue.

It wasn’t until he’d repeated it six times that I really believed it. And it wasn’t echoing – neither Kristin nor I had talked about either the forest or the medicine wheel. We’d just decided to take a walk ‘over there’, and hadn’t said anything about our destination. How did he know? What was going on? Had the combined efforts of all those healers and shamans produced a miracle cure?

No.

When I got back home, after the Bushmen had been heard at the UN and had gathered the international legal support needed to return to Africa ready to take their government to court, I found that Rowan had slipped back into his old nonsensical babble. His obsessions, his emotional and faecal incontinence (at three he was still completely un-toilet-trained, despite the best efforts of his parents, his grandmothers and even paid professionals) were all as bad as before, if not worse. There was, however, one word he’d still been saying each day as he waited for me to come home: ‘Horse.’

So that evening, in the dying September light, I took him walking in the woods once more. Straightaway he headed through the trees towards Stafford’s horse pasture. This time I didn’t try to stop him. As soon as he was through the fence, he made a beeline for the old bay mare, the herd leader, Betsy, running up to her. Just as he had six weeks before, he threw himself on the ground in front of her hooves before I could stop him.

And again the miracle happened. Down went her head in voluntary obeisance. She began to lick and chew, spontaneously submitting to my autistic son, as before.

‘Horse,’ he said delightedly as she snuffed at
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