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For Tommy and Jude.

You’ve taught me more than I could ever teach you. This is for you – and for every other family like ours, finding their way.









Prologue

It’s just gone 8 p.m. and the house is unusually calm.

Charlotte is upstairs trying to get Tommy to go to sleep. I’m downstairs with Jude, who is standing inches away from the TV, his eyes tracking Mickey Mouse across the screen, flapping his fingers in rhythm. One upstairs, one downstairs, the story of our life.

I grab my laptop and sink into the sofa. Tonight’s the night. I’ve been putting this off for too long. If I don’t do it now, I never will.

The post is written. I’ve reread it twenty times. Edited it a dozen. It’s honest. Maybe too honest. I hover over the ‘publish’ button like it might bite me.

I’m not sure what scares me more: that nobody will read it, or that people actually will.

I’ve written it for friends and family. But other people might read it too.

It all feels so unnatural. Up to now, I’ve never been one of those people who shares everything online. There’s been the odd photo of the boys. Pics from our wedding. The occasional day out. And that’s about it. I kept the real stuff private, especially the hard stuff. Which was most of the last three to four years. But recently, something in me has shifted. After years of bottling everything up, of trying to stay strong and figure it all out alone inside my mind, I’ve felt an urge I can’t shake. A need to write. To get it out of my head and onto a page. I can’t seem to talk about our lives out loud, I choke up with emotions every time I try, words failing me. So I wondered if, maybe, I could write it down instead.

Not for likes. Not for sympathy. But because I want people to get to know Jude and Tommy. Our life has become more and more isolated of late. People aren’t seeing the boys anymore, not really. Perhaps this post, this moment of openness, is one way to change that. But I can’t stop the worry spiralling in my head.

Am I oversharing? Will people think I’m attention-seeking? Using my boys for sympathy?

But I also don’t know how else to explain what our life is really like.

We’ve been living in what feels like a different world. A world of diagnoses, therapies, meltdowns, sleepless nights and routines so rigid that turning left at the end of the road instead of right can cause a complete collapse. A world where we’re still waiting for first words. For first friends.

But it’s a world filled with beauty too. Jude’s huge smile whenever he’s listening to Ed Sheeran or watching Mickey Mouse Clubhouse. Tommy’s quiet joy and sense of accomplishment when he completes a puzzle meant for kids twice his age. Moments of pure happiness, buried in the chaos. Moments that feel like they are happening in secret. No one else really sees them. No one else truly sees the boys, not the way we do.

And the hard days? The ones where I feel like I’m failing everyone? I’m definitely not talking about those with anyone.

So maybe, if I can’t say it all out loud…I can write it.

I take a deep breath. Click. The screen refreshes. The post is live.

I shut the laptop and feel like I might be sick. I fight the urge to open it back up and refresh the screen again and again. I manage to hold out for six and a half minutes before checking to see what people think.

There’s already ten likes. A name I haven’t seen in years. Another one. Then the comments start coming in. They’re all positive, encouraging, telling me to keep going. More names. More comments. People I went to school with, old colleagues, friends I haven’t spoken to in ages. Most of them had no idea Jude and Tommy were autistic. No idea what our life looks like behind the smiles and carefully selected photos.

And I think that’s what gets me most: how little people knew. I’ve spent so long keeping everything in, trying to protect the boys, protect us and pretend we’re coping just fine. Sharing it doesn’t fix anything…but it makes everything feel a little bit lighter.

And that small shift, that tiny bit of breathing space, is all I need to write something else. Then something else.

A week later I share a post about sleep and how we haven’t had a full night in years. Then one about meltdowns. One about Jude’s school. I’m not following a plan or trying to build a platform. I’m just telling the truth, one post at a time, in the hope it might help someone else feel a little less alone.

In the weeks that follow, I keep writing.

Not every day but often enough that it becomes something I look forward to. Something I need. A way to process what is happening in our lives. A way to make sense of the chaos, the joy, the grief, the laughter.

At night when I’m up late with Jude, sitting in his bed waiting for him to sleep, I write down my thoughts. On the train home from work, I write some more. Some posts are short, just a few sentences. Others pour out of me like they’ve been waiting there for years. Some of them I share, some of them I delete.

And every time, without fail, someone messages me with the same words: ‘I’m so glad I’m not the only one.’

That sentence comes up again and again. Different people. Different countries. Same feeling.

It doesn’t take long before people start asking questions. I open my inbox to dozens of messages from new followers. Sometimes hundreds. Always on the same themes:

‘What were the first signs?’ ‘When did you know something wasn’t right?’ ‘How did you get the diagnosis?’ ‘What school does your son go to?’ ‘How do you deal with meltdowns?’ ‘How do you cope with the fear?’ ‘How do you manage to keep going?’

I try to answer as many as I can, writing back in my lunchbreaks at work, on the train or late at night, in bed, one of the boys lying next to me.

I can’t keep up with every message, but I understand the need behind each one. Because I’ve felt it too. That desperation for answers. That longing for connection. That need to hear, ‘You’re not doing this wrong. You’re not alone.’

That’s part of why I wrote this book.

Over the last seventeen years, I’ve learned more than I ever thought I could.

Not just about autism but also about myself. About what really matters when life doesn’t go to plan. I’ve learned that an autism diagnosis can bring with it a lot of fear. And in some ways, that fear is justified. Life can be incredibly stressful and difficult for Jude and Tommy – and for us as their family. There are days where everything feels fragile, where the pressure builds until it breaks.

But I’ve also learned that this life can be full of love and joy too. Not in the way I expected but sometimes in ways even more meaningful. I’ve learned that progress looks different here. That milestones don’t always arrive on time, or at all, but that doesn’t make them any less worth celebrating.

More than anything, I’ve learned that I’m not failing, even on the days when it feels like I am. And neither are you.

Somewhere along the way, sharing our story stopped being just about helping others understand Jude and Tommy. It became about building something I didn’t know I needed: community, connection, a reminder that we’re not doing this on our own.

I’ve lost count of the number of times someone has messaged me and said, ‘I found your page at just the right moment. I was lost. And now I feel a bit less alone.’

I’ve been that parent too. Lost. Scared. Exhausted. Wondering what the future will look like. Wondering if we’re doing enough. Wondering if we’ll ever feel OK again.

This book is for you.

It’s for the parent lying awake at 3 a.m., Googling traits and therapies and trying to hold it all together. It’s for the dad who doesn’t know how to talk about what he’s feeling but knows something’s not right. It’s for the families who feel like they’ve been dropped into a different world without a map.

It’s not a guidebook. It’s not a list of tips and tricks. It’s a story. Our story. And maybe, in some small way, yours too.

I’m not an expert. I’m a dad. I don’t have all the answers. But I can tell you what helped us. What we’ve learned. What we’re still learning. I can tell you that it’s OK to feel scared. It’s OK to feel heartbroken. It’s OK to grieve the life you thought you’d have. But I can also tell you there’s joy here. Connection, laughter and a love so strong that it breaks you down and builds you back up again.

It’s not the life I thought we’d be living. But it’s taught me more than I ever expected.

So wherever you are in your own story, at the beginning, deep in the trenches, or somewhere in between, I hope these pages remind you of one thing:

You are not alone.






1 Jude


We’d already missed the turning once. The satnav couldn’t find the exact location of the Children’s Centre, and the tension in the car was building with every wrong turn. Jude had woken up unhappy, sucking on his dummy and whining in protest. We were already late.

Eventually, I pulled into the Children’s Centre, and Charlotte got Jude out of the car. I scooped him up from her. I wanted to do something; I needed to hold him. Jude sucked harder on his dummy, clinging onto his ever-present muslin, rubbing it against the side of his face, probably wondering where we were and why we were taking him into this strange place. On the outside I looked calm and collected, but inside I was falling apart. My chest was tight, my head was spinning, tears felt seconds away.

Somewhere inside this beautiful Victorian building that we’d finally found was a doctor who would tell us what was going on with our little boy. The door buzzed open, and we walked inside, the sound of our feet echoing along the polished wooden floor. A receptionist guided us down a corridor and into a waiting room. Jude wrapped himself around me, scanning the room anxiously. New place. New sounds. New people. All of it too much.

I was slowly getting used to these kinds of rooms. Rooms that contain a small selection of wooden toys and trays filled with books that Jude refused to look at. I loved books as a kid and still do now. Why wasn’t he interested in books? Was he supposed to be playing with these kinds of toys by this age? Was it my fault he wasn’t interested? Was I not making them fun enough? The thoughts spiralled.

These rooms are always eerily quiet. Nervous parents silently acknowledge each other with a nod or a small smile. Then a child shatters the quiet because they’re either overexcited or fed up with being shut in this room and want to leave. Every time there was a sound I looked at Jude anxiously, hoping it wouldn’t make him cry. I found myself wondering if there were cameras in the corners. If the people assessing us were already watching. If they were already forming their opinions, not just of Jude, but of us.

The wait didn’t last long. A woman appeared and introduced herself as a speech therapist. I forgot her name instantly. Lately, I’d been struggling to retain simple bits of information. Names. Dates. Words. I’d put it down to lack of sleep, but maybe it was stress too.

We followed her up a flight of stairs and into another room, where two more people were introduced to us as a paediatrician and an occupational therapist. I didn’t really know what an occupational therapist did, and I was too embarrassed to ask. I just nodded like I understood. I should know this stuff. I knew I’d read about it. Another example of my poor memory. What was going on?

I put Jude down and he immediately ran to Charlotte, grabbing at her clothes, desperate to get away from these new faces. The instinct to scoop him up and walk straight back out the door was overwhelming. I didn’t want him to go through this. I didn’t want to go through this. I wanted to take him home and pretend none of it was happening.

But we stayed. We sat on the floor with him for a while, trying to ease him into the space. Eventually, he began to explore the room a little, and we relaxed – or at least tried to.

The paediatrician began asking questions while the speech and occupational therapists attempted to play with Jude. Charlotte answered most of them. She always did in these situations, organised, composed and already several steps ahead in her thinking. She gave them a detailed summary of her concerns: the lack of eye contact, the way he didn’t respond to his name, the repetitive play and the lack of interest in social interaction. She’d had these concerns for over a year, she’d listed them off many times before. She was ready for this day.

While she spoke, I watched Jude across the room. He was playing with some toy cutlery, passing it from one side of his body to the other. Each time he paused to hold it up to his eyes, slowly lowering it towards his nose before placing it down beside him. He ignored the cars they pushed his way but popped a few of the bubbles they blew. I eagerly showed them how we’d taught him to clap when he wanted more of something. ‘Look!’ I said. ‘He claps for bubbles!’ He did it on cue. I imagined, hoped, that tiny gesture might mean something. That it might prove this was all a misunderstanding. That Jude was clever. That we were wrong to be here. That everything was going to be OK.

We spoke about his restricted diet. About sleep, or the lack of it. With every answer, I could feel more boxes being ticked. It was like they already knew everything about Jude without needing to ask. What he was able or not able to do. What he liked and didn’t like.

After a while, they suggested we take a break. A chance for Jude to have a snack and for them to discuss everything they’d observed. A chance to decide our little boy’s future. Back in the waiting room I sat Jude on my lap, offering him some crisps, watching him crunch each one slowly, methodically.

Charlotte and I didn’t say much. Had it gone well upstairs or not? I had no idea. The silence between us didn’t feel tense, just heavy. We were both bracing for what was coming. Both wondering if they were watching us even now, assessing not just Jude but us too. How we parented. How we handled stress. Whether we were somehow to blame.

And maybe we were. Maybe we’d missed something. Waited too long. Not pushed hard enough. Maybe he’d be talking by now or more interested in play if someone else was his dad.

They called us back upstairs far sooner than they had said they would. I remember glancing at the clock. They were supposed to need more time to weigh up what they’d seen. But they were ready so quickly. It felt like a TV drama where the jury are sent out to discuss the verdict, but the decision is so obvious, they don’t even need time to deliberate.

We sat back down opposite the paediatrician, the therapists trying once more to engage with Jude so that we could focus on what he was about to tell us. Enough of the small talk and pleasantries, I urged silently, just tell us what we already know and don’t want to hear.

‘So, Mr and Mrs Hunt, we’ve spoken among ourselves and gone over our findings. Taking everything into account, and even though he is very young, we are sorry to say that we believe Jude has a diagnosis of Autism Spectrum Disorder…’

Charlotte and I looked at each other and shared a sad smile. Maybe we held hands, maybe I squeezed her knee. I don’t want to over-romanticise the moment, but I think that’s what happened. Or perhaps I’m confusing it with images I’ve seen on TV when families get given news by a doctor. Some parts of that moment are crystal clear. Others are completely lost in the fog. I hope I did. I hope I tried to show her I was there for her.

I remember the uncomfortable silence that followed. One that was probably seconds but felt like hours. How much it said without anyone saying anything. Maybe they were waiting for us to break down in tears. Or to argue with them. But I think that in the short time we’d spent together today, they’d got a feeling that we knew exactly why we were here. The paediatrician shuffled some papers around, waiting for us to respond. But there was nothing for us to say. We were there for answers – weren’t they supposed to be giving them to us?

‘OK,’ I said. ‘So now what?’

He started to explain how autism is a spectrum and where they felt Jude sat within it: the severe end. He explained how autism changes as a child develops, how Jude was still very young; in fact, at twenty-two months, he was one of the youngest they’d diagnosed in Essex at that point. Then he mentioned global developmental delay and showed us where Jude was developmentally in various skills compared to what would be expected for his age group, how much younger he was displaying in every test, which stung. He told us about a course we could go on that would give us more information and how various departments would be getting in touch with us. They gave us names and numbers, used acronyms we’d never heard before. I nodded along, pretending to understand, but I wasn’t taking any of it in. I couldn’t.

Before I knew it, I was carrying Jude back down the stairs, Charlotte beside me, both of us holding a handful of leaflets. That was all we were leaving with. That and a diagnosis: Jude had autism.

We got in the car and just sat there. Jude seemed relieved to be out of the centre, wriggling in his car seat and content with his dummy and muslin, none the wiser. Unaware that everything had changed. Not in him but in how the world might see him. In how I feared the world might treat him. In what our lives might now become.

We had known it was coming, of course. We’d been 99.9 per cent certain that we’d be leaving that room with an autism diagnosis, so it wasn’t a shock. But at the same time, we had no idea what it meant for the future. Jude was the same gorgeous little boy he’d been before the assessment but now, officially, he was autistic and also had global developmental delay. Words that, until a few months ago, had meant nothing to us but which now felt like the most important words in the world.



It had been about a year before that appointment that Charlotte had started sensing something wasn’t quite right. She’d take Jude to baby groups and watch the other mums chatting while their babies crawled around their feet. Playing, excitedly pointing at things and babbling their first words. Jude wasn’t doing those things. He wasn’t engaging like the other kids. He wasn’t even interested. He was around nine months old at the time, and Charlotte couldn’t shake the feeling that something was different.

I couldn’t see it. All I saw was my beautiful, amazing boy. He’d been born seven weeks premature, of course he’d take a little longer to catch up. ‘He’s fine,’ I’d tell her. ‘He’s just being lazy. He’ll get there, you’ll see.’ I believed it too. Or maybe I just wanted to believe it.

Charlotte, though, wasn’t convinced. Jude was often off in his own world, staring out the window at the leaves, rarely responding to his name. At baby groups, he’d avoid the other kids entirely. When friends came over, he wasn’t interested in joining in.

She tried to tell me, more than once, but her concerns felt like overreacting to me. It didn’t help that on weekends, Jude and I had a great bond. During the week I didn’t get to see him much because of work. I was co-owner of a marketing company in London, commuting to and from the office each day, desperate to build a business to provide for our future. But by Saturday morning, we’d be best mates. Our weekends were full of cuddles, smiles and little routines that felt magical. But then, come Monday evening, after I’d been away at work all day, he’d look at me like I was a stranger. I told myself it was his way of punishing me for being away. Clever little thing, I thought. I never once considered it might mean something more.

Charlotte eventually took Jude to the GP to share her concerns. He dismissed her pretty quickly. ‘He’s young. It’s nothing to worry about,’ he said. Charlotte came home frustrated, whereas I felt reassured. If the doctor wasn’t worried, why should we be? But I could see how much it bothered her. She was frustrated with me too, I think, for not seeing what she could. For not being on her side. She tried to let it go, but I knew she couldn’t. And deep down, a part of me was worried she might be right.

We agreed to give it a few more months, enjoy his first birthday and see how things progressed. And that’s what we did. Jude had started to sleep a little better, the summer was coming and the usual childhood illnesses of winter disappeared. We had an amazing day on his birthday, surrounded by all of the people we loved. In my eyes, life couldn’t have been any better.

But Charlotte was still concerned and she wouldn’t let it go. She kept pushing for answers, even as our doctor dismissed her concerns again and again. She was certain that Jude was different, but nobody seemed to be listening. Not even me.



That summer, we went to Charlotte’s dad’s house in Port Grimaud near Saint-Tropez for a couple of weeks. It was a place we loved, calm, beautiful, the kind of setting where life just feels slower. Easier. The canals flowed right up to the back garden, and we’d use her dad’s little inflatable motorboat to head to the beach or to pop to the boulangerie for fresh baguettes for breakfast. I could imagine us spending holidays there for years to come, Jude growing up splashing in the water and playing on the beach. Back then, I still believed that’s what life had in store for us.

When we arrived, we dropped our bags and opened the patio doors to let the air drift through the house. We set Jude down in the garden to crawl around, his muslin still clutched in one hand. Next door a German couple were sitting out in their garden with their young daughter, a lively little girl around a year old. She waved at us enthusiastically, smiling at Jude through the slats of the fence. Charlotte and I started making polite small talk with the parents, chatting about where we were all from, the usual back and forth you exchange on holiday with people you’ll probably never see again. They were warm and easy to chat to. Their daughter was running around, pointing at things, grinning from ear to ear. But what she was most excited about was Jude. She was fascinated by him.

Jude gave her a quick glance and then went back to what he was doing, rolling a ball across the garden and shuffling after it. She wanted to join him, which we happily agreed to, and her dad lifted her over the low fence that separated our gardens. As she rushed towards Jude, he did his best to get out of her way. She picked up his ball and held it out to him; he took it off her and crawled away as fast as he could. Her parents smiled politely as we told them that Jude was actually older than their little girl, but I could see the flicker of surprise on their faces, although they tried to hide it. Their daughter was interacting, smiling at us, pointing at cars going by and shouting ‘Auto!’ Jude, meanwhile, was engrossed in rolling his ball, oblivious to the world around him. I laughed it off, making a joke about ‘German efficiency’ and how they must be much better parents than us. But inside, something was shifting.

The gap between the two children was impossible to ignore. I couldn’t hide behind the excuse of a premature birth anymore. Couldn’t dismiss it as Jude being shy or wanting to be alone. Maybe I had been brushing things aside because I didn’t want to see them. That day, standing in the garden of this beautiful place, I felt a growing sense of dread. I’d always thought of Port Grimaud as somewhere we could escape the pressures of home, but there was no escaping this.

Later that night, when Jude was asleep, Charlotte and I talked. We didn’t dive straight into it, we circled around the subject. We talked about how lovely the neighbours seemed; how clever their little girl was. But we both knew what we were really talking about. I felt awful for not believing Charlotte sooner. I told her I was sorry. That I wished I’d listened sooner. That I could finally see what she’d been seeing all along. I promised her we’d push for answers the moment we got home and that we’d make sure we were taken seriously. But even as I said the words, I felt completely lost. The future I’d imagined for Jude – the school drop-offs, the birthday parties, watching Jude make friends – suddenly felt out of reach. I couldn’t see a path forward. All I could feel was fear.

We still had two weeks of our holiday left, and I tried my best to put all of that worry out of my mind and make it feel normal. Looking back at the photos, there are moments that seem perfect, Jude smiling, the three of us laughing together. But I remember what was really happening in my head. How distant I felt. How everything suddenly looked different, because I couldn’t stop imagining what we were heading into.



As soon as we got home from France, Charlotte booked another GP appointment. This time, she didn’t go alone, her dad went with her, not just for moral support but because he was friends with the senior doctor at the practice. It was one of those quiet favours that make a world of difference. It shouldn’t be like that but in this case, it was. Charlotte had voiced her concerns before and been dismissed. But this time, with her dad sitting beside her, the GP reluctantly agreed to refer Jude to a paediatrician.

Even then, he said it was probably too soon. That children develop at different rates. That boys are slower than girls. That there were many other possible explanations. But at least with Charlotte’s dad there, now someone was finally listening.

Looking back, it doesn’t sit right with me that this was what it took. That a concerned mother, the person who’d spent nearly every waking moment with her child for over a year, wasn’t taken seriously until her father called in a favour. Her instincts weren’t enough. Her voice wasn’t enough. And she’s not alone in that.

In some British counties, assessments won’t even be considered until the child is three years old. In others, families can wait two, three, even four years for a diagnosis. Years of fear. Years of self-doubt. Years of being stuck in limbo, trying to hold it all together while feeling like the only person who sees what’s really going on. Having to wait, chase, complain and fight to even get your child an appointment.

For us, it took around six months to go from that third GP appointment to our assessment at the Children’s Centre. At the time, it felt like forever. Now I know we were incredibly lucky. In those six months, I did what so many parents do: I turned to Google.

It was 2009. Social media was still in its infancy. Blogging was only just starting to find its way. Most of the information out there was cold and clinical, medical journals, diagnostic criteria, long-form articles filled with jargon I struggled to get my head around.

Autism had been mentioned as a possibility by a family member, and the more I read, the more it felt like Jude ticked a lot of the boxes. But it didn’t make sense. Not really. The way it was written about, the type of language that was used, it felt like there had to be some kind of mistake. I couldn’t find our family in those descriptions. I couldn’t find Jude. And with every article I read, I felt more lost. I’d read and reread the same pieces and retain nothing. It was like my brain refused to let the information in. I’d fall asleep each night with all these swirling thoughts, only to wake up the next morning feeling like I was starting from scratch.

The only cultural reference point I had was Rain Man. It was one of those ’80s films that was always on TV when I was younger, and I’d seen bits of it over the years, maybe even the whole thing, though never all in one go. I don’t remember the word ‘autism’ being used in the film, but the internet told me that Dustin Hoffman’s character was autistic.

And all I could think was…that can’t be right.

That wasn’t Jude. He didn’t count cards. He didn’t refuse to get on aeroplanes. He was just a little boy. My little boy. I didn’t yet understand that autism was a spectrum. That no two ‘autistic people’ are the same. That it can present in a thousand different ways. That was a lesson I’d learn slowly, over time and through experience, not textbooks.



Now that we had a diagnosis, all I wanted were more answers. I wanted to know what Jude’s life would look like. Would he ever speak? Go to a mainstream school? Make friends? Would he be happy? What did autism mean for him?

When they told us Jude was one of the youngest children they’d ever diagnosed in Essex, they said it was a good thing, that early diagnosis meant early support, early intervention, a better chance at helping him progress. But to me, it just made it feel more serious. If early intervention was so key when it came to his development, that made it feel like we were now under enormous pressure. That our lives were now a ticking time bomb, where we had to start making breakthroughs before it was too late.

And I felt ashamed. Ashamed that Charlotte had seen it all so clearly, months before I had. Ashamed that I hadn’t backed her up sooner. Ashamed that I might have cost us time that we couldn’t get back.

Once we were home and Jude was settled, watching Mickey Mouse Clubhouse as always, and Charlotte had taken all the phone calls from people checking on how it went, we finally sat down on the sofa and spoke about it. We admitted we were both scared. Sad. Not surprised exactly, but still shaken. We’d known this moment was coming but that didn’t make it any easier now it had arrived.

What struck me most was how little guidance we were actually given. I wanted someone to draw me a map, to tell me what to expect. But of course, that’s not how any of this works. What we’d been given instead was a list of difficulties: social communication, social interaction, social imagination. Sensory processing issues. Global developmental delay.

It was a lot. And all we had to try to make sense of it all was a handful of leaflets.

By the time Jude was finally in bed, we were both emotionally drained, too tired to talk anymore about it. But the thoughts wouldn’t stop. The questions kept circling, crashing into one another in my head.

How do you raise a child when you don’t know what their future looks like? What if the world is cruel to him? How do you parent when every instinct you have feels like it’s suddenly up for questioning? What if I’m not a good enough dad for him?

I was trying to hold it together, but I felt completely lost. And yet, somewhere in that mess of emotions, there was also love. Fierce, unshakable love. I didn’t know what lay ahead and that terrified me. But I knew we’d do whatever we could. That Jude would get every bit of love and support and understanding we could give him.

That was the starting point for everything.

We had no idea what we were doing, but we had each other. And we had Jude.

But everything we thought we knew about parenting, about the future, was about to be rewritten.






2 Tommy


Three years after Jude’s diagnosis, almost to the day, we found ourselves back in that same room, this time with our second son, Tommy. Waiting for an assessment that once again felt like it was going to change everything. I knew we were there to confirm that Tommy was autistic, but a part of me still held onto a glimmer of hope that this time would be different. Tommy was so different to Jude, such a different personality, with such different interests, how could he be autistic too?

Tommy was different to his brother from the second he was born. When Charlotte’s waters broke just after midnight, on a summer’s evening in June, I quickly called my mum to come round to the house. We needed her to wait with Jude, who still wasn’t asleep, so I could take Charlotte to hospital. By this time we had moved to Essex, a forty-five-minute drive away from the hospital, and it was the most nervous drive of my life. Less than an hour after reaching the hospital, Tommy came kicking and screaming into the world. Jude took nearly twenty-four hours to arrive, Tommy was here in two. It seemed he was much more excited to see the world than Jude had been, something that still holds true today.

Like Jude, though, Tommy was born early, six weeks in fact. Which meant he ended up spending five days in hospital before he was allowed home. With the help of my mum and dad I juggled looking after Jude and being at the hospital. After a couple of days, I stayed at the hospital with Tommy while Charlotte went home for a few hours to spend time with Jude. As I sat cuddling Tommy, giving him a bottle, a whole mixture of emotions rushed over me. It had been an eventful six months. In December, Charlotte and I had got married, surrounded by friends and family, in the church of my primary school back in London. We’d had the best day. I can still picture a tiny Jude, with his curly blond hair, wearing a little tuxedo and black Converse. We’d been so worried about how he’d cope that day, with the church, the party and so many people, but he did us proud. Then in April we’d moved house, needing a larger space for our growing family. Now, Tommy was here, and it felt like everything I wanted from life was coming together.

Alongside all of the joy and nerves, I found myself wondering what Jude and Tommy’s relationship would be like. I hoped having a sibling close in age would help Jude. That maybe Tommy would be the one to draw him out of his world a little. That Jude might start to feel more comfortable around other kids by learning from and alongside his brother. I knew it wasn’t as simple as that, but it gave me hope, the kind you cling to in those early years and the kind I desperately needed.

In part, this desire was tied to my own childhood. I never had siblings close in age; all of mine were from my parents’ previous marriages and at least eleven years older. Growing up, it was my cousins who felt like my siblings. I wanted Tommy and Jude to have what I didn’t. Someone by their side through everything.

I was so happy and had so much to look forward to, but even then, that day in the hospital, I couldn’t help but feel anxious too. Autism still scared me. Some of what we’d been through with Jude over the last few months – the lack of progress with communication and how upset he would get on some days – had my heart in a vice.

I thought back to the day I first held Jude. Here I was three years later, holding Tommy, talking to him, telling him how much I loved him. But I didn’t talk about the future with him. I was too scared. Too worried to let myself picture the future in case it didn’t come true. Not the big, outlandish dreams, of him scoring the winning goal for England in the World Cup, but the simple stuff. The conversations, the days out, the birthday parties. All the things I’d previously taken for granted. Amid the joy, I was grappling with the fear that, as with Jude, these things might remain dreams for Tommy too. As those thoughts washed over me, guilt did too. Why couldn’t I stop thinking about it? Why couldn’t I just enjoy the moment and Tommy being here?

Looking back, I was bracing myself for the possibility of what might come. Trying to protect myself from all the emotions I’d been through and was still going through with Jude. But I knew this was beyond my control. When you become a parent, you suddenly become vulnerable, your heart forever walking around outside your body with your child. Here I was about to risk my heart all over again.



When you bring your second baby home, it’s different. You’re more relaxed than the first time. You’ve done the nappies and the bottles. You know what to expect. That fear of getting everything wrong isn’t quite so loud anymore. But what I hadn’t expected was just how much harder it would be now that there were two of them.

I’d seen friends struggle when their second baby came along, how the chaos of returning to the newborn stage collided with the demands of a toddler or preschooler. But we weren’t just juggling two kids. We were juggling a newborn who relied on us for everything and still trying to learn more about what autism meant for Jude and how best we could support him.

And when it came to sleep, it was like we’d never even left the newborn stage. Jude barely slept as it was and now we couldn’t risk Tommy waking him with his cries. Within weeks of Tommy coming home, we’d settled into a routine that felt like survival. Charlotte slept downstairs with Tommy, while Jude slept in our bed with me. Or didn’t sleep, more accurately. We were still battling relentless sleep deprivation, just with an added layer now. I look back and honestly don’t know how we functioned. We couldn’t give each other much of a break as we were both up at different times throughout each night. We were shattered. Living hour to hour. But the adrenaline and excitement of having a new baby, that buzz you get in those early months, is what carried us through.

In the middle of that chaos, Tommy felt like our calm. He fed well. He settled quickly. He wanted to be close to us. There was this warmth in him, this sweetness, that made me think maybe things would be easier this time. But that hope didn’t last forever. Because slowly, quietly, signs began to appear that maybe he was developing differently too.

As much as I tried not to, I couldn’t help but keep watching Tommy, analysing every little thing he did, or didn’t do. Comparing him to what Jude had been like at that age. Or what friends’ children had been like. At first, we told ourselves things were going well. Tommy was more cuddly than Jude had ever been. He wanted to be held. He smiled. He made eye contact. He was curious about the world around him. We couldn’t see any of the red flags we now knew so well. Not yet.

I remember clinging to the fact that Tommy would sit beside other babies. That he seemed to take an interest in what they were doing. Surely that meant his social skills were fine? He was curious, observant. He didn’t avoid people like Jude did. He wanted to be near us all the time, constantly craving attention and closeness. That had to mean something. That had to mean he was different.

But slowly, I began to notice the cracks in the story I was telling myself.

Tommy might have been sitting near other children, but he wasn’t really engaging with them. He watched what they were doing but never tried to join in. It was as if they were part of the scenery: interesting but not essential. If they made too much noise or got too close, he’d pull away. Sometimes dramatically. He’d wedge himself behind the sofa, press his body into tight corners, bury himself in cushions. Seeking pressure. Seeking escape.

Then came the head-banging.

It started around his first birthday, and it scared the life out of me. When he got overwhelmed or upset, he’d lie flat on the wooden floor and start hitting the back of his head against it. Hard. The first time it happened, he got upset in the hallway and started doing it out of nowhere. I ran to him, scooped him up, tried to hold him tight and calm him down. But he thrashed wildly, fighting to get free, desperate to return to the floor and continue. I eventually moved him to the sofa, thinking at least the cushions would soften the blows, and sat there with him until the TV distracted him enough to stop. But a few minutes later, he climbed down, walked straight back into the hallway and tried to do it again.

It became a pattern. His way of regulating, of telling us something was wrong. People would say things like, ‘He’s only doing it for attention’ or ‘He’s not really hurting himself’. But those comments missed the point entirely. I wasn’t worried about the attention-seeking. I was worried that my little boy needed to hurt himself in order to feel OK again. How could we stop him? What if he damaged his brain?

And still, part of me resisted putting the pieces together. This was just a phase, a frustration at not being able to communicate better. Where Jude had been content to crawl and was not that fussed about standing or walking, Tommy couldn’t wait to get up. Starting to crawl wasn’t enough for him. He wanted to walk way before he was physically able to. We got him a walker and he’d spend his time racing around the house, crashing from room to room. When we took him out and carried him or put him on the floor, he just wanted to get back in. He was so active, showing a deep desire to be independent. I held onto that: he wanted to take part in the world so much more than Jude had at that age.

But there were other signs. His babbling had stopped around ten months, and his eye contact was inconsistent. That silence crept in again and with it the panic I was trying to keep at bay.

While much more interested in activities than Jude was at that age, if Tommy did something good, like colour in a picture or complete a puzzle, he couldn’t handle any type of praise or celebration. If I clapped or cheered him on, Tommy would automatically drop to the floor, lie down and press his body against the surface.

He would only eat in his highchair if he had a book or pencils to colour with and struggled with the textures of wet or soft foods, refusing to touch them. He’d run through a room with his head tilted to the side, scanning every inch of it, making sure things were where they were supposed to be – in his mind at least.

If he was playing and I tried to join in he would let me, but the play had to stick to set patterns. He liked me to build a tower out of his blocks and for him to knock it down, but what he enjoyed most was putting them in and out of their box. Repeating it over and over again. If I added anything to the game, changed it at all, he would simply shut down and go play somewhere else. He loved colouring and could sit for hours at the table, crayons in hand. We were allowed to join in with this; in fact, if I stopped, he’d take my hand and press it back to the page. He didn’t talk, but in those moments, he was clearly communicating what he wanted.

That said, there was still little communication between us. No words, no shared moments of ‘look at this!’ He never used his finger to point at a plane in the sky or a dog on the street, or to show us what it was he wanted. He responded to little of the language that we used, other than ‘biscuit’, ‘drink’, ‘yes’ and ‘no’. Just like Jude, he rarely responded to his name, happily continuing with whatever it was he was doing while we called in vain.

When I list these things out it seems so obvious, why was there ever any doubt in my mind that Tommy was autistic? It was all there. I thought Tommy was so different to Jude, and in many ways he was and is, but there were also so many of their traits that were similar.



When the referral came through for Tommy’s assessment, it felt like déjà vu. Same building, same waiting room, same anxiety. The only real difference was that this time we knew exactly how the process worked. We understood the language, the looks, the pauses.

If someone had asked me outright, ‘Do you think Tommy is autistic?’ I would have said yes. Yet there I was, walking into that appointment, with the hope that maybe, just maybe, all the signs were wrong. That Charlotte was wrong, that the health visitor, GP and paediatrician who’d already seen him and referred us on to that stage were wrong. I knew so much more about autism than I did on the day we’d been there with Jude, and yet I couldn’t bring myself to fully admit that Tommy was autistic too.

I can’t remember Tommy’s assessment as vividly as I do Jude’s. I know I was there, I’ve seen my name on the paperwork, proving I was in attendance, but looking back, much of it is a blur. I think that’s a reflection of what we were going through during that period. We’d had years of very little sleep because of Jude, and he was starting to experience huge physical and emotional meltdowns too. Life was intense, every day felt like we were trying or learning something new about Jude, and here we were about to go through it all over again with Tommy.

When we entered the room with Tommy he ran around, scanning the room, taking in everything in this new environment, before squeezing behind the back of the sofa, squashing himself between the sofa, the floor and the wall. We laughed nervously about it, explaining that this was Tommy’s way of coping with a new place, his way of showing he needed time to transition and process what was going on. He stayed there for a few minutes while we chatted and then he was back out again and began to play. He sat down and started stacking the toy cups, then moved on to stacking the bricks too. He put them in number order, and again I found myself wanting to comment on how clever he was and how good he was at certain activities. He paid little attention to any of the therapists calling his name. They tried to get him to play with some toy cars, to push them, race them but instead he put them in and out of the box. He climbed on the furniture, getting a good look at the room from every angle. Then he settled with some crayons and paper and scribbled over and over, before he became fascinated with the pen the therapist had and needed that too.

Meanwhile, we went through the same old hoops with the paediatrician, charting the milestones missed, the verbal and social delays. Even at this early stage in our journey, I’d realised how draining it can be talking about all the negatives. How hard it is to keep listing off all the things your child can’t do. I’d find myself wanting to highlight what Tommy and Jude could do, what they enjoy, what they’re good at, even if it didn’t fit into a scale of where they ‘should’ be. However, the truth is that if you want support, if you want public services to help your child, you have to continuously focus on the challenges and the struggles, no matter how emotionally difficult it is for the parent to list them off time and time again.

The assessment was straightforward, almost a given. The longer it went on, the more I watched Tommy in that room, the more any false hope I’d tried to give myself fell away. At each step along the pathway they had listened to us without any pushback. As we already had one autistic child and had been through the process before, it felt like our words carried more weight. In no time at all, we left that room with an autism diagnosis. A plotted development chart just like Jude had, marked off where Tommy sat on this scale. This time there was no need for leaflets, and I barely listened to their assurances of who would be in touch and the support that would follow.

‘Tommy has autism.’

Again. And still, it hit me like a punch to the chest.



With Jude, everything had been unknown. The diagnosis gave us a name for what we were seeing and in a strange way, a place to start. But with Tommy, it felt different. I knew what autism could mean now, not in theory, not from Google searches or paediatric leaflets, but from the last three years of living it.

I knew what it looked like when your child couldn’t speak. I knew the feeling of watching other kids pass yours by socially, emotionally, academically and not being able to do anything about it. I knew how lonely it could feel, even with people around you. How relentless the days could be. How hard the nights were.

And now we were here again. Back at the start, with another chart, another plan, another version of the same uncertain future. I wasn’t grieving Tommy. I loved him exactly as he was, this quiet, intense, curious little boy with his fists full of crayons and his head pressed into the corners of the sofa. He amazed me each and every day. But I was grieving the life I had thought he might have. I’d been through this process already but that didn’t make it any easier. If anything, it made it harder. Because this time, I couldn’t pretend I didn’t know what was coming.

I remember sitting in the car afterwards, not even starting the engine. Just staring at the dashboard while Charlotte sorted things in the back. Tommy was happy, clutching onto one of his favourite biscuits. Everything was all right in his world. Meanwhile, I was spiralling. Not from shock this time but from knowing. Knowing the battles we were going to have to fight. The forms. The funding. The waiting lists. The explaining and justifying and advocating that would now double in size.

I didn’t say much that afternoon. I don’t think either of us did. We were both already exhausted. We’d barely had time to come up for air with Jude and now everything was about to get harder.

I felt scared for Tommy. Scared for how hard life might be for him, how he’d be treated, what the world might expect of him. Scared he’d grow up misunderstood, just like his brother often was. And alongside the fear, came a creeping sense of helplessness. Worrying about how we were going to cope. How we were going to be enough for not just one boy with additional needs who was already stretching us to our limits but now two.

The thing about a second diagnosis is that it doesn’t just echo the first, it multiplies it.

And then the guilt would crash in. For thinking that way. For being scared. For wishing, just for a second, that life could’ve been easier. For wondering, why Tommy? Why Jude? Why us?

But underneath all of that, I’d look at Tommy and feel this fierce, aching love. Love that made me determined to do anything I could to help him and Jude grow, safe and happy. He was just a little boy, not even two. All he really wanted was to be active, busy, explore, have fun. He just needed me to show up. To keep going. To love him.

And I did. I still do.

It’s not that the fear went away. It didn’t. It’s still there a lot of the time, even now. But I think at that moment I started learning how to hold the fear and the love at the same time. To let both be true.

Because the truth is, those early years were hard. And beautiful. And exhausting. And full of moments that broke me and others that stitched me back together.

And this? This was just the beginning.






3 Milestones and Inchstones


Jude was following a different timeline before he even arrived.

I was finishing up at the office one Friday evening, half listening to the others making plans to go for a drink, when Charlotte called me in floods of tears.

She’d been to the toilet. There was blood. A lot of it.

I raced out and jumped into a black cab, calculating the weeks in my head. She was nearly thirty-two weeks pregnant. That meant there were still eight weeks to go. Was that enough? Was the baby developed enough to survive?

The cab crawled across London Bridge. I urged the traffic to move, phoned the maternity unit to let them know we were on our way, then called Charlotte again, just to hear her voice and reassure her that I’d be there soon. I hated that she was alone. Hated the silence that gave my brain too much space to panic.

When I got to the flat, I hugged her tightly, grabbed the hospital bags and we made our way back down to the car. I don’t remember much about the drive to St Thomas’s, just the pounding in my chest, the sweat on my palms, the hope that maybe, somehow, this would all turn out to be nothing.

But of course, it wasn’t nothing. The baby’s heartbeat was fine, they said, but Charlotte was admitted on the spot. They were taking no chances. After months of hospital visits and anxiety that the baby might come early, it looked like they’d been right to worry.

For the next week, we lived in a cycle of false starts, to and fro between the labour ward and maternity ward, never quite sure what was going to happen. Charlotte barely slept. I felt helpless, watching her go through so much pain and fear, knowing there was nothing I could do but be there. Keep calm. Stay strong. Stay positive. Pretend I wasn’t crumbling too.

A week later, with no signs of the baby coming, she was induced. Labour began. Two failed epidurals, nearly eighteen hours of pain, and just when it looked like we were heading for an emergency caesarean, Jude arrived naturally.

He was blue. Completely blue. I froze. Babies cry when they’re born but Jude didn’t. He was silent. The seconds stretched like hours. And then, finally, he cried. And we cried too, relief washing over both of us as he was placed on Charlotte’s chest for the first time.

It’s true what they say, there’s no feeling quite like becoming a parent for the first time. It’s impossible to explain unless you’ve lived it. No words that can do justice to the emotions you feel in that moment. You’ve now got this tiny little human to look after, that you created, who you’ve brought into this world. It’s a feeling of such overwhelming joy, where nothing else in the world matters and it doesn’t feel like anything ever will again. Your whole life has just changed. This baby is now everything.

I was twenty-seven when I became a parent, but I think it was only in that moment that I suddenly felt like an adult.

Jude was small, fragile. Because he’d been born so early, he was quickly moved to the neonatal unit. A nurse, seeing how nervous I was, took pity on me and gave me a crash course in what to do: how to hold him, how to change his nappy, how to feed him. I’ll never forget those first moments alone with him. The love. The fear. The quiet realisation that this little boy was completely dependent on us for everything.

Two days later, just when we thought the worst was behind us, they told us he needed to be moved again as he’d developed severe jaundice and his bilirubin levels were dangerously high. He was taken to the Special Care Baby Unit and into the highest-dependency room.

I remember walking in and seeing all the other tiny babies in incubators, many of them no bigger than my hand. There were wires everywhere and the beeping of machines. It was a glimpse into a world I’d never imagined being part of. But now, we were one of those families.

Jude looked so sick. So vulnerable. He had a cannula in his head as they hadn’t been able to find a vein in his arm. I kept telling myself it would be OK, kept putting on a brave face for Charlotte. But inside, I was breaking. That night, as I drove away from the hospital, I barely made it 100 yards before I had to pull over, unable to see through the tears.

A few days later, while we were visiting, the alarms went off around one of the other cots. A baby was rushed to surgery. Later, we saw the mother collapse in the hallway. She had lost her baby.

That scream. The utter devastation. I’ll never forget it. We were the lucky ones. And I knew it.

Over the next few days, Jude improved. He was moved from Room 1 to Room 2 and eventually to Room 3. That’s when we started talking about taking him home. And it was in those last few days, once he’d stabilised, that I found myself in the relaxation room on the maternity ward. There were a few expectant mothers pacing around, waiting for labour to begin. I was walking Jude in circles, his tiny body tucked into my arms, the sunlight streaming in through floor-to-ceiling windows that overlooked the River Thames, Big Ben and the Houses of Parliament.

It was peaceful. Still. A moment I’ve never forgotten.

I remember looking out at the incredible view, then down at him and telling him that he could be anything he wanted to be. That I would do everything in my power to help him get there. That the hard part was over and the rest of life was waiting. That I couldn’t wait to be his dad, to love him, to raise him and help him have the best life possible. It felt like the start of everything. A quiet promise made to him in the calm after the storm. A moment where I let myself believe that everything would be simple from here.

But of course, life doesn’t always go the way we imagine. And sometimes, the hardest parts are still to come.



Back then, I had no idea what lay ahead. Like most first-time parents, I had a picture in my head of what fatherhood would look like. And without even realising it, that picture had been forming for years, shaped by TV, films, books and all of the assumptions I didn’t know I’d made.

One of those images came from the film Jerry Maguire. There’s a scene where Jerry, played by Tom Cruise, is talking to Ray, the little boy in the film, as they’re driving along and out of nowhere Ray says, ‘Jerry, do you know the human head weighs eight pounds?’

It’s funny. It’s sweet. It’s one of those perfect movie moments. And I realise now, I thought that was what parenting would be like. That’s what I wanted it to be like. I thought I’d have kids who were chatty, clever, funny. That we’d have these quirky little conversations in the car and laugh together over things that they’d learned. I couldn’t wait to be a dad, to enjoy moments like that. And it sounds ridiculous now, but I remember watching that film with Charlotte and saying something like, ‘Our son’s going to be like that.’ As I held Jude in those early months, visions like that filled my mind. It never occurred to me that life might go another way.

Autism, disability, hadn’t touched my life up until this point. It wasn’t in the shows I watched, the books I read, the people I knew. It didn’t even cross my mind as a possibility.

Of course, I knew life might be different to the rosy images we’re bombarded with. But the different I was prepared for was minor: perhaps we wouldn’t share the same interests. He might not get as excited as I do about football or sports in general. Maybe he’d have no interest in history or reading books. It never once occurred to me that my son wouldn’t be able to talk. That we might never have a conversation like Jerry and Ray in that scene.
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