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Being An Aspie Parent
Author: Melody Rule

Introduction by Dean Worton

Melody is certainly not alone as an autistic mum feeling out of her depth raising her child
especially in her early twenties and is not alone in not providing enough emotional support to her
young child. Affection can be a very uncomfortable area of human contact for many autistic
individuals but opting out of it can of course cause problems. This doesn’t preclude the autistic
adult from otherwise being a good parent. I think what is most important is how the child ultimately
turns out. Melody has had a very tough time, even having experienced an addiction to alcohol.
However, even when the journey through parenthood is a difficult one, there is so often a good
ending and fortunately things have turned out well for Melody and she and her daughter are good
friends now. Whatever any parent must go through, the main lesson is that autistic or not, parenting
is a very steep learning curve.

Introduction

I was 23 when I discovered I was pregnant. At that time I had been married for about 2
years to a man who was highly unsuitable for me. In hindsight, I don't think either of us truly
understood the seriousness of the marriage vows we made to each other to say whether or not we
believed in them. This wasn’t in my consciousness at the time; I was young, emotionally immature
and believed I was in love and having a good time.

There were huge cracks in our relationship even before we got married and they only
widened as time went on. Both of us were extremely insecure, dishonest and unfaithful and in no
way ready to be husband and wife let alone parents. Our sole focus was having fun and generally
behaving in a very hedonistic and irresponsible way. I was so busy partying and living a chaotic
lifestyle I’d never given a moment’s thought to the possibility of one day being a parent. Unlike
most newlyweds we had never discussed it as a couple either. We hadn’t really discussed much of
anything other than what we were doing at the weekend.

I was almost half way through the second trimester before I faced up to the possibility that
I might be expecting a baby. When I finally took a pregnancy test, several tests in fact and when
faced with a positive result I was so emotionally ill-equipped to face such responsibility that I tried
to convince myself that the test kits had come from a faulty batch. I was in total denial. Eventually,
with much encouragement from friends, the pregnancy was confirmed by a doctor. My initial
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reaction was one of horror and that I wanted a termination. However, I was too far into my
pregnancy for that to be an option and so started the difficult process of facing up to the fact I was
going to be a mother. My husband who was serving in the Gulf War at the time appeared to be
pleased with our news but I have a feeling he was trying to kid himself as much as I was.

One week after my 24th birthday I had our daughter. She was born in the breach position
and as a result of a traumatic birth was taken straight to a special care unit. It was about five hours
before I got to see her properly and to hold her. She was beautiful and helpless and I was terrified.
I had to leave her in the baby unit and was taken back to the ward where I cried and cried. I was
reassured this was a normal reaction for new mums and that it would pass as my hormones settled.
I was told I would bond with my daughter in no time and that I'd be swept away with emotions
and would feel unconditional love. It all sounded beautiful but I just felt overwhelmed with fear
and this feeling continued for a very long time

As much as I loved my daughter, I was so frightened of the responsibility of motherhood.
I lived in a persistent state of anxiety. Maternal instincts did not just come to me as other mothers
had promised they would and when I found myself divorced just two years later, I resented
everything about the commitment of being a parent and having to consider someone else first in
everything I did. Like a spoilt child I hated not being the most important person in my own life. I
wanted to run away but at the same time I was consumed with the fear of failure and of letting my
daughter down. I was so torn; I wanted to raise her properly but I just kept it wrong. I couldn’t
juggle all the things that need to be done day to day as a parent and I blamed her. I was constantly
overwhelmed, melting down and subsequently shutting down. This is not something I feel good
about admitting and knowing how selfish I was for even thinking these things only made me hate
myself more

Over the next few years my daughter’s father wasn’t around much. Serving in the Royal
Navy meant he could be unreachable for months at a time (this was before email and mobile
phones!). When he was back in the country he wasn’t exactly reliable so all the parenting was left
to me. To the outside world my daughter appeared very well cared for and in a practical sense this
was true and [ was muddling through domestic life on a basic level. However, the emotional side
of things was very mechanical and clunky for me. I loved her, I adored her but there was something
missing in me that I just couldn’t put my finger on. There was no deep connection. I couldn’t
express my love for my daughter. Other mums seemed so natural, so instinctive with their children;
even the ones that had taken time to bond. They could read every smile, every facial expression
on their child’s face. They could differentiate between the different sounds their children made to
communicate their wants and needs. It all just seemed like noise to me. I know these negative
feelings aren’t unique to ASD mothers, but even after being diagnosed with post natal depression,
several different types of antidepressants, CBT and counseling these feelings never really went
away.

As my daughter grew older parenting got slightly easier and less exhausting. My parents
helped out a lot and I was getting my freedom back. I got a part time job that meant working alone
in an office a few hours a week and for me that was blissful. Having a break from my home life
meant began to enjoy time with my daughter, to feel love towards her, see the unique beauty in
her and even have fun but it was always on my terms. I could feel proud of her report card and
sing her praises to strangers the way I'd observed other mothers do but still there was a feeling of
disconnection. I felt more like a sister than a mum even though I was doing all the things mums
do. I wanted to give her opportunities I never had and wanted the best for her but my actions often
said the opposite. I would have very over the top reactions to the unpredictability that comes with
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children. I was controlling one minute yet got bored of her easily and was very intolerant of her
demands on me. The slightest hint of her misbehaving and I would lash out verbally, slam doors
leaving her confused and hurt. I was rarely in control of my anger or of any of my emotions for
that matter. I was emotionally a toddler doing a woman’s job and it wasn’t working out very well
at all. I was approaching thirty and acting like a spoilt child. I was incapable of being flexible
when it came to things like noise levels, untidiness and the constant change to plans, the tardiness,
the break of my routines, the anger that I felt when she didn’t do things 'just so' because she was
still learning and developing her own ways of doing things. After another dramatic meltdown I
would berate myself for my seemingly selfish behaviour, I knew it was wrong to feel and behave
the way I so often did and for many years I self-medicated with alcohol and hid inside unhealthy,
codependent relationships. I was in and out of the doctor's surgery with prescriptions and diagnoses
of anxiety and depression. I could never hold down a job or relationship for more than a few
months (if that) and my self-esteem and self-belief was rock bottom. I felt like a failure as a mother
and a woman.

This cycle repeated itself for years, each time getting slightly worse. At 39 years old I was
facing bankruptcy, losing my home, my car and my daughter's respect. Through a chance meeting
with someone, I was led to AA and have been sober ever since. I thought I had found the answers
to all my problems and life was getting better all the time. My relationship with my daughter was
also recovering well and she has been the most important motivator throughout it all. She was a
teenager when I got sober and I truly feel we went through adolescence together. All those maternal
feelings that had been missing eventually came in abundance and to this day I cannot look at her
without being overwhelmed with love. I was able to make amends for the way I’d behaved when
drinking and this is something I do every day by staying sober.

I would like to end here and say 'they all lived happily ever after' but this was just the start
really. Even with all this new found self-awareness I still struggled with emotional regulation,
commitment, feelings of overwhelm, obsessive behavior, inadaptability to change and my constant
need for time away from people. I still felt different, even in AA where I had once felt I'd found
finally found the answers to all the problems I’d had. It answered the questions of addiction
perfectly but unbeknown to me at that time, there was a lot more to me than a deep need to self-
medicate.

A few years on and I found myself working as a support worker with adults on the autism
spectrum. During the training sessions where we were taught about what autism is and how it
affects individuals I remember thinking to myself “but that’s normal.” It took a few days before I
realized that perhaps it was normal to me because I too am on the spectrum. It was quite the light
bulb moment. The more time I spent with autistic people the harder it got to dismiss the possibility
and I decided to get a professional opinion. This is not easy as an adult in the UK and initially I
was diagnosed with ADHD. I accepted this diagnosis but in time, the more I learnt about ASD the
more [ felt there were bits missing and that it did not explain all the issues I’d had.

It took a couple of years to get a referral which inevitably led to an ASD diagnosis. Even
when I was answering the endless questions during my diagnosis process I still managed to
convince myself I was overthinking the whole thing and was just a slightly lonely and quirky
person and nothing more. Every class in school, every workplace had an oddball and that was the
norm, wasn’t it? Every family had the black sheep or the one you thought might be adopted! When
you are that person who is the brunt of the jokes and it’s all you know then you don’t think it that
unusual, you just go through life being the oddball or whatever role you are assigned. But no matter
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which group of people I was with, what job I had or if I was in a relationship or not I never felt
comfortable or at peace with or in myself. Reading that now makes me feel so sad.

Getting an Asperger’s Syndrome diagnosis at forty six meant that finally everything fell
into place. I finally understood why I had struggled so much and for so long. I was able to educate
myself about what made me ‘me’. I was able to meet with other adults like me who could truly
empathise with my story and vice versa. With my daughter and my new husband I was able to
develop strategies and coping skills and they were able to see possible problems on the horizon
and work with me. I definitely have fewer meltdowns and that’s because I have been able to adapt
my environment and routines to make things easier on myself. I don’t try to force myself into a
neurotypical box anymore and that has been life changing. But I also had to grieve and that has
been tough. It is most definitely an ongoing process. I feel a lot of guilt of sadness around the
childhood my daughter had, no matter how much she reassures me it wasn’t as bad as I tell myself!

Autism awareness and acceptance are terms we see all the time but they have to start with
me. I had to learn for myself what Asperger’s really is and how it affects me. It is a spectrum
condition and it is vital to remember that. I have had to trawl through a lot of misinformation from
well meaning ‘experts’ as well as a lot of ignorance from people often those closest to me. I've had
my diagnosis dismissed by people who have known me all my life and that has taught me to be
very selective about who I discuss it with.

All in all I am happy to know what I know now. Yes, I wish I’d known sooner but there’s
nothing I can do about that now. Most importantly, I have an incredible relationship with my
daughter, although slightly unconventional. We are still more like sisters than mother and
daughter but we have such a special connection. We constantly goof around and she can talk to
me about anything. Basically, we have grown up together. Thankfully, she has been so
understanding and forgiving of how things used to be. She tells me she is proud of me and that I
inspire her. It may sound corny but all the difficulties we went through during her early childhood
have made our bond what it is. Because of our history and where we are now she is a very
accepting, compassionate and kind young woman who is not afraid of diversity. She sees strengths
where others see flaws. If it hadn’t been for her love and support I wouldn’t have overcome
addiction, fought to get my diagnosis and learnt to accept myself the way she does. She inspires
me and [ am blessed to have her.
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