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CHAPTER SIX

Being Mum
Author: Sarah Hendrickx

Introduction by Luke Beardon

Just take this excerpt as an example of the wonderful way in which Sarah writes: 'l had an odd
parenting ethos comprised of a good dose of Victorian good manners combined with a total lack
of social convention'. Absolutely brilliant! I have devoured Sarah's written work over the years -
and this is no exception to her brilliant, insightful, deeply personal and knowledgeable style of
writing. What really stands out for me is the undeniable passion that Sarah has for being a parent
and subsequently her passion for her children - juxtaposed with what she terms as 'anxiety, worry
and low level panic every minute of every day'. A fascinating Chapter full of individual points of
interest, each of which could be expanded upon to make an entire book!

Introduction

‘Mum’. After all these years, it still sounds strange when I hear my kids call me that. Who
is that? Is that me? It takes me a few seconds to process that this is who I am, that they mean me
and what that word encompasses. It is not just a name, but an embodiment of the uniqueness of
who we are to each other and what we’ve come through together. Once I have got past that bit, the
swelling of pride, joy and emotion hits me and sometimes I have to choke back the tears of
realisation that these people who are calling my name are my children. These people: beautiful,
funny, quirky, spectacular people. I did that! How the hell did that happen?! I stare at them a lot
and try to let all of that reality sink in. I never cease to be amazed. Sometimes I ask my partner:
are they really my children? He says: yes, you did that.

My children are now 35 (daughter, autistic, dyslexic and mum to twins) and 26 (son,
autistic). They are independent, opinionated, interesting and taller than me. Those are fine traits to
have and I am very pleased if I can claim any credit for even a shred of any of those. I secretly like
to think so.

I was nineteen when I became Mum. I was a ‘gifted’ child from a council estate who had
won a scholarship to a local private school on the basis of my supposed intelligence. I had left
school at 16 with a bunch of mediocre O levels to live in a squat, so things were already not going
quite to plan as far as my parents and society were concerned. The consensus was that I had wasted
my education; wasted my opportunity to lift myself out of working class toil into middle class
affluence. It is fair to say that teenage single parenthood wasn’t on their list of ambitions for their
youngest off-spring either, but sadly I had other ideas on all counts. I can’t say whether I would
have been someone who wanted to have children as I didn’t wait long enough to find out if any
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deep yearning would appear. I doubt it; I am far more likely to talk to a cow in a field than a baby.
I showed no signs of being the maternal type; I didn’t really even consider myself female and
behaved and dressed as I chose rather than to any socially constricted norm. I wore men’s suits,
black lipstick and picked fights with boys who dared to mistreat my friends. I wanted to be Harrier
Jump jet pilot and an actor, not a Mum.

Let’s just say that my baby wasn’t planned. Once I discovered I was pregnant, I analysed
the situation very carefully and concluded that I could see no good reason not to have a baby and
so my decision was made based on pure logic and morality rather than emotion, regardless of the
doom and gloom surrounding it from those who felt that my life was now over. I’'m not sure anyone
believed that I was capable of looking after a child given the frequency of my drunkenness and
general inability to do anything vaguely resembling sensible.

My daughter arrived two weeks late at 101b 50z and we became a team of two for a number
of years. We spent some time living on the road in a van and I home educated her for a time. We
had adventures and wonderful times which she remembers now. Her brother turned up 9 years later
in differently unexpected circumstances, but was equally as adored once he arrived. I have written
before that I believe that becoming a mum at the age that I did probably saved my life. I was on
an aimless path of self-destruction and would likely have ended up an alcoholic or in bits in a ditch.
By the time I got pregnant it was already obvious that I wasn’t an easy fit in the world. Parenthood
gave me a job to do — a very important job to do — and rules to follow, which I did, to the letter.

I had an odd parenting ethos comprised of a good dose of Victorian good manners
combined with a total lack of social convention. It was extremely important to me that my children
were polite and not a nuisance to anyone at anytime, but if they wanted to leave the house with no
shoes, a large green hat and eat three puddings without finishing their dinner, then that was fine by
me. My daughter did wear a large green felt hat for well over a year and I taught them early that it
was perfectly reasonable to want pudding when you hadn’t finished your main course because
your dinner tummy may be full but your pudding tummy wasn’t. I wasn’t always popular with
other kid’s parents who appeared to have a different set of rules by which they preferred their
children to abide. I also took my role as a parent extremely seriously and was — and still am — very
judgemental about those who I consider are not fulfilling their roles to my standards. To be fair, I
am very judgemental about a lot of people and a lot of things. I had a very severe set of rules and
principles for my own behaviour when it came to my children and I believed very strongly that I
had to be an infallible rock for them and never ever let them down in any way shape or form. I felt
that my job was to protect them from a big, scary world and that if they discovered that they
couldn’t rely on me — the one thing that they should rely on - then that must be the scariest thing
of all —to have no one. I can’t say whether it was a wise move since they were never able to learn
that Mum had a breaking point and hence see me as somewhat invincible. Ah well, getting it wrong
is part of a parent’s deal I suppose, although the realisation that sometimes my good intentions
have inadvertently damaged my kids continues to be almost impossible for me to come to terms
with and live with despite other people appearing to flippantly move on from such things and
thoughts. Failure doesn’t go down well with the autistic.

As someone diagnosed autistic in my 40s, I had no awareness of the impact of this
throughout the majority of my parenting years, but in hindsight it all fits. As well as making sense
of my somewhat rigid and black and white ideas about how a parent should be, it explains how
parenting gave me an acceptable reason for avoiding work which had any shred of responsibility
to it. As a single Mum with a strongly held belief that children should be with their parents and not
in childcare, I could not possibly have a full-time career and so [ worked my way through a lengthy
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string of easy, part-time jobs and educational courses, failing in some way at each one but not
really drawing anyone’s attention because I was a Mum and I was always there for my kids, and
that was deemed perfectly acceptable. Being a Mum made me look busy for a very long time. It
wasn’t really until my kids were older and I started to try and find work which more closely fitted
my abilities that I discovered that I wasn’t cut out for teamwork, authority and conformity. I am
grateful for all those years where my only role was to make the world as fun and interesting as I
could for some little people, and I wasn’t too bad at that.

Parenting for me was fraught with anxiety, worry and low level panic every minute of every
day. I see people who look relaxed, joyful and at ease when out and about with their families. I
was not one of those people. I was constantly fearful that I would fail to see something very
important, that other people would consider to be obvious, and inadvertently put my children in
mortal danger. [ was frightened that I would be found out for the awful parent I was and that Social
Services would bang on my door. I feel that I would never have asked for help if I had needed it
as [ wanted to stay beneath the radar. It wasn’t as if I had anything to hide, I just felt that I didn’t
fit and that that might be reason enough for someone to deem me unsuitable and take them away.
They never did. I find that I can relax and enjoy their company more now that they are adults and
that I am not entirely responsible for their daily care.

I struggled to know what to do with my children and so filled our days with outings and
activities, regardless of the stress that leaving the house caused me. We baked, walked, went to
beaches and did endless educational activities. I didn’t know how to play with them — luckily my
son only ever wanted me to build my own Lego models alongside him and we would sit silently
for hours doing this. I loved Lego as a child and now get to build with my grandsons so have had
over 40 years of legitimately sitting around building highly symmetrical vehicles and buildings!

I found playgroups and socialising with other parents mostly impossible, only generally
forming relationships with Dads and elderly Grandmas who had less peer expectations of me than
the women. I couldn’t do the casual sharing of childcare that others found easy. I was more terrified
of harming other people’s children than my own and hated to have the responsibility of them in
my care. They were always more difficult to look after than my kids and so it was always stressful
for me. I watched the clock endlessly until it was time for the parent to return to collect them. If at
any point the child said they were bored or wanted to go home, I would whisk them into the car
and take them there with no efforts made to dissuade or comfort them; relieved to be rid of the
burden of having to keep this other person happy and safe. I could only relax when in my own
home with my own children. Just me and them against the world.

I have never missed my children in their absence. I'm sure that this is an
autistic/alexithymic thing. I struggle to imagine any reality or scenario other than the one I am in
at present and so cannot imagine what it would be like for them to be here. I don’t miss anyone or
anything in an emotional sense; I can prefer for them to be with me intellectually but it’s not the
same as longing or yearning. Luckily, they both appear to have inherited this and despite being
very close and fond of each other, we are not in constant contact as none of us seems to want or
need it. I do have to remember to make contact with them (maintenance of relationships not being
an intuitive thing for many autistic people to do) as there is a real sense of ‘out of sight, out of
mind’ for me in all aspects of life including them. I try hard to be as a good a Mum as I can although
it certainly doesn’t come naturally.

What I have always enjoyed most about being a Mum is sharing secret games and laughter
with my children. My son and I had a game which we played in waiting rooms where one of us
would stick out our tongues a tiny bit from different sides of our mouths, like a snake and the other
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one would copy. We would sit opposite each other trying not to burst out laughing. My daughter
and I only have to look at each other and collapse into snorts of laughter. The humour between us
is inexplicably shared and ours alone. When the three of us get together now, we end up in
uncontrollable tears over something that no one else thinks is funny. It fascinates me how humour
appears to be somehow genetic or personal at least. They are my favourite times now they are
adults. My partner, Keith, says that I am at my most happy when I am with my children. I love the
relationship that they have between them and the way that they cope and fit in ways that I never
could. They have friends; they are at ease. How do they do that? I am delighted and in awe. [ am
chest-bustingly proud every time I see them, which is not so often these days as they are grown
and living their own lives, of which I am now only a supplementary part.

When my son was a teenager, he asked me if [ was suffering from Emptyness Syndrome —
he meant Empty Nest Syndrome but I think he was right the first time. Perhaps I do have a maternal
bone or two in my body after all for they are the people for whom I have the strongest emotions
and desire to protect; I have at times behaved like an animal fiercely guarding her young in the
face of a threat.

I now have a strong visual image of a timeline where their lives are stretching forwards
into a long and full future and I am alongside them but with much of my life behind us in the past.
I am holding on to my memories and they are yet to create most of theirs, which will be created
with others that they will meet and form their lives with. My job is to get them to this point with
the means to go on and have their own lives. And then let them go. That isn’t something that you
ever really consider when they arrive and all is about sleep and nappies. You never read that bottom
part of the Job Description when you sign up as it seems so unimaginable and far away, but it
always comes round. Perhaps the ultimate goal and at the same time the most painful part of being
a parent is to let them go and knowing they will be OK.
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