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CHAPTER EIGHT

AUTISM AND PARENTING - A MATCH MADE IN HEAVEN

...ER, HELL...ER, HANG ON, AM I REALLY A PARENT?
Author: Atul Movelis

Introduction by Dean Worton

I can understand how Atul feels about the idea of fatherhood seeming surreal as an autistic
individual and also why he feels a strong urge to protect. The world can at times seem quite
an alienating place to autistic people, so they may have heightened impulses compared to
predominant neurotype (PNT) parents to ensure that no harm comes to their children.

What is to say that autistic people can’t make good parents? The whole premise of autism
is that certain things are experienced differently from the majority of society. Sometimes
this shows in noticeable ways and sometimes less so. This might even be a blessing. When it does
create issues, it doesn’t necessarily impinge on every little aspect of the parent-child experience.

Introduction

Ok - just for the record - I do know that I am a parent. Twice over, in fact. It's just that (16+
years in) it still blindsides me now and again. I - me, moi, myself - am supposed to act in some
kind of a responsible, father, parent type manner to instill all that is good parental-wise into the
offspring - surely this is a responsibility a tad too far for the likes of me? And yet, while I
occasionally (aka sometimes, aka often) feel that I cannot possibly be responsible enough to look
after myself, let alone another actual human being, I reckon I'm pretty good at it. See, that's what
autism is all about - caring more about others than one's self; at least it is in my experience, and |
know plenty of autistic adults who feel the same. This might come as some surprise to many
readers - in fact it came as a bit of a shock to me! When I found out I was autistic (as an adult) I
had to re-learn loads about what others had already told me - as almost none of it applied to me.
There is so much rubbish out there - and much of it is about parenting, so let's go...

Do autistics make good parents?

Oh, come on, now - isn't that as ridiculous as asking whether a wheelchair user makes a
good parent, or an eighteen year old, or a left-handed bearded brunette of diminished height with
a slightly bald patch. I mean, really? Being autistic is just that - being autistic. So far as I can tell,
while each person will have their own skills, abilities, and weaknesses, autism in and of itself can't
dictate how one might be when the wee sprogs appear from the stork delivery. Of course, being
autistic will influence how one is as a parent - but no one knows what that influence might be until
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after the event itself, surely. In my case, while it's the kids who are probably most knowledgeable
in this regard, | would hazard a guess that being autistic for me (and them) has both pros and cons,
as [ will now attempt to demonstrate.

Pro Number One - Black and white parenting

What you hear is what you get. Mine learned from a pretty young age that once a rule was
put in place, there was a logical explanation for it, it would be adhered to, and any deviation would
have very clear consequences. These consequences would be made obvious at the time of the rule
setting and agreed upon by all concerned. The kids knew/know full well that there would/will be
no deviation from the 'rule' - whatever it might be - but that if a decent valid proposal was made to
changing the rule it would be taken under consideration. Now, I know this might sound horrifically
Dickensian or suchlike, but actually the little ones have consistently fed back that one of the things
that they actually like about my 'style' of parenting is the lack of ambiguity and the genuine open
discourse I will have, explaining my reasoning as it were, with full rationale where required! From
my perspective I really think that it helps feel them feel secure in the knowledge that what is said
is meant. It also seriously helps stop what I have observed from other families - the scenario
whereby a child asks for something and the answer is 'no' - but only to start off with; I mean, how
weird is that? One can literally see the child learning - 'hang on, self, if I ask over and over again,
and get more and more loud/grumpy/whingy/whiney/tearful, the higher the chances of that 'no'
being turned into an 'ok then, but only this once..."' - yeah, right. In my home, if a question is asked
it is considered, weighed up, and responded to - end of story! And I reckon we have a much more
peaceful time as a family as a result.

Con Number One - Black and white parenting

You see what I did there? Yes, for every pro, there is a subsequent con - might seem
strange, but allow me to explain. While my rather black and white parenting style might have its
advantages, it may also have its disadvantages. Sometimes my immediate reaction, while
extremely considered, might not take into account the various elements that should have been
considered - in other words it may not have occurred to me that something out of my usual
cognisance needs taking into consideration. At such times it can take quite some time before I
come to the dreaded realisation that occasionally - just occasionally, mind - I could be wrong! This
causes an issue; what to do? Do I 'break the rules' and introduce the dreaded 'change' word - "ok,
kids, I've changed my mind..." - but that would defeat the whole premise and my life as I know it
would end in a devastating mind-bending implosion the likes of which will never be seen again -
at least, not by me, as my head had already imploded. Ok, I exaggerate just a smidge - and, of
course, the reality is that [ admit my error and everyone (ahem) carries on perfectly happily. But -
I am the first to admit, I do not find this an easy process.

Pro Number Two - Organisational skills

Ah, the detail. Don't we love it? Sounds a tad stereotypical perhaps, but some autistics
really do love that old attention to detail. I know I do. When it comes to planning the detail of a
holiday, a day trip, a picnic, a Birthday party, even a trip to the shops - out comes the lovely list
log - the log in which one can jot down all the lists one might require to ensure smooth sailing
occurs. Lists are just lush - you can look at them, amend them, check them off - it's absolute heaven.
And, if you do it right, make sure everyone is involved, check, double check, and triple check -
then things tend to work out pretty well. Plus, the kids love their involvement, so I'm led to believe.
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While it's not quite the same thing, my attention to detail in terms of wanting certain things to be
perfect can also be pretty positive for the kids. I spend hours planning meals, for example - and
every single meal I make has to put a smile on their faces. Whenever we watch Master Chef they
suggest I go on it - and the conversation between them usually goes like this: "Daddy should do

this, he would so win..."... "yeah, but remember - his cooking would be fine, but he would be so
useless at talking to anyone else he'd get kicked off straight away". Enough said!

Con Number Two - Organisational Skills

While my detail planning is something I treasure, I'm the first to admit - conversely and, I
accept, seemingly contradictory - my organisational skills are utterly awful when it comes to most
other kinds of planning. While I will meet a deadline, if it's something I am not keen on, it simply
won't get done until the very last moment. Even things that might sounds really daft to the
mainstream population, like making a phone call (I simply hate using the phone unless it's
something I have control over) to sort something out, or even make a booking at a restaurant (you
gotta love the internet these days) - such things will find me procrastinating to the nth degree,
figuratively with my fingers in my ears, head in the sand, singing "la la la you can't make me do it
if I can't hear you"...

Pro Number Three - Sociality

Right, let's be honest here - my kind of sociality is not really much of a pro, aside from the
one to one variety with my boys. I am pretty much useless as wanting to be with people in
general...hang on, let's wait for the 'con' section for that. In the meantime, yes - time spent just
with one of the kids; I don't know much about other parents, so am not sure if this is a particularly
autistic type characteristic or what, but I can very happily spend as much time as the kids want
with them, and have done since day one. When babies [ would simply watch them sleep - for hours
at a time. Growing up, I would (again happily) spend time doing whatever they wanted to do
without getting bored - whatever that might be. I do remember on a number of occasions feeling
utterly bewildered when hearing other parents complain about the length of the school holidays,
or 'wanting a break' from the kids, or some such sentiment - me, I can't get enough of them and
live in fear of the day they leave home...

Con Number Three - Sociality

I simply don't particularly like people - or, very few, anyway. It's like I've been allocated a
certain amount of capacity to enjoy people, and it almost all goes on my family - so, while they
get a ton of like, others don't get a look in. Even being around others is a struggle. So, common,
every day activities can become a real struggle for me; for example, I spent years dreading school
pick up - just because of having to wait around the school playground amongst other people. I have
a dread of ever being late for the boys, so habitually would arrive at least half an hour early - which
means as the single person waiting I was a strong target for others to try and talk to me -
horrendous. I used to wait by the fence with my face up against it so everyone else was behind me
- that way I could ignore them and pretend they weren't there; it also meant that the chances of
anyone talking to me were greatly reduced. Nowadays they are old enough so I don't have to pick
them up in the same way (I can wait in the car) and I so don't miss it!

Other things that my own brand of sociality meant were problematic included kids' parties
- not my own kids which were carefully constructed to avoid social time with grown ups - but
others, where on the rare occasion I couldn't persuade my wife to attend, I would have to sit with
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other parents while the smaller ones played together. There seemed to be an expectation that the
parents would herd together and - wait for it - CHAT! I mean, please - what hell on earth is this?

As a (possibly) interesting aside, it was actually my little one who first indicated to me that I might
be rather different in my social interaction compared to others when he was aged six. I won't
distress you with the sordid details but it involved an 'incident' on my walk to school with him and
me starting to disrobe in front of a stranger until the six year old pulled me away and pointed out
that it wasn't entirely socially acceptable behaviour - there was an entirely sound reason for my
actions from my perspective, by the way, before you think I'm some kind of questionable character
- and, in hindsight, I am fully aware that what I was doing might have come across as less than
savory. However, when it struck me that my six year old had a better handle on social interaction
than I did it opened my mind somewhat; he's been trying - and failing - to teach me ever since...

Pro Number Four - Being Odd

The kids love it! Having a parent who is quirky, with a somewhat odd sense of humour
(their friends who visit find me hilarious at times), who makes entirely inappropriate comments at
times (their friends who visit find me hilarious at times) and habitually acts as though I am five
years old (their friends who visit find me hilarious at times) can be a whole lot of fun!

Con Number Four - Being Odd

The kids do not love it! Having a parent who is quirky, with a somewhat odd sense of
humour (their friends who visit find me slightly stressful/scary/incomprehensible at times), who
makes entirely inappropriate comments at times (their friends who visit find me slightly
stressful/scary/incomprehensible at times) and habitually acts as though I am five years old (their
friends who visit find me slightly stressful/scary/incomprehensible at times) can be a real pain, so
I'm told!

Pro Number Five - Honesty

I am so honest. It's slightly ridiculous to be fair. It's like there's no switch in my head to
move from absolute honesty to actual consideration as to whether I should be quite so 'blunt' all of
the time. I really think that the boys get a lot out of knowing that what I say is genuinely what I
think, and that they can trust me to be honest without fail.

Con Number Five - Honesty

So, being honest all of the time doesn't come without its faults apparently. I only know this
from feedback, both from the kids and the wife, so don't go thinking I have some amazing insight
into myself - because I don't! Apparently, some things are not meant to be said, however 'true' they
are. This seems somewhat bizarre to me - but I am told reasonably frequently that it's the case.
Quite how one can work out when to be honest and when not to baffles me. It's ok when someone
else explains it after the deed - but at the time, not a chance. When it comes to parenting, for
example, one needs to be supportive of the kids, which might mean curtailing certain comments
about possible negative attributes, or where improvements might need to be made. I find this really
difficult - the balance between advising, being supportive, and being honest is all a bit of a
minefield. Luckily, the kids have learned that no matter what I say, I mean for the best and don't
ever intend to be harsh.
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Loving My Kids Just So Much

Ok, I simply can't find it in me to split this into pros and cons - though I do accept that my
absolute adoration of them does come with its own issues. Again, I cannot tell whether this is an
autism related component, but [ am absolutely convinced that what I feel for those close to me (in
this instance my children) differs from the experience of the majority of the population. The level
of anxiety I feel when I am unable to be sure of their safety (even when logically I know they
'should' be safe) for example, seems way over and above what most parents seem to feel. I am not
being subjective here either - [ have numerous comments made to me about this and how extreme
I am about my feelings towards the little ones (not so little now!). For example, I know from talking
to other people that it is not usual to have almost continuous nightmares about loved ones - I have
several a week - and they are all based on them no longer liking me, or being harmed in some way,
or feeling negative towards me for some reason. It's an extremely common pattern and I frequently
cannot subsequently sleep afterwards and have to wait until the morning to check they haven't
fallen out with me in some way overnight!

Anxiety is a common issue for me - and much of it stems directly from loving the kids. I
guess that this is a positive in that it does demonstrate how much I adore them, but it comes at a
cost I have to admit. The crippling fear of the slightest slight against them or negative experience
- be it a fall out with a friend, to being upset about an exam result - is almost an ongoing emotional
drain. I believe it was Phil McGraw who wrote 'a mother is only as happy as her saddest child' - in
my context change 'mother' to 'Atul' and the rest to 'is only as happy as how happy he perceives
his least happy child to be' and you get the picture. I expect I annoy the boys a fair bit, texting them
the amount I do to make sure that they are ok - but at least they know how much I care!

Interestingly (I think at any rate) I don't think that my ongoing achingly deep feelings
towards the kids will do them any harm. I don't smother them (at least I don't think I do), I never
stand in their way of trying new things, however dangerous (physically or emotionally), I
encourage them every step of the way and am there to pick up the pieces as and when necessary
to the best of my ability. What astonishes me - and what [ was so wrong about when I first became
a parent - is that being a parent gets so much harder (in my view) as they grow up. At least when
they're little one has so much control over how to influence life for the better - but the more grown
up and independent they become, so the stress around them increases. The trick for me is to not let
the stress filter out onto them, to give them the freedom to be themselves, while trying my hardest
to protect them in the ways that I can when they still need my support.

What do I regard as the most autism-related aspects of being a parent I hear you ask? In
other words, what difference might it make being autistic? I think for me it's all about extremes.
The positives are so positive, and the negatives so negative - and I do think it's more like that for
me than for many - I think that is what being autistic as a parent means to me. They amaze me
every day, just by being them. The simplest smile can make me euphoric, while a single tear and
ruin my day. I find it hard to remember life before them - it's like my life didn't begin until they
arrived. I love being a parent, and am pretty confident that the boys quite enjoy me being one. I've
learned so much from them, and continue to do so. I hope being a parent has made me a better
person.

And learning that my social skills are inferior to those of a six year old is of course, a bonus.
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