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Advance Praise for Later!

‘Later! is essential reading for any of us who confront the reality of moving on; in entertaining style, it helps us to look at the realities of the changing nature of our family lives. With simple and amusing exercises it both stretches our thinking and allows us to make some sense of the emotional turmoil that change can bring. For professionals and for parents alike this is a book well worth reading.’
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‘Parenting young adults today is an increasingly tricky business. With so many uncontrollable outside influences coming into play, doubts and dilemmas abound. This book will help you navigate a way through them.

With day-to-day dilemmas explored through meticulously gathered real-life testimonies and case studies, this is no abstract self-help guide. The authors reassure us that we are by no means alone; that there is always someone facing similar – or worse – problems, and that there is more than one “correct” solution to every dilemma.

Later! suggests strategies for coping, while keeping in touch with our own identities. Refreshingly, it also points out that we all do the wrong thing sometimes – and that’s OK. It’s consistency and loving care that matters and, above all, not giving up.’

Sue Cook, writer and broadcaster

‘Can your offspring sew on a button? Do they treat your home like a hotel? Are they in trouble of some sort? Are they coping? Are you coping?

Parenting is a process of constant evolution and, although it brings huge rewards, it is not always easy to negotiate well. With this is mind, the authors of Later! have written a wise and practical guide to help parents guide their offspring through the 16–23 stage. The advice is compassionate, realistic, light of touch and unafraid. What better guide could there be?’

Elizabeth Buchan, author and mother of two

‘A book full of pragmatic and practical advice that rings bells on every page.’
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Foreword

‘Our youth now love luxury. They have bad manners, contempt for authority; they show disrespect for their elders and love chatter in place of exercise; they no longer rise when elders enter the room; they contradict their parents, chatter before company; gobble up their food and tyrannize their teachers.’

The words of a twenty-first century parent? No, that was Socrates, the classical Greek philosopher writing nearly two and a half thousand years ago. That quote might lead one to think that for generations nothing has really changed when it comes to parenting but, apart from a few broad brushstrokes, I’m not sure it’s true. I think the world has changed beyond all measure and with astonishing speed in my lifetime.

In the first flush of parenting, everyone – even those who have never parented – has advice to give to the new mother or father. Some of it is helpful, some is not and some is simply from interfering relatives. I’ve brought up three kids and I learnt pretty quickly that you can divide early childhood into two distinct phases. The first I call ‘scribbling’, which is when children use crayons simply to make a mess, and the second is ‘colouring within the lines’, which is when they have mastered both fine motor skills and a degree of patience. Once you get your offspring into the colouring-in phase then life as a parent improves no end. Your demanding little emperor can be distracted and is even heading towards sensible conversation. I pass this knowledge on to anyone still suffering the scribbling years so that they can see light at the end of the tunnel.

The information no one knew to share with me when my babies were babies was that modern parenting is now a much longer road than our own parents experienced. My first venture into the solo adult world consisted of renting a single room in London for £9 a week, when I was 18. It was a terrible place, where the restless mice and the smell of gas kept me awake at night, but I loved the independence of it. Sadly, the economics of today make even such a step less and less likely for young adults, many of whom continue to live at home out of necessity. It’s not easy for them but, dare I say, it is not always a total pleasure for the parents. Much has been made of mothers and fathers suffering from ‘empty nest’ syndrome but few consider the issues related to a nest that is beginning to feel a little too full. For the parent who watched their child grow up and dreamt of freedom from responsibility, the parent whose car bears a bumper sticker with the words ‘Busy spending my kid’s inheritance’, a child who won’t or can’t leave home can be tough to deal with.

There are other issues, too. My father passed away the week my oldest daughter was born. That was twenty-five years ago. My dad was a marvellous fellow and gave me some very sound advice: ‘never trust a man in a ready-made bow tie’, ‘don’t attend a party without having checked who’s in the obituaries’ and ‘always remember that one martini is not enough, two is plenty but three is too many’. I live by those maxims but I am aware of the possibility that his old words of wisdom would not quite suffice for the next generation. I often think how amazed he would be at how the world has changed. He loved technology but never used a mobile phone because, by the time he died, they were yet to become part of our daily lives.

Today all of us, but particularly young adults, face a constant onslaught from endless, instant communication and the pressure of social media. I am appalled at the number of young people, for example, who wish to have plastic surgery in order to improve their ‘online image’. My kids are all in their early twenties and when they were born these were things that never occurred to me I might one day have to consider.

For the modern parent, fresh approaches and negotiations are needed and that’s why we need a straight-talking, practical guide like this. It is designed to help parents help their children but there is a twist to it which I like – the authors also remind the mother or the father in the picture not to forget to think about themselves as well. The kids may be appalled.

Later! is a book that will help you assess what kind of parent you are and how you might improve for the sake of both your offspring and your sanity. It includes practical tips to get your child cooking the odd meal; how to cope with drug issues; when to speak up and when to bite your tongue; dealing with the unexpected; coping with sexual activity (your own and your child’s); and knowing when to hold back on giving help, even though it is usually quicker to ‘do it myself’.

We could all do with a wise woman sitting in the corner dispensing advice but sadly such delights are rare in a busy world, so this book is a fine substitute. If I incorporate just one or two of the suggestions in here then I know the kids will benefit in the long run. Perhaps they will even respect the parent who tries to improve and will come to repeat the words of the anonymous author who once said, ‘When I was a boy of fourteen, my father was so ignorant I could hardly stand to have the old man around. But when I got to be twenty-one, I was astonished at how much he had learned in seven years.’

Sandi Toksvig OBE, writer, broadcaster, Chancellor – and mother of three


Introduction

One minute you are taking your children to school, the next they are off to a more independent stage in their lives. It may seem like only months since you were first filling their lunch box for primary school, but the school career moves with such momentum that it won’t be long before you are suddenly facing life without having them at home on a daily basis.

How do you prepare for a time when your child’s excitement at the prospect of leaving school, going to university, finding a job or living on their own can leave you feeling dull, passed by and obsessed by detail that they see as unimportant? How do you start to think about what to do with the rest of your life – picking up previous or new ambitions, both personal and professional, and prioritising your own friends and interests?

How do you handle the situation when, as is increasingly common, your children later decide to return home to live – in the process shattering the living arrangements that had developed without them, and creating endless mess as well as volunteering the kind of opinions you had become used to managing without.

Later! is an empathetic and practical guide to making sense of life at a time when all the ground rules need to be reconsidered, if not renegotiated. Packed with strategies for the effective analysis and management of a situation that neither of you has handled before, the authors offer sound thinking and the reassurance that others are feeling the same.

A particular and unique feature of this book is the emphasis on exploring the situation from two different points of view. One is the parent role that you have maintained for so long, but which needs to adapt and change to living with a young adult. The second is the non-parent you, who has been left somewhat in the shade for the last 16–20 years while being Mum or Dad took over. This older, but less familiar, you needs to be nurtured and encouraged in much the same way as your young person.

All the decisions and situations your young person is going through need (re)consideration from your point of view too, but years of busyness in managing their lives, as well as delivering the supporting structure for the family, can leave you unused to thinking about your own needs and priorities. This book considers everyone’s hopes and plans – in the process, offering everyone the chance to move on.

As well as the ‘viewpoint’ sections in each chapter, we have included a section of questions and answers, which have proved so popular in our previous books. They offer examples of how the strategies and principles we explore might be applied in real-life situations. All the questions are typical ones parents ask on workshops and have been selected for their relevance to each chapter.
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