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Foreword

by Jeremy Vine

This book is a goldmine of parental wisdom. That struck me at the weekend, only a day or two after I had finished it. There was a sadness about the realisation. I had taken my eighteen-year-old daughter to see our football team. We always have the same ritual: Thai food for lunch, then up to the stands in time for kick-off.

But last weekend was different. Saturday was poignant. My daughter had just got into university. She now has a reading list eight feet high, so this game was probably our last for a while. The ritual felt extra special – we had talked over our food and now we chatted over our football. And as we spoke, I realised the best conversations are the ones which are indirect. “How are you feeling about uni – BLOODY HELL REF ARE YOU BLIND?” is, strange to say, a wonderful formula. When Katsu curry or a foul on Kanté are the main focus, serious conversation about life can be a natural sideline.

My eldest has been going to Chelsea games with me since she was five and Mourinho was in charge. At her first game she was so shocked by the roar when the home fans welcomed an early goal (51 seconds in, against Fulham) that she burst into tears. Later that day she told me she thought the opposition supporters were “quite rude” to sing “YOU’RE GETTING SACKED IN THE MORNING” at Mourinho. Then we talked about other stuff, and we have been talking ever since.

Finishing this wonderful book made me wish I had read it a decade earlier, because it would have crisply explained something I took years to discover: sometimes you need to face away from your son or daughter to have the best conversations. This is the kind of basic rule you feel should have been written down – ‘Talk to your child while driving; they are far more open when they’re not being stared at’ – and the sort of parental principle we only discover by accident. When I think about my football weekend, I realise I only grasped the lesson as my daughter left us. Why isn’t there a book to help?

Actually, there is. You’re holding it.

What you’re about to read is a brilliant corrective to accidental parenting. It could almost have been called ‘The Rules’.

I had a happy childhood and was much loved. But my poor parents had been brought up around Jim Reeves and were now sharing house with the Sex Pistols. While the grandpa managers at Radio 1 were banning God Save The Queen for the line “…and her fascist regime,” my mum and dad were insisting the twelve-year-old me accompany them to the Mall at 5am to give Her Majesty a respectful Silver Jubilee wave, which she was hardly likely even to notice. That’s a communication breakdown right there.

I learnt from their mistakes, of course. As soon as my young girls fell in love with Lorde and Taylor Swift I was blasting them from my study so loud that my daughters were asking me to turn my music down. But that creates other problems. It was their music, not mine, and I had nicked it. Bad move.

The generation gap in the seventies meant all children felt like rebels. The responsible teens in my corner of Surrey were few and far between. I used to wonder how they had got their lives together so young while I was all over the shop. One such person was Tim, the kind of older lad who looked sorted, reasonable, unfazeable; he seemed to have a wise head on him. Eventually our generation went out into the world beyond Cheam. Tim had an unusual surname, and many years later my ears pricked up when I heard it during a news item on my Radio 2 show. A father was in agony, speaking about how his sixteen-year-old son had died from an accidental drug overdose. I was shocked when I realised it was my childhood acquaintance on the news. My instant reaction was that if this tragedy had befallen Tim, it could happen to anyone. You could say the same of Fiona, Daniel’s mother, the author of this book. If that particular disaster can happen to Fiona and Tim Spargo-Mabbs it can happen to any parent anywhere. This book won’t stop it happening again, but it might stop it happening to you.

Although the loss of a beloved son must have given Fiona her professional urgency, it does not dominate the book you are holding. The pages you will read have such extensive tips and lessons, for such a range of situations, I lost count. When I grew up, sex was never mentioned, and technology meant having a fax machine. The comedian Arthur Smith said he was “at such an advanced age, I remember when they brought in cordless pyjamas”.

Nowadays, tech is so universal Arthur’s joke barely makes sense. As for sex: ‘Love Island’, anyone? A friend of mine told me, “Your daughters will definitely be watching ‘Sex Education’ on Netflix. Ours have binged it.” When I said no, they were still quite young and I was sure it would not be on their radar, the friend told me how to find ‘View History’ in the Netflix settings. Sure enough, they only had 22 minutes of the entire season left.

Parents may think they can offer useful advice. Most of us just look at what our own mums and dads did, and reverse it. But unspoken beneath all our attempts to intervene in our children’s lives is the question – what gives a generation that torched the planet and trashed the economy the right to tell a fifteen-year-old she needs to be home by eleven?

If you think you need this book, you do. If you think you don’t need it then you really, really do. Apart from anything else, it is packed with stories and fantastically well-written. Some parental missteps are so glaring they almost made me laugh: I wanted to wrap my arms around the mum who panicked when her teen asked her if it was true that she would bleed from “down there” once a month, and decided the best response was to simply deny it. At the end of this pageturner, like me as the final whistle blew on the weekend’s football, you will say to yourself: “I wish I’d known all that at the start.”
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Connor: Can we have our names on the inside cover, Miss? And our photo?

Me: It’s all meant to be anonymous!

Zain: Maybe just the initials then? Or maybe we can use an anagram of all our names? Or maybe, like, a word search on the last page?

Me: Do you honestly want your parents to know what you said about them?

Zain: A hundred per cent!

Connor: Yeah! I snitched them!

As I sit and write, here in a frame on my desk are a couple of notes from my then five-year-old son Dan. They were part of a series that fluttered down the stairs up which he had recently stomped in high dudgeon, having been sent to his room in response to some long-forgotten misdemeanour or other. The first of these says, in his furious five-year-old spelling, ‘I hat [hate] you mum.’ This was rapidly followed by a shower of others, and I remember the speed and remorse of it well, because it was so touching at the time, and touches me still. The series continued (with some help with translation):


	‘I love you mum so much’


	‘I love you to plooto’


	‘I love you to the nxt galaxe’


	‘I love you mum evan arand spas [even around space]’


	‘I love you mum to the nxt wald [world] and on’


	‘I love you mum and I love you on and on so it goes for evr and evr’




It’s these last two that are in my frame, on my desk, and although it may surprise you to learn that I decided, on balance, not to frame that first, furious message of hatred, nevertheless it’s tucked in my drawer, along with the others, and I know that it’s there. This early record of communication with my younger son, in the special archive I store with my socks, embodies that passionate turmoil of emotions our children can encounter in their experience of their parents – and that, just occasionally, we as parents can experience in our relationship with our children, too, loving them to the depths and heights of forever though we do. I expect I was full of fairly big feelings, and probably not too positive ones either, when I sent little Dan to his bedroom for whatever it was he had done.

This maelstrom of emotions is never more turbulent than in the teenage years, and it can be hard to hold on to the fact that the sometimes painful words that can fly from a teenager’s mouth are rooted in the most enormous love and loyalty, as is the fury that sometimes slams the door, and the solid, impenetrable silence that sometimes sits and glowers behind it. You may not see any messages of eternal and infinite love fluttering down your stairs, but those feelings are all there, even if currently buried beneath heaps of rage/embarrassment/disdain. And this makes it all the more confusing all round. Teenagers need their parents, and perhaps more now than ever, as they face stuff of increasing magnitude and seriousness – though they begin to need them differently, which can all be a bit bewildering. Talking our way through these years, however we can, really does help, and really is important.

Communication is key to helping our children navigate their way safely in, around and through to the other side of the many and various risks that can face them in adolescence. There’s a lot of tough stuff to get through, it has to be got through together and there’s lots to be talked about along the way in order to get out the other side safely. But communication is perhaps never more fragile than during those teenage years. It can be a source of huge frustration and pain, but also great joy on both sides, great amusement all round and great discovery, as we as parents explore the world all over again with them. And a very different world it now is.

The purpose of this book is to provide a handbook for parents, full of information, insights, tips and practical strategies. Its hope is to help both parents and teenagers to communicate more constructively, collaboratively and positively about the issues that are most challenging in young lives, and can cause not only most tension and disruption within families, but also present highest risk to adolescents. These are the conversations that both may prefer to avoid. It’s easy as a parent to forget from our own younger days how awkward it can be as a teenager to broach certain subjects at home. You don’t want to worry your parents, or disappoint them, or never get let out again. You don’t want them to jump to conclusions that are wrong, or to judge you for conclusions that are right. But you really do want (and need) to talk to them.

Talking the Tough Stuff with Teens is born of hours and hours of listening to teenagers and parents telling me what they think works, what doesn’t, what they need, what they don’t, what would help. And years of working with teenagers and parents in the context of drug education, talking about how to have conversations that help (and lots of other things too). And before that, years of working with parents and children in the context of community education, enabling them to build effective communication within their family (and lots of other things along with that, too). And, to add to the mix, my own experience as a mum to two erstwhile teenage boys.

The book is in two parts. The first explores the context for both parents and adolescents in which communication happens. It lays out the ways the world has changed from a parent’s teenage years to now. It looks at the amazing adolescent brain, the role hormones play, the shifting social dynamics between family and friends, and the impact all this can have on conversations at home. It examines the art of communication, what can make it work well, or cause it to break down, what can make something that should have been small grow out of all proportion, and get out of control, and skills that can be brought to a conversation that starts out awkwardly.

The second part tackles the toughest of stuff. It takes a look at some specific issues in teenagers’ lives, the ones that present most risk and that cause most concern to both them and their parents: sexuality and gender identity; relationships and sex; mental ill health, drugs and alcohol; eating disorders; self-harm and suicide. As well as an overview of the issues and risks, there are insights into what can lie behind behaviours, signs for parents to look out for, and practical advice for both parents and teenagers, all focused on conversations. There are stories and case studies, contributions from experts in each specialist field and signposting to further information and support.

My hope is that this is a book that’s useful for every family, across the generations, bringing insight, understanding and practical strategies so that conversations at home enable pre-teens and teens to live happily, healthily and safely, and grow into confident, independent adults – people who still enjoy talking with parents back home.

Note: The names of all the teens, twenty-somethings and parents who have contributed their conversations to the book have been changed, and any identifying features altered, to make sure their identities are anonymized.




Part 1

Everyday talking
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