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            INTRODUCTION

         
 
         ‘Mummy, why did you write this book?’
 
         The questions began when my son turned three, closely followed by his younger sister and, four years later, they’re still at it. ‘Mum, why can’t we live forever?’, ‘Why can’t I have a willy?’, ‘Why were those two men kissing?’, ‘What’s the biggest number in the world?’ Their endless stream of enquiries were alternately hilarious, charming, inane, infuriating and rarely easy to answer well. Maybe, I thought, other parents find the whole business easier than me.
         
 
         Judging by the conversations at the school gates, this wasn’t the case. Mothers in particular related their children’s questions as an endless source of amusement, sometimes mortification. We sympathised with one another and laugh about those moments, caught in supermarkets or on playdates, confronted with gems such as, ‘What’s a condom?’ and ‘Why were you making funny noises in your bedroom last night?’ We compared notes. ‘What would you have said?’, ‘What should I have said?’ Who really knows?
 
         Despite the wealth of parenting books out there, I couldn’t find anything on the subject. How candid, for example, should one be when an inquisitive five year old asks, ‘Mum, why did that little girl go missing?’ or ‘Why can’t I trust all strangers?’ Children are constantly learning more about the world, soaking up the media around them and their questions can provoke a conflict. We want to protect them but we also wish to increase their awareness and knowledge – and that means telling the truth. But how much?
         
 
         While frequently floored by my children’s curiosity, I have also been inspired by it and I really did want to find out the definitive answer to certain questions; why a zebra has stripes and how language first came about, for example. Children, it seems to me, ask far more penetrating and perceptive questions than many adults. They’re certainly prepared to challenge aspects of our culture that grown-ups have become inured to. ‘Why is that man sleeping on the street?’, for example, and ‘Why does Daddy never use the washing machine?’ I’d still like to know the answer to that one.
 
         Which is why Ask Your Father, originally a column in The Times, came into being. As my column became more established, I received hundreds of questions from children all over the country. The final selection, I hope, offers a realistic snapshot of what really concerns, baffles, fascinates and perplexes a broad range of children – from three year olds to adolescents. I wanted to give them the answers they deserved – and that meant approaching the experts.
         
 
         These answers would be nowhere near as instructive, illuminating and as authoritative as they are without the generous input from the country’s leading child psychologists, psychotherapists, philosophers, theologians, linguists, political academics and mathematicians.
         
 
         I found myself in a remarkably privileged and enjoyable position – not many mothers I know could pick up the phone and ask Marcus du Sautoy, author and professor of mathematics at Oxford University, his advice on what to tell my five year old when he was keen to know what infinity was all about. Or AC Grayling, author and professor of philosophy at Birkbeck College, University of London, what I should advise one perplexed eight year old who wondered, ‘If there’s a God, why are there so many wars?’ Tony Benn was invaluable, I hope, in mobilising one apathetic female teen who wrote in to ask, ‘Why should I bother voting?’ It was a rather less enviable task calling one of the country’s leading biological anthropologists, Dr Christophe Soligo, to ask him his thoughts on one five year old’s enquiry, ‘Mummy, what’s that fur between your legs?’ Or Tony McEnery, professor of linguistics at Lancaster University for a detailed explanation on the etymological derivation of ‘wanker’, which he charmingly and patiently gave me.
         
 
         Which brings me to a central aim of Ask Your Father – to treat every child’s question with equal gravity, respect and attention, regardless of its apparent crudity or embarrassment potential. Among the child psychologists I consulted, all were unanimous that children should be able to feel they can ask their parents anything they wish; that nothing is off limits.
         
 
         They were also clear that if you want your child to carry on asking questions – and learning from you – tell the truth. Always. If they ask, ‘Have you ever smoked?’, and you have, don’t feel you have to conceal it completely. It is a valuable lesson for them to learn that adults are fallible and everyone can make mistakes. Once you’re aware of that, answering questions becomes a lot more relaxed. Not that we should give away too much detail – always explain as much as you feel you can without fuelling unnecessary anxiety is the general message.
         
 
         Many psychologists and therapists I spoke to agreed that children are so adept at picking up on what’s going around them, their questions should encourage us to reflect more on our own beliefs and attitudes, and to be aware of how profoundly our relationships effect their well-being. Which is why I’ve included more personal questions like, ‘Dad is the boss isn’t he?’ and ‘Why were you shouting at each other last night?’
         
 
         Above all, being a curious parent is the best way to foster curiosity in our own children. If we’re attentive, interested and stimulated, always questioning what we see around us, our children will be more likely to model that behaviour too.
 
         In past generations it was broadly acceptable to dismiss their inquisitiveness with a, ‘Go ask your father, dear’. But not now – because we’re beginning to understand the crucial role that curiosity plays. It is a way of enriching our relationships, hopefully way into adolescence and beyond, so we know what excites, worries and frightens our children. The more in tune we are with our children’s questions, the more they will continue to learn, discover and take pleasure in the world around them. 
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            THE ONES YOU WISH THEY’D NEVER ASK…

         
 
         ‘Mummy, why were you and Dad making funny noises last night?’ 
 Laura, 7
         
 
         ‘Er, Daddy and Mummy were just fooling around. We didn’t realise we’d woken you up, darling’, is an explanation most parents don’t look forward to uttering when they’ve just been caught in flagrante.
 
         As well as embarrassment at the thought of discovering a small person at the end of the bed silently witnessing our most intimate of moments, there is anxiety. We worry that what our child glimpses will disturb and upset them. ‘It could be that it taps into our anxieties about sexual behaviour – there’s still this idea that sex is a bit corrupting if someone else sees it. We’re allowed to do it but behind closed doors, it’s somehow sinful’, says Petra Boynton, sex and relationship psychologist specialising in sex education. ‘It’s only in recent times we’ve grown so prudish.’ As Boynton points out, ‘Within the last century, children would have lived in overcrowded conditions and almost certainly overheard sex. It wasn’t viewed with the same anxiety.’
         
 
         Experts agree that there is nothing harmful about children seeing parents’ sexual behaviour. Parents are more likely to react badly, not their children. ‘They’re the ones who are embarrassed but the children generally take it in their stride’, says Paula Hall, sexual psychotherapist for Relate.
         
 
         Boynton agrees. ‘The key issue isn’t them seeing you having sex but how you deal with it afterwards. What doesn’t work is to deny anything was going on; then they’ll think, ‘Who was making those noises?’ or ‘Why are Mummy and Daddy being so secretive?’
 
         Instead, an open and lighthearted response is probably the best one. ‘You could say something like, “We were just having fun and cuddling together; that’s what Mummys and Daddys do sometimes”, says Hall. What they’re interested in is the noise, not the sexual activity itself, so it’s key to reassure them that neither Mummy or Daddy has been hurt or upset by the activity. ‘If they seem concerned, you could say, “Did it worry you?” it’s fine to ask this and can open up the conversation’, says Boynton. Or they may simply be curious – if so, you don’t have to go into too much detail. Boynton adds, ‘Be very matter of fact. It can be light-hearted with laughing, so they know that there’s nothing to worry about. It’s good if they can pick up that it’s a nice thing; something you feel relaxed about that isn’t scary or forbidden.’
 
         If you don’t want it to happen again (the interruptions, not the sex), maybe you should take some precautions. ‘You may want to change your bedroom arrangements, move the bed against another wall if it’s close to your child’s bedroom wall. You can do particular things like turn some music on too. These measures are about tact and sensitivity rather than secrecy’, says Hall. As she says, ‘It never affects anyone adversely. If anything it’s positive that you’re modelling healthy sexuality in a loving relationship. They know Mum and Dad are enjoying some private time “playing” and that’s positive in itself.’ 
         
 
         Unless, of course, you get the question, ‘But why can’t I play too?’
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         ‘Mummy, why don’t you have a willy?’ 
 Thomas, 4
         
 
         There’s no possibility of evasion here – nothing but a direct answer will suffice. Be prepared to give them enough facts without telling them more than they need to know. At 4 years old, a detailed anatomical roadmap of the female genitalia won’t mean much to them – but don’t shy away from the essential details.
         
 
         ‘What they need at this age isn’t particularly graphic or explicit’, agrees relationship expert Christine Webber. ‘I think you should say, “Dads, or men, have willies and they need them to wee from. Mums, or girls, don’t have them because we don’t need them. We have another hole to wee from.” Very often that is quite sufficient. At this stage, it’s not a sexual issue but a case of just noting the differences.’
 
         But is it? There are other issues at stake here. You may want to take steps to frame what girls supposedly don’t have in a more positive way; what you don’t want to infer is that young Thomas has a willy and by contrast poor Mummy has a physical absence. Petra Boynton, sex and relationship psychologist says, ‘I would avoid this by starting with what Mummy has and then going onto what Daddy has. If you say Mummy doesn’t have one it could make the child think that Mum should have one, subtly implying that having a penis is better.’
         
 
         That sense of phallic superiority is evident from such a young age – I have yet to hear about a 4-year-old girl asking her father why he hasn’t got a vulva. Yet it is also easy to understand, historically rooted as it is in our language – just look at the wealth of available terms to describe ‘willy’ and the marked absence of appropriate words that refer to female genitalia. A minefield, you will rapidly discover, when it comes to telling young Thomas what you – and his sister – have got instead of a penis.
         
 
         Clearly you need to use a name you feel truly at ease with. ‘If you go silly or twee or disrespectful your children will pick up on any emotional ambivalence in your tone. You really need to think about it beforehand’, advises Kairen Cullen, child psychologist. ‘I wouldn’t dictate the language you should use because it is so personal – it’s to do with our own comfort levels.’
 
         Webber and Boynton tentatively suggest using vulva, which sounds very grown up and could possibly be confused with something Swedish and sensible that Mummy drives. The delicate issue of the naming of parts is something that’s good to resolve as early as possible – think of suitable names and stick to them.
         
 
         Finally, thanking your child for asking such a question is probably the last thing on your mind but Boynton recommends it. ‘Saying something like, “Thank you for asking that. It’s an interesting question…”, is giving a message to the child that it’s perfectly ok to talk around this topic. Even if you find it embarrassing, try to give them a straightforward answer because it makes them feel so much more comfortable.’
 
         ‘Mummy, why does fiddling with myself feel so nice?’ 
 Bruno, 5
         
 
         Masturbation is still one of the most taboo areas of sexual activity and no-one really knows why. ‘It’s the big issue that never gets talked about in society and families’, says Christina Fraser, relationships counsellor and psychotherapist. ‘We learn to box it up and deal with it alone. What children do is bring openness and innocence to it and parents can find that difficult to cope with. I suspect the majority of couples don’t talk about it and that gets projected onto the child.’
         
 
         There are two key points to convey to Bruno – firstly that masturbation is a perfectly healthy aspect of sexual development. Secondly, even though there should be no shame attached, it is a private activity.
         
 
         ‘What you’ve got to get across is that it is a nice feeling, there’s nothing wrong with that. Give them positive reinforcement about it. But there’s also a time and a place’, says Sarah Fletcher, psychosexual therapist. In other words, not in the sitting room when granny has come to tea.
         
 
         ‘It can create a lot of anxiety in parents’, says Fletcher. ‘It can also be particularly embarrassing in younger children – often parents will talk about their two or three-year-old daughters gleefully rubbing themselves for all the world to see. Parents can feel extremely uncomfortable when small children do it in public – especially as we often don’t remember having any sexual feelings when we were that young. What I say to them is it’s completely normal. We have to encourage children to know it’s ok – at certain times when they’re on their own.’
         
 
         Bodily exploration is part of normal development and can often begin at around two years old, when they first move out of nappies into pants and suddenly discover they’ve got access. Girls are easily as curious as boys at this stage, deriving just as much pleasure, which can also cause parental discomfort. ‘I suspect this is because we somehow feel boys can’t control themselves but girls should be able to, so we deal with it diffferently.’ says Fraser.
         
 
         Even though it isn’t sexual at this age, it is definitely pleasurable, in the same way that it is for adults. At two or three years old, when they have no real concept of privacy, you can simply ignore the behaviour or gently distract them – often they’ll do it simply because they can. Rather like picking their nose, it can simply be because they’ve got nothing better to do and their hands are free.
         
 
         When they reach five years old, keep your explanation simple. ‘That feels nice’, you can reassure them. ‘But maybe not now, and not in front of other people.’ Above all, be watchful of your own reactions and aware that how you respond can have an enormous influence. As Fraser says, ‘What you’re giving a child is their earliest experiences of how to deal with sexual feelings – and it has everything to do with your own attitude. You want to avoid attaching what they do to any sense of shame.’
         
 
         There certainly shouldn’t be any – as Woody Allen once said, ‘Don’t knock masturbation; it’s sex with someone I love.’
 
         ‘Mummy, what’s that fur between your legs?’ 
 Chloe, 5
         
 
         An unflattering observation that makes poor Mummy sound as if she’s barely evolved from the primates, let alone graced a salon for a bikini wax in the last two years. At least you can console yourself that Chloe didn’t call it a beard.
 
         What you can point out to her is that human beings don’t have fur, not even Mummy, but they do have pubic hair – a particular type of coarse hair that begins to sprout when we reach a certain age called puberty. That is probably all that five-year-old Chloe needs or wants to know as far as sexual development is concerned.
         
 
         Her question can, once you’ve stepped out of the shower or bath and regained a little dignity, prompt an interesting discussion about hair and human evolution. You could ask Chloe why does she think we have hair where we do? And why we don’t have it all over our bodies like say, cats or dogs, rather than in a few isolated patches?
         
 
         Let her explore some possibilities before you explain, with admirable anthropological understanding, that what sets humans apart from most other mammals is our nakedness not our hairiness. You can add that although we do still possess hair over our bodies, it has become so flimsy it is barely visible. The reason for this could be because we evolved as a running animal – to hunt efficiently as well as to flee other predators. ‘Men can run down deer and horses if they want to. We’re pretty good at it’, says Jack Cohen, reproductive biologist and honorary mathematics professor at the University of Warwick. ‘But we need to get rid of a lot of heat while we’re running – our heart rate can increase more than four times its normal level – and we sweat more efficiently when we don’t have hair.’
 
         Any remaining hair is there for good reason, you can tell Chloe. Hair on the head helps to protect us from the elements – wind and rain as well sun. You could also say it’s there to distinguish the sexes; hair allows women and men to look extremely different, which in turn makes them more attractive to one another. Eyebrows still survive because they can protect our eyes from sweat. Which leaves armpits and, er, that fur between the legs again.
         
 
         So why do we still have it? The age at which we grow pubic hair is the first indication of what it’s related to – sexual development and maturity. Crucially, though, it’s all down to smell, says Dr Christophe Soligo, biological anthropologist at University College London. ‘We have two types of sweat glands. One is eccrine and the other is apocrine, which you only get under the arms and in the pubic area. Apocrine glands secrete a viscous fluid which helps to generate an individual body odour.’
         
 
         In experiments, says Soligo, women have literally sniffed out, from a selection of body odours, men who differ most from themselves in terms of genetic make-up – so reducing the risk of in-breeding. All this information is contained, incredibly, in the musky scent of underarm and pubic hair, says Soligo. Not that you’ll be able to explain much of this to Chloe – it’s probably more advisable to cease the discussion soon after the eyebrows. To avoid anymore taxing questions in this area, book a Brazilian now.
         
 
         ‘Mummy, what’s a period?’ 
 Esme, 6
         
 
         We all know the answer to this question but the dilemma is, at such a young age, how much information to give? Instinctively, most of us probably feel that a graphic description of the menstrual cycle isn’t quite appropriate. Equally, one doesn’t want to brush away what is a crucial aspect of female health, and one that Esme has every right to know about. So what is the sensible middle ground? 
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         ‘I would say let the child run the agenda on what they want to know’, says Christine Webber, relationship expert. ‘Keep it brief, give a proper answer but then don’t elaborate – unless they want to know more. Five to six years old is not the right time for an explanation about the role of sperm and eggs,’ she says. ‘Around nine to ten years old is a better time.’ Instead you could tell young Esme, ‘Once a month grown up women have a small blood loss and we wear something called a tampon or a pad to make sure it doesn’t go on our clothes.’ And leave it at that.
 
         Of course Esme could look worried and ask if everyone has them. ‘In which case’, advises Webber, ‘You can say, “All grown-up women have them and so will you when you’re a big girl.” They might ask if it hurts and you should say, “no, it doesn’t”. You may have to lie here if you do get severe period pain; I don’t think it’s necessarily a good thing to lay that on your six year old.’
 
         Understandably there is still the underlying fear of upsetting children with the mere mention of blood. As Dr Carol Cooper, family doctor and co-author of Your Child Year By Year, says, ‘It can be daunting for children to be told too much, especially when blood is involved and they associate that with pain. The idea of giving it piecemeal can be more comfortable for parents. Taking a deep breath and spilling all the beans doesn’t always work.’
         
 
         Historically, it’s not a subject we’ve ever felt comfortable discussing, which doesn’t make Esme’s question any easier to answer. As Janice Delaney, Mary Lupton and Emily Toth write in their book, The Curse, A Cultural History of Menstruation, ‘Greater than his fear of death, dishonour, or dismemberment has been primitive man’s respect for menstrual blood.’ This taboo element still lurks to some extent. But any reluctance or anxiety to discuss it is something children will tune in to immediately, so be aware of your own feelings on the subject – whether you find the topic embarrassing – and try to be as relaxed and open as possible. Reassure yourself that your child will set their own limits. As Dr Cooper says, ‘I know one mother who tried to tell her young daughter and she put her hands over her ears, insisting, “Stop Mum. I’m not ready for this.”’ At which point you can very happily change the subject and talk about something else instead.
         
 
         ‘Mummy, why do your bosoms look so empty?’ 
 Maisie, 6
         
 
         No aspect of the ageing process can be hidden from the searing gaze of a young daughter, and a sagging decolletage is no exception.
 
         Brutally will she expose every blemish, fault, wrinkle and droop. Get used to it because as the years roll by there’ll be worse to come; ‘Why are you wearing that at your age?’ ‘Why do the backs of your legs look like orange peel?’ ‘Why does that mole on your face look like a squashed fly?’
         
 
         Still, what you don’t want to convey is any lurking bitterness or loss of self-esteem linked with how you feel about your physical appearance. It is entirely normal for us to mourn, usually in brightly-lit changing rooms, a certain youthful elasticity that passed with our first and subsequent pregnancies. But it’s not something we should really expose our children to.
         
 
         Try not to make it personal even if you do feel that way, as in, ‘Breast-feeding you for six months may have had something to do with it.’ Remain equable and factual. Explain that every woman has different sized breasts depending on their build.
         
 
         It may help – and reassure you – to know why some breasts will always look different to others. ‘They are composed of different amounts of two components’, explains Dr Joanna Scurr, a lecturer in sport and exercise science at the University of Portsmouth who has researched breast health. ‘The glandular tissue consisting mainly of the milk reservoir and the fat that lies on top of that. You can get different percentages depending on your level of body fat.’
         
 
         You can also explain that the shape of our breasts alter throughout our lives, from puberty onwards and particularly during and after pregnancy. ‘They increase in density and firmness when the milk reservoir fills up. Then they get less firm when milk is no longer stored because the supporting structure of the breast is stretched and doesn’t shrink back’, says Scurr. ‘But small breasts can do their work just as well as bigger ones and from a sporting perspective, it can certainly give you an advantage.’ 
         
 
         This can lead onto a more general discussion about relative physical merits. ‘You can explain that everyone is different; some of us have long fingers or long legs but the really important thing is what people are like; whether they are kind and nice,’ says Christine Webber, relationship expert. ‘Pay careful attention to your feelings too,’ she adds, ‘if the question comes from your daughter. If you have any body issues these can drip down to small children without you realising it.’ So let her know that Mummy is content, thanks to the miracles of modern lingerie, with her cleavage even if it isn’t quite as defined as it once was.
 
         As ever, a resilient, iron-coated ego helps, along with a breezy acceptance to try and make the best of what you possess. ‘They’re not what they once were’, you could agree. ‘But it’s nothing that a Wonderbra can’t sort out, dear.’
 
         ‘Mummy, what’s a condom?’ 
 Alice, 6
         
 
         So you’re getting dressed and Alice is rifling through Daddy’s bedroom drawer, and swoops like a magpie on a shiny foil packet. Why couldn’t she alight on Daddy’s hair trimmer instead, you wonder. Typically it’s you, not him, who is left to explain the glories of the condom.
 
         You can reassure yourself that it could have been a lot worse. You could be on the Pill in which case Alice’s discovery would have been an emotional bombshell, rather than an embarrassing blip. ‘It does happen more than you’d think,’ says Dr Petra Boynton, sex and relationships psychologist. ‘Depending on how you handle the situation, children can grow up feeling very guilty about sex, if they feel their discovery has had serious consequences.’
         
 
         Assuming it isn’t a nasty surprise for you, then Alice’s curiosity should prompt a simple, truthful answer, one which doesn’t have to involve any detailed explanation. ‘Since this is really a question about sex and relationships, we tend to feel guilty that somehow it has to become an impromptu sex lecture. It doesn’t,’ says Boynton. It’s perfectly acceptable to answer in the same way you would were Alice to stumble across, well, Daddy’s ear-hair trimmer; as in, “Oh that’s just something that belongs to Daddy. Can you put it back where you found it?”’
 
         ‘A very short answer is fine at this age and more than likely they’ll go away happy,’ adds Boynton. ‘Although what you don’t want to do is make them feel naughty or awkward for asking about it.’ Your job is to be matter of fact, rather than embarrassed or dismissive. It’s one thing telling them what a condom is but what if Alice wants to see it? ‘This is a dilemma,’ agrees Boynton. ‘Some parents may feel fine getting one out and showing it to them. At that age, they would think it was funny and try playing with it like a balloon. Others would feel happier saying, “I’ll show you when you’re a bit older.” It really depends on how relaxed you feel.’
 
         Dr Carol Cooper, family doctor and co-author of Your Child Year By Year agrees simplicity is key. ‘I would advise answering in a way that doesn’t give more than you have to,’ she says. ‘Depending on how much your child knows then there’s no harm in explaining that a condom stops the seed reaching the egg. But really they’ve got to know about why adults have sex other than procreation, which is quite a big leap.’ 
         
 
         When Cooper’s five-year-old son discovered a condom and asked the million dollar question, Cooper managed to impart enough, without telling too much. ‘I said, “It’s something men sometimes use on their willies to stop infection” and made it clear it was for adult men. He wasn’t really interested anymore after that.’ It didn’t take him long to catch up. ‘Two years later, I found myself telling them off and saying, “Why have I got three such naughty boys?” and he replied, “Well, Mum, you should have used a condom.”’
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         ‘Mummy, our teacher says we’ve got sex education next week, what’s that?’ 
 Mia, 7
         
 
         Sex education is a hot term at the moment. No doubt Mia will have heard it thrown around on television or radio, or she’s seen one of the recent leaflets Let’s Grow with Nisha and Joe, aimed at younger primary school children. Some parents are concerned that an educational pamphlet spelling out a few body parts will corrupt their young children’s minds. Others feel it doesn’t go far enough, citing research that shows the more our children know about sex, the less promiscuous they grow up to be. Where you lie on the spectrum will, inevitably, influence your answer.
         
 
         You may feel uncomfortable talking about sex education and what it entails, or feel that you should be ready with the facts immediately, fearing that otherwise the window of opportunity will close. ‘I would say you do know a lot more than you think’, says Petra Boynton, sex and relationship psychologist. ‘If your child came home with a maths problem and you said you didn’t know how to do it, you wouldn’t view yourself as a failure. So approach this in the same way. You can say, “I’m not sure what this is about – let’s find out together.”’
 
         Your first response could be to ask Mia what she thinks sex education means. ‘Sometimes they have an idea and you can proceed from there,’ says relationships expert Christine Webber. ‘They may have got it slightly wrong but it will give them the chance to build on what they know.’
 
         You could clarify with a simple explanation like, ‘It’s all to do with grown up people loving each other and how they can have babies if they want to.’ ‘Keep it anatomical and baby focussed,’ says Webber, ‘rather than getting into the area of how it’s a pleasurable activity, which at six or seven years old you don’t really have to go into so much.’ Boynton agrees, ‘If you start by saying, “It’s all about where babies come from”, you’ll end up having to have that conversation. A reasonable way in is to say, “It’s about living with someone, having boyfriends and girlfriends and being in love.”’
         
 
         Which is, for many of us, an easier place to begin than an anatomical lecture on fallopian tubes. Even the term sex education can sound much too dry and formal. ‘I wish they’d change the name’, says Boynton. Since we’re stuck with something that sounds distinctly 1950s, it is worth emphasising that sex education embraces all aspects of relationships and is something that can be discussed at home, anytime, as well as in school. ‘The best way to tackle the subject is to answer children’s questions as and when they come up’, says Webber, ‘rather than assuming it’s the school’s responsibility. View it as part of a shared and pro-active discussion and make sure you’re not like one mother who told her child, “Sex education? That’s something you learn at home, not at school, and that’s the last I’ll say on the subject.”’
         
 
         ‘Mummy, have you or Dad ever taken drugs?’ 
 Jamie, 11
         
 
         For those among us who have never smoked or ingested anything more mind-altering than an aspirin, this question will present no moral or personal dilemma whatsoever. You may as well look away now. For the sizeable minority of parents still remaining, dread lurks at how best to tackle this one. Instinct impels us not to reveal the whole truth, as in, ‘Yes, darling, I was stoned when I first met your father otherwise I’d never have been remotely interested.’ Evasion, along the lines of, ‘Well, dear, it depends on how you define drugs. Alcohol is a drug, and so is Calpol – so you could say we’ve both taken drugs’, feels a little cowardly and, besides, our children just wouldn’t buy it. Then there’s condemnation, ‘All drugs are bad. Our behaviour is beyond reproach and we expect yours to be too’, which you worry would drive your children in the opposite direction.
         
 
         Most experts would point us towards a mixture of elements from the first two options. Yes, be honest, but guardedly so. If questions become too probing, some evasion isn’t a bad thing, and don’t be afraid to present yourself as a realistic example. ‘I did experiment as a young person but what I learnt is it was not for me.’ Experts agree that telling as much as you can bear to without making either you or your child feel uncomfortable is the best policy. ‘Be honest but not preposterously so,’ advises Professor Richard Hammersley, a health psychologist and addiction expert at Glasgow Caledonian University. ‘Completely lying is a mistake. I think the question needs to be taken in context of substance use in general. Most people in the UK drink, a large number still smoke cigarettes and a similar size have tried cannabis. I don’t see why there shouldn’t be a reasonably open discussion about that. My children know I used to smoke cigarettes but also that I gave up because it was bad for my health.’
         
 
         How much you disclose is a highly personal decision but it is also key both in shaping your child’s values and being credible in their eyes, so they trust your opinion in future. It’s one thing to say you’ve tried them; what about admitting they can actually be enjoyable? ‘One of the big issues here is accuracy,’ says clinical psychologist and parenting expert Claire Halsey. ‘The draw of drugs is that initially they can make you feel good. If you just talk about the negative aspects, they’ll soon find out from their friends and think you’re exaggerating. So don’t try and hide the fact that the initial feeling can be pleasant but do talk about the downsides; how it can affect your mood and your health.’ The best approach is preparation; if you don’t want to squirm over your cornflakes when this one pops up, think in advance about what you feel you can tell them. As Hammersley says, ‘It’s not about answering one question but having an on-going discussion; building slowly as they become more ready to listen.’
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