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Introduction





‘The empty nest isn’t just about the pain I felt when the kids left. It’s the end of an era, a turning point in your life when you have to make big decisions about the future and renegotiate your relationships.’


Clare, whose son and daughter have both left home





The driving force behind this book came from meeting parents who felt as sad as I did about their children leaving, yet found no comfort in outdated stereotypes of empty nest syndrome which bear little relation to parents’ lives today. A feeling persists that only a certain type of traditional housewife is affected, and that modern women who are used to more control and more choice would be immune. Where does this leave mothers – and increasingly fathers – who are devastated when their children leave, whether they work or not? Many feel isolated and in need of reassurance and support.


It’s almost as if a taboo exists: talking about how much you miss your kids is on a par with discussing hot flushes. Yet there is huge comfort in hearing other parents talk about their experiences, and in this book 40 mothers, fathers and young adults talk frankly about the empty nest. Their voices are illuminated by leading psychologists and psychotherapists in the field.


This book is not just about missing your children and learning to live without them. It is also about building a new relationship with your children as they grow into adult independence. The chapters are divided into the three key strands which face all parents: facing loss, establishing an enduring relationship with the departing child, and making the most of freedom by forging your own new direction.


The years when kids start taking their first steps in the wider world, often with one foot still in the family home, set the tone of the relationship between parents and offspring in the years ahead. Get things right now and parents stand a good chance of establishing a strong, lasting relationship with adult children who will visit because they want to, not out of duty. Yet while parents are bombarded with advice when their kids are young, it is thin on the ground during this most important and challenging phase of parenting. ‘At no time in the life of a parent is listening and picking up on cues more important. At no time in the life of a parent is understanding a daughter or son more difficult,’ writes the psychologist, Terri Apter, senior tutor at Newnham College, Cambridge.


Meanwhile, there are extra challenges for the current generation of parents; the empty nest is a very different experience for us than it was for our parents. Since we left home ourselves there has been a revolution in family life, and particularly in women’s lives. Working mothers, ‘New Dads’, the rise in single-parent families, and the new closeness – almost friendship – between the generations have all had a huge impact. This generation of working mothers, accustomed to a degree of control over their lives, can be taken aback by the unexpectedness of this emotional upheaval.


Clare is one of the mothers I interviewed who least expected to be affected when her son and daughter left; she had a fulfilling career, a good marriage and plenty of interests beyond the family. She says, ‘The empty nest isn’t just about the pain I felt when the kids left. It’s the end of an era, a turning point in your life when you have to make big decisions about the future and renegotiate your relationships.’


At its heart lies the identity crisis that confronts empty nesters whatever their circumstances. It is the flipside of the seismic emotional adjustment that new parents go through with the birth of their first baby. A return to life without children – while still being a parent – requires another massive readjustment to your sense of self and your place in the world.


On the whole, the empty nest is still tougher for mothers than for fathers, and not just because of the powerful biological connection that goes back to the womb. When the bond is broken, or at least stretched, it is no coincidence that women describe their reaction in very physical terms; a hand often goes to the heart as they speak. Some women even experience physical symptoms, while an expression of emptiness is almost universal. Clare says,




‘When Sam went on his gap year I felt a sort of hollow; a part of me wasn’t full any more. I think the emptiness I feel is to do with the physical closeness of your child, who’s been with you since the womb. I remember when I was pregnant thinking this is amazing, there’s this little being who is with me all the time; I’m not alone. It’s a connection, like a cord of love that binds you to your child. When they go away it feels as if parts of it have been severed but it’s still connected. It feels quite visceral.’





On a practical level too, mothers’ lives are more closely interlaced with their children’s than most fathers. Whether or not they work it is generally mothers who organise their own routines around the kids, deal with the nitty-gritty of their children’s lives, sort the socks and pick up the emotional pieces.


As fathers become more involved with their children’s upbringing, however, the more likely they are to face a parallel identity crisis. Chapter 4 is devoted to fathers, and their experiences are featured throughout this book. It is surely significant that some of the most moving accounts of children leaving home are written by men, including the former Poet Laureate, Cecil Day-Lewis, the playwright Jack Rosenthal (late husband of the actress Maureen Lipman) and the award-winning novelist J. G. Ballard. In his autobiography, Miracles of Life: Shanghai to Shepperton, Ballard wrote: ‘But childhood has gone, and in the silence one stares at the empty whisky bottles in the pantry and wonders if any number of drinks will fill the void.’


Because parents generally feel closer to their children than they were to their own parents, they dread them leaving even more. Letting go of your child and establishing an adult relationship becomes a more complicated affair, particularly thanks to the trend that sees adult children continuing to be dependent well into their twenties. It is even harder if adult kids boomerang back to live at home, as one in four men and one in six women now do.


The idea that it is vital to cut the apron strings persists, and parents worry that by supporting adult children we are somehow holding them back. After all, legal parental responsibility ends at 18, the official age of maturity. It doesn’t help that parents tend to romanticise the way we left home back in the 1960s and 1970s. Most of us sound rather proud that we couldn’t wait to leave home and never looked back, and applaud our own youthful independence and willingness to thrive in squalor. Yet it’s a mixed message, because at the same time many parents don’t want their kids to go and are secretly thrilled by their continuing dependency.


Perhaps now that we are parents ourselves the boomerang phenomenon will lead to a wider questioning of our attitudes to independence and a comparison with other cultures, where families aren’t so stuck on the idea that healthy development requires separation and the pursuit of individuality. John Hills, Vice-Chair of the Association for Family Therapy and Systemic Practice, says, ‘In other cultures kids stay at home well into their twenties and even thirties. It is our Western cultural norm that says children ought to leave by the time they are 21. Actually there is no right or wrong; context is everything.’


This book is not just for families whose kids go to university – many of the parents interviewed had children who plunged straight into work and adult life. It is more of a shock if the nest empties overnight, either because your young adult bypasses higher education or is an only child. The more children there are in a family and the wider the age gap between siblings, the longer the nest takes to empty, with several stages of coming and going before everyone leaves for good. The university years wean parents off more gently, but the fundamental emotions and challenges are the same.


For couples, one of the biggest concerns is whether their own relationship will survive without the common bond of childrearing. It is surely no coincidence that divorce rates among the over-50s have risen sharply in the last decade – often relationships which have hung by a thread of raising children together. Even apparently solid couples get shaken up by the transition. But there is good reason to be optimistic: recent research from the University of California found that, contrary to popular myth, many marriages improve when children leave home.


Again, social change has had an impact. Women are no longer expected to fit their lives around their husbands’ plans, and often they are more likely than their partners to want to forge ahead with interests and careers that were put on hold while they brought up the children. For many couples such strong separate interests and identities, backed up by their shared history as parents, are an enduring source of strength. But implicit in the empty nest is the choice to stay or go, and inevitably some couples decide to part.


Parents are under extra pressure if parallel transitions overlap, notably the menopause and ageing or dying parents. Yet, mothers and fathers have a huge, hard-won advantage when it comes to surviving the empty nest: adaptability. Twenty-plus years of constantly reacting to the vicissitudes and crises of family life have taught us to be flexible and endlessly inventive. And there are positive reasons why the empty nest, like any change, is painful: because it involves such a radical reassessment of one’s role, both as a parent and as an individual, it has great potential to be a positive phase of new beginnings and personal growth. There is a new urgency as suddenly the next stage – grandparenthood and retirement – doesn’t seem so far away.


Finally, when Chloe, a stay-at-home mother with three daughters, read through her own quotes for this book she said,




‘It makes me realise how isolated I am actually feeling and I am heartened to think that there are other parents out there working it out too. Most of my friends have younger children and I miss having peers to keep me in balance and say it’s all OK. I would love an older mentor to say, “I remember going through this, keep going, you’re on the right track, don’t feel you’ve failed because you’re asking all these questions.”’





I wrote this book while experiencing each stage of the empty nest myself, as my two sons and daughter left home. The voices of all the parents I interviewed, including Chloe’s, have acted as a kind of mentor for me. They continue to be a huge support in getting me through my darkest hours as well as an inspiration in optimistic moments. I really hope their voices will do the same for other parents.





PART 1


Facing Up to Loss
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Chapter 1



Preparing to Part




‘Your children are not your children.


They are the sons and daughters of Life’s longing for itself.’


The Prophet by Kahlil Gibran





Preparing for the empty nest is the key to surviving it. Thinking ahead and making plans for a future without children can make parting less painful. At the same time it is important not to lose sight of the present and to make the most of the time you have left together.


Almost as soon as children are born they start developing separate, if parallel, lives. It is such a gradual process that parents barely notice it happening until they hit a milestone that makes them sit up and take stock. It gathers serious momentum in the final years before kids leave, when many parents are struck by a moment of poignant recognition. The family therapist, Jan Parker, has three teenage children, including twins on the brink of a gap year. She says, ‘From the point when I really acknowledged my children leaving home, when it changed from a known but distant reality to something approaching on the horizon, time began to race. It was a real bittersweet agony. I can feel time slipping away and I have to stop myself being irritatingly overly attentive. I can already feel myself trying to prepare.’


* * *


Many parents go through the final year or two with a creeping dread, which they keep firmly under wraps for fear of laying it on their kids. The prospect of life without children is unknown territory, and it is impossible to imagine how it will feel. This is the time to think about the various ways life will change: how your own life will be different, and how your relationship with your child will move forward. It is also an ideal opportunity to prepare your child to be more independent: you will feel a lot better when they go if they are ready and able to cope without you.


Growing apart together


Milestones, like learning to ride a bike, the first day at school or the first trip away, are just as significant for parents as they are for children, because they are poignant tasters of a future without them. Perhaps for the first time child and parent have conflicting reactions: the child’s pride in their achievement is unambiguous; a parent’s pride is tinged with the slightest sense of foreboding.


Heather says,




‘Ever since my daughter was born I’ve dreaded her leaving home and wondered how I will cope without her. When she was six she asked if she could visit her aunt in Brighton, which meant going on the plane on her own. When she took the air hostess’s hand at Edinburgh Airport she was so excited she forgot to say goodbye. I felt this awful wrench, but there was something about how confident and happy she was about going that made it bearable. I felt the same when she was a teenager and went away on her own for a fortnight for the first time. You think, how will I ever cope with my beautiful daughter getting on a train and arriving in a strange city on her own – you think of all the terrible things that could happen. But at every transition she has been so ready to go, and when the time came it was always fine.’





By jolting parents into a vision of the future each bittersweet transition helps them to prepare one step at a time. ‘Parents have their transitions just as children have theirs,’ says Ruth Caleb, former Chair of the Association for University and College Counselling. ‘When children start school we begin to lose that very close relationship where we know everything about them on a day-to-day basis, and by the time they are at secondary school we may not know a lot about their lives. Each transition ought to be an opportunity for parents to ask, “What does this give me space for now? What am I going to do with this?” And always preparing yourself for the fact that you don’t own your children, they will move on, but that doesn’t mean that they will move away from you emotionally.’


Awareness of the growing separation intensifies in the teenage years. A new physical and emotional distance is common around the time children start secondary school, and spend most of their spare time in their bedrooms rather than mucking in with the rest of the family. Even the most physically demonstrative children turn into teenagers who shrug off hugs and demonstrations of affection. Suddenly the intimacy parents took for granted with younger children feels as if it is gone for good. Teenage boys notoriously shrink from their parents’ – and particularly their mothers’ – touch. It makes the prospect of saying goodbye even harder. If parents could see the future, and that when kids are really grown up they are happy to hug you, they might not feel so sad. The first boyfriend or girlfriend often increases the distance.




Thinking ahead helps



The sixth-form years are the ideal time to prepare for the future. There are three main areas of life that will be affected:


• How your own life will change.


• How your child will manage without you.


• How the bond between you will change - now is the time to think about how the relationship can be nurtured.


How your life will change: preparing for freedom


The huge benefit of anticipating the ways daily routines will change, and even starting new activities that have nothing to do with the family, is that it gives you a very positive sense of looking forward rather than back. Without careful forethought there is a danger that the exciting potential of all that precious extra time will get swallowed up in longer hours at work or by boring chores that expand to fill whatever vacuum opens up. Thinking ahead will allow you to hit the ground running as soon as the kids leave. But there is no pressure: many parents need a breathing space, a kind of sabbatical, after their kids have gone, before they can actually implement change.


Every parent feels differently about the prospect of their children going: many dread it, while others almost relish the idea – particularly women who started their families young, or who have several children and have been parenting without a break for years.


Case Study: Philippa and Monica


Philippa was 22 when the eldest of her three children was born and is about to say goodbye to her youngest. Now in her mid-fifties she is cautiously optimistic:




‘I’m quite looking forward to the next phase of my life, when it can be more about the choices that I want to make and not the adjustments I’ve got to make to accommodate my children. That sounds callous, but I’ve never experienced adult life without children. I’ve never come home from work and only had myself to think about.’





By contrast, Monica, a single parent whose only child was born when Monica was in her late thirties, dreaded her daughter going:




‘In the years before Asha left I would lie awake at night in a state of fear and think, Oh my God! But I didn’t do a lot to prepare except angst about it; I found it really difficult to make plans for myself. All I knew was that I had to go out more, because the very comfortable pattern I had got into was going to end – of being tired when I came home from work and knowing Asha was going to be there and being able to cook for her, watch telly together and chew over the day.


‘I was aware that I’d got into a habit which was very limited. So just before she left, after worrying and worrying about it, I finally made plans. I arranged to go out more with my mates in the weeks after she left. Most significantly, I managed to fulfil a long-held dream by booking, last-minute, a place on a garden-design course one evening a week. Quickly I discovered that if I made the slightest effort I could be busy the whole time. That helped me to think more positively about the future and actively look at alternatives to living on my own.’





Breaking habits


The year before kids leave is a good opportunity to work towards breaking habits and routines. Mothers get so used to rushing home to cook, or never making plans for themselves on those days when the kids need lifts, that it takes a leap of imagination to picture a life with fewer demands. And it can be unsettling. Philippa is well aware that routines that have lasted years may be a comfortable excuse for not doing other things:




‘My husband keeps telling me to get out of this idea that I have to cook a meal every evening, because in a few months James is going to have to sort himself out. But I’ve created this narrative in my mind that I really enjoy cooking, although actually I’m not sure that’s true. I know I’m going to have to let go of it, but what else am I going to do? There are rituals I’ve got to let go of and I am anxious about that. There are a lot of other things which are really important to me that I want to develop, but I worry whether I can find it within myself to pursue them when I’m given the opportunity. I fear that I will die before I do anything else apart from work hard and look after children. I’m quite preoccupied by the future because I really want to make the most of it.


‘For years I kept work quite circumscribed, because I put the children first: I worked four days a week, left on the dot of five o’clock and never took work home. When James goes I could be in a really strong position to make a lot more of my career and I could work much longer hours. But I’m not sure if that’s what I want, because there are so many other things I would like to do.’





Work


The vast majority of mothers, and increasing numbers of fathers, have, like Philippa, made compromises in their working lives to accommodate their children. With the empty nest the need to compromise falls away, and parents find themselves at a crossroads where they can reassess their working lives. It pays to think ahead and consider the options, because it can take months to find a new job, or change roles within a company, or to get new qualifications. Nina discovered this when she saw an advert for her ideal job volunteering at a medical organisation which required a Human Rights degree. It was the perfect spur to act: while one daughter was still at home she gave up one of her two part-time jobs and signed up for an MA.


Getting back to work


Many of the mothers I spoke to who had given up work to bring up children were particularly keen for a total change and enthusiastic about getting back to paid employment. It can be useful to test the waters by applying for jobs and investigating courses long before the children leave.


Case Study: Heather


Heather, who has devoted her energies full-time to home-educating her two daughters for 20 years, is gearing up for the particular challenges she will face when the younger one goes to college in a few months. She is already exploring various options, including a course run by her local council for people who have been unemployed for a while. She says,




‘I feel really positive about the future, sometimes excited and sometimes a bit scared and unconfident. I got quite interested in a part-time supply teaching job, but they had been inundated with applications and although I am well qualified I realised I can’t just glide back in. That gave me a glimpse of how it might feel next year. Now I want to step back and take time to think about what to do next.’





Heather has many options she could explore; in anticipation of the empty nest she set up children’s sewing classes and started selling imported jewellery. But she is also keeping an open mind for totally new possibilities.


How to prepare for an uncertain future


The problem about making concrete plans for the empty nest is that parents can’t be certain what the future holds. Before the children leave, parents dream about a future of uninterrupted free time and emotional space. But it rarely turns out quite like that, because children still need support, albeit at a distance. The Cambridge University psychologist, Terri Apter, advises parents to prepare for uncertainty and to stay flexible: ‘It’s difficult to plan ahead because you don’t know what form the empty nest is going to take. Don’t act on the assumption that you can now be totally me-based. Your children are still going to need you, but you don’t know for how long and in what way. Often there are still many developmental glitches to come. A lot of parents say they were expecting the empty nest but find that it isn’t empty, it’s a revolving door as children come back home for a while, then leave – or come to a bifurcation in the path and just don’t know what to do. You don’t know what it’s going to be like, and it’s not your fault or your child’s fault if something goes wrong.’


Preparing your child to manage without you


The empty nest will be more bearable for parents if they feel their children are ready to cope away from home both practically and emotionally. Yet teenagers may miss their parents’ love and support more than they expect, and they are notoriously clueless about laundry and cooking. Ryan, 19, and in his first term at university, says, ‘I’m getting quite worried about my diet. I chose self-catered accommodation because I thought the food would be horrible but I don’t have time to think about eating healthily. You can buy three frozen pizzas for a fiver, so that’s all I’ve eaten this week.’


University counsellor, Ruth Caleb, says students’ lack of domestic nous is an increasing problem for universities: ‘I’ve seen how distressed students become when they don’t know how to look after themselves. It’s important that parents help their child become independent by encouraging them to take a more adult part in family life, for example by helping preparing a meal a couple of nights a week and doing their own washing. Nurturing a sense of responsibility will help them grow up in a way that makes it easier for both parents and children to let go, and welcome them back as young adults.’


Some experts recommend parents give kids their own special jobs from as young as two, and I have come across teenagers who happily help with housework – OK, not that many. While it clearly benefits everyone if domestic skills are absorbed as a natural part of daily life, many parents find it quicker and less bother to do it themselves; they can’t face another argument and their kids need to focus on exams. In my experience, kids learn all this practical stuff when they have to, and if they show an interest in the year before they leave it’s a perfect opportunity to pass on a few tips.


It is equally important not to be panicked into last-minute instructions, which simply add to the stress. It is impossible, as well as undesirable, to equip your children for all eventualities. What matters is that they know how to ask for help and that they also feel able to come back to you and ask. Alice, 23, says,




‘I was better prepared than a lot of people in that I knew how to cook the basics and washing is common sense. It helped that I had visited my older sister at university, which gave me a sense of what it would be like not to be a child living at home with your parents. But I knew a lot of people, usually guys, who were rubbish at looking after themselves. They adapted quite quickly; you learn from other people and seeing how they cope.’





Decisions about careers and courses


Most parents naturally want to have a say in their child’s choice of university, and most teenagers appreciate their input. Jo, 25, says,




‘I wish someone had told me to think more carefully about which uni to go to, and that the place really matters as much as the course. I had this worry that although the course was perfect the city seemed so boring, but everyone said it would be fine. I hated it. I thought about leaving in my first year and I knew my parents would support me either way, but ultimately I felt they knew best. So I didn’t leave, but I kind of wish I had.’





Parents tread a fine line between helpful involvement and being too controlling. Research by the Times Higher Education Supplement found that parents are increasingly involved with their children’s choice of university; some even want to sit in on the interview. Parents’ interest and involvement is natural and generally a good thing. But nobody would want parents to dissuade their children from a particular course or university. The final decision has to be the student’s. Sarah, who has a son and a daughter at university, says,




‘My kids think I’m a control freak, and I suppose I have interfered a bit, but I’m just trying to give them the benefit of my experience. They don’t see it as good advice; they see it as me trying to control their lives. The more I nagged Kiran about applying to Oxford the more irate he got. I realised that if I forced the issue, and he got in and hated it, that would be much worse – and it would all be my fault. With Jasmine I tried to lay down the law and force her to choose a better career option than drama, but she was adamant. We had arguments where she accused me of being unsupportive, but we finally arrived at a compromise: a combined degree.’





Young adults have equally strong ideas about university accommodation, which seems hard since parents are usually footing the bill. It can be a bone of contention, because it is hard to step back if they are dead set on self-catering yet are hopeless at cooking or remembering to eat and unrealistic about how much time shopping and cooking can take.




TIPS


Basics that adult kids need to know


Money


Young adults need to learn how to budget and have a rough idea of the cost of basics like coffee and fruit. Helping with the family’s weekly shop, or even doing some of it themselves, will help. An independent attitude to money will gradually develop if teenagers are allowed to make their own mistakes with a weekly or monthly allowance.


Health


Encourage 17 to 18-year-olds to make their own doctor’s and dentist’s appointments and pick up their own prescriptions.


Sex


Each family has its own attitudes: some parents are more open about sex than others. Young adults often act as if they know it all, and get embarrassed and dismissive if parents try to broach the subject. If that is the case, and you worry that your child is not fully clued up about contraception, safe sex and the risks of sexually transmitted diseases, give them a good book (see Resources) or ask your GP or practice nurse to have a chat with them. But it has to be up to parents to impart the most important information: about emotions, feeling ready for sex and confident enough to say no.


Drugs and alcohol


Again, different families take a different line on what is acceptable, and some are more liberal than others. Either way, parents hope their in fluence will persist in the face of peer pressure, and that is more likely if they have allowed teenagers to manage their own boundaries in an increasingly adult way. University counsellor Ruth Caleb explains: ‘Teenagers still need boundaries, but boundaries need to change as parents recognise the child’s budding adulthood. Teenagers have to learn to negotiate, yet some parents find this hard: at one extreme they may allow the child to do absolutely anything, so the child has no boundaries, and as a result, no sense of being cared for. At the other extreme parents may be intransigent and the child has no power at all. When those children leave home they often fail to manage their own boundaries – drinking far too much, taking drugs and getting behind in their studies.’


Food


It’s important your child knows how to cook the food they like eating if they are moving into a flat or going for self-catered accommodation. Compile a personal cookbook of their most easily prepared favourite meals to take with them – if you’re feeling arty it could even be illustrated with magazine pictures or family photos. Or buy them a cookbook aimed at beginners – illustrations are essential. Kids also need to know about basic hygiene and food safety, such as washing knives and chopping boards after contact with meat, and which foods need to be kept in the fridge, what must not be cooked from frozen and how long to reheat leftovers.


Laundry


Sort through your child’s laundry with them and explain washing symbols and separating whites from colours and delicates from jeans. Explain what needs handwashing and how to do it, what can go in the dryer and what needs hanging out. Give a rough idea how often they should wash bedding and towels.


Safety


Explain how to avoid electric shocks – very important with guitar players – why not to put metal knives in toasters or metal in microwaves, how to change a plug, that water and electricity don’t mix, and so on. If they are taking a bicycle, go with them to choose a helmet and make sure they know the risks of not wearing it.


Cleaning


Run through a simple list of which products to use and how.


Personal safety


You are likely to get a better response if you share your anxieties rather than laying down the law. Even if young adults won’t admit it, they probably feel a bit apprehensive about staying safe on new territory. Be honest about what worries you, and explain that while you may be over-anxious that’s part of your job as a parent, and discuss what could make you feel better. If you are calm, honest – and avoid referring to horror stories you’ve been told or read in the paper – it should sink in, even if they roll their eyes!




How the bond with your child will change: laying foundations for a new relationship


In the last few years at home the relationship between parent and child moves towards a more equal footing, a coming back together. Parents can promote this by a discreet change in the relationship in the sixth form years, seeing their children as equals in the house and generally giving them more responsibility. This move towards a close, enduring connection is a far cry from the once fashionable theory first mooted by the psychoanalyst, Anna Freud, who insisted that teenagers had to separate from their parents in order to establish their own relationships. Cambridge University psychologist, Terri Apter, believes this is unhelpful to parents and children. ‘Anna Freud called adolescence a psychological version of parent–child divorce and she thought separation was absolutely necessary. Other psychologists have developed this to say that in order to be able to relate to their peer world, to be able to be intimate with someone else, teenagers really need to be psychologically independent from their parents’ values, from their idealisation and love of their parents. This idea values independence and downgrades connection. In fact we are born into relationships of love and care, we continue to develop within these relationships, we change and update these relationships but we don’t sever them.’


If parents are to offer appropriate support, Dr Apter believes they need to educate themselves about their children’s worlds. This is not just about tuning into their tastes, but about making an imaginative leap into what life is really like for them. ‘It’s good if this starts in the late teens,’ she says. ‘Sit back and think, what is it like for them? You see them as young and having the world and every opportunity ahead of them, and in many ways they are very savvy. But how are they experiencing it? Just try to find out from them and try to avoid being judgmental.’


Practical ways to stay close


It can take an effort to connect with teenagers even when they’re living in the same house: they’re always out or in their room; everyone is busy. Teenagers invariably want a chat when their parents are shattered or there’s a fabulous film on the telly. Liz, a single parent of four children, says,




‘Sometimes teenagers feel like talking just when you’re really busy, and you have to stop everything. With the older three, because I didn’t work full-time, I was always around for those moments when they wanted a two-hour conversation, having said not very much for weeks. At times I would have liked to have not been working while Will is still at home – because if you’re working then you are often not there when they happen to want to talk. It doesn’t matter what it’s about, it’s just that they want to talk. I miss that.’





Yet, many parents wrongly assume their teenagers don’t want to spend time with them. The family therapist, Jan Parker, says, ‘Our children don’t need us any less, they just need us differently. Teenagers tell researchers that they neither need nor want their relationships with their parents to become distant, but different. They want us to acknowledge, respect and adapt to their growing abilities and the changes they are experiencing.’ Single mother, Liz, made a conscious effort to build on common ground with her teenagers, although it can’t have been easy organising things around her part-time job and her other children, including Laura, who has Down’s Syndrome. ‘With the boys in particular I thought if I didn’t take Will to rugby every Sunday or drive Jack to mountain-boarding competitions they would have a completely different life from me. So I’ve kept close to them, because I got involved with their interests when they were teenagers. They don’t have to talk to me, but they do need to know I’m interested.’


Trashing the nest: conflict


Hopefully, the battles which often characterise the middle teenage years calm down in the period before children leave. But while many teenagers draw closer to their families as the parting looms closer, others distance themselves by being stroppy and uncommunicative. Uncertainty about the future can create conflict in the months before parting, when both sides are apprehensive about what happens next. One mother said she felt her son had to trash the nest in order to feel able to leave it.


Parents generally interpret stroppiness as a sign that the teenager is eager to leave, but it may be just the opposite: anxiety about leaving home and leaving childhood behind. This makes sense to Elizabeth, who looks back on a difficult final year with her elder son Oliver, who is now 24.


Case Study: Elizabeth and Oliver


Oliver left school abruptly before A levels and stayed at home for a year before getting a job and moving into his own flat. At one point he refused to speak to his mother, Elizabeth, who is a single parent with another younger son, for six months. Elizabeth says:




‘Now I think part of his anxiety about leaving home was leaving me, and part of being foul to me was to prove to himself that I could manage without him. I realised I had to be as steady as I could so that he would feel OK about leaving me, and I think that is peculiar to being a single parent. We had a massive argument about him taking responsibility for his choices. He spent the year in bed, and given that I work from home – a small, two-bedroom flat – it was quite fraught. I came up with all sorts of suggestions – learn to drive, get a job, travel – but he didn’t want to do any of them. He was a very cross, very unhappy late-adolescent who felt really stuck. I could understand his huge frustration: he wanted to go out and conquer the world but he didn’t know how to begin. When he was being mean to me he was actually feeling really unhappy about himself and I was the only person he could risk being mean to.’





The prospect of parting feels particularly sad because parents have no way of knowing whether conflict and lack of communication will continue. John Hills, Vice-Chair of the Association for Family Therapy and Systemic Practice, is encouraging: ‘Parents need to be open to the ambivalence, to the part of the child that wants to stay as well as the part of the child who seems to be saying, “I don’t care how much I hurt you, I’m out of here.” The skilful parent looks beyond the conflict and can see the vulnerability. Although it’s a combative façade, it conceals vast amounts of insecurity, doubt and uncertainty, because it is a huge world out there and young adults have no idea how to find their way in it. Parents who have been through that phase themselves can connect empathetically and keep a line of communication open through the conflict. And if the understanding and connect ion is right it re-engages later on.’


Gap years at home


Teenagers usually spend at least part of their gap year at home, working to save money to travel and then when they come home before university. Initially, parents may be thrilled by the prospect of putting off the final departure and having another year together, but the reality can be quite stressful. The absence of school routines and terms offer the no-tabs existence that teenagers crave, but parents are left floundering, unsure which boundaries are still acceptable. Teenagers want a new adult status, but to parents they are still recent school-leavers.




Philippa says about her experience of gap years,


‘James asked us to just sort of ignore him, to behave as if he wasn’t here; he wanted to do his own thing. I understand that he wants a change in the status of his relationship with us but if you’re living with somebody in a family you can’t really function like that. I still cook for him and I still ask where he’s going. I can’t sleep properly until I know he’s back. I still feel tense about it whereas I feel my daughter, who has already left, has gone beyond the point where I’m monitoring her. It’s hard to switch that off, although I wish I could.’
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