
 
[image: Image Missing]



Contents

Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Preface

1: Angel of the morning

2: The vanishing

3: The surprise signs you suddenly have a teenager

4: It’s not me, Mum, it’s you

5: Don’t touch my stuff

6: Meanagers

7: Thank you, I really appreciate what you did for me, Mum

8: Who are all these people in my lounge?

9: The monster munch

10: Spoons, bananagrams and telly

11: Oh Christ, have we been burgled?

12: Finding other mothers 

13: Pixel and Duke: canine love stories

14: No one told me about pre-drinking

15: Going out out

16: A French farce

17: Phonegate, screens and the screams

18: Your daughter is not your friend

19: Anxiety: what’s the T?

20: Teddies on the bed

21: Her new body and body image

22: Dads: a love story

23: If you see me, you don’t know me

24: The perfect storm

25: Mothers are daughters too

26: This much I think I know

27: Swimming in the river of love

Books, websites and resources for the mums (and dads) of teenage girls

Notes

Acknowledgements

About the Author

About the Publisher



1

Angel of the morning

Where have my babies gone?

The day my eldest was born, on an August Sunday at 8.26 a.m., after thirty-six hours in labour, the heartbreakingly beautiful song ‘Angel of the Morning’ was playing on the telly. It was the soundtrack to a car advert and the only external thing to seep into my morphine-addled consciousness as I gazed at my 6 lb 3 oz miracle in her plastic hospital crib.

I couldn’t bear to put her down for even a moment, couldn’t bear anyone else touching her or moving her more than millimetres from my side. The nurse had to unfurl my fingers subconsciously gripping the edge of the plastic crib when the time came for me to go to the loo after my emergency C-section. How could you love something this much? She was so tiny, so quiet. Bright-red hair, intense blue eyes wide open. All velvety, milky cuddles and tiny breaths. Here she was, my real-life Angel of the Morning. I didn’t need anyone else that sunny August bank-holiday weekend. It was as if the world kept turning but for us everything stopped moving. She would be my everything, always and forever. 

Sadly, that precious little baby girl is no longer with us. She has gone, possibly temporarily, but certainly for the foreseeable future. She is now pretty shouty, actually. Inexplicably impolite, sarcastic and a bit self-righteous. I barely recognised her at first, what with the fierce eyebrows, multiple ear-piercings and the flashes of garish pink in her once natural strawberry-blonde hair. She flounced off into the street coatless (teenage girls never wear coats), deliberate holes in her tights, school skirt rolled over at the waistband, AirPod earbuds in. 

Would I step in front of a runaway lorry for her still? Of course I would (it is a love like no other), but maybe there would be a millisecond of doubt just before the relief of being knocked over and possibly spending some time alone, asleep in hospital, without the constant commentary on TikTok or YouTube stars as a backdrop to my life. Without someone asking: ‘What is wrong with you?’ every five minutes. 

As my eldest teenager and her sister, who is seventeen months younger, often tell me, it really does ‘suck to be me’ (mum) right now.

The thing is, I can still faintly feel the shadow of her tiny toddler hand in mine and there is still glitter between the floorboards in our kitchen, poignant reminders of the early mornings we spent doing art at the table in our PJs, dunking our digestives into warm, milky tea. But that girl isn’t here right now. In her place is an adolescent. She was a pre-teen, then a tween and now a teenager.

And I just never expected it to be like this when I had her, aged thirty-three. Adolescence is all a bit of a shock, frankly. The glorious parenting highs, the occasional desperate maternal lows. The working-mum guilt I personally had of not being there enough for toddlers replaced by the mum shame of the times you discovered one of your teens had done something so unacceptable you couldn’t say it out loud. How could I raise a person who behaves like that? you think in the dead of the night, when you’re kept awake with worry and recriminations.

People compare most feelings to a roller coaster, but parenting a teenager really is the closest it gets, physically and emotionally. It can be exhausting. Each morning I am looking over the top, waiting for my stomach to fall through my pants or speeding upwards filled with the wondrous joy of being around a new adult-in-the-making whose optimistic and enthusiastic take on life is addictive. Days of darkness, then moments of blinding sunshine and some disturbing and confusing shadows of grey in between. 

One minute you’re secretly sniffing the top of their delicate heads as you slip their ladybird wellies on and the next you are the mother of dragons, quite literally putting out fires everywhere. It’s like there is one (or more) of them skulking round your kitchen making SCOTs (selfish cups of tea) and setting your hair ablaze if you dare ask her to take the cup to the bin before she removes the teabag and trails it dripping all over the floor. 

This stage of mothering can sometimes feel like living with the worst boyfriend you ever had but with whom you are still crazy in love. He’s rude to you, criticises your appearance and absentmindedly pokes holes in your deteriorating self-esteem just as you hit midlife, BUT you can’t leave him and you won’t hear a bad word about him from anyone else because in the sunlight of his rare approval there lies the deepest love of all. 

When I had my second baby, she came into the world on a January morning yelling her head off and grew into the most adorable, funny little girl. Gracie filled our days with laughter. ‘See my mum,’ she once told a lady on the checkout at Sainsbury’s, ‘she has no belly button.’ We used to sing ‘You are my sunshine, my only sunshine’ together at the tops of our voices and run around the garden at sunset as she declared ‘my feet are magic’. She was a beautiful ball of positivity. Indeed, she still is on some days, but back then she truly was ‘my only sunshine’. Now there are some school mornings when she is like a black storm cloud following me round the kitchen, making fun of my sparse, greying eyebrows. I miss the little her of then so much it’s physically painful. The blonde bob has gone in favour of beautiful hip-length blonde or pink or green locks that swing around with menace, often making the dog bark. Much of her is pierced.

I wasn’t ready for this newly forming Grace (no longer Gracie – too childish a name, apparently) because I missed the first version so much; I missed the cuddles and the giggles. She was so incredibly tactile as a little girl and yet so awfully resistant to touch as a teen. Like so many mums around me all this was a surprise. Of course I knew about the traditional narrative of adolescent hormones, the huffy door-slamming, the mess that’s so awful you need a full biohazard suit to clear it, love bites, poor decisions on alcohol volumes … yada yada yada. I knew all the usual commentary, often unfairly mocking teens, making them caricatures and offering parents a prediction of stereotypes, but I had not foreseen the loneliness and shame that can come with parenting at this stage, because it is rarely acknowledged, rarely voiced. But it is visceral and unpleasant, so even the smallest recognition of what may be on the horizon for you may perhaps lessen the blow when you reach it, soften the shock as you soldier on, mothering.

Another parenting surprise for you is how much more time-consuming teenagers are than toddlers. When my girls were little, I couldn’t believe how long everything took; leaving the house took hours and the children’s physical needs were all-consuming. All those wriggly tantrums, putting of large plastic things up their noses and a worryingly relaxed attitude to bowel movements in public. Surely I would get more time once they grew up and became more independent, I used to muse. Spoiler: you don’t. Teens don’t go to bed until later, so you lose your evenings. If you don’t see them immediately after school, they are on the phone to you constantly, wherever you are. They take up your Saturdays driving them everywhere and then collecting them in the early hours. There are no naps providing scheduled times off for mums, like when they were toddlers. And teens sometimes need to talk to you just as you are drifting off to sleep … for hours. You may think your toddlers are tiny time-thieves but they have got nothing on teens. Brace yourself.

I was brainwashed into traditional thinking: that we were ‘taming toddlers’ relentlessly like badly behaved puppies and that as soon as they can understand what you are saying and sleep through the night, you’re on the home stretch as a mum. It will get easier, I thought through the sleep-deprived years, mostly because everyone said it would. But it isn’t easier at all.

Teens are much more illogical than toddlers. It’s more complicated because the stakes are higher. Anything they do as teens could affect the rest of their lives; generally, anything they do as toddlers might ruin your day, make you late or perhaps require a quick trip to A & E to get yet more of those dissolvable stitches, but it won’t usually change the course of their lives. It doesn’t usually put others in potential danger or make you question your moral stance on things or make you contemplate running away forever. Or ruin your self-esteem as a woman. I often wished I had saved my maternity leaves until my two eldest were teenagers. 

I cannot believe I am going to say this out loud, given my first baby didn’t sleep through the night until she was four, but parenting newborns and toddlers can feel easier than parenting adolescents. The teen years require superhuman effort and vigilance from everyone involved. 

Casting that invisible safety net over your sometimes unpredictable, vulnerable, insecure and rapidly changing teenage daughter can feel more stressful than you could ever envisage during the days when you’re wiping pureed peas off the kitchen wall and wondering exactly how long colic, teething or toilet training will last. You cannot delegate any of the teenage mothering: they mostly need you and only you. It’s the time to step up, be the responsible adult and nurture a selfless mindset.

There is much research to show that it’s after the age of twelve that children most need their parents to be present, both physically and emotionally. Which is ironic, because it is around this time that they appear to want you the least (to quote Nanny McPhee). 

However, don’t panic if you have a pre-teen right now because the upside is that, according to all the experts I have interviewed, family harmony can come from your simply being in the room. Being present is often enough to keep everyone happy, you don’t have to solve all their problems. Admittedly, I have found it is sometimes like being in the room with a wasp: they are constantly buzzing around you, drawn to you like wasps to sugar, potentially about to sting at any moment. This, you just have to endure.

I certainly had no idea how much listening would be involved, how time-consuming a teenage girl’s monologues are on a daily basis. Half the time they don’t want to talk to you and half the time they just won’t stop talking to you.

I had also assumed they would be independent. After all, by this age they can wipe their own bottoms, cross the road alone and even cook their own breakfast. Yet they may find they cannot handle all their new feelings without your help. They can be easily overwhelmed by the choices facing them, by the way they are changing and growing, physically and mentally. The majority of the time no other adult apart from you will do, even if they often do their utmost to push you away. And by god it is damned hard to keep that all-important connection with them.

My final baby, Mabel, aged nine as I write, serves as a reminder of how it used to be with my two eldest. She still includes me in all her plans, from loo breaks, choice of snack to underwear. She even parrots back my parenting, often questioning me on the speed of my showers: ‘That was quick,’ she will say. ‘Have you really washed everything?’ mimicking the way I mother her. 

Our teens, meanwhile, purposefully and deliberately exclude their dad and me from everything. And this can make it much trickier to parent well during the moments they do suddenly call on you for support, because you must try to be on constant alert. It’s also harder to be responsible for them when they need to become more responsible for themselves; you have to become a ninja decision-maker with the patience of the Dalai Lama, judging when to step in and when to step back.

I remember I briefly tried to put our first baby into a daft Gina Ford-type routine (the parenting book of the moment back then) to get her sleeping longer than two hours at a time. I would fret about it constantly when she was a newborn and it would drive me to distraction, yet now I wish I had preserved my energy and just sat on the sofa with her, resting a Rich Tea biscuit on her head while I dunked it in my tea, watching Cash in the Attic. I should have saved my crying for the blazing rows of adolescent dependence, the days when you shut yourself in the loo alone to think about what you’ve done, for often it is not just your teen who lets herself down with her behaviour. 

These moments, coming as they do in between the joys of seeing your beloved growing up and becoming her own person, can feel cataclysmically awful, possibly irredeemable.

I inhaled the parenting books about how to make a baby sleep but I didn’t know where to turn to tackle the thorny issue of one of the people you love most in the world occasionally being so repulsed by you she cannot bear the sound of you breathing. I didn’t foresee these raw, tear-filled moments when I was just as ashamed of my behaviour as hers (which had usually caused the row in the first place!). We had no idea, did we, as we wrestled those toddlers into ridiculously hard-to-fasten babygros that we’d feel like this. 
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The vanishing 

I can remember exactly when we lost our eldest to the lure of new teenagerdom. Or ‘the vanishing’, as we call it. It was the summer of 2014. I could see her aged eleven, looking across a sea of endless hope and optimism, teetering on the horizon of a new, more exciting and independent life. The questions had started earlier in the year: ‘When I am twelve, will I be able to stay up later?’ she would ask incessantly.

‘Yes,’ I would reply, though why anyone would want to stay up to witness two ancient adults asleep on the sofa in front of the ten o’clock news each night, god knows. 

She also informed us nicknames were no longer allowed, and I did not have a free pass to her room any more without getting permission to enter first. I wasn’t welcome. 

She stopped spending her pocket money in Lush or the Body Shop and started to buy eyeliner from Topshop. Showers replaced baths.

And the summer of 2014 was the last summer our children were a foursome. Then aged two, seven, ten and eleven, they would happily eat, watch TV and play together, but my eldest was gradually drifting away. I tried to capture it in my mind, and I have an enduring memory of the four of them in their PJs one evening, sorting shells they had collected on the beach in Cornwall, where we always go on holiday and where I grew up.

I recall the toddler refusing to hand over the big shells and being cajoled into it by the others. A united posse of four small children.

Frozen was their favourite movie that summer, and if any one of them got upset they were still easily cheered up by watching a baby panda sneezing on YouTube. By September it was over. Pandas weren’t funny, Frozen was for babies and a boy’s name kept cropping up in conversations. The eldest had turned twelve in August.

She started to stay out with friends after school on Friday afternoons; she headed off to see them again as soon as she got up on Saturday, the hour of her waking getting later. We started driving her all over the place at weekends. 

Even if she was at home, she stayed in her room alone for greater periods of time. These are the signs of the vanishing to look out for with a tween: it is a precursor to the teenage years. She also started to take longer and longer showers and wanted to leave the table as soon as she put her fork down after family roast on a Sunday. She was just there a lot less and I had the creeping realisation that the girl who had once followed me round everywhere, asking to bake cupcakes or play Monopoly, simply wasn’t present, even if she was in the house. Then I started to relish the moments when she was in the room with me more and more and to heed the advice I read in all the books of actively including her where I could, given her default setting was to actively exclude herself. 

In these moments I reached out to her with the lightest of inquisitions: Did she want a cup of tea? elicited the best response. And then we really began this journey into full-on teenage; for a moment it was calm but different, and then all hell sort of broke loose …

‘Mum, What’s Wrong With You?’

Conversations with Teens

‘You’ll never guess what I learned to do today,’ I say with jolly cheer in my voice, just trying to make conversation over the kettle boiling as the teens potter around the kitchen after school.

‘To be nice to your children,’ one replies, without looking up.

‘To get a life,’ the other says. They high-five each other and wander off. They don’t care what I learned to do today.

[image: Image Missing]
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The surprise signs you suddenly have a teenager

1. Endless bedtimes. It gets later and later. Then you lose control of it at weekends around the age of eleven. Suddenly it’s bye-bye formal bedtime. You can’t watch what you want on telly any more and soon you start to go to bed first. So unnerving.

2. School parents’ evening gets weird. They come with you. It’s awkward, more awkward even than those small junior-school seats you used to sit on. They have also started to set rules about what you wear to the school, how you speak, who to speak to, who not to wave at. There is so much glaring and so many unsaid admonishments during parents’ evening that you start to feel as if you are in trouble and don’t know what you’ve done. This is extremely stressful. And ‘for godssakes, woman,’ as my then fifteen-year-old would utter, do not say ‘Bonjour’ to the French teacher. Also there is some form of normcore uniform for parents that teens favour but none of us know about, until you discover that everything you wear is wrong. And do not mention what position you once played in netball either to the PE teacher. No one cares. Don’t ask too many questions; don’t smile too enthusiastically; do not chat too long to other parents on the imaginary ‘not approved’ list either. If possible, try and pretend you are not related to your own daughter. This is of course impossible but probably the only thing that would be approved on parents’ evening.

3. Piercings. These come overnight. Usually in pairs. They are either talking about them or getting them done. They all have strange names. Tragus, conch, helix. You pay through the nose for a bottle of salty water they don’t bother to use or spill on your bathroom floor, leaving you wondering for ages what the hell has happened in there. Then you end up going on at least one emergency medical appointment to sort it out. You will be amazed they can endure the hideous pain of a cartilage piercing but have to lie down on the floor writhing in agony if a sibling bumps into them by accident. And you were WRONG about how much it would hurt, because the one you may have yourself was obviously done by a caveman in an actual cave in ‘olden times’ and now it is all far more modern and doesn’t hurt at all, OK? Also ‘all’ their friends have one. This is probably the only sentence that begins ‘but all my friends’, which is actually true in teenage. Resistance is futile, this is not the battle to have. Let them do it.

4. Swearing in music. Absolutely mandatory after the age of thirteen. Do not google what WAP means.

5. Love bites. Now you know what your parents meant. Shocking to the core. Especially over breakfast, not to mention embarrassing at parents’ evening. Also the hypocrisy of the love bite, because if your partner shows any outward sign of affection to you, they mimic vomiting noises or mutter ‘disgusting’ as they leave the room in haste.

6. G-strings and massive ugly shoes. Either are left all over the place. Most trainers are second-hand as well (#savetheplanet), which means they smell particularly vibrant. Some teen girls have scant regard to personal hygiene despite them being outraged by any infringement of hygiene rules yourself. They cannot, for example, eat an apple if you touched it.

7. They start saying ‘Can we go now?’ every time they appear in the kitchen. Which means they want you to take them somewhere at forty-five seconds’ notice, but they have to believe they told you about this arrangement in advance because they cannot possibly ask for permission or admit they forgot to tell you. It’s so confusing, because this sudden need to make a swift exit has not been mentioned until that moment. I often stand there wondering what is going on and where I agreed to be when I was obviously in a coma at some point earlier in the day. 

8. Hair dye as a way of killing time. They dye it all the time to kill time. Bored? Dye your hair pink. What to do before lunch? Dye your hair. Mum asks you to wash up. Can’t – dyeing my hair. Hamster needs cleaning out. Dyeing my hair.

9. Masks. Hair masks, face masks, all masks all the time. Sticky, messy packets-left-all-over-the-floor, carpet, beside-the-bin masks.

10. ‘My friend was …’ This phrase enters the room at about thirteen. Up until then they name everyone they know, and you know everyone they know. Then they meet new friends from other places, not just school, and won’t share their names. It is an unexpected secrecy, which seems to be secret for no other reason than pretending it is a secret. Or it is a boy. Or it is ‘the’ bad friend with whom any association ends badly (in your opinion).

11. Bum eyes. Bear with me. This is when they open a drawer, the fridge, your handbag, the cupboard, the tumble dryer and ask where something is after you have told them specifically, with detailed instructions, exactly where it is. When they are little, they see everything, like mini spies, but when they hit teenage a weird, learned helplessness makes them blind. I will say such-and-such is in the door of the fridge on the left by the ketchup. They will say: Where? And even though you are in the middle of threading some elastic back through a school PE skirt, you have to drop it (and will have to start this tedious task again later) and come over to point to the thing they cannot see. Exactly where you said it was five minutes of huffing ago. In our house we shout, ‘Bum eyes!’ when this happens: as in, ‘Are you looking with the eyes in your bum? Oh, you don’t have eyes in your bum, so maybe that is why you can’t see the thing, which is RIGHT IN FRONT OF YOU.’ Dads do this too.

12. The 4 p.m. phone call. It happens with annoying regularity when they hit teenage. This is the after-school request for something: food, money, an extension of previously agreed coming-home times, being able to go to a party 400 miles away with ten minutes’ warning.

13. They start to call you by your first name around the age of fifteen. Of all the things I didn’t expect, this is the oddest one. It’s the cruellest separation tool they use, a sort of ironic flex of teenage power. At first I thought it was just me, but this is common according to mums and dads in the unofficial focus group. ‘Lorraine!’ my eldest will bellow over her three siblings. ‘What have you done with my dark chocolate?’ I don’t like it. As my nine-year-old, who still calls me Mummy, says, ‘I do not agree with this disrespectful malarkey.’ I tried to put a stop to it as soon as it started – I mean, imagine calling your parents by their names. Mine would probably send me to my room, and I am fifty-two. My fourteen-year-old son does still mumble ‘Mum’, but the sixteen-year-old, who considers herself something of a wit, will also refer to me by my Instagram handle, @lorrainecandy. There was a time when the relentless demands that accompanied the call of ‘Mum!’ echoing through the house made my nerves jangle, but now I cherish it as a title, a definition of who I am. But our eldest explains that she has grown out of ‘Mum’ and also expresses annoyance at the fact that our WhatsApp group, which is mostly me issuing instructions at 8 a.m., has the word ‘family’ in it. It is embarrassing when an alert pops up on her phone. She asks if I can offer an alternative to the word Mum that doesn’t make her sound so young – but there isn’t one. I am suspicious of the motives behind this name change too, given that I overheard another teen in our house explain that they used their parents’ first names in a passive aggressive way to undermine their parents’ authority. It does remove the hierarchy of the household if we all use first names, which makes me uncomfortable. They are discovering their new identity while playing fast and loose with the happiest part of my identity: my motherhood.

14. Mystery ailments (a sore eyeball, anyone?) and chronic, dramatic, impressive, over-the-top, Oscar-winning hypochondria. You will not have enough plasters for this (Boots does not sell enough plasters for this), enough painkillers or enough TCP. 

15. ‘What is wrong with you?’ This goes on the end of every sentence. Even if you had said, ‘I discovered the cure to cancer just now,’ they would still look at you with fury and disbelief, and answer ‘What is wrong with you?’ as if you had done something so inexplicably bad you should hang your head in shame. 

So, these are the surprising (well, they were surprising to me) new-mum rules. They may make you feel like you are living in a particularly complicated Agatha Christie murder mystery. You know all the clues are there, but you’re not quick enough to work them out. It can all be explained, however. You thought it was their hormones: well, some of it is, but mostly it is neurology. Basically, it is not entirely their fault, so bear with them. 




4

It’s not me, Mum, it’s you 

(Actually, it’s their brains)

Teenage girls can be so illogical, can’t they? I find that much of their behaviour makes no rational sense. Sometimes it is remarkably funny or loveable, other times it most certainly is not. I can often catalogue about twenty different extreme emotions before 8 a.m. on a school morning. Living this way looks exhausting from an adult standpoint and seems to bring a turmoil into their lives that could easily have been avoided. Plus, all this ‘feeling’ and all this irrational chaos can cause arguments and disharmony at home. On such occasions it is me that is usually saying ‘what’s wrong with you’ after yet another set of keys has been lost; another debit card misplaced; another ridiculously organised escapade’s descent into farce; another loud argument. Too frequently I unfairly mistake their behaviour as wilful or deliberate when usually it isn’t at all.

So, what exactly is going on? The experts say much of it is down to their developing brains. For years we had been led to believe their hormones were always the culprit, but that is not entirely true; mostly it’s their brains. The science around the teenage brain is in its infancy right now; until around twenty years ago it was thought that our brains were physically sorted by the end of childhood, just before the tween years (ages nine to twelve), but now new research tells us that this is not true.

Around the age of ten, teenage brains become construction sites: everything is changing and being updated from a neural point of view alongside the hormonal and biological changes of growing up. So when you put your gorgeous little girl to bed one night, hair neatly brushed and unicorn nightie on, and she comes down to breakfast the next day transformed into a sarky she-devil wearing oversized second-hand trainers who loses her travel pass every five minutes and can argue with inanimate objects, it isn’t always her fault. Please bear with her. 

The scene that starts to play out in front of you as your child goes from pre-tween or tween to actual teenager is at its roots a physiological miracle. I think puberty is a miracle. Really you should be howling ‘hallelujah’ at the human enormity of it instead of yelling, ‘How can you find anything in this mess?’ 

So my advice is to try to avoid demonising girls at this tricky stage, or judging them, or comparing them to grown-ups; perhaps just observe them instead? It will take some extra patience on your part but may make your life easier if you do this and it may support them better. They are not like adults, they think differently from the way you think, so bear that in mind when you try to use grown-up logic during disagreements. 

Girls in particular can seem consumed by emotions. One minute they are mid-sulk, the next they are happy as Larry. This will partly be because their brains are flooding them with new feelings, provoking reactions that may seem extreme to you but feel normal for your daughters.

This is the making of an adult in full Technicolor glory, a proper person finally coming into focus. It’s a mammoth task, a huge amount of rapid change. Teenagers are a work in progress each day, so don’t underestimate how sensitive that can make them to everything going on around them at home or school. 

The brain’s prefrontal cortex, which controls the ability to reason, make decisions, forward plan or stop inappropriate behaviour, is undergoing massive change. 

For example, maybe you’re expecting your teenager to understand that if you don’t bring your PE kit home it won’t get washed and therefore it will be filthy the next time you wear it. Their developing brain doesn’t know this; it’s just thinking, PE kit? What is PE kit? Oh look, a cat singing ‘Nine to Five’ on TikTok. This brain may not think more than a few moments ahead of time. It may struggle to be logical because the wrong cable is plugged into the wrong socket and the wiring is all over the place. This is how I see it in layman’s terms, but if you’d like specific details of what is going on here, see the back of the book for suggested reading.

According to the US neuroscientist Frances Jensen, the connectivity of the brain is changing constantly (which makes it ‘plastic’), with the back of the brain (which controls emotions) maturing faster than the front (which is responsible for reasoning and therefore decisions around risk taking). So no, teenagers aren’t necessarily being ‘lazy’ or making daft decisions deliberately; they are not acting hysterically or, indeed, overreacting; they just have a different brain from yours and their biology is not as advanced as yours, so go easy on them when you get frustrated. I am of course generalising here as it is different for each teen but in my experience it won’t matter how many times you tell them the same thing – often they may not be able to remember it, let alone understand it.

I once spent thirty minutes explaining to one of my daughters, whose teachers deemed gifted at maths, why a dirty duvet cover must be removed before being replaced by a clean one. For ages I’d been wondering why our duvet covers were disappearing until I found some of the dirty ones still on her bed under clean covers. About seven minutes into the conversation I could see she had no idea what I was talking about; her brain had not yet caught up with my adult logic. She was also doing that thing where they say yes, pretending they get what you’re talking about just to hasten your move from their line of vision. 

It’s the same with mess. Most of the time they just don’t see it. Rational thinking may not come into action until the early twenties. Now if you know that, then you can perhaps accept the chaos that comes with their changing mind and body more easily? 

When I tell parents about the brain changes, they often have a light-bulb moment and begin to relax, realising that they don’t have to set such hard-and-fast rules or get quite so frustrated every time something unpredictable or downright foolish happens. I remember one mum thanking me, with a huge sigh of relief, after an Instagram Live I had done with a psychologist explaining all this brain malarkey. She thought she had done something terribly wrong and caused her teen’s dire ‘crabbiness’ and chaotic behaviour. We need to remember adolescence can be a complex and extremely sensitive time neurologically. 

The 2017 TIME report The Science of Childhood states that 70 per cent of mental illnesses begin in adolescence, and other statistics confirm that three quarters of mental illness starts before the age of twenty-four, when the brain is believed to be almost fully developed. Teenagers tend, therefore, to be more vulnerable mentally at this stage than they were in childhood, and it is part of your job to help them protect their mental health.

Remember not to take the mistakes teenagers make due to the immaturity of their brains personally or view their misadventures as a failure of your parenting or their personalities. They should learn from these mistakes and failures as they mature. I think we expect far too much from teenagers because we don’t take into account how much their brains and bodies are changing. Much of this happens between the ages of twelve and seventeen. If you think back to how you were five years ago, you were probably much the same as you are now but a twelve-year-old is a different species from a seventeen-year-old. Perhaps the compassionate thing to do is understand this and adjust your behaviour and responses accordingly. The benefit for you is that if you know it is coming, you can devise strategies to deal with it so that it won’t affect the whole family adversely. Curious calmness is a good strategy, yet hard to enforce I agree, but is perhaps something to aim for. 

Then there is puberty, which can be a minefield for girls: they suddenly sprout hair everywhere, their periods start, their skin changes and they grow breasts and hips. And many are at the mercy of PMS (Pre-Menstrual Syndrome), their hormones fluctuating over a monthly cycle, affecting their moods and causing extreme physical discomfort for some.

A loving and compassionate environment with reasonable, consistent boundaries and a reliable routine alongside nutritious food and sleep will undoubtedly help a developing body and brain. Sleep in particular helps set up healthy neural pathways. 

Talking to them about why they do what they do when they make mistakes and it all goes wrong may be helpful too, but try to do this with empathy, rather than criticism or judgement or by labelling them as specific personality types. Your teens will also benefit from working some things out for themselves; it is helpful for them if they learn to recognise and acknowledge the risks they may have taken with certain decisions or behaviour. Active listening on your part as they sort this out themselves is crucial, as is setting consequences for behaviour you consider too dangerous, or ill advised. For my husband and me, consequences are usually the removal of cash or limiting phone access, a sort of grounding if the boundaries we set are ignored. 

Consequences help teach them where the edges of any poor decision making lie and this is important because teens are thought to be more susceptible to risks such as addiction. Due to the plasticity of their developing brains, the positive reward system is particularly sensitive for them, so some may seek higher highs. This may lead to all sorts of poor decisions. But if you are constantly angry, in parental punishment mode or on at them to think more smartly, they may not begin to understand what has gone wrong. Your furious feelings will be too much to process alongside their feelings. What they may appreciate instead is your support in explaining the dangers after the event and your calmly setting boundaries, and consequences if broken, for the future. This they can lean against safely as their neurology changes. I know it is stressful to discipline a teenager, to set consequences that cause all manner of domestic disharmony, but if you don’t they may assume it is therefore OK to try all the things their immature brains are inclined to test, because you haven’t told them specifically it is dangerous to do so. This is why they can sometimes end up in situations they will regret. Sticking to your boundaries with steadfast determination is comforting for them even if they keep trying to test those boundaries and make a huge fuss about what they may deem unreasonable consequences. You may just have to grin and bear it.

The immaturity of their brains also helps explain why some teenagers may have little or no empathy for others: you haven’t accidentally made potentially bad adults (this is what I worried about occasionally). It may be that they really cannot help it. 

Personally, I found this strange lack of empathy in teenage girls the hardest pill to swallow during my midlife years. This element of change was the biggest surprise to me, especially coming at a time when many parents may feel exhausted after over a decade of mothering and wondering if they themselves have enough empathy left to take everyone’s feelings into account all of the time. Midlife mums can be an angry tribe, and I sometimes wonder if our empathy levels decline at the same rate as our oestrogen levels. But many teenage girls seem to have no empathy for mums whatsoever. It’s a little heartbreaking, and a shock if you don’t know it is coming your way. I used to hear other women’s teens talk to them like servants and swear to god mine would never be like that, but as everyone begins to separate from each other, it isn’t uncommon.

The ‘I couldn’t care less’ attitude is taken up by many teens, according to the mums I have quizzed, not just yours, so don’t take it personally. I often suspect that if I got knocked over on the way to Starbucks on the Saturday-morning trip to get one of mine her frappalatteobeso coffee (or whatever daft drink she wants), she would step over my broken body, queue for the coffee, take time to moan they have spelled her name wrong on the cup and then call the ambulance to save my life. 

The neuroscientist Sarah-Jayne Blakemore was of great comfort to me during such confusing times. I snuggle up to her logic around brain development because it makes me feel better as a mother. Her book, Inventing Ourselves: The Secret Life of the Teenage Brain, and her TED Talk on the adolescent brain gave me the catch-all catchphrase, ‘It’s OK, it’s just their synapses.’ In our house, the general ungrateful attitude or rudeness that may sometimes creep into conversations with adolescents is batted away with this phrase. I can cope with chats that begin ‘Could you just talk and breathe a lot more quietly’ by understanding it probably comes from a neurological
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