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We keep them as guilty secrets: all the bad things we did, all the embarrassing, irresponsible, hurtful, 

shameful things we did when we were younger, back in the days when we thought we knew it all, when we 
thought we were invincible and always, always right. We keep these things secret for fear of our children 
finding out, copying us and then going completely off the rails, as if knowing about our drug taking will 
encourage our sons and daughters to do the same; as if knowing about our sexual mistakes will encourage 
our children to repeat them; as if knowing about our rudeness, criminality and laziness, our many social and 
academic failures will completely demoralize young people who’ll lose their moral bearings if they find out 
that their parents are less than perfect.  
 
Fair enough, we love our children; we want the best for them; we want to protect them; we don’t want 
them to be hurt. But the idea that they necessarily look to us as paragons of virtue, as role models on 
whom everything depends, omniscient gods and goddesses sailing through life with unfailing creative 
purpose is ridiculous. Living with a paragon of virtue actually demoralizes young people who know that 
they can never live up to such perfection. Flawed human beings, on the other hand, are encouraging 
because young people can learn from them, can improve on them, can dare to try new things themselves, 
risking failure in the knowledge that all will not be lost. 
 
“My dad expects so much!” complains Daisy. “It’s all right for him, though, because he always got top 
grades and did well. He’s got no idea what it’s like to make a mess of something!” 
 
At the moment she’s worrying about her exams. But Daisy also worries about not being good enough in 
other areas of her life. I ask whether her father ever made mistakes. 
 
“Not really,” she says. “At least, I don’t think so….” 
 
Young people are more interested in our failures than in our successes. Of course, when we admit to our 
failures, some young people might say, “Well, you never did well at school, so why should I? You can’t 
lecture me about being responsible when you weren’t!” We might have to take some flak, but the fact is 
that most sons and daughters already know that the ‘Look At Me, A Paragon Of Virtue’ routine is false. 
They’ve overheard the conversations; they’ve seen the impulsive behaviour, the frustration, the rage…. And 
that’s when the arguments really start as young people try to break through the adult pretence, trying to 
find some recognizable vulnerability to which they can relate.  
 
It turns out that, when Daisy’s father met her mother, he was already married to someone else. Nowadays 
he works for an engineering company but wanted to be an artist when he was younger. 
 
I ask what happened. 
 
“He didn’t get into Art School,” she explains. “Apparently they lost his application and then blamed him, so 
he never even got an interview.” 
 
A likely story, I think to myself. “And what about his first wife?” 
 
Daisy says she’s never liked to ask. 


