Friendships and consequences

WORRIED that your kid's friends are bad news?

One day during Eric's eighth​grade year, a friend called to warn me of the crowd Eric had recently started hanging with. I'd met the boys and they seemed nice enough.

"These kids aren't cool," my friend said, "they're downright bad." He went on to open my ears with tales of property de​struction, petty theft, cruelty to animals and bullying. When he was finished, I thanked him for his concern and promptly told my wife, Willie, what I'd learned.

We reviewed our options and arrived at a decision. Later that day, we confronted Eric. When he began to protest, I said, "No need to defend your friends, Eric, because your mother and I have no intention of interfering. The good news is you can hang with them all you like. The bad news is we intend to hold you completely responsible for any problems that occur while you're in their company.
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"Let's say, for example, you're with three of them and a window is broken. You will pay for the entire window, Eric, not one‑fourth of it. On top of that, you'll be grounded for a consid​erable period of time."

A rather unusual approach, to be sure, taken because my wife and I, by this point in our parenthood, had accepted cer​tain realities.

Reality: It is all but impossi​ble to manipulate a teen‑ager's social life. If a teen wants des​perately enough to associate with a certain element, the teen will find a way to associate.

When good values don't win out, there's a bigger power than parents at work. So Willie and I took the calculated risk, know​ing the earlier taken, the better.

After this fateful conversa​tion with Eric, several weeks went by. One Saturday after​noon, while working in the front yard, I looked up to see him pedaling furiously toward the house. He pulled into the drive, dropped his bike and ran over to where I was standing.

"Dad, dad," he panted, "I got​ta tell you something." He went on breathlessly, to explain that he'd been with his "friends" when they began planning an expensive prank. Remembering what we'd told him, Eric made excuses to leave and came straight home. "They've proba​bly already done it," he con​cluded. "But, Dad, you gotta be​lieve me, I wasn't there. And Dad, you and Mom were right about those guys. I'm gonna find myself some new friends, starting today."

Reality wins again!

