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Praise for

Rosemary O’Connor and

A Sober Mom’s Guide to Recovery

Rosemary O’Connor is such a warm and experienced companion for women trying to manage the difficult and exhilarating path of sober motherhood. She has such a good sense of humor, and a lot of both practical and spiritual wisdom. I wish I’d had this book when I had my child in early recovery—I would have gone less crazy, less often, and had amazing tools with which to navigate and enjoy both passionate challenges a lot more.

—ANNE LAMOTT, author of Traveling Mercies, Small Victories, Operating Instructions, and Help, Thanks, Wow

I have had the opportunity to work with Rosemary O’Connor and her excellent Recovery Services for several years. She is a role model for Twelve Step recovery. Her services for women and outstanding continuum of care have contributed a great deal by fulfilling the need in the San Francisco Bay Area for excellent treatment of addiction.

—DR. DAVID E. SMITH, diplomate,

American Board of Addiction Medicine,

and founder, Haight Ashbury Free Clinic
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        This book is dedicated to my three amazing children. You all have been my greatest teachers. At one time you were the only reasons I wanted to live, and you saved my life. I decided to get sober because I loved each of you so much, and then I learned to love myself and stay sober for me. Being a sober mother to each of you is God’s greatest gift to me.

        This book is also dedicated to my mother and father who provided me guidance, unconditional love, and a strong foundation for my faith in God. There are no words that adequately express my gratitude for all the blessings I have received from both of you. [image: ][image: ]
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Preface

I was an out-of-control alcoholic mother and after years of trying to control my drinking, I hit my bottom in 1999 after drinking all night and not coming home to my three small children. Throughout my journey in recovery I looked for books that could help me with certain challenges that I faced raising my kids and found nothing specific to mothers in recovery. A Sober Mom’s Guide to Recovery is my way of giving what I so desperately needed to other mothers who face the everyday challenges of being a sober mom. My intention is to share real-life challenges sober mothers can identify with, and the practical tools that helped me transform my life and stay sober. My hope is to support mothers who are trying to stay sober no matter what challenges they may face. In doing so they are giving themselves and their children a priceless gift, which not even the most profound words could begin to explain.

I began my journey in recovery in 1999 and understand the challenges of staying sober and rebuilding a life. Over the past ten years as an experienced life coach, I have taught hundreds of people how to bring about positive changes in their personal and professional lives. I founded ROC Recovery Services, whose mission is to help women recover from the devastating effects of addiction and to teach them how to live a rewarding life of purpose and meaningful connection to themselves and others.
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Hitting Bottom

Recovery is not so bad. It’s kinda like walking backward through molasses up to your crotch with your legs tied together.

— ANNE WILSON SCHAEF

I promised myself I was only going out for two drinks. I told the eleven-year-old babysitter I’d be home in a couple of hours—no later than nine. I walked out the door on my way to a fancy charity event, the Fireman’s Ball at the San Francisco Yacht Club. I was all dressed up in a long, sequined gown, high heels, hair and makeup to the nines (for me it was all about looking good on the outside). At the event, with drink in hand, I started chatting up a guy. I was doing straight shots of tequila and quickly spent $200 buying drinks from the bar—what every classy lady does. Mr. Not-So-Prince-Charming invited me to continue the party at his place. I remember following in my car, gripping the steering wheel, trying to steer in a straight line. The next thing I remember is waking up in Mr. Not-So-Prince-Charming’s bed at ten the next morning, thirteen hours after I’d told the babysitter I’d be back.

I drove home overcome with dread, silently promising never to drink again. The scene that met me there was Dickensian: my three children were lined up on the sofa in their pajamas, eyes wide with horror, staring at me. On either side of them were my best friend, Lori, whose daughter had been babysitting, and my estranged husband. They didn’t look too friendly, either. And no wonder—I was still wearing the sequined gown from the night before, which I’d thrown up on, and my hair and makeup were in shambles.

Lori looked me straight in the eye. “You’d better get hold of yourself,” she said, and stormed out. My husband looked at me with utter disgust. I got the message in his glare: If you don’t get your act together, I’ll take these kids away.

As he gathered the kids to go upstairs for their stuff, my five-year-old son asked me, “Mommy, are you okay?”

I was not. For the first time in the twenty-one years I’d been drinking, I acknowledged there was something really wrong with me. I said, “No, Mommy is not okay.” He grabbed me and hugged me. Then he ran upstairs crying.

My soon-to-be ex-husband left with my children and went to his house. I was alone, an empty shell, physically, spiritually, and emotionally bankrupt. What I feared most was that I would continue to do the same thing over and over and lose my children. This was not the mother I intended to be. That was my bottom. And I knew in that moment that if I didn’t get help, five o’clock would roll around and I’d be drunk once again.

Since then, I have worked with countless women and I know this scene has played itself out both in multimillion-dollar homes and in tenements. Our social standing, education, and self-knowledge don’t matter. When the alcohol or drugs get hold of us, we are taken over. We do things when we’re drinking and using that make us weep bitter tears when the high wears off.

We are basically good women and mothers, and under normal circumstances we would take good care of ourselves and fiercely protect our children. We can’t imagine how we let this happen, how we could lose control. We feel disgust, shame, and hopelessness. We vow never to let this happen again.

I had made that promise more times than I could remember. But now, for the first time, I listened to a voice in my head. Ask for help, it said. I went to the phone book, found the number for Alcoholics Anonymous, and called. The woman who answered the phone asked me to join her at an AA meeting. There I found women who used to feel the same way I did. At last I knew I was not alone. I stopped drinking one day at a time as other women taught me how to face life without a drink or a drug. In my recovery—fifteen years as of this writing—I have found peace, compassion, and forgiveness for myself. I respect myself and love the woman I am today. (Most of the time!) Best of all, I am present for my children, and they love me.

Getting clean and sober is like dropping a single rock into a still pond and sending healing ripples out to our family, friends, and all the people who share our journey of recovery.

Sober Mom’s Tools for Climbing Up after Hitting Bottom

1.  Take the first step: in the recovery process, the first step is admitting that we have a problem. For me, the evidence that my life was unmanageable was right in front of me that morning I came home to face my children. Using my story as an example, write about your own “hitting bottom” experience. If you’re new to recovery, it might be painful to put it in writing, but it can help you take that first step to admitting you have a problem. Even after facing my children that morning, I still had my doubts as to whether I was a full-blown alcoholic. But it was suggested that I write down my last ten drinking episodes. In doing this it became quite evident that my drinking was nowhere near normal. It was clear that when I started with a glass of wine I never knew where I’d end up or what I’d do.

2.  Ask for help: this is the single most important action we can take to liberate us from isolation and loneliness. For me, and for many other women, it’s easier and more helpful to reach out to another woman. We are not meant to do life alone. If you are still trying to deal with a drinking or using problem alone, pick up the phone and call for help. You can get immediate help by calling Alcoholics Anonymous, or if your drug of choice isn’t alcohol, you may want to try Narcotics Anonymous; both groups are free and available twenty-four hours a day. You don’t have to do this by yourself. (See the Recommended Resources at the back of this book for these and other Twelve Step programs.)

3.  If you’re reluctant to get help for yourself, do it for the sake of your children. Addiction is a progressive, fatal disease. It’s not a matter of if this disease will get worse, it’s a matter of when. Many mothers have lost custody of their children due to their addiction.

4.  If you are still questioning “if” you have a problem with your drinking or using, go to www.aa.org, read the pamphlet A.A. for the Woman and take the fifteen-question test.
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Guilt

Guilt: The gift that keeps on giving.

— ERMA BOMBECK

Guilt is the constant companion of the alcoholic or addict, maybe even more so for a woman. Every mother feels guilt about her parenting from time to time. That’s doubly true for women who have created drama and caused distress for their children by drinking or using—possibly inflicting psychological damage. Here’s one story from my past that still makes me cringe. Due to my drinking, I was separated from my husband, but was still living in my beautiful Northern California home with my three children, ages two, five, and eight. I was the top sales person in my company and still getting promoted. I had the perfect job for a drunk, taking clients to lunch and dinner, with lots of drinks on the company dime. Things looked good on the outside but they were rotten within.

My girlfriends were taking me out to celebrate my thirty-sixth birthday. As I sipped my fine wine in a beautiful crystal glass, I got dressed in a hot black miniskirt, high heels, and a low-cut top, cleavage and all. I kissed my kids goodbye and went off to a local chic restaurant where I drank my dinner with my girlfriends.

Then we adjourned one block down to the local dive bar to continue the party and seek the attention of colorful low-life companions. The bouncer at the door thought things were looking up as five glamorous gals appeared, and the usual gnarly crowd all looked up from their drinks as we graced them with our presence. That same bouncer escorted us out the door forty-five minutes later for picking fights with the so-called gnarly crowd. The classy girls quickly went from class to trash.

The party continued at my house, where my kids were fast asleep and I dismissed the babysitter. We called some guys, grabbed some liquor, shed our clothes, and headed for the hot tub in the backyard. Things quickly spiraled down, and once again I became a woman who disgusted me the morning after.

I heard my two-year-old son wake up crying, so I headed upstairs toward the bedrooms, still dripping wet, and picked up my crying child. And then, boom, I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror with babe in arms and was shocked to see that Mr. Hot Tub had followed me and was behind me trying to kiss me.

As if that wasn’t bad enough, I realized the sun was coming up and I needed to take my five-year-old son for his entrance interview at our local Catholic school. I had an hour to sober up, get my child ready, and drive to the school. Later, as my son held my hand and we approached the nun who would do the interview, I felt the soul-wrenching shame only an addicted mother can feel.

Before recovery this was the picture of what I had become—a drunk, scared, and horrible mom. A mom who knew only one way to deal with these feelings: to drink again.

That’s one of many of my “cringe stories,” and if you’re like me, you probably have some of your own. After we get sober and begin swapping stories with other recovering women, for the first time we will feel as if we aren’t carrying the burden alone because other women have done the same things we have. Hearing another woman’s story and identifying with her was the first time I felt any relief from guilt.

I thought the feeling of guilt would end once I stopped drinking. But from time to time friends or family brought up an incident from our past, and out of nowhere the shame and guilt would rise up in me automatically. The first time this happened and I was able to face my guilt without drinking, I was ninety days sober, at my sponsor’s seven-year sobriety party. The people at the party were sitting in a circle, taking turns naming the ways in which my sponsor had changed as a result of her sobriety. Suddenly my nine-year-old daughter announces, “Yeah, and my mom doesn’t yell at me anymore!”

Everyone laughed, but I was horrified, overwhelmed by guilt and fear that I’d irreparably damaged my kids for life. That night I sat my kids down and made them a promise. If I yelled at them, I said, I’d give them a quarter. My five-year-old son looked at his sister and said, “We’re going to be rich!” They were excited about the money, but I needed to deal with feelings about what a horrible mother I had been. Thank God for the Seventh Step of the Alcoholics Anonymous program, in which we ask for the defects we uncovered in our Fourth Step to be removed. And thank God for the promises that follow the Ninth Step: “We will not regret the past nor wish to shut the door on it,” as the “Big Book” of Alcoholics Anonymous says in chapter 6. (The Twelve Steps of AA are found at the back of this book.) If we continue to beat ourselves up about our past and wallow in self-pity, we will not be present for our children, and, worst of all, we pass down our shame to our children.

Another time early in my sobriety when I was suffering from remorse about how my drinking and alcoholic behavior had damaged my children beyond repair, I was given a moment of grace. I was walking to the beach with my father and my adorable three-year-old son. My father asked my son what he wanted to be when he grew up. Without missing a beat my son said, “I want to be an alcoholic.” I was still feeling so shameful and worried about what my father was thinking about my alcoholism. Oh good God! I thought. Yet even though I was afraid of what else my son might say if the conversation continued, I decided to ask him why. He responded, “Because alcoholics don’t yell, and they laugh a lot.” Joseph didn’t understand what an alcoholic really was. But what he did know was that when I drank, I screamed and yelled a lot, and when I stopped drinking I stopped yelling. What my son didn’t know was that I was able to stop yelling with a lot of help from my sponsor and through working the Twelve Steps of AA.

As we continued to walk toward the beach, I flashed back to a few months before I got sober when my father had looked at me and said, “You have got to stop yelling at your kids.” Now, as I felt my toes in the sand and savored the precious time spent with my father and son, I was overwhelmed with the feeling of grace. It was at that moment that I realized the miracle of the Twelve Steps and how they were healing my family and me in more ways I ever could have imagined. I didn’t have to beat myself up about the past anymore. I could forgive myself. I was making my living amends by being present with my family and not screaming at my children. And I realized that staying sober is the best gift you can give your children and the legacy of your family.

Sober Mom’s Tools for Overcoming Guilt

1.  Make a list of all the things you do well as a mom. Be kind to yourself. As Rosanne Barr said, “If the kids are still alive at five p.m. and the house hasn’t burned down, I’ve done a good job.” Ask the supportive people in your life why they think you’re a good mom. You might be surprised how many good qualities your own children will be able to list.

2.  Stop beating yourself up! Most women have a PhD in negative self-talk. Our Inner Critic yammers at us all day every day. Mine is very creative in finding ways to beat me up: I’m not enough, and never will be. Every other mother is______. (Pick one: kinder, more accomplished, more loving, you name it.) Here’s an exercise I do with my clients: I bring them to a mirror, have them look themselves in the eye and say the following: “I love you. I like you. I forgive you.” Just about every time, they break down in tears as they—at least in that moment—find release from their guilt. Try writing the phrases above on your bathroom mirror. If you find yourself guilt-tripping or “shoulding” all over yourself (I should have done this, I shouldn’t have done that), repeat the phrases as a mantra to chase those negative thoughts away: “I love you. I like you. I forgive you.”

3.  Prayer to remove guilt: “Dear Higher Power, please remove my feelings of guilt, let me see myself as you do: perfect, whole, and complete.”

4.  If you find it difficult to quiet your Inner Critic, Google the phrase “Bob Newhart Stop It,” click on the YouTube video, watch it, and take Bob’s advice.
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Exhaustion

In the event of loss of cabin pressure the oxygen mask over your head will drop down. If you are sitting next to a small child, or someone who is acting like a small child, please do us all a favor and put on your mask first. If you are traveling with two or more children, please take a moment to decide which one is your favorite. Help that one first, then work your way down.

— FLIGHT ATTENDANT ANNOUNCEMENT

Have you ever reached the point of complete exhaustion? Of course you have—you’re a woman. And as a mother you are an expert in the exhaustion department. Add to that being a mother trying to recover from addiction, and exhaustion becomes a way of life. If you’re like me, a lot of this comes from our tendency to overdo everything to prove to ourselves (and everybody else) that we’re okay, that we’re competent, and that we aren’t going to screw things up the way we did when we were drinking and using.

One day when I was newly sober and working full time, going through a divorce, and raising three kids, I was complaining to my therapist about how tired I was. He suggested I take a twenty-minute nap in the afternoon, between work and picking up the kids. I truly thought this man was from Mars: he might as well suggest I fly to the moon. The concept of a nap was totally foreign to me. My mother used to take naps when we were kids, and I thought she was crazy. Well, she had seven kids, so I’m sure naps saved her. Today two of my kids are grown and out of the house and I still find myself exhausted. I can’t blame my exhaustion on a husband, boyfriend, or kids. The common denominator is me. I need to slow down, build in some quiet time, and learn how to say no to some of the requests people make of me. I need to follow my therapist’s advice, and my mom’s example, and start taking naps!

When I was about five years sober and still running around like a chicken with its head cut off, I had been feeling ill for quite some time but never went to the doctor. I kept putting it off because I told myself I didn’t have time. Finally I was in so much pain I went to the doctor and found out I had a terrible infection. She sent me home with a prescription, but on my way I told myself I was too busy to get it filled. I had promised my boys I’d take them to the Giants game that night. I told myself I’d get it filled tomorrow; tonight I’d just grin and bear the pain.

The boys were very happy and enjoyed the baseball game, but I shivered through the cold night until we finally got home at about eleven thirty. At five in the morning I woke up with my entire body shaking uncontrollably. Scared, I had no idea what was happening. I yelled for my daughter who was so scared that she called both 911 and my best friend who lived up the street. In no time at all I looked up to three handsome firemen and two paramedics surrounding me in my tiny little bedroom. Boy, I wished I’d worn cuter pajamas, but at least I’d gone to bed with my makeup on, I thought. The next thing I knew I was whisked away on a stretcher as my children’s eyes filled with fear. Thank God my friend Lori had shown up and was there to get the kids ready for school.

At the hospital the nurses hooked me up to several beeping machines, and when the doctor showed up he asked me all sorts of questions. After he was done, I asked him how long all of this would take, explaining that I had to get home because I had a lot of things to do. The doctor looked at me quite sternly and said, “Ma’am, your kidneys are shutting down. I’m going to have to admit you to the hospital for a few days if you don’t promise me that you’ll lie down and rest for a few days at home. If you’ll do that, I will let you go home in a few hours.” I wasn’t sure if being called “ma’am” was worse than my kidneys shutting down, but I was able to register how serious the doctor sounded. I thought of the look on my kids’ faces when I was whisked out the door and put in the ambulance, and I promised the doctor (and myself) that I’d go home and rest. I made a pledge then to start taking better care of myself and to put my needs right up there with the children’s needs. I realized how important it was to take care of myself so I could take care of my kids. At that moment it hit me how much danger I’d put myself in by trying to be everything to everybody. I finally understood the analogy of putting the oxygen mask on myself first and then putting it on my children next.

As I lay in bed over the next few days I made a list on a sheet of paper. On the left side I listed all the areas where I had been an over-doer. On the right side I listed some ways I would cut back. Here are some examples. Every night I’d been cooking dinner and doing all the dishes. That night I told my kids I would cook dinner and they would do the dishes. They didn’t like it, but I laughed to myself remembering a quote I had read by Ben Bergor: “It is amazing how quickly the kids learn to drive a car, yet are unable to understand the lawn mower, snowblower, or vacuum cleaner.” I was usually the mom who did all the driving to wherever my kids wanted to go. I decided to set up car pools for school, sports, birthday parties, and all the other places they needed to be. If the kids needed shoes, I told them the dollar amount I would pay for shoes. If they wanted the more expensive latest fashion, they could pay the difference. Or I told them I’d buy one shoe and they could either buy the second shoe or hop around on one foot! They never chose the latter.
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