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The Quilt

Each year, The Addict’s Mom community creates a quilt to be displayed at the FED UP! Rally in Washington, DC. Members of TAM create squares to represent the loved ones in their lives who have struggled with addiction. The color of each square has a specific meaning:


	
Red symbolizes a loved one in active addiction.

	
Gray symbolizes a loved one currently incarcerated

	
Black symbolizes a loved one who has lost their life to addiction.

	
White symbolizes a loved one in recovery.



The finished quilt serves as a striking representation of only a small portion of the thousands of families affected by addiction each year.




Praise for Without Shame

In the pages of Without Shame, Barbara Theodosiou stitches together her family’s stories of pain and healing—a patchwork of scars and mending hearts. Sharing patterns and perspectives, thoughts and feelings, her words wrap like an old quilt around the shoulders of other moms with addicted children, with the powerful warmth of truth and strength.

—Sandra Swenson, author of Tending Dandelions and The Joey Song

Millions of mothers struggle silently with an addicted son or daughter. In Without Shame, a candid account of the impact of addiction, Barbara pierces both silence and shame, and helps mothers know where to turn.

—D’Anne Burwell, author of Saving Jake: When Addiction Hits Home

The heartbreakingly familiar story of the devastation of addiction told by the pioneer of online family support.

—Maureen Cavanagh, author of If You Love Me: A Mother’s Journey Through Her Daughter’s Addiction and Recovery

I am so grateful for Barbara’s courage to begin The Addict’s Mom (TAM) and to share her story. I also share my journey publicly, and I don’t think I could have done that without being able to share without shame in TAM. Thank you, Barbara, for being a changemaker in a world afraid of change.

—Katie Donovan, Founder and CEO of A Mother’s Addiction Journey

Barbara’s generosity and compassion have resulted in a following of more than 100,000 moms with children lost, those still struggling, and those recovered. She was always ahead of the curve when it came to understanding that stigma must go, and her willingness to be honest at great personal sacrifice in a culture of shame will always be remembered, appreciated, and admired.

—Beverly Buncher, founder and CEO of the BALM Training Institute for Family Recovery Services and author of BALM: The Loving Path to Family Recovery

Like Theodosiou’s organization, The Addict’s Mom, this book will be a source of insight, comfort, and support for anyone impacted by a loved one’s addiction, assuring readers that they are not alone.

—Beverly Conyers, author of Addict in the Family
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This book is dedicated to

Rudy, who has stood by my side through everything

Fred, who taught me the true value of family

and my beautiful children, Peter, Daniel, Nicole, and Alex, who remind me every day that my life has been full of blessings





Editors’ Note

Addiction is a family disease. If you have experience with addiction yourself, have loved ones who live with addiction, or have read other recovery narratives, you have probably heard that phrase. What does it really mean? For one answer, you can look at numbers. For example, a Pew Research Center survey conducted in August 2017 found that 46 percent of Americans say they have a family member or close friend who is or has been addicted to drugs.I Those numbers, of course, don’t represent the many additional Americans who may not yet be aware that they belong to this group.

The more comprehensive answer is much more subjective, and each person may have a different answer. “Addiction is a family disease” means that it’s impossible for addiction to live in a vacuum. Every person who lives, or has lived, with an addiction touches countless other lives. When they touch other lives, they bring with them all of the wonderful, brilliant, and unique qualities that they have had since long before their addiction took hold. They also bring all of the horrors that their disease has brought into their lives. Anyone who loves and cares for a person with an addiction experiences all of these terrifying, enlightening, destructive, and beautiful qualities at the same time. The image of the person they knew before the disease clashes with the behaviors they are now forced to confront. Everyone involved in the equation, whether they are friends, parents, grandparents, partners, siblings, or classmates—whether they are biologically or legally related or not—is faced with an impossible question: How can I continue to love and care about this person who is so important to me, and also love and care for myself? Is that balance even possible to achieve? The dynamics that emerge are always complex and nuanced—and often ugly, heartbreaking, and misunderstood.

    There is another way in which addiction doesn’t exist in a vacuum. Like many diseases, the history of the diagnosis, causes, effects, and understanding of addiction is long, complicated, sometimes contradictory, and very much still ongoing. If you’re interested in those histories, theories, and ongoing developments, there are many excellent books, films, articles, and other resources for you to explore. A few of them are mentioned in the Recommended Resources section at the back of this book. This book is not an exploration of that history, but it is an example of it. It does explore one of the common themes that you’ll see emerge from many, if not all, of those other texts. When addiction develops in a person, it is almost always accompanied by a host of other complicating factors in that person’s history. To give an incomplete list, addiction to a substance is very often accompanied or preceded by mental health disorders, other addictive behaviors, physical or emotional abuse, traumatic events, unhealthy relationships, divorce, poverty, homelessness, marginalization, or a long family history of other addictions, whether or not those addictions were recognized or acknowledged at the time they occurred. Often, it’s difficult to identify when the effects of one of these factors ends and another begins, and people may argue whether attempting to distinguish between them is even a worthy exercise. Several of these factors exist in the stories of Barbara Theodosiou and her family. Their stories are about addiction and everything that accompanies it, both positive and negative, both before and after it entered their lives.

In the midst of our current addiction epidemic, a lot of brave people have come forward to share their stories. These people are brave because our past is full of communities and individuals who have been publicly shamed, incarcerated, pushed out of their jobs and homes, or denied medical help because of their experience with addiction. Many people still fall victim to this treatment. Regardless, every day people come forward to share their stories on social media, on personal blogs, in documentaries and feature films, and on national news. Some share their stories in books. One thing you will notice about this book is that, unlike many more traditional memoirs, it contains more than one voice and more than one story. To say addiction is a family disease presupposes that each person affected by that disease is an individual with unique experiences, needs, genetics, feelings, and voices. Their stories sometimes overlap and sometimes contradict each other, but each of those individuals affects all of the others. This book is an attempt to capture a picture of what that dynamic looks like for one family.

To paint a realistic portrait of addiction, we have to let the people affected use the words that make the most sense to them. Admittedly, this is one of the more challenging aspects of editing any biographical work, but also one of the most crucial. Everyone involved in this project has done their best to make sure the words used accurately reflect the speaker’s feelings and are as sensitive as possible to the experiences of anyone reading them. We have also made the conscious choice to use some loaded words and ideas that may not resonate with everyone and may even offend some readers. One of those words, “addict,” is even in the subtitle of this book. This word, along with many others associated with addiction, mental health, and trauma, carries a lot of historical baggage and stigma. It is often used as a cruel attempt to reduce a person down to a stereotype and argue that they deserve lesser treatment. Because of this, some people wisely choose not to use the word “addict” at all, pointing out the incredible pain it can cause for anyone who has been labeled with it against their will. Others, however, fully aware of that baggage and risk, proudly claim it as their own, in an attempt to unabashedly represent everything they and their loved ones have fought for and against. From listening to their words, we hope you will come to know that when Barbara, her family, and countless others directly affected by addiction use these terms for themselves and those they love, they are attempting to reduce stigma, not amplify it.

The stories presented here are true and accurate to the knowledge of those who are presenting them. Some names and details have been omitted to protect the privacy of those involved. Some details have been changed or omitted because memory is imperfect, especially when those memories are linked to traumatic events.

Whatever your situation, we hope you see a part of yourself and your experience in these pages. Even if you have not been touched by addiction personally, it’s likely you will find something that hits close to home. We hope these stories prove to you that you’re not alone.

— The editors at Hazelden Publishing

I. John Gramlich, “Nearly half of Americans have a family member or close friend who’s been addicted to drugs,” Pew Research Center, October 26, 2017, https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/10/26/nearly-half-of-americans-have-a-family-member-or-close-friend-whos-been-addicted-to-drugs/.



    
CHAPTER 1 Becoming an Addict’s Mom


It was 2008 when I got the call from Daniel’s high school secretary. He was sixteen and the school called me to say, “We think your son is on drugs.” My immediate thought was “There’s no way.” From when they were little, I told my kids everything I knew about the dangers of drugs, and I thought I knew a lot. I taught them all the catchy takeaways to remember, like “First the man takes the drug, then the drug takes the drug, then the drug takes the man” and “One is too many, and one thousand is never enough.” And I was very open with them about an uncle of theirs who had been addicted to heroin. I told them that, even though their uncle is doing well now, everything he went through was horrible both for him and everyone in our family. And I made it clear that, because of their family history, they were at a greater risk of becoming addicted themselves. I couldn’t believe Daniel would take that risk.

Then again, it wasn’t like there weren’t any signs. There was the time not too long before when Daniel and a friend of his stole alcohol from our liquor cabinet and his dad had to pick him up passed out in front of the local movie theater. And we had suspected there was something wrong with him the last couple of weeks. Either my husband, Rudy, or I would take Daniel and his sister, Nicole, to school in the mornings, and Daniel had started getting sick on the rides. He looked really off and a few times asked us to pull the car over and opened the door because he felt like he was going to throw up. I asked what was wrong and if he wanted to stay home, but he would always insist on going. “No, no, I’m fine. It’s nothing.” He had been getting bullied at school more and more recently, and I thought maybe he was having panic attacks.

The day the school called and I went to pick him up, he was in the middle of a standardized test. It’s funny, I remember seeing him sitting there in class when I walked up to the door. He looked up and smiled when he saw me, and I thought he looked so handsome. He was wearing a cute tank top and was in great shape. But when I talked to him, I could tell something was off. I told him I was taking him right away to get drug tested, and he smiled and said, “Okay, but I’m not on anything. Mom, one of these days we’re going to laugh about this.” That was one of my sayings when the kids got in trouble. One of these days we’ll laugh about this, but not today. I called Rudy, who owns his own business, and took Daniel to the clinic where Rudy does drug testing for his employees. The test came back clean. No drug use was detected, and Daniel didn’t seem surprised.

But once the idea was planted in my head, I couldn’t let it go. Something was clearly wrong, and Daniel was never good at keeping secrets, so I would find out what he was hiding. I called everyone I knew who might have some idea what was going on with him and finally got the answer from my oldest son, Peter, and one of his friends, who talked to Daniel. They told me Daniel was using a drug named dextromethorphan, known to users as DXM, which I had never heard of in my life. It’s the active ingredient in some varieties of Robitussin and other over-the-counter cough medicines. When you take a lot, it can give you hallucinations and out-of-body experiences. It can also cause side effects like confusion, nausea, and vomiting. Apparently a lot of the kids at his school were using it, and it doesn’t show up on most drug tests, which explains why Daniel didn’t seem very concerned about the test.

I was shocked and angry, but honestly, not incredibly concerned. I had never even heard of this drug, so I didn’t know the dangers of it, and if it was over-the-counter it couldn’t be that bad. At least it wasn’t heroin or meth, right? I confronted Daniel and yelled at him, “Daniel, after everything I’ve told you about your uncle, how could you start doing this? This is not going to happen! You’re not using any drugs in this house.” I put my foot down and made all the usual threats. He admitted it right away and insisted, “All right already, I get it! I won’t do it again!” Of course, he did do it again.

The next time I got a terrible call, it was from the hospital saying he was there being treated for an overdose. Now, I was terrified. I knew what an overdose meant, and my heart skipped a beat. I thought he was dying right then. This problem was bigger than anything I could fix with a stern conversation. Luckily, as far as overdoses go, it could have been a lot worse. He had taken too many Triple Cs (the slang term for Coricidin Cough and Cold tablets) and passed out. Someone had found him and called the ambulance, and he would be okay. For a moment, I almost wished it was heroin he was taking. At least then I would know what I was up against. I knew close to nothing about this drug, and he could just go get it at any corner drugstore. I told him he was going to treatment, but I was not as confident in my decision as I seemed. I realized I didn’t know how to get him into addiction treatment. I had no idea who to call or where to send him. I sat glued to my computer at my kitchen table almost constantly for more than a week, looking at a million different possibilities. How in the world was I supposed to pick the right one? But I was getting pressure from Rudy, who insisted Daniel could not stay there and use drugs around us, and especially not around our youngest son, Alex. Finally, I chose a place out of state that took my ex-husband’s insurance, and he agreed to take Daniel there.

Daniel seemed okay with our plan and cooperated without much trouble. But after about a week, Daniel called and told me one of the other kids had beaten him up. He pleaded with me, “Mom, everyone hates me. Please get me out of here. I promise I won’t do it anymore, just please don’t send me away again.” I talked to Daniel’s father, and he agreed to go pick Daniel up and bring him home. When Daniel got home, he was so upset. He just kept pleading with me, “Please don’t ever send me anywhere again, please don’t, please don’t.” Just days later, he overdosed again. This time we found an upscale treatment center nearby that specialized in treatment of co-occurring substance and mental health disorders in youth. It was covered by Daniel’s father’s insurance, so we decided to send him there.

By that time, I realized I needed help just as much as Daniel did. There was never a lack of people to give me unsolicited opinions. From the beginning, I was open with friends and colleagues about what was happening with Daniel. Plenty of people gave me suggestions on what I should do, or more commonly, what I shouldn’t do. I heard that I shouldn’t pick him up, I shouldn’t buy him anything, I shouldn’t call him. People would say that I was ruining his chances if I did this or that. But none of them had addicted children, and everything they said contradicted every motherly instinct I had. They didn’t realize that from the moment I found out he was using drugs, I saw Daniel dying in front of me, and I was dying along with him. Some of my good friends did really listen and try to be supportive, but they just couldn’t help me. And I couldn’t think about anything else, so I wasn’t much of a friend to them either.

I went to a couple of meetings of Nar-Anon, a Twelve Step group for people with addicted loved ones. I ended up being the only mother at the meetings I went to. There were cousins and siblings and friends and girlfriends, and I just couldn’t handle sitting there quietly listening to their stories. I already knew how it felt to love someone with an addiction. I had experienced it with my brother years ago. I loved him as much as anyone in the world, and I was devastated. But this feeling was different from anything I had ever experienced. I was so raw that I just wanted to yell, “If your boyfriend won’t stop using, you can dump him. This is my son!” Sitting at my kitchen table again with my computer, looking for any possible resources that wouldn’t make me want to scream, I kept thinking that there had to be other moms doing the exact same thing. They would be the only people who could really understand what was happening, who could really help me. I just didn’t know them. My attitude was, if you want to meet someone, you need to create a reason to meet them. If you need something that doesn’t exist, you have to create it yourself.

Social media was starting to gain popularity then, and I was using a Facebook page for a women’s business group I was managing. Facebook was easy to use and access, so I decided to start a Facebook group to try to find other mothers like me. I got the name of the group from Daniel. He had learned in treatment and meetings that he had to be honest about his issues and admit he was an addict. So, he told me, “That means you’re the addict’s mom.” We chuckled about that a little bit at the time. We had no idea how much those labels would come to define us.
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