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What Mothers Everywhere Are Saying about Sandra Swenson


Finally, someone understands what it is to be the mother of an addict! I have been looking for a resource, a sense of hope, and found it.


— DEBI


•


Sandy Swenson has helped me understand the difference between loving my son and enabling the addict.


— MARSHA


•


Sandy puts into elegant and yet simple words EXACTLY what it is to be a mother of an addict. I’m crying knowing that I’m not alone in feeling all of this.


— MAGGIE


•


Sandy continues to astound me with her gifts. She has changed the lives of so many of us with her astounding experience, strength, and hope.


— ASHLEY


•


If you haven’t read Sandy Swenson yet, you must! Everything she writes will leave you saying, “YESSSSSS! I did that! I felt that!”


— DONNA


•


Sandy made me realize this story has not ended yet! This is not a perfectly wrapped up little package that can be put aside now. Sandy’s fight is not over. She has just found a way to deal with today. Tomorrow she might deal with it differently. Thank you, Sandy, for sharing your story. Unfortunately, I can relate only too well.


— ANN
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Together We Are Stronger


This book is dedicated to the parents living


in the place where love and addiction meet—


a place where help enables and hope hurts.


For parents trying to figure out the difference


between helping their child live and


helping their child die.


For parents grieving the loss of a child


who is still alive. For parents needing to


find a recovery of their own.


You are not alone.


Hugs and hope,


Sandy
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dandelion | noun | dan•de•li•on \'dan-d[image: images]-'lī-[image: images]n\


[from Anglo-French dent de lion, literally, lion’s tooth]


: vibrant golden-yellow flower. underappreciated. thrives in harsh conditions. shabby tufts scatter the flowers of tomorrow.


: a weed or a wish, depending on point of view.


: strong. like a roar.





From One Mother to Another


We may often feel fragile, but we are strong.


And we are many.


As mothers of children suffering with addiction, we do battle with a disease that oozes misunderstanding and shame. Alone and afraid, we try to do the right thing—even when we’re not sure what that right thing is. We try to hold our families and ourselves together, even when it feels like we’re falling apart. We feel every pain our child feels, no matter the distance (in miles or years). We try to carry on, even when our heart is breaking in two. But, as tired and tattered as we may be, like the deceptively delicate dandelion, we moms are made to persevere.


Together, we’re traveling a most unwanted, unanticipated, and unclear journey—for a lifetime. Whatever happens next may or may not follow a neat or hopeful path. So, we all need to find our own inner dandelion; we all need to take a close look at the things we don’t want to look at—the things lurking around in this place where love and addiction meet—so we’re as strong as we can be. My wish is that the “ponderments” contained within this book—the thoughts laid bare for you to think about—will help you achieve that.


Whenever I sit down to write, I write as a mom, as the mom of an addict, and, specifically, as the mom of a son—a son who has not yet found his own recovery. I write as a mom who has begun her own recovery, though her son has not. My writing comes from deep within this particular mix. However, while the voice burbling up comes from the well of my own experience, it is intended to be a reflection of the heart and soul of every mother of an addict. It is intended to help put words to your own thoughts and feelings. To help you heal.


Recovery is a process we all share. It’s not only for the health and well-being of our beloved addicts, but for our families—and ourselves—too. On the road to recovery, we pass through several stages—sometimes again and again (and all cattywompus), and in our own good time. The ponderments on these pages, collected as a set of meditations, reflect those stages.


When addiction first takes root in our child, we may be completely unaware, but once we’ve heaved ourselves over the monstrous hurdle of realization, the recovery journey begins. We learn, we grow. We cry, we wilt. We learn the value of nurturing ourselves. We find strength, we bloom. And finally, like fields of frazzled flowers, we scatter seeds of truth and goodness, changing the dynamic of this place where love and addiction meet. One by one, and one after another, we are carried aloft by the hope, the help, and the beating hearts of other mothers who love a child suffering with addiction.


We may often feel fragile, but we are strong.


And we are many.


We have the power to overpower the destruction that addiction spreads.





PART ONE


Take Root
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Where Love and Addiction Meet


The first time my child reached his dimpled little hand out for mine, I was there. And I’ve tried to be there every time he’s reached out to me—and even when he hasn’t—ever since. Until, that is, my child became an addict. Addiction has made such a mess of things that I’m no longer sure if I should be within range when he reaches out (or even when he doesn’t).


I don’t know if my help is hurting this child of mine. I don’t know if I should stay silent or speak up. I’m not sure how to love without doing the things that seem loving, or where to put the dreams and conversations and hugs that have gone unused and are piling up. I don’t know how to fill my empty arms, or where to put my love for this child who says he hates me. My heart doesn’t understand this place where love and addiction meet—it’s all confused about what it means to be my son’s mom.


I cannot be there for my child in the way life intended, but my love will always be there whenever he reaches out—and even when he doesn’t.


*


I mean, it is the most impossible love . . . it’s absolutely fine for me to teach you how to walk and talk, and then you grow up and you head off in the wrong direction toward a cliff. And I’m supposed to just stand there and wave.


— BECAUSE I SAID SO





Before My Child Was an Addict


Before my son was an addict, he was a child. My child. But he could have been anyone’s child. Before my son was an addict, he liked to joke around, give big hugs, and work hard and play harder. Sometimes, he also lied, or said things that were mean, sulked, or was crabby. In other words, my child was perfectly normal.


Even though he has done some bad things while being an addict, my son is not a bad person. He’s a sick person. When addiction scooped up my child, it did so indiscriminately; my son, at his core, is one of the least “bad” people I know. Before my son was an addict, I used to judge the dusty addict on the corner very harshly. Now I know that being an addict isn’t something anyone would choose.


I wish I hadn’t waited for the worst to happen before I opened my eyes and heart. Before I looked beyond the addict’s dust to the person he was meant to be. To the person my child could easily become . . . and did.


Addiction can happen to anyone.


*


Don’t judge, just love.


— ANONYMOUS





To Love an Addict


When I held my baby in my arms for the very first time, I rubbed my cheek on his fuzzy head and whispered, “I will love and protect you for as long as I live.” I didn’t know then that my baby would become an addict before becoming an adult, or that the addict taking his place would shred the meaning of those words to smithereens.


Slowly, at first, came the arrests and overdoses and big fat lies. My sweet child was turning into a stranger, manipulating me, using me, and twisting my love into knots. I was befuddled by this scary new world that I didn’t even know I was in and that I knew nothing about. I thought I was just a regular mom stumbling through regular parenthood, but then I had to figure out how to be the mom of an addict. I had to figure out how to love my child without helping to hurt him, how to grieve the loss of my child—who’s still alive—without dying, and how to trade shame and blame for strength.


To be the parent of an addict is to be an ambassador of truth and understanding. No more shame. No more silence.


*


To love an addict is to run out of tears.





I’m Not Ashamed


My child dreamed of becoming a firefighter, a fisherman, and a marine biologist when he grew up. Becoming an addict was not on his list. I know the child who dreamed those dreams and he is a child to be proud of. Tender and thoughtful and smart, he should be living his dreams. But my child isn’t here—an addict has taken his place. Someone who looks like my child is hooked to the strings of an evil puppeteer and living a tortured life. Instead of fighting fires, my child is fighting demons. Instead of tying flies, he’s flying high. Instead of reaching for the stars, he’s reaching for a bottle. A life full of promise lost to a jug full of lies. Addiction took my child’s dreams, chewed them up, and spat out a nightmare.


No, my child didn’t dream of becoming an addict, and it certainly wasn’t what I dreamed for him either. But I’m not ashamed my child is an addict. I’m sad he’s an addict. By shining the light on addiction, I might just get him back.


*


Shame is a soul-eating emotion.


— CARL JUNG





I Did Not Cause It


I did not cause my child to become an addict. As a parent, I don’t possess that power.


When my children were little, I imagined I had all kinds of power. I could decide when it was time for their nap—but they might play in their cribs instead of sleeping. I could serve up a healthy dinner—but if they didn’t want to eat the small mound of lima beans on their plates, They Did Not! I could teach my children right from wrong and good from bad, but my word alone often wasn’t enough, and they experimented to see how those rights and wrongs worked. It soon became clear that while I could be their guide, my children were going to be who they were meant to be. My real power as a mother was simply to love them. (And to annoy them and make them mad.) As a parent, I was perceived to be too nosey, too clingy, and, on occasion, not clingy enough. I hurt my children’s feelings. I made them feel angry, sad, unheard, and misunderstood. At times I hovered like a helicopter mom—at other moments I might have flown too far away.


I am an imperfect mom. But imperfect parenting does not cause children to become addicts.


If that were so, every child would grow up to be an addict.


*


Too many people are spoiling their existence carrying needless guilt and shame.


— ANONYMOUS





Dalliance Becomes Disease


Millions of people use millions of substances for millions of reasons—as an amusing little diversion, or on doctor’s orders, or for drowning out difficult lives—yet they don’t all become addicts. And, of those who do, not one of them chooses to live their life all snaggled up in addiction’s noose. People may choose to use, but something else does the choosing at the point where substance abuse becomes addiction. Addiction happens when a renegade sip or snort or sniff crosses an invisible line between want and need.


I don’t know why my child started using drugs and alcohol in his teens. And I don’t know why addiction snuck up on him—picked him out of the substance-using crowd—and choked him. But I do know that why he started and why he can’t stop are two different things.


Everything that comes before is changed forevermore, once dalliance—or doctor’s orders—becomes disease.


*


In all my years as a physician, I have never, ever met an addicted person who wanted to be an addict.


— DR. NORA VOLKOW





Intoxicating Enticements: Myth One


He was just a kid when he made the choices that turned out to be bad choices. Choices that seemed like a good idea at the time. Cool choices, fun choices. He was just a kid when he was lured in by the intoxicating enticements that ruined his life.


Magazines and music and movies (and movie stars, musicians, and malls) radiate untarnished promises with glib little jokes or sly winks and nods. The fantastic illusion of substance abuse—the myth and the magic—is alive and well (although many of those who believed in the illusion, the myth, and the magic are not). The hard truths of the hard times, hard knocks, hard floors, and hard lives are kept under cover. The grit and the grime. The scratching, screaming, and scuttling about. The loss of family, friends, and the self. These things are hidden.


But he was just a kid when he made the choices that turned out to be bad choices. What seemed like a fun idea at the time turned into a crazed compulsion that’s really no fun at all.


*


He’d opened Pandora’s box, and there was no way to put its troubles back inside again. Even if she sat on the lid.


— KITTY FRENCH





Intoxicating Enticements: Myth Two


Lies, lies, and more lies. The alluring promises of substance abuse are all lies. No worries, no problems, and no consequences? Lies. The only truth in the lies is the sneakiness of addiction’s influence on our culture in keeping drug and alcohol abuse alive.


The magazines and music and movies (and movie stars, musicians, and models) radiate untarnished promises of quick and easy addiction recovery. The fantastic illusion—in, out, and done—of relaxing for a month at a spa-like treatment center near the beach and coming out all fluffed and buffed (and buff) and cured is a lie. The hard truths of the hard work involved in addiction recovery are lost in the sparkle of the mirage. The detoxing and deep digging required to stay sober forever is hard, Hard, HARD. There is nothing quick or Zen about it.


The truth is that while recovery is absolutely achievable, addiction is forever. Addiction persists whether a person is in active recovery or not—so the hard work must go on as well. The promises, the intoxicating enticements, all of them, are a pretty package of lies.


*


It does not involve being “sent away” to rehab or residential where a miracle cure will be performed. Recovery from addiction is hard work. It is a lifelong pursuit that often entails failure, sometimes lots of failures.


— MICHAEL SCHOENHOFER





A Disease, Not a Disgrace


Misrepresented, misjudged, and mishandled. Addiction is a misunderstood tragedy, too often hushed up. Well, no more secrets. Not anymore.


My child is dying a slow death from the disease of addiction, enticed as a young teen to drink and do drugs by the very same culture that now looks with shock upon his addiction as a moral failure or reckless choice. Shame and blame and disdain.


So, for his sake, for my sake, for the sake of my family, I’m stepping out from the shadows.


When addiction is understood as a disease, it will be treated like a disease—but this is an understanding that will happen only when those of us who love an addict stop hiding addiction as though it’s a disgrace. We have the power. We have the power to change the way addiction is perceived. We have the power to change the way addiction is believed. We have the power to change the way in which our beloved addicts are judged and treated. Our voices, together and unashamed, are fierce.


We’ll know we’ve succeeded once comfort is baked into bundt cakes—as it is for every other disease.


*


If my child were dying a slow death from cancer, the world would reach out with comfort. But with addiction, stigma gets in the way.





Stigma and Secrets


Addiction is big; it takes up a lot of space.


I’ve heard it said there are four lives affected alongside that of every addict. Considering the damage left in my child’s wake, that number seems really low, but it indicates that at least half our population suffers with the pain of addiction in some way or another. That’s a mighty bundle, equal to every single person from Minnesota to Texas and all the way—east or west—to beach and shining sea.


Well, there’s just no room in this crowd for stigma and secrets.


Too many of us are carrying our burden in silence while walking through hell all alone. Too many of us are hiding under shrouds of shame. And too many of us are trying to contort a glaring truth into a camouflaged lie.


Addiction is rowdy and rude and unruly. It is rarely, truly, a secret. It’s hard for our friends, neighbors, and coworkers not to notice all the shadowy goings-on. Our lies, avoidance, lowered heads, and averted eyes only perpetuate the notion that addiction is something of a scandal and something to be ashamed of. Something worthy of stigma and secrets. The pent-up beasts need to be released.


*


It’s so common, it could be anyone. The trouble is, nobody wants to talk about it. And that makes everything worse.


— RUBY WAX





Natural Order of Things


On the day my youngest child was born, his big brother was eagerly waiting for him. At two-and-a-half years old, he was going to be a faithful friend and special act to follow. And follow, Little Brother did. He followed as his big brother demonstrated how to crawl backward and forward and sideways, how to ride a bike without training wheels, and how to catch fish with just the right flick of the wrist. He watched and learned the art of good aim in the bathroom, of fair play in the backyard, of epic whoppers and burps, and of raw, loyal love. For much of their childhood, my children were Best Brothers. (Well, on most days.) But now, as adults, they are strangers.


Addiction did this.


Instead of fishing—or even fighting—my children no longer know each other. That’s what happened once The Addict stole Big Brother’s place. One of the many things addiction has destroyed is the natural order of things. Little Brother is now Big Brother’s special act to follow. (If only he would.)


*


Addiction is the destroyer of everything.





Addiction Wants to Win


My child is in control of his disease, no matter what I do (or don’t do) to fight against it. Addiction wants to win—my love is not a failure.


I do the best I can, but the outcome is not in my control. The desire to use is like the desire to breathe: when it comes to survival, no one and nothing else matters. Addiction wants to win—my love is not a failure.


My child and The Addict are in the throes of battle, too, and I know he feels my love. Addiction wants to win—my love is not a failure.


Whatever happens next—the best or the worst or somewhere in between—it doesn’t mean I didn’t love enough or do enough (or love too much or do too much). Addiction wants to win—my love is not a failure.


The enemy is strong, the foe is fierce. Addiction wants to win—but my child can be the only victor. My love is not a failure.


*


My child has chased everyone away except those The Addict needs in order to survive: the ones who will help his addiction. Not help him.





Why, Oh Why?


Maybe I drove my child to drink, so to speak—maybe he was hurting, mad, or embarrassed of this old gal who so brazenly adored him for the sweet boy he was. Maybe he was insecure and uncomfortable with the process of growing up. Or, maybe he just thought partying with his friends seemed like a fun idea. Whatever his reason for first using drugs and alcohol, my child was also enticed toward the glamorized hole-fillers by popular culture since birth—even though I had taught him to Just Say No.


Maybe I should have yelled at my child more (or louder), taken him to church more often, or made sure he watched a little less TV. Maybe I should have hugged him tighter or looser or longer. Or . . . maybe I should decide to set aside the heavy load of hows and whys. I will never know the answers to these weighty questions, and neither will my child. Maybe what matters now is that I take my steps forward.


*


Let me give up the need to know WHY things happen as they do. I will never know and constant wondering is constant suffering.


— CAROLINE MYSS





Set Us All Free


Once upon a time, I was very ashamed of my child’s addiction. I was ashamed of him for what he was doing, and I was ashamed of me for being a lousy enough mom to have caused it. I was afraid of what people would think of us, of what they would say. I was afraid of the looks and the whispers, so I kept quiet about what was happening in my family. I hid the shameful secret, dying a little bit inside every day.


Until the day I realized this approach was stupid.


Once I shed my shame—once I began to say out loud that my child suffers from the disease of addiction—people around me were, for the most part, warm and supportive. They were generous with their kind words, extra hugs, and efforts toward understanding. As for those who weren’t supportive, well that just wasn’t my problem. The truth set me free. The truth set us all free.


*


I could talk until my mouth is dry and my lungs are empty, but still I know that you will never be able to fully understand this pain unless you have to go through it yourself one day. And I sincerely hope that never happens.


— ANONYMOUS





A Parent Is Born


When a child tumbles into this world, a parent is born. All soft and hopeful and full of faith. We aren’t born to be suspicious—we are meant to trust and believe the children we belong to—but addiction changes that. It pits us against our very nature.


At first, I believed all of my child’s stories of wholesome days spent with friends. I believed the excuses for a bad grade (bad teacher) and a sick tummy (bad food). And I believed some very reasonable reasons for a missed curfew here and there. I did not immediately suspect my son when a wine bottle seemed to be missing or when my wallet seemed to be in an odd place in my purse. You see, a parent’s belief in a child is strong and sturdy and not easily shaken. A parent’s faith in a child is not easily cast aside.


Addiction is cruel, intentionally yanking on the heartstrings of the people who least expect to have their heartstrings yanked. Addiction confuses and abuses what should be the natural ways of parenthood.


*


Never could I have imagined an illness so cruel . . . it broke bonds and hearts and all the rules.





Feels Like War


In the contours of his man-face, I still see my own son. The jaw, the nose, the spacing of his eyes. But I know not to be fooled by the familiar façade: I already know there’s somebody else who’s living inside. I’ve been doing battle with this invisible stranger, trying to fight the beast that has wriggled itself underneath my son’s skin, but I am so very weary because it often feels like I’m battling against him. And sometimes when looking into the face of my child, I’m swayed into feeling like I’m on the wrong side.


I want my son to know whom I’m fighting for.


I want my son to know whom I’m fighting against.


And I want my son to know why.


I want my son to know that I want him to win. I want him to live. I want him to come on home. I want my son to know that even though I’m so very weary from this fight, I won’t give up. For him.


*


My child has no idea how hard it is for me to constantly wage war against an invisible enemy—a disease—in what feels like a war against him. He has no idea the toll it takes, hating the addict and loving the son.





The Pull


Once substance use becomes addiction, once The Addict is calling the shots, there’s only one thing that matters: Feeding the Beast. There is an insatiable hunger behind the force of addiction—a gnawing, clawing need. Maybe like scrambling to swallow a crushed-glass-filled donut in order to survive.


In the rush for the rush, addicts do horrendous things. Criminal things. Unimaginable things. This isn’t an excuse; it’s a reason.


Addicts will hurt their own flesh and blood; they will beat their family, cheat them, and then do it again. They will steal from their grandma, from their boss, and from their poor little neighbor. Addicts will deal drugs so they can take drugs—making a deal with the devil. They will risk overdoses and exposure to contagious diseases. And they will get behind the wheel of a car when barely able to stand. Addicts will do anything, anything, to get to the next high. They will risk losing their friends, their family, their life. If anything makes me understand the force of the pull addicts are facing, it is seeing this.


*


The mentality and behavior of drug addicts and alcoholics is wholly irrational until you understand that they are completely powerless over their addiction, and unless they have structured help, they have no hope.


— RUSSELL BRAND





Nudge from the Nest


I had hoped he would fly. I had expected him to fly. I was determined my child would fly when I gave him the nudge (the boot) from the nest. But he didn’t. His landing was exactly what you’d expect from a bird gliding through the air without ever flapping its wings.
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