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“Lisa Sue Woititz has written a spiritually insightful and timely book, building on her mother’s best-selling Adult Children of Alcoholics. It clearly examines what Janet Woititz meant when she said, ‘I took my energy back and I took my power back. And I put that energy and power into the things that were important to me.’ It’s a must-read for anyone seeking to heal broken family relationships.”


—Father Leo Booth, Say Yes to Your Life: Daily Meditations for Alcoholics and Addicts


“If you are someone who had parents (or loved ones) with substance abuse, Lisa’s voice allows you to accept this pain in ways that promote taking charge. She shows you how you can move forward. If you’re like me, a father of two teenage daughters who had parents and grandparents who suffered from substance abuse, or are someone who can relate to such a circumstance, I recommend you welcome Unwelcome Inheritance into your life.”


—Fredrick Hahn, author of Strong Kids, Healthy Kids and coauthor of The Slow Burn Fitness Revolution
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Prologue


It’s the end of another chaotic day of my own making. The sun has gone down, and I’m still at my desk, feeling whooped, wishing for an escape from the dread that closes in on me as the day fades away. At fifty, isn’t life supposed to be getting easier instead of harder? Instead, here I am cleaning up the emotional and financial wreckage in the wake of a second divorce, with no light at the end of the tunnel anytime soon. When I scold myself for creating all of these problems, I can hear Mom respond, “But you came by it all honestly. You were set up for your troubles.”


In other words, she’s telling me that many of my adult problems are the result of growing up in a home with alcoholism. It would be great if knowing that truth fixed everything, but it doesn’t. It’s going to take a ton of work—work on the inside and on the outside. Tired and full of self-pity and fear, I want to escape my feelings. I could zip around the corner and pick up a pint of ice cream, but I tell myself no. I wish that I could smoke a few hits of pot, and at the same time I am glad that I don’t have any. (If I did, I’d have to smoke it all.) If I liked bars, I’d go out and order two Washington Apples with Crown Royal whiskey instead of vodka—just enough to take the edge off, but not enough to knock me on my ass. Pills aren’t my thing either, although I did give them a fair try (by prescription, of course). Antidepressants make me feel suicidal, antianxiety meds make me feel insane, and sleeping pills keep me awake—the classic paradoxical response that my mother believed children of alcoholics often have to medications. So here I just sit, immobilized and alone with my thoughts, my brain like a tennis ball being lobbed back and forth between fear and faith—between “It will be all right” and “OMG, I’m gonna die.”


Forty years of personal and professional education about alcoholism and its effects on those closest to the alcoholic have done so little to stop this disease from continuing to sink its claws into my family. The fact that my mother wrote the book that helped launch today’s Adult Children of Alcoholics (ACoA) movement did not exempt me or my two brothers from the impact of growing up in a violent alcoholic household, nor did it stop me from re-creating the chaos of my childhood in my own household despite my solemn vows to the contrary. My little brother was born just a few months before my father got sober, so he doesn’t remember alcoholism in our home, but, as ACoAs know all too well, he also lived with the consequences of having an addicted parent. My older brother shared the trauma I recount in this book, but I feel that his is not my story to tell. So the childhood experiences I relate are those seen through my eyes and from my perspective. However, I am happy to report that, thanks to what Mom taught us and so many others about what it means to be an ACoA, my siblings and I enjoy a healthy and close relationship today.


How ironic that, while Mom traveled the world helping ACoAs heal from their childhoods, she could not help me because one cannot be a therapist to her own child. Likewise, the fact that my father will soon celebrate forty years of sobriety and is considered an “old-timer” in recovery had deluded me into believing that I was somehow immune from the disease of addiction.


It took me decades to admit that intellectual knowledge is not healing, and it took many extra years for me to seek help because of the arrogance that can come with being the child of a celebrity. For so long, the self-destructive influences of the past seemed stronger than my ability to thwart them with self-respect and love. Now I can accept that the disease of addiction lives in my cells—a demon that waits patiently for my attention. With this reality always in mind, I renew my commitment to live in recovery on a daily basis, knowing that breaking the cycle of addictive behavior in my family begins with me.
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Introduction


We refer to them as Adult Children because though they are chronologically adults, because of the environment they were brought up in and the fact that they have really had to bring themselves up, in some areas of their lives their maturity level is more like that of a child than an adult. So there is an adult that became an adult too soon in some ways, and a child that didn’t have the parenting that they may have needed in order to develop in other ways.1 —Dr. Jan


My name is Lisa, and I am an adult child of an alcoholic—an “ACoA,” to use the popular acronym. My late mother, Dr. Janet Geringer Woititz, who wrote the definitive book on the subject titled Adult Children of Alcoholics, liked to refer to me as the “first” ACoA because, she said, her theories about this phenomenon were sparked by observing my behaviors as a child struggling to “grow up” in a home with an alcoholic father.


Mom was not the child of an alcoholic. She was, however, married to my father, who was an alcoholic, and as his disease progressed, the violence in our home escalated, and the isolation and powerlessness we all felt intensified. She could see what was happening to my two brothers and me and realized that what went on in our house was different than what was going on in other houses. Although she was suffering right along with us, she intuitively knew that the hell we were living in would impact the rest of our lives. She tried in vain to get help. As she put it,


I couldn’t get anyone to listen. They said, “Well, if your alcoholic gets well, then you get well, and if you get well, the kids will get well.” It doesn’t seem right to me. That can’t be the way it has to be. What happens to my kids cannot be contingent on me and cannot be contingent on their father. There’s something else going on here. So what you see are the results, or at least my part of it are the results of a mother screaming very largely on behalf of her own three very wonderful, special, healthy children.2 —Dr. Jan


Mom’s work in this field was born out of her burning desire to bring attention to this problem so she could help other families like ours. She went to night classes at Montclair State College to earn her master’s degree in counseling, after which she established her private practice. Early on, she saw clients in the family room of our house, but my dad made it very hard for her to work. There were a lot of episodes where he would barge into her sessions with clients, including one session with a client who was experiencing an LSD flashback.


Finally empowered enough to leave an unhealthy marriage, Mom divorced my dad when I was going into high school. She continued her education, working on her doctoral thesis about the children of alcoholics and how they carried the impact of their childhood experiences into adulthood. She believed that they could grow up with issues stemming from childhood that would really get in the way of being happy, productive, successful adults with healthy intimate relationships. She tells a funny story about her experience of working on that thesis, which eventually evolved into the best seller Adult Children of Alcoholics:


I was invited to speak about ACoAs at a Recovery Fest in Minneapolis. About ten thousand people attended. Ten years before they couldn’t have had a Recovery Fest for ACoAs. There was no ACoA “recovery” then because people would not own up to the fact that there was a problem even though a couple of us were going around saying, “There is something terribly wrong.” I did my dissertation on children of alcoholics, and I was told at that time that what I was doing was irrelevant and insignificant and I would never be proud of it. That was the one thing that my committee agreed on [laughter on the tape from Dr. Jan and the audience].


I was living with an active alcoholic, and as those of you who have lived with alcoholism know, that’s the way we often talk to each other, so I didn’t realize they were discouraging me! And I went ahead with the project.3 —Dr. Jan


When others who were bruised by the effects of alcoholism in their families began meeting in our home, I couldn’t stop myself from eavesdropping on their fascinating, sometimes jaw-dropping conversations. As they shared their personal experiences, they came up with a list of characteristics that adult children of alcoholics had in common, and I soon realized that they were describing me in the future. They were talking about my home and family. I watched through the eyes of a child as a grassroots movement began in 1981 with that small group and then exploded into an industry when Mom’s books Adult Children of Alcoholics and Struggle for Intimacy made their way onto the New York Times Best Sellers list almost exclusively by word of mouth.


Sadly, Mom—who was affectionately known as “Dr. Jan”—passed away in 1994 at the young age of fifty-five. Many even call her the “mother of ACoA” because her book Adult Children of Alcoholics opened a pathway to healing for millions of people around the world who, before her, could not even put a name to their problem. Although the Twelve Step ACA groups in existence today are not the ones Mom started, the gift of her insight and intuition, coupled with an uncanny ability to connect deeply and immediately to anyone, was the catalyst of a movement that would literally change the world for generations to come.


As a preteen, I assisted Mom in her research about children of alcoholics, which validated what she already knew about me. I distributed surveys and helped organize the data. While in high school, I transcribed her notes into manuscripts. In my college days, I helped to organize focus groups at her clinic, the Institute for Counseling and Training, where we served ACoAs and others affected by alcoholism and other addictive disorders. I was in my senior year of college on my way to class when I got the call with the amazing news about Mom’s book Adult Children of Alcoholics becoming a best seller. We jumped for joy and celebrated our success as a family helping other families, and we watched in awe as it remained on the New York Times list for almost a year. For much of that time, Struggle for Intimacy was also on the list. This success meant that our family secret was one shared by many other families, and there was great relief in the reality that we were all journeying together.


I’m grateful that Mom gave a name and a voice to what my brothers and I had grown up with—and in doing so, that she was able to help others around the world and from all walks of life by giving them a place to begin healing. Yet I remember feeling jealous of all of those people who had more time with her than I did. I remember thinking how ironic it was that they all got so much help, and I never got the help I needed. While Mom traveled, lecturing and teaching and appearing on radio and television, I was left unsupervised, and—as the following pages will reveal—I got into a heck of a lot of trouble!


After college, I became program director at the clinic, where I designed and implemented educational programs and support groups for ACoAs and created and supervised a summer camp for our adult clients who had never had this experience as children. I handled media requests and eventually began to supervise daily operations and staff as my mother’s illness took her health and eventually her life.


This has been my lens on the world since I was a young child. This has been my life. More than twenty years after she passed away, Dr. Jan’s work continues to serve as the foundation for healing for the continuing generations of ACoAs as the number of people affected by the disease of alcoholism—either in themselves or their loved ones—continues to grow. Her work is required reading in many college and substance abuse courses. (A complete list of her books can be found in About the Authors at the end of this book.) Book sales number in the millions and remain steady with no promotion and advertising, illuminating the fact that the need for help is still out there and isn’t going away.


As time marched on, it became clear that adult children of alcoholics were not the only people seeking out Dr. Jan’s books. People of all ages from all sorts of troubled backgrounds related to the characteristics that ACoAs share in common. As Dr. Jan often said, “The adult child of an alcoholic knows no age. It doesn’t matter whether they are five or fifty-five.”


Dr. Jan’s final work, Healthy Parenting, was written with the goal of bringing to light the unique struggles that we adult children of alcoholics encounter as parents, and how our upbringing impacts our children. How can we raise healthy children when we have no frame of reference for what that means? Sadly, by the time this important book was published, Mom was so ill that she could not promote it in a meaningful way.


Unwelcome Inheritance is the next logical step in helping ACoAs continue their healing process into the next generation. It describes how we accomplish this by taking our understanding of our past experiences to the next level and also by taking a deeper look at how we live our lives today. It discusses how the impact of alcoholism on our children is every bit as lasting as the way our parents’ alcoholism and other addictions affected us and how repairing our broken relationships with our parents and other family members can help break the cycle of addiction with our children. As I discovered, my healing from growing up with alcoholism was not as complete as I thought it was, and in some aspects I’m still reacting to the past in my daily life and as a parent.


Unwelcome Inheritance brings together my knowledge and experience and Dr. Jan’s previous and unpublished work on this subject to further educate my fellow ACoAs, whose children have addiction problems despite our best efforts to break the cycle. So many of us have tried it all: teaching our children about the disease of addiction, sharing about our painful childhood experiences, and even exposing our own addictions in an effort to ward off the inevitable. We try to be the best parents we know how to be, yet alcoholism does not always respect our boundaries. As one ACoA said, “We see it [our kids’ substance abuse] coming like a runaway train but feel powerless to stop it.”


Perhaps many of us unknowingly enabled our children in their substance abuse because of our own upbringing, or we’ve modeled our own addictive behaviors without meaning to. In these pages, I hope to bring these dynamics to light so that we can take a clear look at how we got here and what we can (or can’t do) to help our children and ourselves. In the end, we just might discover what we hope our kids have always known: that we are better parents than we realize and that our kids know how much we love them.


If you, like so many of us ACoAs, have seen yourself through the eyes of a victim throughout your entire life, then letting go of this view of the world is scary. But it will be okay! Feelings are not facts. Identifying with other ACoAs has helped me see myself as part of a chain instead of a lonely dot in the universe and within the context of a larger story that has fascinated and empowered me. Unwelcome Inheritance is designed to inspire readers to live the well-known and beloved anonymous prayer that hung on the wall in the kitchen of my childhood home:


               God, grant me the serenity


               to accept the things I cannot change,


               courage to change the things I can,


               and wisdom to know the difference.


Think of this book as a conversation among me, Dr. Jan, ACoAs, and others who share our experiences. Welcome to this new discussion, with a look at how we got here and what we can do to help heal our families, our kids, and ourselves. I hope that you will learn, as I have, that we are pretty damn great just the way we are and that we have done our very best with what our parents taught us.


Every child of an alcoholic or drug addict has a unique story to tell, yet we are alike in so many ways. In chapter 1, “A Childhood from Hell,” I share some of my story about growing up in the shadow of alcoholism and an alcoholic father. As you read about my experience, I invite you to reflect on your own story and think about the ways addiction has affected and shaped your life.


Chapter 2, “Unwelcome Inheritance,” talks about how alcoholism and addiction can affect our minds, our bodies, and our spirits. It also describes the characteristics of adult children of alcoholics, discusses what it means to be codependent, and explores how addictive behavior is part of our unwelcome inheritance.


Chapter 3, “A Look at Three Generations,” suggests that we ACoAs expand our life view to include the other generations of our families. Doing this helps us to see ourselves as part of history, which takes us out of and beyond ourselves. I offer an example from my own family and include stories from others whose recovery has been enhanced by opening their minds in this way.


The way we are raised dramatically affects the way we raise our children. Chapter 4, “Adult Children as Parents,” explores how our upbringing in an alcoholic home can affect us as parents and brings to light many things that ACoA parents have in common. If our children abuse substances, another layer is added to this already challenging and complicated task of parenting, and chapter 5, “Adult Children Raising Alcoholics,” is entirely dedicated to this subject.


Ultimately, our goal is to do whatever we can to break the cycle of addiction and addictive behavior that has already been perpetuated throughout the generations of our families, and chapter 6, “Breaking the Cycle,” is a realistic discussion about what is within our ability to change and how this change begins with us. We have the power within us to create the family we have always wanted, if we are willing to accept the fact that even those who have hurt us in the past have a story—just like we do.


In chapter 7, “Breaking the Cycle of Anger and Resentment,” the story of a friend and her daughter’s painful relationship highlights how anger and blame can devastate families and separate them in a permanent way. In contrast, I share my personal transition from anger and blame to acceptance and healing as a testament that it is possible to break this cycle.


The final chapter, “Changing the Things We Can,” asks readers to try to step into the shoes of the estranged people in their lives, if they can. If it is possible to do this, we might be able to see the world through their eyes and hopefully come to understand the story that brought that other person to where they are today. Reconciling our broken family relationships can be a giant step toward breaking the cycle of our unwelcome inheritance, and it is the goal or dream for many—perhaps most—ACoAs. But, as this chapter acknowledges, this goal might not be achievable (or advisable) for ACoAs for whom reconnecting with family might be dangerous or unhealthy. In these cases, ACoAs may choose to create a new family where they can be safe and thrive.


Throughout Unwelcome Inheritance, Dr. Jan’s thoughts and advice are shared mostly through her previously unpublished writings. In addition, each chapter ends with a “Takeaway”—a question or tip and a quote from Dr. Jan that links to the issues discussed in the chapter or takes these topics a little deeper.
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CHAPTER 1


A Childhood from Hell


Inherent in this model of looking at the family is also a model for looking at children of alcoholics. Because for every generation that has passed along alcoholism, there must be children affected as well who live out those issues if not treated. And since so many of these children become alcoholic themselves (in part because of their physical vulnerabilities and the behavior they learn from their parents), we need to break this cycle.1 —Dr. Jan


I remember when I was four years old eavesdropping on my parents fighting downstairs when I was supposed to be sleeping. As I crouched in a ball outside my bedroom door, I could hear my drunken father’s booming voice vibrate through the walls below. “God daaaaaamn it!” he bellowed. His bellowing was followed by my mother’s pleading voice, glass smashing, and her sobbing. I wish I could say this was an unusual occurrence, but it was not. It was a scene that played out over and over again all through my childhood.


Some nights I’d hear the police come to the door. On a few occasions, I’d wake up in the morning and Mom wouldn’t be there because she had been whisked away to the hospital during the night. Dad would mumble something about a car accident, which made no sense, because if that had happened, shouldn’t we be with her? During their fights, I’d sit frozen, yet unable to tear myself away. If I heard my father’s loud footsteps nearing the stairs, I’d jump into my bed and feign sleep. Then the bedroom door would slam across the hall and the house would become still. My mother would remain downstairs to sleep on the pullout sofa that she bought with the money she made seeing clients. On these occasions, the butterflies in my stomach fluttered madly, keeping me awake until the wee hours when I couldn’t fight sleep any longer.
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