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Introduction



I have something very special and magical to share with you in the pages of this book. I have spent my adult life in the company of children who have been my teachers. Our paths did not cross because they were exceptionally smart, had demonstrated unusual abilities, or exhibited character traits that belied their years—although these are definitely all ways in which I would describe “my” kids. Rather we got to know each other because someone in their life was addicted to alcohol or other drugs.


For thirty years I have had a front-row seat in group, watching, learning, and helping these youngest victims of addicted families. They live with a legacy that can break hearts and destroy souls—one they did not choose but was thrust upon them by the adults around them.


These groups have taken place in church basements, community programs, and treatment centers, both large and small. Many of these kids live with active addicts or alcoholics; others are referred because a parent is in treatment. They all arrive carrying secrets and shame. Many feel strange, different, and full of guilt. Some see themselves as helpless, worthless, and bad. Then comes the magic.


They find their voice and express their worries, problems, and feelings, and we help them develop coping skills to help care for themselves and keep themselves safe. These children can and do heal from the adverse impact of family addiction by initiating and deepening the healing process before they reach adolescence. They survive and thrive because of their resilience, intuition, intelligence, honesty, and need to trust and love, traits learned in tandem with others who have had similar experiences.


And what’s special and magical? The healing process transcends the children and has a dramatic impact on the entire family system—especially the parents. The love and care these kids feel as they confront their parent’s disease often stops adults in their tracks and gives them a new, deeper commitment to breaking the multigenerational legacy of addiction.


One of the most rewarding parts of my work is seeing the frightened, confused child grow into a confident, resilient, capable young adult. If you work with children, you know what I mean. Virtually all adults, especially parents and grandparents, hope for this for all children.


In Understanding Addiction and Recovery Through a Child’s Eyes I am the children’s voice, sharing their experiences and stories to help adults better understand addiction from a kid’s perspective. Interlaced among the children’s stories are lessons learned, techniques used successfully, and pitfalls to avoid, based on my work as a children’s counselor for many years. And, to give the reader a sense of the lasting impact of therapeutic intervention on children, each chapter opens with a glimpse into the life of the same family, sharing their journey from the time they walked in the door for a program to the present. The tools each family member learned in recovery have served them well individually, and as a family, through triumph and tragedy.


Each story will remind you that children have a unique way of viewing the world with innocence, wonder, spontaneity, and awe. Understanding Addiction and Recovery Through a Child’s Eyes promotes personal growth and long-term recovery for children and their families through simple techniques and tools everyone can use.


Whether you are a parent, grandparent, counselor, teacher, minister, youth worker, guardian, or caregiver—in recovery or not—Understanding Addiction and Recovery Through a Child’s Eyes has a message I hope you will hear: There is hope for children of all ages who have been hurt by addiction in their families. It is time to recognize the children’s pain and allow them to be an integral part of family healing.





CHAPTER ONE
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Family Portraits







Only the Beginning
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They walked into the Kids’ Zone looking nervous and confused, and a cloud of sadness seemed to hang over them while they settled into their seats in the group room. The father, Brent, was welling up with tears as he scanned the child-friendly environment. Amidst all these bubbling emotions, what stood out clearly was the love they had for each other.


Angela was a beautiful nine-year-old with huge eyes and an expressive face. She held her father’s hand gently, yet firmly, and gazed up at him often, smiling when their eyes met. Brendan, a rambunctious six-year-old, excitedly jumped from his chair into his dad’s lap many times over the next several minutes and hugged Dad every time he landed on him. Brent kept his kids close and quietly reassured them. Without a doubt, he was very proud of them. This is how it all began.


Brent was struggling with early recovery and had been sober for about four months. He and his wife, Judy, wanted to make things right for their kids. Addiction had wreaked havoc on this family, and it continued to mess with everyone even though the drinking had stopped.


It didn’t take long for these kids to feel safe and begin to open up. Within the first hour after Dad left the room for the parent orientation, Angela talked about her parents fighting and how she hated it when they got separated. “Sometimes I felt so sad and scared that I had to come home from school. I couldn’t get my work done.”


Brendan, taking emotional cues from his sister, gradually let the others into his world. “Why does my dad have to go to all those meetings?” he began. “I want my dad to stay home and play with me,” he emphatically told the group. Both kids were fearful, confused, and angry, yet they settled in quickly and were eager for some answers.


A critical part of the first day of the program is helping the kids to differentiate the person they love from the disease that consumes them. We play a powerful game called Addiction to bring this important lesson to life. I role-play Addiction to make this disease concrete so youngsters can see it, watch it, listen to it, react to it, and have feelings about it. If they want to play, one by one the children get to meet Addiction and listen to all the lies: “I’ll make all your problems disappear”; “You’ll only feel happy and joy with me”; “I’ll make you stronger, smarter, and funnier, and give you friends.” They can see and feel that this illness sets a huge trap and, if a person goes along, he or she can quickly get hooked. At this point Addiction holds on to the person, and he or she can’t get away. This is a powerful image for kids to see.


Brendan and Angela both played the game. Brendan ended up getting trapped and in a playful way got a sense of his dad’s struggles. Angela said no to the disease and never got hooked by it. At the end of the activity she sadly remarked, “I wish my dad had said no to addiction a long time ago.” Almost all the other kids nodded their heads at her keen insight.


On the second day, when it was time to write their stories, Angela hesitated. When I checked in with her she softly whispered, “I don’t want to hurt my dad. He’s getting better now.”


“I don’t want you to hurt your dad either,” I explained. “Just tell on his disease.”


Angela’s eyes grew wide as she put her pencil to the paper and the words flew out. Her story ended up being ten pages long as she poured out her heart and soul. Brendan drew a couple of pictures, as writing was too arduous a task for this little guy. Using only a pencil, he drew his mom and dad fighting, with him standing off to the side crying. His parents both looked angry, and he was clearly so sad. This was a simple yet powerful picture.


It was day three of the program, and Angela went first. She pulled her chair out to the center of the circle and asked her dad to bring his out as well. I am always amazed at the courage and strength children possess. I’m not sure I could have ever done what Angela was about to do when I was nine years old. When I asked father and daughter to look at each other, Angela started to cry. Brent let his daughter know that he really wanted her to tell the truth and promised she wouldn’t get in trouble for it.


She began by saying, “Daddy, I love you. I always have and always will. This is about your addiction.” Tears streamed down Brent’s cheeks, yet his face and body posture were open and reassuring. Angela did an incredible job as she talked about the yelling and fighting. While she carefully edited what she read and what she decided to leave out as she went along, her anger at the disease and love for her father shined through. It was clear; she didn’t want to hurt him. When she finished reading, I asked if she wanted to tell her dad anything else. All she said was, “I don’t want to lose you, Daddy,” before rushing into his arms. They held each other tightly and cried. Judy, who was home with a sick baby, had missed a special moment.


Brendan was brave and honest, too. He showed his drawings and shared his feelings of sadness and confusion. This was extremely difficult for him because he loved his dad so much. He was holding back for lots of reasons: not wanting to hurt Dad, afraid that Dad might get mad, worried that he might get upset and drink again. “Please stay home with us,” Brendan told his dad at the end of the sharing. Pain was written all over this little guy’s face. Taking another cue from his big sister, his final comments were even more telling. “I hate addiction,” he blurted out in a very, very angry tone.


Dad silently nodded his head, reached out to his son, and quietly held him tightly. “Brendan, I hate addiction, too.”
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Who Are They?



They arrive—all different shapes, sizes, and colors—boys and girls like Angela and Brendan, accompanied by at least one adult who deeply cares about them. They anxiously sit around the circle waiting for the festivities to begin. There’s such diversity present in the room: nuclear families; single-parent families; divorced, blended, and adopted families; foster families; gay families; racially mixed families; all families. Addiction is truly an equal-opportunity disease. Addiction is blind to age, race, gender, culture, level of education, sexual orientation, and socioeconomic status.


Some of these special kids have a parent in recovery; others have a loved one still active in their disease. A lucky few have never seen their parent take a drink or drug because the parent has been in recovery during the child’s entire life. Other kids will never see their loved one again—this can be a fatal disease. They may be here for a parent, grandparent, aunt, uncle, or a sibling. Each is so different and yet the same in a single breath.


While they nervously scan the room for any clues as to what’s about to unfold, little do these children realize they are finally “home.” While they and their families may look so different, each knows firsthand the confusion and pain of living with this insidious illness. Most relate to the sadness, hurt, loneliness, and anger of broken promises, verbal violence, neglect, and family instability.


Many know all too well the stress, constant fear, and nagging worry about losing a loved one forever to drinking or drugs. Many believe somehow it really is all their fault, and despite heroic efforts, they never seem to make things okay. The embarrassment, isolation, silence, and secrecy are often eerily similar. They have often felt so all alone, but now there’s a faint glimpse that they’re not. Different yet the same. Now the journey begins.



The Alien



Kids enter the children’s program in many different ways. Some walk in very nervous and scared about what will transpire. Maybe they worry that someone will tell them that it truly is all their fault. Others breeze in joyfully with huge smiles on their faces. Somehow they sense this is a safe place, and they delight in being with other youngsters dealing with similar problems, feelings, and concerns. Still others are very confused, as the grownups in their lives couldn’t find the words to adequately explain what they were doing here.


My most important responsibility that first hour is to help everyone settle into the process. This can be an arduous task as some are guarded, others resistant, some on the verge of tears, and still others acting like good old friends from long ago. We slowly yet methodically weave our way through a number of important tasks in those mood-setting sixty minutes. Group members get to decorate folders to their specific customizations. Each youngster gets to self-address an envelope so we can send them something special once the program ends. (This is a very simple way to assess reading and writing skills from the get-go.) Everyone then puts a pin on the map where they live, a pin that will permanently symbolize their involvement in this healing experience. If time allows, we’ll even play the Ultimate Koosh Challenge. If the kids can successfully toss the ball around the group fifty times without it hitting the floor, the group wins a fun prize. For instance, in a school program it might be a pizza lunch. In a church group it has been ice cream and a special video. In those locations where a pool is available, one of the staff must jump in the pool with all his/her clothes on. I have personally lost count—after 675—of how many times I’ve done just that through the years. This is a great way to get the group to come together quickly as a team. It works!


We hopefully establish a spirit of fun, comfort, caring, and safety before the “A” word, addiction, ever gets uttered. I begin by telling the group, “Everyone here has something in common. We all love someone who has had a problem with alcohol or drugs. So let’s go around the group now to do introductions.” Some youngsters truly have no clue who in their family has an addiction. That’s how well it’s been concealed from them. Others are just in complete denial as they claim no one or they speak about an aunt or uncle who smokes cigarettes. Still others not only admit who is addicted, but their pent-up words come cascading out in a stream of honesty. We let kids be exactly where they are during that first day. If they say they don’t know, I tell them we’ll figure it out as we go along. If a kid says, “No one in my family,” my reply will be that we’ll learn a lot over the next few days. This is a process, not an event. We have to let the process patiently unfold, as time is on our side.


I’ll never forget the group with Tommy, Sophie, and Justin. While some programs prefer not to have siblings in the same group, I embrace the opportunity. Give them the chance to learn, grow, and heal together. Since they have experienced their family disease together, let them experience healing together as well. We consciously take steps to allow each to have his/her own experience. We set things up so they don’t sit next to each other whenever possible, as side conversations only get in the way of the process. I also make sure not to allow siblings to answer for each other or do things for one another that each is capable of completing by him or herself.


So Tommy, Sophie, and Justin are all sitting by themselves as we embark on introductions. Tommy, the oldest at twelve, appeared somewhat resistant and disconnected when it was his turn to share. After many seconds of awkward silence he finally shared, “My mom said I could have a new video game if I do this program.” We talked briefly about his favorite video games, especially those he has completely mastered. We weaved our way around the group, with many honestly naming who in their families was trapped by addiction. With the tension building and the room dripping with raw emotion it was finally Sophie’s turn. This bright nine-year-old attempted to contain all her feelings, but her eyes welled with tears. “Sometimes Dad and Mom fight a lot, and I get upset and scared.” While she didn’t say who had the addiction, there was much more information and feeling than Tommy had expressed. I asked the group if any of them had experienced family fights, and most raised their hands in acknowledgment. Sophie was at least realizing that she was not alone in this regard.


Finally we made our way to Justin. Even though he was last, this seven-year-old sat on the edge of his seat and was ready to roll. “Let me tell you what happens at my house,” he began innocently enough. I shot a quick glance in Tommy’s direction and he was shaking his head in a disapproving manner, but luckily this seven-year-old was oblivious to that. “My dad goes into the bathroom for like an hour,” he continued, “but he never flushes. I can smell smoke coming from in there, and I start getting scared.” Everyone zoomed in on every word Justin shared. “Finally the door opens, and a mean, crazy alien comes out in my dad’s body. Sometimes he hurts my mom and she cries. Tommy runs to get help, but Dad grabs him before he can.” At this point Tommy is slumped in his chair with tears streaming down his face. It looks like he wants to run, but he’s paralyzed by his little brother’s honesty. Sophie has buried herself in one of our female counselor’s warm embraces. The words keep pouring out of Justin, and he has the full, undivided attention of the group. “Sophie runs and hides under the bed. I go in the closet and refuse to come out until the alien is gone.” Justin takes a deep breath, sighs, surveys the room, and finally locks in on me. “Hey, mister, will you please help me and my family?” We were off to the races.



From Risk to Potential



Children raised in families where addiction is present are at risk for a variety of behavioral, emotional, physical, and psychological problems as they grow and develop. They make up the number-one risk group for developing alcoholism, drug addiction, and other compulsive behaviors. Due to a powerful combination of genetics and environmental factors, all too often addiction becomes a family legacy that is inadvertently passed from generation to generation to generation. Where does it stop?


Children of Addiction (COAs) are also youth with great potential. Prevention and early intervention programs, whether offered in community or school settings, can provide children help, hope, and healing even if their loved ones continue on the destructive path of addiction. Such programs, offered at treatment centers, family service agencies, through the faith community, and in student assistance programs in the schools, empower kids with essential messages, skills, and strategies to cope positively with all the challenges they face at home.


The research on resilience consistently points to a critical factor for individuals who were able to rise above the hardship and adversity in their lives. That factor is the presence of a caring, nurturing adult. It isn’t necessary to be a counselor to be that caring, nurturing adult. Perhaps more than anything else, I have worked tirelessly through the years attempting to be just such an adult for every youngster I have been blessed to serve.
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Little Steps



It was a balmy 118-degree August day in the desert when a seven-year-old reluctantly strolled into the room for the first day of the children’s program. With parents hovering around her like helicopters, this little one quickly made a name tag and quietly took a seat.


Mom and Dad said their good-byes, and for the next seven hours Chloe never took off the jacket that was zipped up to her neck. Despite sweating profusely, she kept that jacket on, hands safely tucked in the pockets unless it was time to eat or draw. It was a challenge to make eye contact and nearly impossible to coax a faint smile to her face. Her parents had warned me that she wouldn’t talk about her mom’s disease. Even though her mom had six months of sobriety and had taken her daughter to two different therapists, Chloe wasn’t talking. Both parents were scared and disturbed about this.


On the second day, not much changed. Jacket on, hands tucked away, very little eye contact, no smiles. Even though she remained on the periphery of the group, Chloe was engaged and involved in every activity. At times like that I have to remind myself that children grow at their own pace, not when I think they should. It is so important to let kids simply be where they are and to honor and celebrate that. Everyone in the group accepted Chloe just the way she was, and while all of us gently and gradually took interest in her, we gave her space. When we played hide-and-seek in the dark that afternoon I noticed she had unzipped her coat and I actually “caught” her smiling. When Chloe noticed that I had noticed, her grin quickly disappeared. Little steps.


On the third day we were on the floor creating collages. Cutting, pasting, putting pictures and words on poster board. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Chloe crawling toward me, inching her way closer and closer. As only a seven-year-old can, she came right up to me and stuck her little face only a few inches from mine. Surprised, I didn’t move. After several seconds of silently breathing on me, I finally figured out that maybe she wanted to ask me something. C’mon, I’ve been clinically trained. This must be it. I slowly moved my head back and whispered, “You can ask me anything you want. I promise, you won’t get in trouble for asking. If I don’t know the answer, we’ll find someone who does.” As she was just about to open her mouth—the moment of truth—she quickly scanned the room and saw that everyone was intently focused on the two of us. With a twinkle in her eye, she took off, crawling full-speed to the safe recesses of the unoccupied corner of the room with me in hot pursuit, excited that she was about to tell me something about her family or her feelings or a secret. Breakthrough time, Yes!
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