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THE BOOK
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Summary 

My only surviving child, Jim, died of an overdose of heroin and alcohol March 19, 2003 in Phoenix, Arizona.  I’m writing a book for families who have lost a loved one to the disease of addiction.  It is my prayer that together we can heal our hearts and offer support to those living with the struggle of this disease. Written from my perspective as a parent, I invite other parents, grandparents, siblings, aunts, uncles, children to add their voices to the project.  Also included are the voices of those who have the disease – active, dormant – in recovery or praying for the strength to step into hope.  Please join us – the following gives more details.  

You matter to me; your children matter to me.

The Story Begins

The first thing I wrote when Jim died was the fourth version of his eulogy.  I had written three prior versions reading them to him in our darkest hours of this disease.  Each time I purged demons of my own. Each time Jim looked deep into my eyes pleading with me to believe he could beat this disease.  This is exactly what I wanted to believe; by now my hope was thinning out.

The second thing I wrote when Jim died was a poem:  “What If Jim Is Dead and All Is Right In God’s World?”  I had begun a regular journal to capture the rampant and torturous thoughts, hoping to quiet the “what if’s” and “if only’s” that circled my mind ceaselessly.  Occasionally I’d send something I wrote to other parents on this same journey.  I began to hear, “you should write a book.”  But I am not an author and life was busy enough.  I continued to journal, write poems and read everything I could that was written by other bereaved parents.  None talked about death from this disease.

In 2007, an email was sent out looking for someone to offer a session at the annual Compassionate Friends (TCF) conference in Oklahoma City. The topic was “when a child dies from substance abuse.”  I jumped on the opportunity.  While I had received great support from our TCF chapter in general, Jim’s death from the disease of addiction had its differences.  I wanted to talk to other parents; I needed to connect.  

Just like the reality of a child’s death for any reason, death from a specific cause has its own realities.  It wasn’t cancer, a car accident, murder or allergies.  And, the disease had been part of our lives for over 21 years.  Racking my brain to figure out what to say, I took my usual direct route – here’s our story, here’s how it felt to me, to Tom and here’s how we feel now.  How about you?

Flying to Oklahoma I was excited and nervous.  This was not an Al-Anon, NA or CODA meeting – this was being shoulder to shoulder with others who had been down similar paths.  Would we connect?  I was almost desperate to say something meaningful but was almost as desperate to simply be present …in the same company with others who might share my pain, my doubts, my self judgments and my love for a son who no longer lives in body.

Carla Moore approached me as I began to set up in the front of the room.  Introducing herself, she told me of her son Jason’s death from methadone. She had sponsored the room and was so glad to do something in his memory.  We hit it off immediately and I knew at least one person in the room was “safe”.  Tom sat in the back handing out evaluation forms prepared to take pictures – I wanted proof that I had actually stood up and spoken on this topic.  I couldn’t trust my memory.  

The room filled up – so many faces lined with tears tissues at hand.  So many faces filled with fear and apprehension. There was also skepticism which always works for me. Just prior to starting, a man stopped me as I returned from a quick errand.  Bruce asked me what I was going to say – he was going to another session but his wife would be sitting in.  Taken aback I made a few quick comments not sure how to summarize in a few words – with a nod he assured me it sounded good and he would get the details from his wife, Helen.  Well, that was actually helpful to hear!

For the next hour I told our story – we laughed and cried together. Heads were shaking in familiar agreement; heads nodding in familiar pain and frustration.  As I began wrapping up, Carla asked me, “Have you written a book?”  Shocked I almost got whiplash looking for Tom’s face in the room.  I stammered that I had been writing but wasn’t sure if it was anything worth sharing with the world.  Carla took the lead encouraging me and others in the room were equally vocal in support of the idea. “We need our story told, too”

Afterwards I was overwhelmed with the line of hugs and words of encouragement from tender moms with smeared make up, strong dads who swept me up into great bear hugs and a few siblings who want their sisters and brothers remembered with dignity.  Having never written a book, I began researching, writing and learning.  How could I do this on top of everything else in my life?

As the 2008 conference neared I knew I had to have something else to take, something that would allow us to connect at some additional level.  There is something I call the “Frank Effect” – so many parents suffering quietly wondering who else might be in similar shoes.  Going to a TCF event, we know everyone has lost children but no way of knowing how without a conversation.  Ultimately I had wristbands made.  Choosing the phrase “No Shame or Blame – Just Love” in purple and green, I took 250 to Nashville.  I figured either no one would want such an identifying band or I wouldn’t have enough.  I came home with only the one on my wrist.

In Nashville, the room was filled with familiar faces and many new ones – we were packed to capacity.  Sharing similar ideas from before, I added what I was learning by connecting to so many other parents. Again the response was intense and clear – keep moving forward with “our book.”  More parents gave me pictures, email addresses and stories. And, sadly I took home more purple and green prayers cards.  

For some years I have been putting names in my prayer bowl – purple cards for those who died and green cards for those living with this disease.  

I returned home determined to clear my schedule enough to dedicate significant effort to making this book come to life.  The effort took center stage finally mid-December, 2008.  

2009 is the Year of the Book!

Soon confidential online surveys will be available to make it our book.  These surveys are for:

· Parents whose children have died as a result of this disease.

· Parents whose children are struggling with this disease.

· Recovering addicts – newly in the process and long on the path.

In addition, I will be doing telephone and in-person interviews with those who are interested.  If you are interested in a personal interview, please email me directly –  TCFBarbara@comcast.net. Those on our distribution list will be notified when the surveys go live or you can check this website periodically.  

Thank you for your interest, support and prayers for this book!
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