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PRAISE FOR “Mom, everyone else does!”


“Real issues, true stories, and wise advice by a counselor and mom who’s “been there.’ If you have a teenage daughter, RUN and buy ‘Mom, Everyone Else Does!’ The mother-daughter questions throughout each chapter are worth the price of the whole book!”

—SUSAN ALEXANDER YATES, author of And Then I Had Teenagers: Encouragement for Parents of Teens and Preteens




“My wife and I have been raised by two daughters and one son, and each struggled with the power of peer pressure. For that matter, we do too. The perspective of one’s community is a powerful force for good or ill, and this book is an honest and wise walk through the minefield of adolescent temptation. Sharon Hersh is the guide I’d most want to help me name the war and encourage me to live well in the face of the struggle. She has walked the same miles with her own children, and as a brilliant therapist, she has guided others like us with bold love and fierce compassion. If you have daughters or sons, this is wisdom you cannot afford to miss.”

—DAN B. ALLENDER PHD, president of Mars Hill Graduate School and author of The Wounded Heart, Bold Love, How Children Raise Parents, and To Be Told




“Sharon Hersh, a trusted counselor, author, and mother, offers a wise, courageous, and practical guide for connecting and shaping the hearts of mothers and their daughters. If you are a mother of a teenage girl, this book will change you and your relationship.”

—SCOTT COUPLAND, associate professor of counseling at Reformed Theological Seminary




“I read everything Sharon Hersh writes. As the director of a large Christian counseling agency, I make her books a standard resource. In ‘Mom, Everyone Else Does!’ Hersh dispels the myth of protection that Christian parents cling to and helps us confront the realities of today’s addiction-prone world. By speaking to both moms and daughters, Sharon seeks to build a strong relationship in sound, practical ways that work. When it comes to teenage peer pressure, this book will help you become your daughter’s strongest ally!”

—GREGORY L. JANTZ, PHD, certified eating disorder specialist and founder of The Center for Counseling & Health Resources, Inc.







To Graham—My son, my hero
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FOREWORD

Why didn’t this child come with an instruction manual? Just give us the directions and we’ll follow them, and we’ll get the desired results—unless something goes wrong. But then there should be a trouble-shooting section, too … As the mothers of daughters, how many of us haven’t had these sentiments?

Sharon Hersh doesn’t give us that longed-for operating manual in this book. She gives us something better: a guide to working hand-in-hand with God to create our own instruction manual—the only one that will work with our daughters, each one unique and precious and mystifying (and did I mention infuriating?). We are the only ones equipped to take the basics that Hersh, a mother and therapist, gives us and then build on them in the only way that will “work” with our one-of-a-kind girls.

For those of us who would prefer a ready-made plan, a checklist, and a certificate of successful completion when our daughters turn twenty-one, the thought of making up our own rules could start us quaking in our pumps. And it probably would, if Sharon Hersh were not who she is, and hadn’t been where she’s been, and was not willing to share it all. There is no “This is how I’ve done it, ladies. Now watch, and learn.” No “Okay, you’ve really fouled this up, and you’d better get with it before society swallows up your kid completely.” And definitely no “Get tough, take control, and show that young’un who’s boss!” Hersh does none of that in this book, because that is not who she is. Who she is informs and infuses a far more healing guide—healing for us as well as for our daughters.

Sharon Hersh’s professional experience has taught her that the effects that alcohol, illegal drugs, and tobacco products have on adolescent girls are specific to their gender, as are their emotional, mental, and spiritual responses to just about everything (or hadn’t you noticed?!). Her life’s work has been centered on mothers and daughters, and the result is a deep knowledge that there is no one-size-fits-all model for parenting or dealing with substance abuse. (Oh, that we could all take our girl-children to her office!) The Just Say No campaign was only the beginning of awareness. Hersh’s work in the field takes us far deeper—into the thoroughly feminine world where the need to belong and to be loved outcries the “no” we tell our young women they should “just say.” The good news is that as mothers of daughters, we have that female expertise, that woman’s touch, as we confront the statistics and the harsh realities we and our daughters must face.

Coupled with the author’s vast knowledge and keen understanding is her honesty. I know how many times in the raising of my now twenty-five-year-old daughter, I shriveled like a raisin when “learned” women and “successful” mothers treated me to stories from their bottomless reserve of maternal wisdom. I felt as though I either ought to turn Marijean directly over to them and allow them to finish the parenting I had obviously botched from the delivery room on, or smack those Super Moms soundly on the mouth just for being so perfect. There is none of that condescension in the pages of “Mom, Everyone Else Does!” Sharon Hersh reveals the personal struggles that have taken place not only with her children but within herself. With courageous transparency she takes us into her world, where the professional training and the countless hours of research and one-on-one experience with girls and moms were stripped away, leaving only the pain and the fear and the heartbreak of kids in trouble—of herself in trouble. She writes vividly of mothering styles that aren’t effective and shows us how to mother according to our personalities and those of our daughters. She speaks from hard-won experience, having made the mistakes and learned from them.

With her professional expertise and her agonizing personal experience firmly at the foundation of everything she writes, Hersh provides the two elements that are essential in dealing with the “Everyone else does!” cry. Those elements are the practical and the spiritual—the concrete as well as the power of God that passes understanding. We must have the answers to both kinds of questions: What does God say? and What does that look like in this particular situation? Because the cry of teenage girls is no longer, “Everyone else wears their hair hanging down over their eyebrows!” or “Everyone else’s mom lets them stay out past eleven!” Now it’s “Everyone else gets high at lunchtime!” “Everyone else parties all weekend!” and “Everyone else is smashing their hopes drink by drink and puff by puff!”

When we’re anguished over the sound of our daughter’s sobs or the piercing shout of “I hate you!” when we’re terrified by the sight of our daughter’s bloodshot eyes and flattened emotions and abandoned dreams, we want to know what to do—and yet we’re not sure we can do it, whatever it is. Sharon Hersh stretches out her hand—one scarred and strong from the journey—and says, “Come on. I’ll show you how to get to God. I’ll show you how to get to yourself. And then you’ll know how to get to your daughter, whatever that looks like.”

Fellow moms, you are about to experience some peace in the midst of your pain and fear as you read this book. You will find out that you’re facing responsibility, not blame, and that you are equipped to recognize what that responsibility is and handle it very effectively. All the things that impede you in your relationship with your daughter will be kicked to the curb as you read. You are going to find out how to go beyond your normal reaction to an abnormal situation and into true wisdom, which, let’s face it, is not “normal” in the world our daughters move in. You will be empowered as you discover the influence you do have on your daughter and find out what you’re doing right and what you can change. Have faith that you can do as Jesus does—not simply saying, “You’re bad!” but finding out what is at the root of that “badness” and helping it heal.

I love the way Sharon Hersh uses the word ally. She encourages each of us to be the person who unites with our woman-child for the purpose of finding a rich, God-filled, hope-drenched life. I wonder if Sharon realizes that she is our ally in that same way. She comes alongside us just as she is teaching us to walk hand-in-hand with our girls. If you take her up on her offer, hang on, because what you are going to learn from her book will not only change your daughter’s life, it will change yours.

—NANCY RUE
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I n t r o d u c t i o n
Every Mother’s Battle


The truth is, raising teenagers is neither as simple nor as complex as the threat-mongers make it seem. You can do everything “right” with your child and have him grow up terribly wrong. You can make terrible mistakes with your child and have her grow up just right. Not every kid who smokes pot will suffer lifelong addiction. Not every kid who seems to be able to drink “responsibly” can. It’s up to parents to know the difference, to know when there’s a problem—even when everyone else says there isn’t, even when everyone else says there is. It’s up to us to find solutions when solutions are what’s needed.

—MEREDITH MARAN, Dirty
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Smoking. Drinking. Drugs. No other aspects of teenage culture are more threatening to parents. When our daughters inevitably act out “typical teen” problems and behaviors such as skipping school, using profanity, or shirking chores and family responsibilities, we sigh, “Well, at least it wasn’t drugs.” When we hear of some other poor family with an out-of-control teenager, we shake our heads and conclude, “They’d better send her away to some place that can get her head screwed on right.” When the problem of drinking or drug use hits home, we may respond in paralyzing shame, “Don’t tell anyone about this.”

The irony of teenagers and substance use is this: We fear this problem more than almost any other, and we feel less equipped to help our daughters with it than with any other. And yet we blame ourselves for this problem more than we do for any other adolescent struggle. What a setup for disconnection from our daughters as well as for debilitating contempt for ourselves!

When my now college-age daughter, Kristin, was a freshman in high school, I came face to face during the first week of school with the epidemic drug and alcohol problem among teenagers. Kristin told me about a “party” for the new cheerleaders at one of the girls’ homes. I envisioned popcorn, pizza, and Cokes as the fare for the evening as these pimply-faced new high schoolers launched their adolescence. I have since learned that a “party” for teenagers almost always means alcohol, and sometimes drugs, and seldom means a gathering hosted by someone’s parents. When I dropped Kristin off at 7:00 p.m., she was one of a few girls at the party. The evening ahead still appeared fun and harmless to me. But when I picked up Kristin at 10:00 p.m., I knew immediately that this evening had not been about making memories and eating pizza.

After I rang the doorbell, Kristin came to the door looking like a deer caught in the headlights. The house was in total chaos, and I smelled alcohol. I saw no parents. When Kristin got into the car, my voice became shrill as I asked accusatorily, “So, how was the party?” I immediately blamed Kristin for this out-of-control teenage world.

She answered quietly, “It was a little different than I thought it would be.”

I immediately shot back, “I smelled the beer. What were you thinking? Why didn’t you call me? You had no business being in that house, and you know it!”

Once again Kristin answered quietly, “I’m sorry, Mom.”

I didn’t know what she was thinking, and I really didn’t care. I was terrified. If my daughter’s first high-school party was a “beer bash,” then what was ahead? Kristin and I approached—or avoided—each other warily all weekend. I was thinking about her carelessness and the perils of high school. I didn’t know it, but she was thinking about her overwhelming task of navigating a world splashed with booze and immersed in substance use.

First thing Monday morning, I called a family counselor. I was thrashing around blindly in fear’s dark dungeon, envisioning days ahead of eavesdropping on my daughter’s conversations, searching her purse and backpack, and keeping her away from her partying classmates. When Kristin and I met with the counselor and I told him about the weekend’s events, he asked a question that poured more fuel on my fear but allowed my daughter to breathe a sigh of relief. “Sharon, do you think you’re going to be able to keep Kristin away from drugs and alcohol?”

I immediately answered, “Yes.” I was an informed and persistent parent. I could keep this threatening foe at bay.

He looked at Kristin when he said, “Then you’ll need to take her out of school. Alcohol and drugs are everywhere—even in the classroom.” Kristin was nodding her head. A tear trickled down her cheek.

All of a sudden I knew that this was an opponent much bigger than I was. I didn’t know the statistics yet, didn’t have a heart full of stories of teenagers caught in the grip of drugs and alcohol abuse, but somehow I knew at the core of my mother’s heart that substance use and abuse was a powerful reality in my daughter’s world, whether or not I was ready to face it. My daughter didn’t need to say it, and the counselor didn’t say it in so many words, but I knew the answer to his question about whether I thought I could prevent Kristin from being exposed to the dangers of smoking, drinking, and drugs: “Of course not.” As I considered that my daughter might or might not refrain from experimenting with and abusing substances in her adolescent and early-adult years, I had to face the fact that Kristin was now living daily in a world where “everyone else does.” Or so it seemed to her—as it does to most every teenager in twenty-first-century America.

Statistics and stories alike confirm that today’s girls are growing up in a world in which it seems as though everyone is using some type of substance. The statistics are sobering. If you were to stand in the hallways of your daughter’s high school and look at the teenagers clad in today’s fashions yelling to one another about the game on Friday night or the assignment in algebra, you would see teens with substance-abuse problems. The reality is that one in every four of those teenagers has a problem with substance abuse.1 Further statistics reveal what happens along the way as teenagers experiment with and become dependent upon drugs and alcohol. According to a compilation of statistics from researchers Katherine Ketcham and Nicholas A. Pace,2


	Four out of every five girls in your daughter’s high school will use or try some type of drug or alcohol this weekend. If you drive over to the middle school, the statistics are equally alarming: Three out of every five girls ages twelve to fourteen will use or try some type of substance this weekend!


	Five percent of all deaths of kids between the ages of fifteen and twenty-nine are attributable to alcohol.


	Eighty percent of young women in high school reported having at least one drink. Fifty percent reported current alcohol use. By the time these young women are high-school seniors, 33 percent will be heavy drinkers. (Heavy drinking is defined by the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders as having four or more alcoholic drinks per day.)


	Teens who drink are seven times more likely to have sex and twice as likely to have sex with four or more partners.


	Almost 50 percent of adolescent victims of crime said they were drinking and/or using a substance at the time they were victimized.




Even if your daughter is not using drugs or alcohol, she is still affected by substance use because her culture is permeated with it. This book will help you understand your daughter’s world and will educate you about the realities of substance use among adolescent girls. If your daughter has ever come home with beer on her breath, or if her eyes sometimes look a little “funny,” this book will help you recognize symptoms of possible substance use or abuse. And if your daughter has already plunged deeply into alcohol or drug abuse, this book will give you hope that you can still enter her world and powerfully influence her—even if she is under the influence of a destructive, mood-altering substance.

I hope this book not only shatters naiveté about this subject but also diminishes the fear and shame parents often feel when their children smoke, drink, or use drugs. The most important question for you to ask is not “What did I do wrong?” but “How can I help?” I fear that many well-meaning parents, especially Christian parents, often hide the truth from themselves and each other that their children are not immune from the overwhelming pressure to “Take a few sips,” “Smoke a few puffs,” or “Try a little of this.” This book will educate you about the battle and will offer encouragement that although it is a battle none of us can avoid, it is one in which all of us can have a positive influence.

This book will tell you the truth about teenagers and substance use, but it contains good news as well: You can face the truth about your daughters world and the peer pressure she feels to drink, smoke, and use drugs, and you can connect with your daughter to become her ally in helping her resist negative peer pressure while developing her own positive identity. You can even develop a new identity of your own as well—that of a savvy, strong, compassionate mother-guide able to effectively help your daughter in the midst of this overwhelming battle. The kind of mothering needed to help your daughter stand up to substance use and abuse is hand-in-hand mothering, a willingness to learn as many ways as you can of responding to your daughter out of a heart filled with limitless love for her.


	When your daughter asks to go to a party on Friday night, you are the ally she needs.


	When your daughter sneaks a few beers up to her bedroom, you are the ally she needs.


	When you find cigarettes in your daughter’s purse, and she answers your questions with a shrug, “Mom, everyone smokes. It’s no big deal,” you are the ally she needs.


	When the principal calls to report that your daughter is “high” at school, you are the ally she needs.


	When your daughter returns from a movie, and her slurred speech tips you off that she probably wasn’t where she said she was, you are the ally she needs.




Becoming allies. It sounds good, doesn’t it? It is invigorating to discover that amid the statistics and stories of teenage substance use and abuse, you can become your daughter’s ally. An ally is one who knows the enemy, understands the battle, and is always ready to lend a hand.

As you educate yourself about adolescent drinking, tobacco use, and drug use, equip yourself with strategies for helping your daughter. Encourage your daughter—and yourself—that you can be women of resolve and resilience, strength and vision. In the midst of the battle, you will have the opportunity to experience the reality of the biblical promise: “Two are better than one, because they have a good return for their work” (Ecclesiastes 4:9).

Alcohol and drugs may be a powerful presence in a teenager’s world, but parents can be a powerful presence as well. In the chapters that follow, we will look at four areas that will help you build a framework for becoming your daughter’s ally. First, we will examine mothering styles and consider options for developing a powerfully positive presence that your daughter cannot deny in the midst of overwhelming temptation and confusion. To do this, you need to understand your own fears and beliefs about alcohol and drug use. Second, we will look with unflinching honesty at your daughter’s world—the temptations she faces, the consequences she experiences when she makes bad or foolish choices, and the ways in which you can connect with her when everything in her world is pressuring her to disconnect from you. Third, we’ll look at practical ways to establish, or reestablish, connection as we answer some tough teenage questions, such as “What’s the big deal about smoking?” or “Mom, did you ever drink or use drugs?” Finally, we’ll look at the realities of overly influential and destructive peers and teen substance addiction, and we’ll explore treatment options for teens who have developed addictions. Teenagers who are using drugs and alcohol inevitably induce panic in their parents. But this panic can actually become a gift because it shows us—and our daughters—how much we care, and it compels us to take positive and effective action. This book will help guide you through some of the difficult decisions you will be faced with if your child develops a problem with cigarettes, alcohol, or drugs.

Included throughout this book are interactive sections titled Just for You and Just for the Two of You. These sections contain questions, ideas, and exercises that can help you and your daughter formulate your own core values regarding substance use as well as strengthen your relationship with each other. You will gain insight into your particular mothering style and learn what is and is not effective in helping your daughter as she faces the inevitable peer pressure to drink, use drugs, and smoke. As you become equipped to be an effective ally for your daughter, you will learn to use the very challenges your daughter faces to influence her personally and spiritually.

I realize that sounds like a lofty promise. But my sincere hope and passion for your daughter—and mine—is that in the midst of countless opportunities to experiment with substances, she will not only “just say no,” but she will also be equipped to respond to negative peer pressure in ways that are in keeping with her developing sense of personal integrity. She will know who she is and have a vision for her continuing development as a young woman of strength, compassion, courage, and core values.

Once your daughter enters the teenage world, the drug war comes home—whether or not you’re ready. If your daughter is still a preteen, you would be wise to take time now to educate and prepare yourself. If she is already a teenager, remember that it’s never too late to become informed. Even if your teenage daughter doesn’t experiment with or use alcohol or drugs herself, she will be impacted by a world that laughs at getting high and considers weekend parties a convenient opportunity to get drunk. I learned very early on during my daughter’s high-school years that the temptations she faced to use drugs and alcohol were bigger than I was and were out of my control. But I also learned that these temptations were opportunities to connect with my daughter with wisdom and compassion as well as invitations to me to surrender to the One who is bigger than anything we may face.

I left the counselor’s office that day holding on to the words of the apostle John, “For the Spirit in you is far stronger than anything in the world” (1 John 4:4, MSG). I wondered how that Spirit manifests Himself during beer “keggers” and among all the paraphernalia of drug and alcohol use. I came home and picked up my Bible. The pages literally fell open to the answer: “Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends” (John 15:13). This book is my answer to how we can lay down our lives for our daughters and love them with a love more powerful than anything their world has to offer.



Part I
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Understanding Your Worlds


Our kids’ teen years constitute the most-feared period of a parent’s life. From the time they’re babies, we’re warned about the horrors to come. “Just you wait, ” we’re told. As if our new-parent culture shock and suddenly sleepless nights are nothing compared to What Will Come.

We fear adolescence for a lot of reasons. We worry about our kids’ safety. We don’t want to lose control. We don’t want our kids to experience pain—and we remember too much pain from those years in our own lives. We’re warned that the parent-teen relationship, for its part, is intrinsically adversarial. Our kids will be raging wild against us and hating everything about us down to the way we brush our teeth. They’ll be making life choices so far from anything we ever would have chosen for them that we’ll be hating them, too.

It’s true our kids will not be us. But the real and lived separation of our worlds, it turns out, is far from anything that … conventional wisdom ever taught us. Teenage kids are complex, fragile, feisty. The life phase they’re going through is full of optimism, curiosity, tribulation, and unexpected twists. Becoming the parent of a teenager is just as myth-shattering, mind-blowing, heartbreaking, and awesome as becoming a parent in the first place….

This is a trip that is worthwhile. Through the stereotypes and fears. Through the grief and magic. Into adolescence. But this time, as a parent. As a mother. Into her world. And back to my own.

—ARIEL GORE, Whatever, Mom






Chapter 1
A Call to Courage


And look at what she was doing to my image as a mother. It’s not that I thought I would win a perfect mother award, but I had done all the right things in raising her, and now she was single-handedly taking my name out of the running. If she was doing drugs, what was that saying to all my friends about my parenting skills? We became like two pieces on a chessboard, moving warily around each other. What she wore, where she went, who her friends were all became bloody battlefields. But we were both losing. I was afraid I couldn’t trust her, so I didn’t. She certainly didn’t trust me, and she avoided me at all costs.

—NICOLE JOHNSON, Raising the Sail
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Mom, please don’t be mad at me.” I heard Kristin’s panicked whisper when I answered my cell phone. I was eating dinner at a friend’s house. Kristin and her neighborhood girlfriend were having a “few friends” over to both of their homes for an informal house-to-house party. The plan was for the group to gather at our neighbor’s home for dinner and then migrate over to our home for the rest of the evening. I planned to be home from my dinner engagement in time to pop the popcorn and help the gang settle in to watch a few movies.

“What’s wrong? I’ll be home in a few minutes. I’m just finishing dessert.”

“Mom, there are a lot of kids here. I don’t even know some of them, and the house is kind of a mess. I promise I’ll clean it up. I don’t know how things got so out of control. Please don’t be mad,” Kristin pleaded.

Being a conscientious, concerned parent, I first thought of…my house! “Did someone spill on the carpet?” My voice became shrill. “Are there kids in my bedroom?”

I knew this involved more than a case of potato chips ground into the carpet and Coke spilled on the love seat when Kristin replied, “Mom, just hurry!”

I quickly excused myself from my friend’s lovely dinner. I didn’t know exactly what to say. I gave my daughter permission to have an unsupervised party, and my home has turned into Animal House? I couldn’t say that. After all, I write books on parenting. This couldn’t be happening to me, in my home.

“I need to get home.” I offered a lame and false excuse. “Kristin needs my help working the DVD player.”

As I drove home I really didn’t know what to expect. Kristin was in the ninth grade—that transition year between the pimples and orthodontia of middle school and the increasing independence of high school, driver’s license and all. She occasionally attended parties, but I was pretty sure she never drank or used drugs, and she expressed a lot of anger at and concern for friends who did. I trusted Kristin, and yet as I watched the kids file out of her high school, lighting cigarettes as soon as they reached the parking lot, I wondered how she would withstand the peer pressure to smoke, drink, or use drugs.

I remembered a Friday night a few weeks earlier when Kristin had come home from a party at a friend’s home and seemed distant. She wouldn’t look me in the eyes and said she was too tired to talk. Had I missed something? Would I know if Kristin was using drugs? I knew Kristin had a lot of friends who “partied.” I’d smelled cigarette smoke on Kristin’s friends’ clothes more than once. Kristin had received telephone calls in the middle of the night from drunk friends, and she had confided in me pretty openly about some of the scenarios of high-school social life. Was I naive to think that Kristin was so different from her friends?

On that short drive home, I went from fully trusting my fourteen-year-old daughter to carefully planning how I would take her to a drug treatment facility first thing the following morning. I was incredulous that Kristin—my strong, wonderful daughter—could have let this happen, and I was feeling the grip of shame. How could I have let this happen? When Kristin asked to have a group of friends over to our home, I trusted my daughter. But I underestimated the power of her peers and was naive about the powerful influence teenagers have on one another.

In adolescent sociology, there is a word for what happened at our home: herding. “Herding” is a phenomenon that evolves as groups of teenagers look for a place to hang out, an unsupervised haven. One kid got the word that Kristin was having a party and alerted another kid, and before we knew it, our house was filled with a herd of miscellaneous kids.

When I drove into our neighborhood, I could not believe the scene before me. The streets were lined with unfamiliar cars, and groups of kids were gathered in tight circles in front of my neighbors’ houses. Most of the kids were smoking. Kristin had sounded the alarm, “My mom is on her way home,” and the herd had moved out into the streets. I saw a few empty cans of Keystone beer discarded along my neighbors driveway. (I later learned that the presence of Keystone—one of the cheaper brands of beer—is almost always a tip-off to teenage mischief.) I knew my respectable, elderly neighbor would not have carelessly thrown the empties out into his yard.

When I walked into my home, I felt a bit disoriented. The furniture was out of place, and the rooms were littered with candy wrappers, pop cans, and other trash. Kristin looked as if she was on the verge of tears. “Mom, I’m so sorry!” I sank into the sofa only to discover a bag of partially eaten McDonald’s burgers crammed under the pillow. Then I noticed a large area of discoloration in the middle of my round, cherry-wood coffee table. I tried to wipe it off. “What’s this?” I asked. “The table is stained or something.”

“Mom, I’m so sorry. Travis spilled his flask on the table, and I guess the alcohol did that,” Kristin explained.

My head was spinning. Flask. Who had been in my home? I pictured middle-aged men swilling a drink from their sterling silver flasks as they played a hand of poker. Flask. Teenage boys and girls had been in my home drinking from flasks while they ate their McDonald’s cheeseburgers and listened to pop music?

Suddenly I knew what that smell was that had assaulted me when I walked in the front door. I went into the kitchen and sniffed as I opened cupboards and looked under the sink. “Where’s the beer? I can smell it,” I snapped at my daughter.

“I tried to clean it up,” Kristin answered. “When I told everyone you were coming home, a few kids knocked over their beers trying to get out of here.”

My feet were sticking to the floor as I wandered through the kitchen, sniffing the odor of cheap beer and imagining teenagers sitting around my kitchen table playing drinking games. The collage of sights, smells, and images mobilized me. I walked outside and starting marching up and down the street. One look at me, and the “herd” disbanded. I prayed that everyone would get home safely and be “found out” by observant parents. I also prayed that the kids wouldn’t say they had been at my house.

Kristin and I picked up the Keystone cans and cigarette butts from our neighbors’ driveways and headed into our house. We filled trash cans, mopped floors, and sprayed Lysol, hoping to cover the foul odors of the night. Finally, we sat down to debrief.

“Kristin, what happened tonight?”

“Mom, I’m not sure. This is what kids do. This happens all the time. I thought I could control it.”

“Well, if this is what happens all the time, you’re not going out again or having anyone over. No more parties!” I was putting my foot down. I might have been naive before this night, but I had a permanent mark on my coffee table to remind me that teenagers don’t pop popcorn and watch movies anymore.

Kristin looked me right in the eyes, and with tears streaming down her face, she said, “Mom, if you want me to stay away from drugs and drinking, then I can’t go anywhere—not even to school. It’s what everyone does—all the time.”

It was taking me some time, but Kristin’s out-of-the-chute experiences with the realities of her high-school adolescent culture were revealing to me that my strong, Christian daughter was not going to be immune from the presence and pressures of drugs, alcohol, and cigarettes.

WHEN THE WAR ON DRUGS HITS HOME

I went to bed that night with snapshots of my daughter’s sweet friends flashing through my mind. Abby holding a Keystone beer. Travis sipping from a silver flask, acne sprinkled across his chin. Dana, Whitney, Joel, and Darius sitting around my kitchen table drinking beer while glancing at a plaque of the Lord’s Prayer on the wall in front of them. And then even more frightening images came to mind of boys and girls I didn’t know drinking, possibly smoking pot, and making out in the upstairs bedrooms.

My heart filled with fear at the thought of a world in which my teenage children and their friends lived already soaked with booze and permeated with mind-altering experiences. As I learned the statistics, I was shocked to discover that 50 percent of high-school girls use alcohol, and by the time these young women are seniors, 33 percent will be heavy drinkers.1 In fact, a three-year study underwritten by Bristol-Myers Squibb found that “despite recent declines in overall youth substance abuse, more than a quarter of high-school girls smoke or binge drink, and a fifth of them use marijuana.”2 But the statistics on substance use in the adolescent world were leading me to an even scarier conclusion: Not only does one in every four teenagers use drugs or alcohol but girls may actually be using substances more frequently and in greater quantities than boys.3


JUST FOR YOU


	How have you viewed the war on drugs? Have you seen it as something that happens in other cities or in “society” or in other families? or as something that would destroy you if it came into your home?


	If you believe that drugs and alcohol affect other people’s kids, how does this belief shape your attitudes about their effect on you and your daughter?


	If you believe that drugs and alcohol would threaten you and your family if your daughter started abusing them, what impact does that belief have on you and your parenting?


	What is your immediate reaction to the statement “Everyone does it”?


	List any personality traits and personal experiences that might increase your effectiveness in helping your daughter deal with the pressure to use drugs and alcohol.






I had heard the stories in my counseling office—from a fourteen-year-old girl who drank a six-pack and had sex with a boy she didn’t even know; a girl who started smoking pot at lunchtime every day during her freshman year of high school and was flunking most of her classes; and a seventeen-year-old girl who’d been smoking cigarettes since she was fourteen and wanted to stop. I also knew that, according to researchers, girls’ substance use can descend into abuse more quickly than it can for boys, and in many cases, the health consequences are more severe for girls.4

But suddenly all the statistics and stories came home—literally. I realized that even if Kristin did not smoke, drink, or use drugs, many of her friends did, and she was often directly impacted by their substance use. Even if she “just said no” for now, she was still at risk. My naiveté was quickly evaporating. If Kristin was already being pressured to smoke, drink, and use drugs at fourteen, how could she resist for the next four or five years? That night the war on drugs became much more personal for me.

EVERYONE IS DOING IT

The number one health problem in America is substance abuse. It causes more death and illness than any other preventable condition. Four times as many women die from addiction-related illness as die from breast cancer.5 Children who start to drink or use drugs before the age of fifteen are four times more likely to become addicted than those who start after age twenty-one.6 All of a sudden, in the aftermath of what I had expected to be a harmless get-together of Kristin’s friends, the girls represented in these statistics had faces.

Binge drinking, huffing (inhaling vapors from a rag soaked in hairspray, gasoline, or paint thinner), weed, cocaine—certainly these are subjects for drug-education experts. Aren’t they? We mothers are willing to attend PTA meetings, bake cookies, and help our daughters with their science projects, but we hope to avoid the world of drinking and drugging—especially when it comes to our little girls. And that’s part of the problem.

Girls today are using drugs and alcohol in record numbers. Again, researchers are not sure why, despite all the drug-education and prevention efforts, girls appear to be using substances more frequently and in greater quantities than boys. One theory is that girls have complied with the push for “girl power” over the past fifteen years by enrolling not only in more math and science classes but also in high-risk behaviors. One thing is certain: Help for girls who abuse substances is to be found among women who understand the unique female vulnerability to drugs and alcohol and who live authentically powerful lives that model how to say no to the overwhelming peer pressure teens face. A report from the National Center on Addiction and Substance Abuse at Columbia University suggests that prevention and treatment “tailored to the needs of girls” is essential to reducing substance abuse. This study suggests that treatment directed specifically to girls might save “1.1 million women from becoming alcoholics, 500,000 from drug abuse, and 8 million from smoking”!7 What better woman to lead the charge than you, her mother, who knows your daughter and her needs and can guide her through the overwhelming peer pressure.

WALKING HAND IN HAND WITH YOUR DAUGHTER

I mean it when I say that this book started close to home. It actually started before my daughter’s party-gone-awry. It started with my own substance-abuse problem. I am a recovering alcoholic. I know firsthand the danger of substance use and the ensuing damage. In this book we will look at the origins of addiction—when the occasional substance use becomes abuse and eventually obsession. But don’t think that because I am intimately acquainted with this subject, I felt qualified to take on this battle in my daughter’s world. There have been many times when I wanted to either hide under the covers or hand my daughter over to an “expert” and come back and get her when she was all fixed.

In fact, that drive home to my daughter’s party-gone-wild was a moment of truth for me. At that moment, I knew I needed to decide that I was going to mother with my eyes wide open. I needed to arm myself with every available resource to help my daughter and develop a mothering strategy that would give me a place of influence in my daughter’s life in the midst of all the other overwhelming influences that surrounded her. Many times I have had to remind myself that God gave Kristin to me, not to drug-abuse prevention experts. He also entrusted your daughter to you, intending that you guide her through the inevitable struggles of adolescence.

We will look at some scary subjects in the pages that follow, but my hope is that you will experience “moments of truth” as you learn to respond in ways that will enable you to become your daughter’s ally in saying no to negative peer pressure and yes to developing her own positive identity. I suspect that you picked up this book because something is going on with your teenager, and you want to know or feel compelled to know about these subjects. You might not feel very brave, but you are already acting courageously.

Sometimes we need “hard evidence” to shake us from denial. Look at a recent picture of your daughter and think about any evidence you’ve gathered (like the stain on my coffee table) that indicates she is already confronting peer pressure to drink, smoke, or use drugs. Maybe you found a pack of cigarettes in her purse. Or you’re staring at a drinking ticket she got from the police while attending a party. Or her report card reflects that something is going on.

You have all the evidence you need to convince you that your daughter could get caught up in a life-and-death battle that will put her at risk, erode her self-confidence, take away her choices, and mark her world with sights and sounds that she should not have to experience. You are the one to take her hand and prayerfully and hopefully walk forward. I love the words of the old jazz pianist Hazel Scott: “Who ever walked behind anyone to freedom? If we can’t go hand in hand, I don’t want to go.”

And as you walk hand in hand with your daughter, know that there is Another who takes your hand and walks beside you. Before entering an overwhelming battle, the great Old Testament warrior Joshua spoke the following words as a reminder to himself and his tattered and teetering people: “Strength! Courage! Don’t be timid; don’t get discouraged. GOD, your God, is with
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