FAMILY SPECIAL

I was a heroin
using mother

What'’s it like being hooked on heroin while looking after a
baby? One mother gives a frank account of the reality of life
behind the tabloid stereotype.

I doubt anyone would want to condone being a parent
addicted to heroin, and neither do 1. I do, however, want to
share my experience of being in this situation, having heard
and read sentiments along the lines of ‘parents who are
junkies should be declared unfit parents’.

I am a 29-year-old-mother who was addicted to heroin and
crack for three years. I have now been clean for a year. My
addiction began shortly after the birth of my son. I think that
this shockingly huge responsibility, coupled with related
negative feelings, contributed a lot towards me seeking out an
alternative means of coping. I had used heroin previously and
went back to it, I suppose, as a means of blocking out the
reality of such a big life change. Obviously, it didn’t help me to
cope at all and before I knew it I was well and truly hooked,
with a baby to look after, My partner (the son’s father) had
been addicted to heroin for around six years when our child
was born.

I am the first to admit that this environment was not ideal
for any child. We both took our boy out, asleep, at 4am in the
morning once, to score. Hardly a standard family excursion
and now, I fee] ashamed to recall it. For the most part though,
I was very aware of the mistakes that I could potentially make
as a parent addicted to heroin and made massive efforts to
avoid doing so and, to quite a degree, over-compensated to
steer clear of being neglectful.

I do know that my child would not have been better off
elsewhere. He had his needs met: I made very sure that his
development was not restrained by our drug addiction. We

didn’t spend as much money on spoiling him as we may
otherwise have done, but he had frequent trips to the park
and didn’t want for anything material. As a result of spending
a lot of time at home, we were in each other’s company a lot.
We paid him so much attention. I know he is in no doubt
about how well loved he is.

My child was a massive part of my drive to stop taking
drugs. I wanted to do the same things (and more) with him,
without feeling ill, without everything seeming like a physical
effort at times. I stopped taking drugs without the help of any
prescription medication or counselling.

Despite being certain that I was not overlooking my child’s
welfare, I ruled out asking for help, for fear that I would be
perceived to be a bad mother. Had I felt comfortable enough to
ask for help, without my relationship and even contact with
my son feeling under threat, perhaps I would have got clean a
lot sooner.

These days, he does seem happier and I feel that he has
developed further, particularly emotionally. I think this may, in
part, be affected by my much more stable relationship with my
partner and the consistent messages this sends to our son.

During my addiction I was unable to be the ‘perfect
mother,’ I had wanted to be. Being an addict and parent does
not come recommended. But it does not make every user an
inadequate parent. I have seen much worse parenting coming
from people who have never been near drugs.

M The author wishes to remain anonymous
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