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Experts: Don't be an enabler in teen drug use

Seminar cautions parents about gateway drugs, alcohol, pot
BY BRYAN LA PLACA
Staff Writer


 

Virginia Katz, founder of The Courage To Speak Foundation, has given over
600 presentations nationwide alongside her husband Larry to speak about the
dangers of drug abuse since her son Ian died of a heroin overdose in 1996.


Her message was particularly resounding in the Pequannock Township High
School auditorium last Wednesday, because the township had its own drug
tragedy last November when high school junior Jesse Morella nearly died of a
heroin overdose. The presentation kicked off the district's new random and
voluntary drug testing program in the middle and high schools. 


"I may be the only person in this room that can understand exactly where
they're coming from," said Maureen Morella, Jesse's mom. "I had a child who
was willing to try heroin. I heard the word and I couldn't comprehend it."
Katz's presentation outlines her struggles with her son and his heroin
addiction. There were several times when drugs got Ian into trouble, but he
was allowed to continue by well-meaning people who "enabled" him. "Enabling"
is acting in ways that help or encourage a drug user to continue his or her
addiction.


"If you have a gut feeling, if you say to yourself, 'I know my child will
never do heroin. He only gets drunk. He only drinks with his friends. He
smokes a little pot, but we can handle that,' you have got to stop it
there," said Morella. "We have to be willing to admit we're scared and not
feel stigmatized. We have got to listen to our gut feelings and we have got
to come together."


"My son did not act in a vacuum," said Morella. "Do you know what it's like
to be a statistic?"


Virginia "Ginger" Katz spoke before an audience of students and parents as
images of her son flashed on the screen behind her. She described her son as
a popular, handsome and athletic young man. He died in his sleep on Sept.
10. 1996 at her home in Norwalk, CT at the age of 20.


"I could not sleep the night before Ian's burial because I was thinking
about what I would say to the hundreds of people who would be at the
service," said Ginger. "I woke my husband and told him that I could not go
to the funeral, that there was no way I could get through it. Knowing the
truth and not wanting to reveal it was holding me back. Before that night
ended, an idea, perhaps more of a revelation really than an idea, came to
me. My husband and I decided that we would share what we had suffered to
prevent other people from suffering. We would tell them the truth about how
Ian died."


The next day she was the strong one at the funeral, she said, comforting
Ian's friends as they cried. Through them, she said she eventually found out
the truth about Ian's drug use.


Ian started in the eighth grade with marijuana, beer and cigarettes, she
said. She described them as "the most dangerous drugs" because they start
people on the path to harder drugs.


The police caught Ian in his sophomore year of high school riding in a car
where they found marijuana. The arresting officer let Ian go with a warning,
said Ginger, an early incident in which Ian was enabled. Ginger said that
when a parent thinks a child is using drugs, the first thing they do is
internalize their feelings because it's painful, and the feel the drug use
is a reflection of their parenting skills.

"It's not your fault," she assured the parents. "This is bigger than most of
us."


At the time she had undergone training at her job to detect employees on
drugs when she realized that many of the warning signs were going on right
under her nose at home. Ian's grades slipped and he developed an attitude.
Ian denied smoking marijuana, but Ginger insisted that his urine be tested
even though his doctor said there was nothing to worry about.


She told Ian she needed a urine sample as a follow-up to a doctor visit, but
he said he would give her the sample the next day. When he handed her the
container, she knew something was up.


"I looked him in the eye and then I knew it wasn't his (urine)," said
Ginger. "I knew in my heart he was lying."


Despite the doctor's reluctance, Ginger insisted Ian be tested on the spot
at the doctor's office. When the results came back, the sample he had given
turned out negative for drug use, while the on-the-spot sample turned out
positive.


After Ian died, one of his girlfriends told Ginger that the sample came from
her baby brother because, "none of the kids were clean," she said. After
that incident, Ian entered into counseling and subsequent drug tests were
negative. Ginger thought the problem was over, she said.
The summer before Ian started college, Ginger said her son was "on the verge
of violence." She took the family to a counselor who chalked up Ian's
behavior to college anxiety.


"It made perfect sense," said Ginger, but after Ian died she saw the records
from his rehabilitation and learned that Ian used PCP - an anesthetic drug
that can be laced with marijuana - that summer. "He fooled the counselor."
Lying, deception and denial are part of addiction, she said.
His sophomore year of college, Ian and two friends were introduced to
heroin, said Ginger.


"One got sick, one got scared and one got hooked," she said. He started
taking clonidine to overcome the withdrawal symptoms. 
Later, she found a suitcase in Ian's room containing marijuana and a wad of
cash, and she realized he was dealing. Ginger said she decided she couldn't
enable Ian anymore, and threw him out.
By the third day he wanted to come home, and Ginger said he could if he went
to a counselor.


"Mom. I messed up," he told her. "I take responsibility."
That summer Ginger said she got her son back. Ian transferred to a different
school and seemed to be on the right track. But a visit to his old college
caused a relapse.

When Ginger found out, she told him, "If you want my help, just ask me."
"I'm sorry mom," he said, and agreed to see a doctor the next morning.
The next morning Ginger found her son in his bed with the television on too
loud.


"He laid there as if in a very deep sleep," she said. Then she discovered
blood on his mouth and called the paramedics, but it was too late. Ian was
dead at the age of 20 from a heroin overdose. "There's no way to describe what parents go through when they lose a child," Ginger said.


"We do this to make you understand that this can happen to anyone," said
Larry Katz, Ian's stepfather. "You have to be on top (of your kids) all the
time. It's a job to raise them drug free." He said to listen to their phone
calls and inspect their rooms. Sleepovers, he said, are also a risky
proposition where a lot of unsavory activities happen.


Ginger advised children to find adults in their lives who they can talk to
about anything. 

 

She also praised the district's new drug testing policy.
"It's a safeguard," she said. "Our children are asking for help."
"It's not to punish," she continued. "It's going to help."


Pequannock Valley Middle School Principal William Trusheim said the
district's drug testing policy is a deterrent. When offered a joint, a
student may say, "I can't take the risk because I might be tested on
Monday," said Trusheim. 


Drug information pamphlets were made available to the parents and students
at the presentation, and Trusheim said a booklet with the district's new
drug testing policy would be sent out to every student household in the
township.


Ginger closed the night by saying she would continue her mission.
"Ian and I have a lot of work to do," she said through tears. "Thank you."
For more information on Ginger and Larry Katz's mission, visit
www.couragetospeak.org 


Bryan La Placa's e-mail address is laplaca@northjersey.com .

