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I 
hate waiting. My fi rst memory of the moment 
when waiting fades from boredom to fear to heart-
stopping anxiety goes back to the night of Oct. 
11, 1996. I was at my aunt and uncle’s house in 
Atascadero, where my dad was staying at the time. 

I was 6 years old. I fell asleep asking my mom when my 
dad was coming back home to see me. 
 When I woke up he was dead.
 As far as I know, he planned to come back that night. 
He hadn’t gone far. The coroner’s report lists the death of 
my father, Dana Michael Cooley, as “accidental.” 
 On his last night alive, he had been home for one 
week after completing a rehab program for the second 
time in about a year, this one in Port Hueneme, near 
Oxnard. When he overdosed on that fatal hit of heroin, 
it was too much for his detoxed body to process. He died 
at a friend’s house in a Paso Robles trailer park, just a 
mile away from my old elementary school. He was 35 
years old. Police found him with the syringe still in his 
lifeless hands.
 Some memories of my dad are sharp: One morning post 
rehab, I thanked him for making me breakfast, and he 
looked me right in the eyes and said, “I love cooking for 
you.” There was also the night he put me in the bathtub 
and left the water running so long that I fi gured out 
how to turn off the water, climbed out, and went to fi nd 
him. He was passed out in the living room unconscious, 
either from pills or heroin. Eventually he came to. Other 
recollections of my dad are soft and fuzzy around the 
edges. I have a blurry picture in my mind of both my 
parents waking me up for the fi rst day of kindergarten.
 Aside from my mom, the people who knew him best, 
his family, don’t talk about him a lot. It brings back 
memories not just of the painful end of his life, but of the 
troubled childhood he and his four sisters shared. My 
aunt, who lived with my dad during the last days of his 
life, told me she wasn’t up to talking about her brother 
when I said I was working on this story. She said a 
sadness came over her that she hadn’t felt in a while. 
 Loss is hard, and it’s murkier to navigate when the 
cloud of addiction settles in. More than 20 years later, 
with 22 reported fatal opioid overdoses in the county in 
2017, my story is still far from unique.
 Since 1999, just three years after my dad lost his battle 
with addiction, the U.S. has seen a dramatic increase in 
the number of pain medications, sedatives, and stimulants 
prescribed. Since 2007 deaths related to drug overdoses 
have increased in every county across the nation.
 In SLO County, opioid-related overdose deaths more 
than doubled from 15 in 2006 to 37 in 2016. But there 
are glimmers of hope. According to preliminary data 
from the SLO Opioid Safety Coalition, there were just 22 
opioid-related deaths recorded in 2017. If confi rmed, this 
would be the fi rst decline since 2012.
 Drug addiction is a strange and endlessly hungry 
beast. Even as science continues to confi rm that it is in 
fact a disease, we struggle on a personal and societal 
level to treat it that way. Yet people in SLO County and 
beyond continue to lose sons, daughters, sisters, brothers, 
husbands, wives, parents, and friends to the latest 
iteration of the opioid epidemic. These families, like me, 
have memories that refuse to fade as the community 
continues to tally up stories of loss and hope that mark 
the lives of those left behind.

Using for the rest of my life
 Kim Lacey’s tattoo is one of the fi rst things I noticed 
when we met up to talk at Kreuzberg Coffee in Paso 
Robles on a sweltering summer day in June.

A little red heart with wings outlined in black marks 
one of the Atascadero resident’s inner wrists. It’s the 
paralegal’s fi rst and only tattoo. She got inked after 
the 2016 death of her then 22-year-old son, Ty, who 

overdosed on heroin just 
days after being kicked 
out of a rehab program in 
Santa Cruz. 
 My fi rst tattoo is on the 
inside of my left ankle—a 
loopy black signature of 
the name “Michael Cooley,” 
pulled straight from my 
birth certifi cate. Lacey 
tells me her husband, 
Dan Grahm, also has a 
commemorative tattoo on 
his forearm, featuring their 
son’s initials on a shield 
with a single wing behind 
it. The design comes from 
one of Ty’s drawings. 
 Though toward the end of 
Ty’s life he was close with 
his mother, it wasn’t always 
that way.
 “There was a time where 
I could barely speak to 
him without being angry,” 
Lacey said. “We didn’t have 
any exchanges.”
 Ty went to a yearlong 
therapeutic residential 
program in Utah when 
he was 16 to deal with 
issues surrounding defi ant 
behavior and substance 
abuse. Lacey thought the 
worst might be over. He 
came home and picked 
back up with his pastime 
of pole vaulting, turned 
18, and graduated from 
Atascadero High School. 
Things continued to look 
up when he enrolled at 
Cuesta College and got a 
job delivering pizzas. 
 But just a year into his 
schooling, Ty decided to 
drop out. A few months 
later, he started to sleep a 
lot more and missed work. Eventually he lost his job. He 
would get belligerent when his parents tried to talk with 
him about their concerns.
   “I was trying to be really clear that he had to work 
and contribute,” Lacey said. “People would say that he 
was just trying to fi nd himself, but I sensed more. It 
wasn’t OK.”
 Lacey found discarded needles in Ty’s room and told 
him he had to move out. She didn’t know what else to do. 
  “It’s really hard to kick someone out onto the street 
when you know they’re going to be homeless,” Lacey said.
 After wearing out his welcome on different friends’ 
couches, Ty did become homeless. He would sneak back 
home from time to time to try and live in the yard. 
Once when Lacey and her husband were on vacation, 
Ty and his friends parked an RV in the driveway until 
the neighbors called the cops. Ty stole family heirlooms 
like silver and watches from his parents to get money for 
drugs. When Ty stole his father’s truck one day, both of 

IN RECOVERY Kim Lacey (center) with her son Ty 
(left) and her husband, Dan Grahm, at Downtown Disney 
months before Ty died from a heroin overdose in 2016. 
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One day 
at a time

Coming back down from the peak of the battle 
against opioids in SLO County 
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One day 
at a time

Reaching 

out
 If you or someone you know is 
struggling with addiction, there are 
resources locally and nationally, 
including SLO County Drug and 
Alcohol Services (slocounty.ca.gov), 
the SLO Bangers Syringe Exchange 
(slobangers.com), the SLO Opioid 
Safety Coalition, and the National 
Helpline for Substance Abuse 
and Mental Health Services 
Administration (1-800-662-HELP or 
samhsa.org). 

PAYING TRIBUTE Kim Lacey, 
of Atascadero, with her husband, Dan 

Grahm, in their home, shows her tattoo 
that she got in memory of her son Ty 
after he overdosed on heroin in 2016.  

PHOTO BY JAYSON MELLOM


