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his parents fi nally pressed charges. 
 During one of many stints in jail, Ty and his mom 
fi nally began to build their relationship back up again. 
  “I just remember struggling,” Lacey said of one of her 
fi rst visits to see Ty while he was in jail. “Three hours 
is a lot of time to talk with anyone. We talked about the 
dog, people we had in common, what we were reading, 
pretty much kept it light. I wasn’t trying to fi x him.”
 After his release, Ty overdosed on heroin at a Starbucks 
in Atascadero in 2015. He called his parents afterward 
and told them he wanted to go to rehab. They drove down 
to a Salvation Army in Anaheim, because the faith-based 
program was free. But Ty wasn’t admitted because he had 
outstanding probation violations. 
 So they went home. When Ty was fi nally sentenced, 
he was told he had to go to residential rehab and had 24 
hours to do so. So Lacey and her husband drove back down 
to Anaheim again. This time around, the medications 
Ty was on for ADHD and anxiety disqualifi ed him from 
being admitted to the Salvation Army’s program. And he 
didn’t have a medical waiver from a doctor to come off the 
medications. There weren’t any residential treatment beds 
available in the SLO area at the time, and no one from the 
county had told Lacey or her husband that Ty would be 
denied by the Salvation Army.
  “It remains to me a real frustration that the county 
would discharge someone to deliver them to a program 
that’s not going to accept him in the condition he’s in,” 
Lacey said.
 Finally, Ty found a spot at a program in Santa Cruz 
called New Life Services. As part of rehab, Ty got a 
job and worked at the local Goodwill warehouse. On 
Mother’s Day that year, 2016, Ty sent his mom a card 
saying that she inspired him.
  “As he got clean, the kid I knew started to come back,” 
Lacey said.
 Then, a friend used Ty’s nicotine vaping device inside 
the rehab facility, which isn’t allowed. Both Ty and his 
friend were kicked out. Ty was told he could re-apply 
within fi ve days. His parents put him up in a hotel room 
for a night until he could stay with a coworker who had 
offered their couch the following day. He got paid and 
reimbursed his mom for the room via Facebook.
  “I was terrifi ed of what could go on in that motel 
room,” Lacey said. “Like all people being discharged 
from jail or rehab, you’re in danger of relapsing.”
 The next night Ty stayed on his coworker’s couch at 
her family’s home. By morning, he was dead.
 His friend’s husband found Ty passed out on the fl oor 
in the middle of the night in the midst of an overdose. The 
couple was from South America and didn’t speak much 
English, and the man couldn’t fi gure out what was wrong 
with Ty and put him back on the couch. When they found 
Ty dead in the morning, the couple called the police.
 It was close to noon on a Saturday morning and Lacey 
was pulling weeds in the front yard. She noticed a police 
car drive by. They live on a dead-end street so not much 
traffi c goes by.
  “ ‘Thank God I don’t have to worry that they’re coming 
to my house,’” Lacey said she thought to herself. “And 
then I saw them stop and turn around, and then I knew. 
They pretty much had to pick me up and carry me into 
the house.”

Do less harm
For more than a decade after my dad died, it seemed 

pretty cut and dry to me: Either you’re using or you’re 
sober. I’ve never done heroin. One hit and I was sure I’d 
fall in between the cracks to where no one could fi nd me, 
just like my dad did years ago. 
 But I know now that addiction, sobriety, and recovery 
are nuanced. A lot of people spend much of their lives 
in those in-between places. Meeting people where they 
are is an idea that Katie Grainger wishes more people 
would consider. Until recently, she worked as an overdose 
prevention educator for the county and on the Naloxone 
Action Team for the SLO Opioid Safety Coalition.
  “There’s people who sort of believe in the Darwinian 
theory of addiction, but I think the thing that will help 
is just bringing back humanity,” Grainger said. “With 
addiction there is a vilifi cation and even a romanticism 
attached to it, and that can be a problem.”
 Preventing overdoses is personal for Grainger. Her 
ex-husband and the father of her young son is currently 
incarcerated on drug-related charges and was sentenced 

to nine years. He’s eligible for parole in 2023. After the two 
divorced and Grainger was diagnosed with cancer, she said, 
he once overdosed on heroin fi ve times in the span of two 
months. She knows he’s only alive today because people 
in his life had access to naloxone, also known as Narcan. 
The drug is an opioid reversal medication that can save the 
lives of people in the throes of a deadly heroin overdose. The 
idea is that if people can just stay alive long enough, they’ll 
eventually be able to pursue treatment. 
  “You have to kind of accept people as they are,” 
Grainger said. “Abstinence isn’t going to work for 
everyone. Pursue everything.”
 Although naloxone was approved by the FDA for use 
during opioid overdoses in 1971, it remains controversial. 
The SLO Bangers Syringe Exchange estimates that 
since they started distributing naloxone for free in 2017, 
there have been 171 overdose reversals in the county. 
  “The stigma is that they have character fl aws, that 
this is a moral failure,” said Lois Petty, site manager for 
the exchange. “Addiction is complicated. People want to 
demonize people who use drugs. Our drug policies are 
not effective. How does incarcerating somebody who has 
lost the will to see any kind of happiness help?”
 And therein lies the root of the problem for people like 
Petty, Grainger, and other advocates for harm reduction: 
We treat drug addiction like the crime we’ve deemed it to 
be rather than the disease it actually is. 
  “Our county jail is our largest detox facility,” Grainger 
said. “Instead of criminalizing people, we should work 
on healing society and work on creating a world that’s 
worth living in for those who are suffering. And that’s a 
lot harder to do; that takes everyone. Some people can’t 
completely give up everything.”
 Ideally, Petty said that the people who come to the 
needle exchange in SLO every Wednesday would be able 
to inject their drugs on-site, in a safe space. But she knows 
that’s a long way from happening on the Central Coast, 
even though San Francisco opened the fi rst safe injection 
site in the country on July 1. While the idea is brand new 
in the U.S., facilities like Vancouver’s Insite have seen 
no overdose fatalities on its premises since opening in 
2003. The clinic does not supply any drugs. Medical staff 
is present to provide addiction treatment, mental health 
assistance, and fi rst aid in the event of an overdose or 
wound. Last year, Insite recorded 175,464 visits.
 But providing a space to allow people to put illegal 
drugs into their bodies doesn’t sit well with everyone. 
Even a few years ago, I would have vehemently opposed 
the idea of the drug that killed my dad being freely used 
in a hospital-like setting. But I’m 28 years old now, just 
seven years younger than my dad was when he died. 

One day, I will have been on this Earth longer than he 
was. The closer I get to 35, the more I wonder. Had there 
been a facility like Insite in SLO County in 1996 or had 
naloxone been distributed to heroin users the way it is 
now, my father might still be alive today. The wisp of 
that idea, of what could have been, is just too emotionally 
powerful not to consider. 
  “Part of the solution is to stop treating addiction like 
it’s something horrible,” Petty said. “Harm reduction is 
treatment. We want people to be safe. We want people to 
be alive. They know we care about them. We value them, 
but we’re not trying to fi x them.”

The other side
About a year after my father died, in October 1997, my 

mom (who now goes by Stacy Smith) read an article in 
the SLO Telegram Tribune (known today as simply The 
Tribune) that really upset her. It was an Associated Press 
wire story about a grandmother in Ventura who worked as 
a prostitute to make enough money to keep buying heroin 
to feed her addiction. The article ran in the same issue 
as an ad my mother had paid to run in the paper on the 
anniversary of my dad’s death, featuring a family photo of 
me as a toddler with my parents on vacation, before they 
had divorced, with the words, “The surviving family of 
Michael Cooley would like to remind you that drug abuse 
doesn’t just kill addicts. It kills sons, dads, brothers, friends, 
families, and probably someone you’ve known and loved. 
We wish Michael were here today and drugs were not.”
 That photo from my mom’s ad now sits in my living room, 
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FINDING MEANING Sandy Wortley stands in front of Bryan’s 
House, a residential treatment facility for women struggling with 

substance abuse. Wortley runs the home that she named after her 
son, Bryan, who died in 2010 after struggling with an opioid addiction. 

A LEGACY Sandy Wortley’s son, Bryan (center), left 
behind two children when he died in 2010 after battling 
an addiction to opioids. Wortley opened Bryan’s House, 
a residential treatment facility for women struggling with 
substance abuse, in her son’s memory. 

GONE TOO SOON New Times Arts Editor Ryah Cooley (left), 
as a young child with her parents Stacy and Michael Cooley. Her 

father died from a heroin overdose in Paso Robles in 1996. This family 
photo ran as an anti-drug ad in the then SLO Telegram Tribune. 
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