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Alysa Ivy's fatal overdose
at 21 has made her one of
the faces of a grim epidemic

BY DEBORAH SONTAG

aren Hale averts her eyes when she drives past
the Super 8 motel in Hudson, Wisconsin, where
her 21-year-old daughter, Alysa Ivy, died of a
heroin overdose last May. She’s thought about
asking if she could lie on the bed in Room 223,
where Alysa’s body was found. .

But Hale isn’t ready—just as she’s not ready to dismantle
her daughter’s bedroom, where an uncapped red lipstick sits
on the dresser and a teddy bear on the bed.

“My son asked me not to make a shrine for her,” she says. -
«“But I don’t know what to do with her room. I guess on some
: level I'm still waiting for her to come home.” '

Alysa lv, 2 1' : When the actor Philip Seymour Hoffman died with a needle
died of a heroin ,, o S o in his arm in New York in February, Hale thought first about his
| overdose last year. e ' o mother, then his children. Few’ understand the way addiction
— mangles families, she says. Perhaps it took Hoffman’s death from
a mixture of heroin and other drugs to “wake up America to all
I the no-names who passed away before him.”
. ‘ There have been many in recent years. The use of heroin
in the U.S. has doubled since 2007. Almost all of it comes
across the border from Mexico into the Southwest (see box,

WATCH A VIDEO In Maine, a Growing | p. 10), and it has now wormed its way into many unsus-
Heroin Menace . : - 7
- pecting communities far from the border. Alysa’s death was
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believed to be the seventh fatal heroin overdose in eight
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months in Hudson,.a town of 13,000 near Minneapolis.

According to Alysa’s death certificate, a mix of drugs was
to blame for her death. “Alysa was a heroin abuser, and her
addiction to drugs killed her,” says Patty Schachtner, the coun-
ty medical examiner. .

“It’s a tight-knit community, and these kids all knew
each other,” Schachtner says of those who
overdosed. “They were not what you might
expect. They were not the faces of heroin
addiction we see on television.”

Heroin Deaths Triple .

Nationally, those faces are getting young-
er. The most recent federal data show more
than 19,000 opioid drug deaths in 2010, with
3,100 involving heroin and the rest painkill-
ers. Eighty-eight percent of those who died
from heroin were white, half were younger
than 34, and almost a fifth were ages 15 to 24.
Heroin deaths of teenagers and young adults
tripled from 2000 to 2010.

And those statistics lag behind heroin’s resur-
gence over the last few years, as crackdowns
on pill mills have made painkillers harder to get
and new formulations have made them harder
to abuse. Painkillers remain a far larger prob-
lem, but the amount of heroin seized ‘on the

; o 'Oftén injected,'
heroin is a highly
addictive drug.

trafficked every week and there’s been a sharp rise in overdoses
and deaths. Governor Peter Shumlin says the state is in a “full-
blown heroin crisis.” . ’

In Wisconsin, heroin seizures, arrests, and deaths have
risen sharply. The first heroin fatality in Hudson occurred
about three years ago, says Detective Sgt. Geoff Willems of the
Hudson police, and “it was pretty surprising.”

Phil Drewiske, 23, says he bears some
responsibility for introducing heroin to the
town. He started abusing painkillers sto-
len from his friend’s grandfather’s medicine
cabinet at 13 and discovered heroin at 16, he
says, “at a time when people portrayed it as a
dirty drug for homeless people.”

He would buy heroin from Mexican deal-
ers in Minneapolis, who gave him a prepaid
cellphone and “chirped” him when his order
was ready, he says. He then sold it in Hudson.

“I was getting heroin for these people, and
even if it wasn’t their first time, it was close,”
says Drewiske, who embraced recovery in prison
after five overdoses and a dozen failed treatment
programs. “Being the one who enabled that is
pretty humbling. You get a guilty conscience,
even though they made a decision.”

.Drewiske was speaking in Hale’s immac-
ulate kitchen. Since her daughter’s death,

Mexican border more than tripled from 2008 to
2012, as Mexican traffickers moved much more
heroin into the United States.

The problem is particularly severe in

Celebrity Deaths:

Actors Philip Seymour Hoffman
and Cory Monteith died of
overdoses involving heroin.

Hale has befriended Drewiske and some of
her daughter’s “user friends” in an effort to
understand Alysa’s “dark, secret world.”

Her daughter’s habit began “like most kids

Vermont, where $2 million worth of heroin is

in this town, at the pad of a doctor,” says Hale.
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After her high school graduation, Alysa had her wisdom teeth
eéxtracted, and the dentist prescribed OxyContin, a potent pain-
killer. An outgoing, free-spirited artist who found Hudson
boring after a childhood in Dallas, Texas, Alysa developed an
addiction, and moved on to heroin.

Heroin is derived from poppies. Ironically, it was flI'St man-
ufactured in 1898 by the Bayer pharmaceutical company as a
treatment for tuberculosis and a remedy for morphine addic-
tion. It turned out to be even more addictive—and deadly.

“It’s highly addictive and extraordinarily difficult to kick,”
says Dawn Dearden of the Drug Enforcement Administration
(D.E.A.). “People die from heroin withdrawal.”

'Something Beyond Her Control”

Despite her addiction, Alysa was moderately function-
al in the outside world, holding down jobs at Walmart and
Subway and maintaining a serious if stormy relationship
with her boyfriend. At home, though, she constantly locked
horns with her mother. (Her father died in 2008.)

“She screamed, lied to me constantly, and stole everything

that wasn’t locked up or nailed down—my jewelry, my TV, my

; 'Mexman'.cartels beqan takmg over by undercuttlnq
; _‘tthelr competrtlo it They lowered prices and used fewer
“additives to attract more ‘customers. "
" "The herom now IS a'much purer product whrch
makes it much more danqerous," says Dawn Dearden i
oftheDEAev»‘ : : :
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clothes, my pots and pans,” Hale says. “It felt like such a viola-
tion, but what do you do? Do you call the police on your own
child? She was always trying to stop it. She knew how deeply it
was hurting me. She would leave me sweet little riotes. But then
she would disappear for days, crash a car, tell me she hated me.
“She was in the grip of something beyond her control, but
I would get angry and I would feel shame,” Hale adds. “My
friends would be bragging to me about their kids’ getting
accepted to college, and what was I _supposed to say? ‘She
only put one needle in her arm today’?” ’
Occasionally, Alysa would drop her guard. Once, Hale
found her sobbing, arguing with her reflection in the bathroom
mirror: “You are an addict! But I don’t want to be an addict!”
Eventually, Hale did call the police, and her daughter was
arrested on a charge of disorderly conduct. She had other.
encounters with the law too, and this got her help: a short stint
in detox, courtesy of the county. But the government wouldn’t
pay for inpatient treatment, and Hale, who didn’t have health
insurance, couldn’t afford to send her daughter an hour away to
Hazelden, one of thie best-known rehab programs in the country.
still, after the detox, in early 2013, Alysa abstained from
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Vermont

A bag of heroin that sells for $6 in New
York can cost $40 in Vermont, which
helps explain why $2 miltion worth of

herom is trafflcked in the state every week

The U.S.~Mexico Border
The amount of heroin seized
at the border has nearly -

quadrupled since 2008.
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heroin for 64 days. During that perlod Hale was shuttling
to Michigan to care for her alhng mother. In mid-May, she
answered the phone there. Her son, Collin Ivy, said: “Mom,

are you sitting down? You need to. It’s bad, Mama. It’s Alysa.”
She’d been shooting up with other junkies at the Siiper 8

motel. When she collapsed, no one called 911 because they
feared being arrested. Instead they ﬂed leaving her alone in
the motel room to die.

Becoming an Activist

Her death prompted her mother to begm a quest to under-
stand Alysa’s addiction. She grilled Alysa’s friends and
retraced her steps, even visiting underground “rig hubs,”
injection centers where addicts use clean needles and have
access to naloxone, a medication for overdoses.

Gradually, Hale says, her fear and judgmental attitude
about addiction have given way to compassion and activ-
ism. Never before political, she has now testified at the State
Capitol in Madison, pushing strategies to help-addicts. She’s
working for a Good Samaritan law that would grant limited
immunity from drug prosecutions to those who call 911 or
otherwise help an overdose victim.

She has also taken several young addicts under her wing,
coaching them on how to reveal their problems to their par-
ents, preaching to them about safe needles and naloxone,
and giving them an ear.

Karen Hale .
in her daughter
Alysa's bedroom

: ‘Whal do you do'-‘ Do you call Ihe
police on your own child?’

“I will not give them money,” Hale says. “I will not let
them come to my home. If they are hungry, I will meet them
at McDonald’s. I'll take them to a clinic to be assessed, drive
them to a treatment hospital.

“It soothes some of the guift, fills some of the void,” she"

says. “Basically, I wish there had been [someone like me]. out
there helping my daughter.” e

Deborah Sontag is an-investigative reporter for The New York Times.
Additional reporting by Fatricia Smith.
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