Mesquite family unable to save teen from drugs
Seeking help, family found only dead ends
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MESQUITE – The walls inside the cold, dark drainage tunnel at Town East Park are filled with spray-painted goodbyes to Keith Witherspoon. 

The spot, just a couple of miles from his family's home, is where the 17-year-old used heroin for the last time, and the place where he died. 
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Stacy and David Witherspoon's son, Keith, died recently of an overdose in a dark drainage tunnel. 

Paramedics found him there unconscious on Nov. 1 after another youth at the scene called 911, according to police reports. Keith was pronounced dead soon afterward at Mesquite Community Hospital. 

Local police, school and treatment officials recently raised concerns about the growing use of black tar heroin among middle and high school students, particularly in northwest Dallas. It is often combined with Tylenol PM and sold cheaply to snort as a powder, known as "cheese." 

It is unknown how many youths may have died from overdoses of the drug in 2006 because the Dallas County medical examiner does not keep track of that information, but Keith is the first Dallas-area youth publicly known to have died of a heroin overdose since the "cheese" concerns were raised. His family said he did mix the drug with Tylenol PM, along with other downers. 

David Witherspoon, Keith's father, has visited the drainage channel several times as he tries to make sense of how his boy ended up dying there. 

"I just come down here," he said as he broke down in tears. "I guess I come back looking for closure." 

Keith had struggled for a year with his addiction to heroin, which he told his family he "did not want to want anymore," said Stacy Witherspoon, his stepmother. 

And his family did not know what to do. His parents said they faced a series of dead ends as they tried to navigate the public system that provides substance abuse treatment. The family tried to help him stay off drugs at home after he was referred to a residential treatment center but was turned away because it was full. Officials with the treatment center and the public system said they could not comment on the case. 

Dallas has only three licensed private youth residential treatment centers serving the region, with a total of 58 beds, and they are struggling to keep up with the demand from increased heroin use. 

Keith's battle 
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Keith Witherspoon 

Keith loved to clown around and make people laugh. He was best known by his childhood nickname, "Tooter," which is blanketed on the memorials inside the drainage tunnel. 

"We love you, Tooter." "RIP Tooter." 

"When he was born, we called him little Tooterbug, and it just stuck," Mr. Witherspoon said. 

Keith's sister, Kandace Dotson, 13, said her brother would sing to entertain her. 

"He was a goof," she said. "Whatever he did, he did it to make you happy." 

The brother and sister loved to share fajitas and watch favorite movies such as Slingblade and Forrest Gump, she said. 

Keith's parents said his life changed after he was cut from the school football team in 10th grade because of poor grades. Without the structure of football, Keith started partying, they said. He soon was grounded for his falling grades. 

Eventually, Keith quit going to school and moved out of the house to live with other relatives and then friends in the area. At one point, Keith was living with a friend in Terrell and working at a Waffle House. 

His older sister, Krystal Dotson, 19, said she urged him to come home. 

"I said, 'You have a home; why don't you come back?' " she said. "I told him I loved him. I told him he needs to come home." 

Keith finally came home in February, and he seemed intent to get his life back in order. He started going back to school and later planned to get a GED. 

But family members realized he had other problems. 

"One day I said, 'Something's wrong with you,' " Mrs. Witherspoon said. "I said, 'You can't be sick like this all the time. I'm going to take you to the doctor.' " 

Finally, Keith admitted he was using heroin mixed with Tylenol PM and other downers, such as hydrocodone. He had started taking things from home and selling them to buy drugs, Mrs. Witherspoon said of his up to $80-a-day addiction. 

"He said, 'I never wanted to hurt anyone, but the pain, it physically hurts so bad, you do whatever you need to get your drugs,' " she said. 

Looking for treatment 

Heroin withdrawal can be especially difficult, causing vomiting, body aches, sleeplessness and irritability, according to drug treatment experts. 

Keith's parents took him to one treatment hospital but were told it was full. Then he was admitted to Timberlawn Mental Health System, a Dallas psychiatric and substance abuse treatment facility, where he went through detox Oct. 3-7, according to medical records provided by the family. 

After that, Keith was released and given a follow-up appointment two days later at a residential rehab center called The Holmes Street Foundation and another at Dallas MetroCare Services. Timberlawn officials would not discuss the case, citing privacy reasons. 

Mr. Witherspoon said Holmes Street did not have a bed for Keith. The family said Keith did not receive outpatient treatment, either. A Holmes Street official would not discuss the case, citing privacy laws. Keith talked to a counselor from Dallas MetroCare, a mental health provider that does not offer substance abuse treatment, two weeks after his release, his parents said. 

A spokesman for ValueOptions, the managed care company that runs public mental health and substance abuse treatment services for the state, said the system does not have a waiting list for those deemed to need treatment. He said he could not discuss Keith's case or explain why he did not get into a residential facility. 

The period after detox can be a critical time for patients, treatment experts said. After detox, patients often have just started to feel better and may have the highest motivation to continue treatment, said Michael Hathcoat, director of Phoenix Houses of Texas, which runs the Phoenix Academy. But that can wear off quickly. 

"The pull, the lure of the drug, all the things people see as positives about it, is relentless," Mr. Hathcoat said. 

Struggling at home 

Without immediate help available, Keith's family kept a close watch on him at home for nearly a month. 

The parents did not allow Keith to have friends over, and Mrs. Witherspoon said she stayed up late at night until he fell asleep. During his struggle, Keith repeatedly watched the hard-edged A&E reality show about addiction, Intervention. He also visited with his pastor for support. 

"He kept trying, and he kept trying," Mrs. Witherspoon said. 

Mr. Witherspoon said he talked to his son about his own recovery from addiction to methamphetamine. He said he has been open with his kids about his past, and it was difficult to watch his son go through a similar battle. 

"You know what he's feeling," Mr. Witherspoon said. He believes that his son tried drugs under peer pressure and that he, like others, did not realize how difficult it can be to stop. 

One night during that month at home, Keith snuck out and came back high, Mrs. Witherspoon said. 

Finally, Keith had an appointment for an assessment at Phoenix Academy scheduled for Oct. 30 – nearly a month after he was released from detox. 

But the Saturday before, he ran away. 

He phoned Mrs. Witherspoon's mother, Judy Arrington, whom he called Grandma, that weekend and said he was hungry. Ms. Arrington said she told him she would not give him money. 

"You try to play tough love," she said. "You think you're doing the right thing." 

The family did not hear more until police delivered the horrible news the next day of Keith's death. 

Mr. Witherspoon said he believes that Keith may have lived if treatment had been available earlier. He said he's appalled at the lack of facilities available, especially for people in the public substance abuse treatment system. 

"The state's building all these prisons," Mr. Witherspoon said. "Why aren't they building more rehab centers?" 

More than 400 people attended Keith's standing-room-only funeral Nov. 10 at Tree of Life Lutheran Church in Garland. Keith was buried in a Washington Redskins jersey, No. 26 after his favorite player, Clinton Portis. Many who signed the guest book remarked on the teen's blue eyes and "goofy personality," Mrs. Witherspoon said. 

Keith's family took comfort in comments from some of the young people who knew their son. 

"There were so many kids who said to us, 'I'm going to get help,' " Mrs. Witherspoon said. 

The family set up a memorial fund for Keith to help other families do just that. The fund will help parents take time off from work to take their children to treatment, because, Mrs. Witherspoon said, "these kids cannot stop on their own." 

"I don't want to see another parent lose a baby," she said. 

