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Raising three daughters just outside of Phoenix,
Ronda and Bob Loon thought they did everything
right. Bob, a businessman, made time to volunteerin
his girls’ classrooms and coach their sports teams.
“Never missed a game,” he says. Ronda, a stay-at-
home mom, was a constant at school events and
plannedher kids’sleepovers and birthday parties. But
once their youngest daughter, Michaela, graduated
high school, they couldn’t keep her from falling for
“bad guys” or the drugs they sometimes offered her.
By age 19, Michaela had become a single mom to son
Ryder and addicted to meth and heroin. “In the blink
of an eye, things changed,” says Ronda. With both of
the boy’s parents in and out of rehab, it’s “Grammy”
and “Pop”who Ryder, now 4, snuggles with in bed at

night—"“hesleepswith his hand on one of us, a security 4 3 B e
thing,” says Ronda, 57—while she and Bob, 54 w()rr-v 7 ‘ e
g.” says Ronda, 57 $ b, 54, 3 Ronda says she
about starting fresh as parents to a preschooler, “We and Bob now “can’t
think about howold we’ll be when Ryder starts school ; PRt - _'"':agi"e life”
and whether Bob will be physically able to coach L ] Y Ryderin
\ \ o their care,

Ryder’s sports teams,” admits Ronda.“It’s like he’s
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of exposure to drugs and alcohol—can be over-
whelming. “We pray alot,” says Madison Heights,
Mich., homemaker Pamela Wentzel, 60. Wentzel
is now “Mom”to her 5-year-old grandson Jackson,
who suffers severe behavioral and developmental
problems related to his mother’s opioid use while
pregnant. “We have to depend on God to get us
through this,” says Wentzel, “because we can’t do
it on our own strength.”
oe

Grandparents, even though older and sometimes on
fixed incomes, offer the children of addicts a far
better shot at a future than non-relative foster
parents, says Donna Butts, executive director of
(enerations United, a Washington, D.C.-based

family advocacy group. “Grandparents provide
this protective web of love and roots and hope,”
says Butts, “whereas children who come into the
foster-care system orinto the care of law enforce-
mentlose that sense of connection with their fam-
ily and who they are and who loves them.” The
problem, she says, is the lack of institutional sup-
port for grandparents who step up. Although Con-
gress, for 2018 and '19, provided $40 million to
isting grandparents and other
“kinship” caregivers, Butts says much more is
needed: “Grandparents are the safety net for the
children as welfare and law-enforcement officials
move on to other aspects of the opioid crisis.”
Jacqueline Elm, of Kalispell, Mont., came face-
to-face with that cruel reality in 2003 when she
pushed herwayinto the home where her daughter
Heather’s two toddlers were staying with their dad.
Jacqueline found her grandson Caleb, then 4, and
granddaughter Fury, notyet 2, shutalone in abed-

state programs

room. Fury’s legs were covered in dog bites. Nei-
ther the father nor Heather, whose opioid and
heroin use Jacqueline traces to her daughter’s use
of migraine medication, were with the children. “I
ook them both and drove to a CPS counseling
facility,” she says. “They handed me some blankets

and some paperwork and said, ‘Here you go."”
Just like that the now-59-year-old mother of

five adult children was starting again with two lit-

tle ones, who, due to drug exposure in the womb,

art of Life

Before moving in with his grandparents when he was almost 10, Dominic (center)
witnessed his mom’s descent into drug addiction, says Cathy Overfield. “He saw
drug deals and drug use. As he reminisces now, he'll say, ‘l could've turned out to be
oneof the kids on the street or like So-and-So who we watched get arrested.’”
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“‘Unless You Walk in Qur Shoes, You Can’t Judge Us’

Crenshaw says her daughter Tay‘lor (cer[ter,inset, with Madison) was tortured by her addiction and just couldn’t escape. After she fatally OD'din
2016, “the comments | got were, ‘Why didn’t you stop her? Shame on you,'” Crenshaw recalls. “Now, when | look at Madison, | see so much hope.

struggle with anxiety, mental healthissues, learn-
ing disabilities and speech deficits—and were
joined soon enoughbya baby sister, Ella. “We have
drained our retirement savings to raise these chil-
dren,” Jacqueline says. To keep up with the bills,
her husband, Stephen, 76, a retired Air Force col-
onel, worked at Lowe’s until recently, when he
started to need a wheelchair. “He worked,” Jac-
queline says, “until he couldn’t work anymore.”
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With two grown daughters struggling with addic-
tion and six grandchildren in need of a stable
home, bricklayer Don Murray, 52, commutes
180 miles round-trip to work in Cleveland every
day. “We live check to check,” says hishomemaker
wife, Beth, 50. The Loudonville, Ohio, couple’ssav-
ings for a new car went to three sets of bunkbeds.
And if one of the kids—who range in age from 4 to
13—volunteers tobring cookies toaschool celebra-
tion, it can set back the family’s whole food budget.
“Itrytosave alittle bit for those extras,” says Beth.
“Idon’t want them to feel left out.” Already the
children have been teased and stigmatized, Beth
says. “One child said, “Yeah I heard aboutyour
mom, she’s a drug addict and should've died” My
grandson came home and burst into tears.”

The taunt’s truth makesitall the more cruel. ‘T
haven't slept since August of 2015, worTying.”says
Beth. That was when herdaughterSarnantha, 28.
developed an addiction after taking pain meds for
the C-section delivery of her son Jaxon. “Next
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‘Drug
addiction
is still
considered
shameful,
soalotof
us sufferin
silence’
—FELICIA
CRENSHAW

”

thing I know it’s full-blown addiction, and you
think, “That’s certain death,’” says Beth. She and
Don now have custody of Jaxon, 4, his brother
Darrell, 9, and the four children of her older
daughter, Heather, 32. Finding support at Nar-
Anon meetings with other parents, Beth wants
others tounderstand that addicts aren’t bad peo-
ple. “We were a happy family, active in our kids’
lives,” she says. “There’s no worse feeling than
watching your child disappear before your eyes.”

That’s how it was, too, for Cathy and Gary Over-
field, both 64, who took custody of their grandson
Dominic in 2012, when he was almost 10, His
mother, their daughter Amy, had never even
touched alcohol, Cathy says. Butwhen Amy’s mar-
riage fell apart, “she fell apart withit.” Amy fatally
overdosed on opioids in 2015 at age 41.

While grieving her daughter, Cathyalso mourns
all that Dominic’s been deprived. “At 16, he'smore
mature than some 30-year-old men I know. He
saw a pretty ugly part of life, and now he doesn’t
have grandparents who get to spoil him and cud-
dle and snuggle,” she says. “We have to discipline
and check the homework.”

Homework duty is still years away—but already
aworry—for Felicia Crenshaw who, at 53, is now
the only mother her 4-year-old granddaughter
Madison has. The child was just 22 months old
when her mother, Crenshaw’s daughter Taylor, 21,
diedofan overdose. A neighbor found the baby sit-
tingon Taylor’sdeadbody. “Yougrieve forthewhat-
ifs” says Crenshaw, afinancial professional whono

January 21,2019 PEOPLE 69

Scanned by CamScanner




-

¥ Jacqueline ar;d Steph;n 7,

Elm with (from left),

&

Caleb, Ellaand Fury. Inset: Ml

=
P

/

§ A
)

How Ca et'l
Jacqueline Elm says her parenting style has “changed tremendously.” She says she
individual passions—Caleb’s for mechanics and Fury’s for animals—‘“to tap into their

longer sees retirement in her future. “Peer pres- S0 good
sure, bullying, dating, driving a car—I’ll be going rthe ds
back through all of that.” She also worries about T
worryingtoo much. “Idonot want Madison to grow e Y
up andlook back on herlife and say, ‘All T remember Tiasan d
of my Nana is that she was sad a lot and cried a lot. ndpas

I'want to be a champion for Madison.” s
Constant fear of relapse by their grown children

breeds a tough love necessary to protect their

grandchildren. For Beth Murray, that means she

afe house”’
—JACQUELINE
ELM

He Needed Support and Love’
The Wentzels took Jackson home when he was 1 month old—born with
neonatal abstinence syndrome to their daughter Stephanie—and adopted him in
2016.“Jackson was alone,” Pamela says. “l jumped in and said Il take him.”
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and husband Stephen encourage and support ea'ch c.huld s
uniqueness, versus just letting them go with their friends.

stocks at-home urine tests for her daughters, one
of whom isstill in treatment. The otheris arecent
program graduate. “I’ll pop a drug test on them
myself,” Beth says. “I have their children here, and
I'm not going to jeopardize them for nobody, not
even my own children.”

Michaela Loon, who spoke to People over the
summer but has since relapsed and returned to
treatment, knows her own parents’ tough love. “Tt
sucked having my parents yank Ryder away from
me,” she says, “but I'm super- grateful for it. It
meant he wasn't dragged along in my addiction,
seeinghorrible things while T was gettinghigh.” Her
parents now volunteer with a needle-exchange
program, and Ronda Loon also runs a website for
moms ofaddicts and has taken ajob at a rehab facil-
ity. “We went through the anger and the ‘How did
this happen?” says Ronda. “Then we asked our-
selves, ‘How are we going to get through this? My
way was to get involved with helping other addicts”

Nearly 15 years after taking in her daughter’s
children, Jacqueline Elm too has found new pur-
pose in her unexpected situation, She went back
toschool forabachelor’s degree in social work and
a license in addiction-counseling education,
upending what she and Stephen once envisioned
for their so-called golden years, “We'll fantasize for
afewminutes, ‘Oh, we could be lying on the beach
with margaritas, and then we Jo) at each other
and go, “Yeah, how boring,~ says Jacqueline.
“What we feel when we see the kids succeeding,
safe and laughing—that is everything” ¢
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