
Fence approved
Homeless to be kept out of the library when closed
By LESTER R. DAILEY

CLEARWATER – Libraries tend to attract the
homeless because they’re warm in the winter,
cool in the summer, dry on rainy days and pro-
vide a safe, comfortable place to read, snooze or
use the restroom. And when the library closes
and the sun goes down, the homeless don’t go
far. Many of them just find a place to sleep on the
library property. In the case of Clearwater’s Main
Library, that might be in the bushes, under the
overhang near the main entrance, or even on the
roof of the pump house in the parking lot.

The Clearwater Library Foundation decided
that something needed to be done, so it suggested
building a fence around the library’s front en-
trance that could be locked at night. In April, Bar-
bara Pickell, the city’s library director, presented
preliminary sketches of the proposed fence to the
Clearwater City Council, which promptly turned
thumbs-down on them. The council members
thought the fence, with its vertical black bars,
had all the charm of a maximum-security prison.

Pickell said that experts say people tend to look
through black bars and see whatever is behind
them, but the council members weren’t con-
vinced. They sent Pickell back to the drawing
board,

In the meantime, Alexander Lamis, an architect
in the firm of Robert A.M. Stern, the New York ar-
chitect who designed the eight-year-old library,
heard about the proposed fence. He sent Pickell a
curt email saying that putting a fence around the
library would give a “cage-like appearance for
what was and should be an open and welcoming
entrance.”

At the City Council’s July 30 work session,

Pickell brought back new sketches that the coun-
cil members liked much better than the previous
proposed ones. The teal-colored fence was a big
improvement over the black prison bars, they
said. But there were still problems. For one thing,
the words “Clearwater Public Library” over the
gate violated the city’s sign code. Once again,
Pickell was told to tweak the plan.

This time, the council members liked what they
saw. The 8-foot-high teal bars will remain, but the
library name has been removed from the curved
arch above the gates, which matches the curve of
the roof. A similar fence will be erected around
the terrace on the west side of the library, a fa-
vorite gathering spot for the homeless.

Advocates for the homeless have objected to
fencing off the library at night, but City Manager
Bill Horne compared it to locking the gates to Sta-
tion Square Park, another favorite hangout for the
homeless, at night.

‘It closes at a certain time of night,” Horne said.
“It’s locked up. It stays in a condition that’s us-
able to all the members of the public who might
have a reason to go there.”

With the fence pretty much a done deal, the
councilmembers had to decide whether to keep
the concrete entryway or replace it with decora-
tive pavers similar to those used in the Cleveland
Street beautification project. The council decided
that because the concrete in the entryway already
has a decorative design impressed in it, the minor
aesthetic improvement the pavers might provide
wouldn’t be worth the extra cost. The council
members unanimously voted on Aug. 2 to keep
the concrete entryway and reduce the approved
amount for the project from $188,921 to
$127,117.

Editor’s note: This is the first
segment in a series about the
war on synthetic drugs in Pinel-
las County. The series continues
next week.

By SUZETTE PORTER

Three years ago, it was pre-
scription drugs. Today, local of-
ficials are on the front lines of
an emerging new war. This time
the enemy is synthetic drugs,
commonly marketed as bath
salts and herbal incense or pot-
pourri.

The names sound innocent
enough, but these products
sold under brand names such
as K2, Spice and Ivory White,
are as dangerous as the street
drugs they’re designed to
mimic, officials say. Product la-
bels warn that they’re not for
human consumption, but peo-
ple are using them anyway to
get a “legal” high.

Paul Melton, an investigator
for Pinellas County’s Justice
and Consumer Services Depart-
ment, is concerned about the
many nuances involved in what
could be the next epidemic
menacing local communities.

He’s most worried about the
youth, who are taking drugs
made from unknown com-
pounds at a time when their
brains are still developing.

According to the Office of
Adolescent Health, a division of
the U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services, one in
nine high school seniors report-
ed using synthetic marijuana in
the past year, making it one of
the most frequently mentioned,
second only to marijuana.

“Poison Control tells us that
calls are increasing and over
half of them are youth-oriented
calls,” Melton said during a re-
cent interview with Tampa Bay
Newspapers.

Two basic types of synthetics
drugs are currently on the

radar. One is bath salts or de-
signer cathinones, which are
stimulants, advertised as syn-
thetic speed or promising a co-
caine-like high. The second is
synthetic cannabinoids, a large
family of chemicals similar to
THC, the active ingredient in
marijuana, which are supposed
to be relaxing and provide a
calming effect.

People are being lulled into a
false sense of safety thinking
these new alternatives are OK
to use because they are readily
available, unlike their illegal
counterparts.

But these drugs are very dan-
gerous, Melton said. No one
knows what’s in them and the
composition can vary with each
batch since there are no quality
controls in the manufacturing
process.

For example, he recently
talked to a mother of a woman
addicted to synthetic marijua-
na. Her daughter, who has a 3-
year-old daughter of her own, is
now making the drug. Melton
explains that the manufactur-
ing process involves mixing
chemical compounds together
and then spraying them on veg-
etative materials to look like
marijuana – weed.

Melton got involved when he
was told that the daughter was
crushing up Xanax pills and
putting them in her mix.

Melton’s job for Justice and
Consumer Services is regula-
tion of clinics that write a high
number of prescriptions for cer-
tain classes of pharmaceuticals,
mostly pain medications. He is
also highly involved in pro-
grams that educate and try to
prevent drug problems. Xanax
is one of the regulated drugs.

He started looking deeper
into the problem and found an
alarming increase in the num-
ber of people calling the state
poison control centers in rela-
tion to synthetic cathinones,
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Hands Across the
Sand gets crowd

INDIAN ROCKS BEACH – A casual ob-
server on Indian Rocks Beach on Aug. 4
would have sensed that this was more
than your average day at the beach in
the Florida sunshine. The crowd seemed
to take up every square inch of sand,
and before noon people kept coming.

The attraction was the annual Hands
Across the Sand event. People are en-
couraged to come to the beach and at
high noon hold hands in a long line as a
symbolic gesture against offshore
drilling. Several hundred showed up and
the line stretched as far as the eye could
see.

... Page 3A.

COUNTY

Changes OK for
preservation code

CLEARWATER – Pinellas County Com-
missioners agreed 5-1 to approve staff’s
recommendations to change the historic
preservation code.

Commissioner Norm Roche voted no,
supported by a number of residents from
Palm Harbor, who are unhappy with a
companion change that some say takes
away local control. Commissioner John
Morroni left the meeting early.

... Page 9A.

Synthetic drugs: the dangers, the risks, the dilemma

Ballots arriving Mail ballots are all sent out, many received, and 188 more cast on first day of early voting. ... Page 9A.

‘A Chorus Line,’ ‘West Side Story,’ ‘Catch Me if
You Can’, others come to town. ... Page 3B.

Ruth Eckerd Hall
2012-2013 Broadway
season is unveiled
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Jules Burt is one of the artists chosen to decorate dolphins to go
on display at Pier 60. Her dolphin was installed on Aug. 6. Her
sponsor is Suncoast Hospice.

Dolphin art

Synthetic drugs, bath salts, herbal incense and potpourri, are professionally packaged under a variety of
brand names. Officials say the packaging makes people believe they’re safe to use.

bath salts, and in particular,
synthetic cannabinoids, herbal
incense.

In 2010, poison control cen-
ters received 252 calls regarding
synthetic marijuana. Sixteen
callers were from Pinellas. By
2011, the statewide number
had grown to 501 with 44
callers from Pinellas. For the
first five months of 2012, calls
from around the state totaled
249 with 25 from Pinellas.

The numbers are smaller for
bath salts, but the trend is the
same with a leap from 21 calls
statewide in 2010 to 154 in
2011. The number doubled in
Pinellas going from three in
2010 to six in 2011. Through
May of 2012, 39 calls had been
received statewide and two from
Pinellas.

“It’s a pattern of increase,”
Melton said, while pointing out
that the numbers do not in-
clude visits to emergency
rooms, reports to substance

abuse counselors or private
doctors.

Dr. Cynthia R. Lewis-
Younger, managing and medical
director for Florida Poison Infor-
mation Center in Tampa, agrees
that over the last two years, the
use of synthetic cathinones,
bath salts, and synthetic mari-
juana, K2 and Spice, have risen
in frequency.

“I think that is because of an
innovation in the way that dis-
tributors are seeking to provide
people with psychoactive sub-
stances,” she said. “They look
for substances that are not con-
trolled and package them as not
for human consumption. They
essentially are attempting to
stay one step ahead of law en-
forcement.”

She also agreed that the
numbers coming from the poi-
son information center “are an
underestimate of the true prob-
lem.”

“Physicians are not required

to report cases to the poison
centers, and users whose effects
are not recognized are also not
reported,” she said. “Users will
not report to us when they are
not concerned about the effects
they feel. The numbers we have
are only those severe enough to
be reported to the poison cen-
ters – usually because they
need emergency and/or critical
care.”

Illegal or not
Synthetic substances are ille-

gal in the state of Florida. Gov.
Rick Scott signed a law on
March 23, expanding the ban
on synthetic drugs and placing
more than 90 chemicals con-
tained in bath salts and syn-
thetic marijuana on the list of
Schedule I drugs, making pos-
session, sale and/or distribu-
tion a felony charge.

See DRUGS, page 4A

“The Bourne Legacy” expands the
Bourne universe created by Robert
Ludlum with an original story that
introduces a new hero (Jeremy Renner)
whose life-or-death stakes have been
triggered by the events of the first three
films.
... Page 1B.
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DRUGS, from page 1A

While the law is good, people
making the drugs are changing
the chemicals as fast as they’re
banned, Melton said. Products
have to be tested to find out if
they contain a chemical on the
ban list. If the lab can’t match
the chemical in the product, law
enforcement can’t make a case.

Melton admits it is frustrating
because it is easier for the man-
ufacturers to get a new chemi-
cal than it is to get a law
amended to add to the ban list.
The solution may be in a new
law Melton and other concerned
officials are working on that
would become more of a “living
document,” so changes to the
ban list could be made as soon
as new compounds are identi-
fied.

Despite state law, synthetic
drugs can be purchased readily
at local convenience stores,
smoke shops and online. They
come from China and India, as
well as local manufacturers.

Melton said businesses buy
from local suppliers who show
up and offer the product for
sale. No one knows what’s in it,
except maybe the manufactur-
ers, and there’s no guarantee
that the product under the
same label will be the same
from day to day. Chemicals im-
ported into the United States
are often mislabeled to avoid de-
tection. 

Targeting the youth
Melton said an even bigger

problem is the population that
suppliers most-often target –
the youth. Melton talked to a
convenience store owner in
Clearwater who sells the prod-
ucts. The storeowner reported
that of his 60 customers a
week, about half were kids from
a nearby school.

Melton said some storeowners
don’t think they’re doing any-
thing wrong. They say they’re
not to blame for people using
the product for purposes other
than what is stated on the
packaging.

But, because the products
are sold in local convenience
stores, people seem to think
they’re OK to use,” said Marvin
Coleman, vice president of Com-
munity and Business Relations
at Operation Par.

“And the younger the client,
the worse the perspective,” Cole-
man said. “The packaging is so
sophisticated. They use cartoon
characters, which gives the false
illusion that these companies
are co-signing off on it.”

“Everyone assumes they are
safe, but they don’t know what’s
put in it,” he said.

Synthetic drugs are marketed
under a variety of colorful street
names. Bath salts can be found
labeled as Ivory White, Vanilla
Sky, Pure Ivory, Whack, Bolivian
Bath, Sextacy, Gloom, Purple
Rain, Hurricane Charlie, Fly,
Purple Wave, Charge+, Ocean
Burst, Crush and White Rush.

Popular names for synthetic
marijuana include K2, Spice Sil-
ver, Spice Gold, Mr. Nice Guy,
Yucatan Fire, Red Nugz, Smoke,
Genie, Blue Majik, Puff, Ninja,
Dark Night and King Krypto.

Packaging is one way Melton
hopes to combat the problem.

Oftentimes packaging mimics
copyrighted materials with some
using the likeness of Scooby
Doo or celebrities, such as Demi
Moore or Charlie Sheen. Melton
said he reported the problem to
Demi Moore’s agent. Letters are
also being sent to parent compa-
nies of the convenience stores,
such as the gas supplier or fran-
chiser, to inform them of the
problem.

Laws and education
Pinellas County law enforce-

ment can use current parapher-
nalia laws in the fight against
synthetics. Melton said the
drugs are often displayed next to
the pipes or other smoke acces-
sories at local stores. Largo and
Pinellas Park have been aggres-
sive with their enforcement,
using the paraphernalia law, he
said.

Deputies recently delivered a
signed notice from Sheriff Bob
Gualtieri to 190 independently
owned convenience stores in
July recommending compliance
with a state law that bans the
possession and sale of those
chemicals found in synthetic
marijuana. Narcotics Sgt. Dan
Zsido said Aug. 3 that the letter
was helping.

While law enforcement contin-
ues to fight the problem,
stronger laws that are more flex-
ible are needed on a local, state
and federal level, Melton said.

Pinellas County Commission-
ers approved an amendment to
the existing paraphernalia ordi-
nance Aug. 7 requiring stores
that sell those items to post a
warning in an effort to educate
parents.

“While folks seem to know
where to go to get their pipes,
etc., we are finding that parents
are not as aware of the ease of
access to these products,”
Melton said. “The warnings are
one of several steps moving for-
ward including a broader educa-
tion campaign for parents.”

Commissioners continued
consideration of advertisement
of public hearing on a new ordi-
nance on “substances of signifi-

This chart from the American Association of Poison Control Center on synthetic marijuana data from Nov. 3, 2011 shows an alarming increase of
calls coming in throughout the United States. A similar trend is reported by Florida Poison Information Centers.

cant concern.”
Melton said the ordinance

would provide for bath salts and
synthetic marijuana and other

DEA listed chemicals of concern
that have emerged recently in
Pinellas.

He said education and aware-

ness are important to getting a
handle on the problem. Collabo-
ration among community part-
ners is paramount.

“Government and law enforce-
ment can only do so much,” he
said. “The community has to be-
come involved.”

County Commission amends paraphernalia ordinance
By SUZETTE PORTER

CLEARWATER – Convenience
stores, gas stations, pawnshops
and other retailers that sell drug
paraphernalia now must post no-
tice at the entrance of their store
informing parents that the prod-
ucts are on the premises.

Stores, such as tobacco outlets
and head shops that sell parapher-
nalia and restrict view of the prod-
ucts to people age 18 and over are
exempt.

Pinellas County Commissioners
unanimously approved the amend-
ment to the existing paraphernalia
ordinance Aug. 7.

According to Tim Burns, director
of Justice and Consumer Services,

said the intent of the amendment
is to keep the products away from
youth and make parents more
aware.

The signs would inform parents
of the problem, he said.

“Kids know where this stuff is,”
he said.

Commissioners discussed look-
ing at the current ordinance to
tweak language to make it easier to
enforce the county’s requirement
that paraphernalia not be dis-
played where it can be seen by
anyone under the age of 18.

Carl Brody, with the county at-
torney’s office, explained that to get
a case through the courts, law en-
forcement must prove that some-
one under the age of 18 did enter a

store and was able to see the prod-
ucts. This requires law enforce-
ment to use undercover teens to
make buys to make their case.

The signs won’t help with that
issue, but it will serve to educate
parents of the availability.

Burns said the recommendation
was to require the sign to say that
the products were on the premises,
not that they were being sold be-
cause they do not want the signs
to be considered advertisements
for the product.

Commissioners also agreed to
continue discussion on a new ordi-
nance on “substances of significant
concern” until the county adminis-
trator and county attorney could
work on some of the language and

answer commissioners’ questions.
The ordinance is designed to

add a division to address manufac-
turing, sales and monitoring of
substances that may not yet be ad-
dressed by state or federal laws.

Burns explained that the ordi-
nance would take on the “much
broader issue” beyond bath salts,
synthetic marijuana and other
synthetic drugs to take on emerg-
ing substances in the marketplace,
such as Kratom.

Some commissioners were con-
cerned about actions that might
result in a ban of substances. The
commission also discussed
whether actions should include the
population as a whole or just those
under the age of 18.

The idea is to form a committee
that would evaluate the sub-
stances and take action, including
banning products.

“A complete ban is a big deal,”
said Commissioner Nancy Bostock.

She is concerned about giving
“that much authority to a commit-
tee,” as opposed to having a com-
mittee make a recommendation to
the commission.

County Attorney Jim Bennett
said he would look at the ordi-
nance, in particular the section
about the composition and author-
ity of the committee, the section on
how stores would be warned, issue
of age restrictions and other is-
sues.

“We’ll get this shaped up,” he

said.
“I want to make sure we move

this forward,” said Commissioner
Ken Welch. “We see what’s hap-
pening right in front of us. But it is
a good idea to get it right. But let’s
not lose track of it.”

Local officials are concerned
with the time it takes to get laws
passed at the federal and state
level to address new potentially
harmful substances in the market-
place.

“I know we can move faster than
the state,” Commission Chair John
Morroni said, while cautioning that
it was still important that the coun-
ty work with the state on the issue.

“We need to continue to march
forward,” he said.

A warning label is clearly visible on the back of the package of Betty Boop “original potpourri, extra strength.” Although, the label says the product
is for fragrant purposes only, people are smoking the product to get a “legal” high.

Synovus
gives scholarships

ST. PETERSBURG – Synovus
Bank of Florida, headquartered
in St. Petersburg, has awarded its
2012 Jack Parker Scholarships,
giving out 91 scholarships total-
ing $85,000. These went to chil-
dren of the Synovus team
members, if the students excelled
academically, demonstrated
strong leadership and are in-
volved to improve their communi-
ties.

The following local students re-
ceived scholarships:

• Jessica Barry, a 2012 gradu-
ate of Lakewood High in St. Pe-
tersburg. She is now a freshman
at Sweet Briar College.

• Terry O’Reilly, a 2010 gradu-
ate of East Lake High in Tarpon
Springs and is now a junior at St.
Leo College

• Marisa Stoker, a 2012 gradu-
ate of H.B. Plant High in Tampa.
She is a freshman at the Univer-
sity of Florida.

Students get
softball scholarships
SEMINOLE – The Osceola High

Athletic Boosters have an-
nounced that six of its nine 2012
senior players have received
scholarships to play college soft-
ball. The three ladies who did not
receive a softball scholarship
chose not to pursue a college
softball career.

The following students have re-
ceived scholarships: Kaitlyn Ro-
maine, who will attend Broward
College; Kaley Brown for Semi-
nole State College; Kara Oberer
for Florida Atlantic University;
Rachael Weaver for Nova South-
eastern University; Jasmine
Acevedo for the University of Cen-
tral Florida; and Rhiannon Robi-
nette for Thomas University in
Georgia.

Charter school has a
few openings

DUNEDIN – The Academie Da
Vinci Charter School has plans to
double in size and move to a new
location at 1060 Keene Road. The
school has been an “A” school for
many years and integrates the
arts into its curriculum. Classes
in music, piano, chorus, art –
drawing, painting, clay, mixed
media and others – dance, and
PE are offered during the school
day, with drama and other choic-
es available after school. ADV
balances preparation for the
state’s required standardized
testing with lots of opportunities
for creativity and hands-on learn-
ing.

New students have been regis-
tered from waiting lists and open-
ings have filled quickly by word of
mouth, but there are still seats
available for new students in the
second, fourth, and fifth grades,
and room on the waiting list for

other grades as well. Doors open
at the new location on the first
day of school, Aug. 20.

Contact Principal Dr. Susan
Ray at 298-2778 or at c.rays@
pcsb.org for more information or
to register a student.

School leadership
receives award

TALLAHASSEE – The distinc-
tion of “Master Board” was
awarded to the Pinellas County
school district leadership team by
the Florida School Boards Associ-
ation at the annual Spring Con-
ference, June 13-15, in Tampa.

The Pinellas County school dis-
trict is one of only 35 school dis-
tricts in Florida to currently hold
this prestigious award.

The Master Board Program is a
voluntary program, which pro-
vides opportunities for the leader-
ship team, defined as the
superintendent and the school
board, to engage in training that
enhances its capacity to provide
visionary leadership for the
school district.

The Master Board Program
concentrates on the leadership
team’s governance roles for en-
hancing student achievement,
fostering connections and em-
powering collaboration between
schools and the community, and
creating a learning organization
to advance excellence in public
education.

The leadership team completed
22 hours of learning activities in
a statewide forum and onsite
trainings to earn this distinction.

Members of the leadership
team who completed the program
are Janet Clark, Carol Cook,
Terry Krassner, Linda Lerner,
Peggy O’Shea and Robin Wikle.

Back to school
drive, contest

CLEARWATER – Quaker Steak
& Lube in Clearwater is collecting
school supplies each Wednesday
for the 4 KIDS Charity through
Wednesday, Aug. 15, at 10400
49th St. N. Those who donate will
be entered to win a flat screen
TV, courtesy of Fran Haasch, or
$100 in Lube gift cards. The win-
ner will be announced at a draw-
ing on Wednesday, Aug. 15, 9
p.m.

Monetary contributions are
welcome and are tax deductible.
Make checks payable to 4 KIDS
Charity, 137 Seventh Ave. SE,
Suite B, Largo, FL 33771. Note
on the check: “For back to school
supply drive.” One hundred per-
cent will go to the charity.

For information, visit www.4ki
dscharity.org or call 586-0840.

Local student given
national award

PINELLAS PARK – Summer
Giberson, a 2012 graduate of
Pinellas Park High School, has

Photo courtesy of OSCEOLA HIGH BOOSTERS
Front row, from left: Kayla McQueen, Jasmine Acevedo, and Rhiannon
Robinette. Back row: Kaitlyn Romaine, Haley Brown, Jasmine Simmons,
Kara Oberer, Megan Lewis, and Rachael Weaver.

been recognized as a 2011-2012
Discus Award winner for her
achievements in the areas of aca-
demics, athletics and community
service.

The Discus Awards is a nation-
al program that provides recogni-
tion and scholarship oppor-
tunities to all-around high school
students who excel in three of 10
key attributes. Summer is now

eligible for 2011-2012 Discus
Awards scholarships. 

Giberson created a multimedia
profile highlighting her achieve-
ments, which may be viewed in
the Discus Awards Winners
Gallery at www.DiscusAwards
.com/winners. She already began
attending classes at the Universi-
ty of Florida, where she will study
nursing. 



By SUZETTE PORTER

Local convenience stores are
starting to get the message.

Law enforcement officials are
reporting that some storeown-
ers are doing the right thing by
taking synthetic drug products
off their shelves. Others are
continuing to endanger the
public by going underground.

Pinellas County Sheriff’s
deputies began delivering noti-
fication letters July 2 to 190
convenience stores located in
unincorporated areas as well
as municipalities that contract
PCSO’s services. The letters,
signed by the sheriff, recom-
mend that convenience store
owners comply with a state law
that bans the possession and
sale of those chemicals found
in synthetic marijuana – com-
monly known as Spice, K2, in-
cense and loose-leaf incense.

Since the letters went out,
sheriff’s deputies have seen a
“significant change,” PSCO
Narcotics Sgt. Dan Zsido, said
Aug. 3.

“The products are no longer
there, or at least you can’t see
them,” he said. “Some are hid-
ing them under the counter
away from the scrutiny of the
public and law enforcement.”

Zsido said he knows of at
least one business continuing
to sell the products out in the
open and reports are coming in
about the ones who are selling
them from under the counter.

He said deputies are follow-
ing up on the complaints and
continuing their campaign to
educate storeowners about the
dangers from ingesting the
products. Deputies also are in-
forming storeowners of poten-
tial civil liabilities if someone
buys a product from their store
and gets sick or dies.

Zsido said the sheriff’s letter
had been made available to
other law enforcement jurisdic-
tions, but he didn’t know if any
had sent them out. Largo Po-
lice Department started deliv-
ering letters to convenience
storeowners a couple of years
ago.

Sgt. John Trebino, who is in
charge of Largo police’s Special
Operations Unit, said his de-
partment became aware of the
problem two to three years ago.

“But we didn’t know much
about it,” he said.

He admitted to being “accu-
rately distracted” by the grow-
ing problem of prescription
drug abuse and “other drug
fronts,” including synthetic
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POLICE BEAT

Police: Teen is
sexually battered

CLEARWATER – An 18-year-old man
was arrested after allegedly sexually bat-
tering a 16-year-old girl, according to a
Clearwater police Facebook report.

The girl was visiting the beach with
friends at 4:30 a.m. Aug. 8, when she
met the suspect, the report said. The vic-
tim and the suspect walked around the
beach, getting to know each other. The
suspect made an unwanted advance on
the victim and then committed a sex act
on her, the report said. The victim was
able to scream for help and a passerby
came to her aid. The suspect fled.

... Page 5A.

ELECTIONS

Gualtieri and
Welch win primary 

LARGO – Election workers were hop-
ping Tuesday, Aug. 14, as results were
hand-delivered from polling places
throughout Pinellas to the Supervisor of
Elections office in Largo.

… Page 6A.

Synthetic drugs coming off the shelves

Code amended Clearwater tweaks its Community Development Code to adjust parking, grouping and wording. … Page 2A.

‘ParaNorman’ battles zombies. Read all about
the new movies this week. … Page 1B.

‘Expendables 2’ plots
path of destruction,
all the stars come out
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steroids and other drugs com-
ing in from China.

“Then we started seeing stuff
pop up, the cannabinoids, syn-
thetic marijuana, bath salts,”

he said.
Reports started coming in

about the increasing number of
people showing up in emergen-
cy rooms and people doing

strange things after smoking
herbal incense.

See DRUGS, page 4A

A shocking demonstration
Progress Energy urges power line safety in order to save lives
By ALEXANDRA LUNDAHL

CLEARWATER – Downed power lines are extremely dangerous,
and Progress Energy wants the public to know just how powerful
they are. With storm season about to ramp up, it is crucial that
people know how to keep themselves safe.

On Aug. 9, Progress Energy performed a live line safety demon-
stration at its Clearwater Operations Center to show what happens
in numerous situations when things go wrong with power lines.

“Especially with the onset of hurricane season here, there could
be extra opportunities for the public to interact with these lines,”
said Rob Sumner, communications specialist with Progress Energy.
“Always assume it is a hot line. Because you can’t hear it, you can’t
smell it, you can’t see it, but if you touch it, you’re dead.”

It is understandable that after a storm, people want to go out and
clean up their property, Sumner said. But power lines are deadly,
so stay away from them and call the power company if lines are
down.

The power line demonstration was set up on a truck, with poles
and lines that represented the power lines and transformers that
are on the street and in people’s back yards. There was 7,200 volts
running through the cables.

“In your house, it’s 240 volts for your dryer,” Sumner said. “And
120 for your TV. This is over 7,000. So it’s very dangerous because
if you get a little shock off of your toaster, off of your microwave,
you jump back. If you get in contact with this, I’m afraid that you’re
not going to make it.”

The men conducting the demonstration were: Red Flowers, field
supervisor out of Eustis; Lineman J.W. Bitzer; Roy Mathis, a field
supervisor out of Apopka; Leo Simoneau, a lineman out of the
Jamestown Operations Center; and Russell Thompson, a lineman
out of the Longwood Operations Center.

Flowers narrated the event, explaining each demonstration. One
of the most common causes for power outages is animal interfer-
ence, he said. Squirrels, birds and snakes end up on the poles and
touch the wires in the wrong place, and all of a sudden there is an
extremely loud noise that sounds like an explosion, and the power
goes out. Often people call thinking a transformer blew, but it was
just an animal’s last mistake.

To demonstrate this occurrence, Simoneau put the team’s rubber
copperhead Jake the Snake on the end of a safety pole and held it
up to the power line to show the loud crack.

The team also used the pole to hold a kite string to the line,
showing how it immediately burns up. When a kite string or alu-
minum balloon gets too close to the line and completes the circuit
near the transformer, it sparks but also carries electricity, demon-
strated by lighting up a connected street lamp.

People need to be extremely careful working near power lines.
Bright blue, orange and white electrical flames leapt from the wire
when touched with a tree, aluminum ladder and pool brush pole.

“We actually had a guy one time that tried to save his parrot off
the high wire with a pool brush, and that’s not good,” Flowers said.

See POWER, page 3A

Photos by ALEXANDRA LUNDAHL

Left: Lineman Leo Simoneau
uses a hot dog to demonstrate
what happens when a human
touches a live wire. There are
7,200 volts running through
the power line and the hot
dog.

Below: This is what hot dogs
look like after they were hit
with 7,200 volts of electricity.
This demonstration showed
what would happen if a
human were to accidentally
touch a live wire. The
electricity travels throughout
the body, causing at minimal,
severe, life-changing damage,
if not death.

Packages of synthetic
drugs contain warning
labels that state the
products are not for
human consumption.
Retailers selling the
product say they aren’t
responsible for their
customers’ misuse.

Edgar Winter plays Ruth Eckerd Hall Aug.
25 as part of Hippiefest.
… Page 4B.

ENTERTAINMENT

PET CONNECTION

Speaking of Pets
Many cats and dogs

suffer from allergies. Kim
Donovan D.V.M. of
Oakhurst Veterinary
Hospital looks at po-
tential causes.

… Page 9A.

VIEWPOINTS

Carl Hiaasen
Columnist provides a

glimpse at Gov. Rick
Scott’s email.

… Page 8A.
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DRUGS, from page 1A

Trebino said the city of Largo
began to respond as soon as the
law allowed, starting soon after
the federal government issued an
emergency ban on the chemicals
used to manufacture the prod-
ucts at that time.

“We started to take it serious-
ly,” Trebino said. “We hand deliv-
ered letters to convenience
stores that were selling it, inform-
ing them of the law.”

According to state law, posses-
sion of the chemicals on the ban
list is a felony. Trebino said the
letters were an attempt to edu-
cate storeowners about the dan-
gers, especially to the youth.
There are about 30 mom and pop
convenience stores in Largo.

Trebino said the primary mes-
sage was that the “city of Largo
does not want you selling these
drugs.” But there were no teeth
for the law. In addition, chemists
keep changing the formulations
for the drugs to eliminate the
banned chemicals.

“By the time I could go out and
get a product to be tested, it
would come back (from the lab)
as uncontrolled (not on the ban
list),” he said.

Working with the storeowners
has been a challenge, Trebino
said. Some don’t want to stop
selling because of the amount of
money involved. He said the
markup on the product is 300
percent. He said some who want-
ed to stop were reluctant due to
the loss of business.

Trebino said they complained
that if they took the products off
their shelves, their customers
would go somewhere else to buy
their bath salts or herbal incense,
as well as their beer, cigarettes
and other products.

Others refuse to stop selling it
because they say it’s not their
fault that people misuse the
product. The packages have a
warning label that plainly says
the product is not for human
consumption.

“But they know what it is used
for,” Trebino said. “It’s a morale
decision. These drugs are hurting
people. Kudos to those who
stopped selling it.”

Largo PD’s Narcotics Squad
and Pinellas County Department
of Justice and Consumer Servic-
es reviewed 25 convenience and
food stores March 12-20 and
found violations of the county’s
paraphernalia ordinance at 11 lo-
cations. The county’s ordinance
prohibits the display of parapher-
nalia where anyone under the age
of 18 can see it.

At the 11 Largo stores, the
merchandise had been openly
displayed and there was no age

limitation. At most stores, officers
found sales of incense, potpourri
and other products linked to syn-
thetic drugs.

Zsido also said he had ob-
served storeowners selling to un-
derage customers. He said some
stores had the products out in
the open right next to the ciga-
rettes.

“They’re not restricting to
adults,” he said. “I talk to moms
and dads who are so frustrated
and upset that the stores are al-
lowed to sell to their children.”

He talked about the mother of
a 15-year-old addict, who had
taken her daughter’s photo to the
convenience store where she was
buying her products. She told the
clerk she didn’t want them to sell
to her daughter. Zsido said store
employees told her they couldn’t
do anything about it.

“We’re trying to appeal to their
ethical side to do the right thing,”
Zsido said.

Distributors show storeowners
lab reports allegedly proving the
products contain no banned
chemicals. But they don’t show
them the chemicals used to make
the products, he said.

While efforts are working to get
the drugs off the shelves, Trebino
is concerned that the actions are
“driving it underground. There’s a
huge profit,” he said.

“It’s all about making money,
not the public’s health,” Zsido
said.

The state of Florida enacted a
new law in March, expanding the
ban on synthetic drugs and plac-
ing more than 90 chemicals con-
tained in bath salts and synthetic
marijuana on the list of Schedule
I drugs, making possession, sale
and/or distribution a felony
charge.

“We put out a detail that day,”
Trebino said.

He said officers told storeown-
ers that there was a new list of
chemicals and their distributors
hadn’t had time to change the
formula, meaning the merchan-
dise on their shelves was most
likely illegal. He said they offered
storeowners a chance to give
products up voluntarily and col-
lected about $6,000 in merchan-
dise. Certain stores did continue
to sell the product.

“Two weeks later, all the drugs
we bought come back from test-
ing as uncontrolled,” he said.
“Chemists are on standby in
China ready to change the formu-
la. That scares me. There’s no
testing. They just make sure it’s
not illegal.”

He said the more the formulas
change, the more the unknown
factor goes up.

In some ways, synthetic drugs
are like prescription drugs in that

the people who take them think
they’re safe. Prescription drugs
are made in a pharmacy, so they
must be safe. Bath salts and in-
cense comes in cool, professional-
ly made packages with names
like Scooby Snax and Betty Boop,
so they must be OK too. 

But the product names often
are slang words used for illegal
drugs and some packaging mim-
ics the way drugs are sold, Trebi-
no said. For example, Scooby
snacks is slang for the residue
left at the bottom of a marijuana
pipe. Incense isn’t sold on a stick;
it comes in little baggies, like
drugs. The product is measured
in grams.

“They’re selling incense right
next to the pipes,” Trebino said.

But they justify selling it be-
cause of the warning on the label.

“One guy had his speech down
when we talked to him,” Trebino
said. “He kept saying not for
human consumption, not for
human consumption.”

Paul Melton, an investigator for
Pinellas County’s Justice and
Consumer Services Department,
said storeowners needed to de-
cide whether they want “to make
a contribution to their communi-
ty and the public health or put
their own economy first.”

He agreed that too many store-
owners point to the warning label
as their justification for selling
the products, saying ‘we don’t sell
them to smoke.’

“But these products don’t come
in on the regular supply truck,”
Melton said. “They come from
suppliers with merchandise in
the back of their car. They pay in
cash. There may or may not be a
receipt.”

Melton said privately owned
convenience stores aren’t the only
places where synthetic drugs are
sold. They’re also available on the
Internet, the streets, discount to-
bacco outlets, pawnshops and
truck stops.

Right now, Largo PD is focused
on getting the product out of the
stores. Trebino said he thinks a
new ordinance on substances of
significant concern currently
being considered by Pinellas
County Commissioners is a step
in the right direction.

“The most important thing is
for us to not be chasing our tails,
which we’ve literally been doing.
But we won’t change our focus.
This stuff is dangerous,” he said.

Zsido said the PSCO would
continue to be proactive and keep
pressure on the stores to stop
selling synthetic drugs.

He talked about the big-picture
effects of the drugs over time. He
said while storeowners, distribu-
tors and manufacturers contin-
ued to profit from the product,

Before the substances were
banned, Rockin’ Cards and
Gifts in Pinellas Park sold
synthetic marijuana products
called “incense” in brands
such as K2, pictured here in
a photo taken in February
2011.

This product’s name,
Loophole, implies that
the manufacturer knows
the product is skirting
the law.

cost for health care would keep
going up. Ultimately, taxpayers
will foot the bill for the care of vic-
tims of these drugs, Zsido said. In
addition, law enforcement will
have to deal with increased activi-
ty as people commit crimes to get
the products or commit crimes
due to losing control after taking
the drugs.

Zsido said the situation “is sad.
It really is. I deal with a lot of kids
whose parents call because their
child is addicted but they don’t
want them to go to jail or die.”

He said that oftentimes jail is
the lesser of the two evils, espe-
cially for someone who won’t vol-
untarily seek help. He said jail
gives a person access to drug
court where they’re mandated to
get help.

“This is dangerous, and they’re
making money,” he said. “It’s not
right. When we talk to storeown-
ers, we ask if they have kids. We
ask them if they’d like their kids
to buy (the products), and they
say, ‘absolutely not.’ ”

He said some parents want to
organize peaceful protests in
front of stores selling the prod-
uct, which is something he does
not recommend.

Zsido said so far, the Sheriff’s
Office had not made many ar-
rests, mostly because the manu-
facturers manage to stay
one-step ahead of them. Local
law enforcement is working with
the federal Drug Enforcement
Administration, who is focused
on stopping the manufacturing
process and distribution. Local

law enforcement is tasked with
getting the products off the
shelves of convenience stores
and other places where they’re
being sold.

Zsido’s looking forward to the
new county ordinance, which he
estimates could become effective
in October if approved.

“Right now, they’re (storeown-
ers) still selling, they’re just hid-
ing it under the counter,” Zsido
said. “The ordinance could help.”

Trebino pointed out that some
storeowners are on the right side.

“Some storeowners took the
high road and they never sold or
they stopped,” Trebino said.
“Taking the product off the
shelves is a morale decision; to
give up the 300 percent profit is
the right thing.”

Local smoke shop opinions on synthetic drugs varied
By JULIANA A. TORRES

For the most part, shop owners
in the business of selling tobacco
and smoking paraphernalia in
Pinellas County are closed-
mouthed when it comes to weigh-
ing in on the controversy over
synthetic drugs.

That’s not to say they don’t
have an opinion. Some find no
problem with the products. They
sell legal products, referred to as
“herbal incense” or with careful
disclaimers: Synthetic marijuana
won’t replace the therapeutic
properties of real cannabis; the
products shouldn’t be mixed with
prescription drugs with which
you can’t have alcohol.

Many expressed frustration at
the constant changes in the laws
that force them to clear their
shelves of different products, as
they are declared illegal. Some
wish authorities wouldn’t regu-
late the products at all, arguing
that every attempt to ban the
drugs has resulted in progres-
sively more dangerous products
and a more hazardous black
market. 

Some have seen the damaging
effect of the products and
stopped selling them, even before
a list of chemical compounds
known as “bath salts” were
banned in Florida, back in Jan-
uary 2011, and before a ban on
synthetic marijuana became state
law in March.

“We just don’t like them,” one
smoke shop manager said of the
products without elaborating.

But local smoke shop owners
to whom Tampa Bay Newspapers
spoke, the nature of the business
dictates that they avoid drawing
attention to themselves. Conven-

ience store owners went silent
without much explanation at all,
most with a disavowed look of
horror at the question as to
whether they sold Spice, K2 or
their synthetic-drug cousins that
are still legal.

One exception to the rule is
Randy Heine, owner of Rockin’
Cards and Gifts in Pinellas Park
and candidate for Pinellas County
Sheriff up until the qualifying pe-
riod ended in June. As a sheriff
candidate, he advocated for the
legalization of marijuana, but
Heine said he hasn’t sold and
won’t sell the latest round of legal
synthetic drugs, the “new and
more dangerous products.”

“I am starting to see customers
come into my store, asking for
synthetic marijuana, with a
blank stare behind their eyes. I
call it ‘the zombie look,’” Heine
said. “They did not look like that
when I sold the first synthetic
marijuana.”

Often, those looking for the
products aren’t even kids, Heine
said. 

“These are people 60 years old
and older who, I say, can’t score
pot,” he explained. “They don’t
want this crap, they want pot.”

But instead, the new products
are chocked full of unregulated
chemicals, made overseas by
manufactures who “don’t care
who they poison,” Heine said. 

“The law enforcement created
their own problem. They had a
point in time where they could
have legalized marijuana and
solved this problem,” he said. “By
outlawing a product, they did
nothing except making the issue
worse.”

For his part, Heine restricted
the sale of “bath salts” to cus-

tomers over the age of 21 before
they were banned in Florida last
year. At the time, he argued that
products marketed as “Ivory
Wave,” “Vanilla Sky,” “White
Rush” or “Pure Ivory,” didn’t have
as even many dangerous side ef-
fects as cigarettes and alcohol. 

Heine also has sold products
such as “Lazy Cakes,” “Mary J’s
Relaxations Brownies” and “Kush
Cakes,” which contained mela-
tonin, a sleeping aid sometimes
sold over the counter. He kept the
incense-type of synthetic mari-
juana, called Spice and K2, on
the shelves, under a sign that
said “Must be 21 to purchase,”
until they were banned in June. 

By July – when Pinellas Coun-
ty Sheriff deputies delivered a let-
ter to his shop, warning that the
agency would begin checking
shops for the illegal products –
Heine was in agreement with the
sheriff.

“Smoke shop owners like me
have stopped selling the stuff,” he
said. “It’s coming from corner
convenience stores.”

Heine said legislators should
“stop outlawing things,” arguing
that banning substances only
sends the products underground
and pushes legal boundaries to
new, unsafe extremes. If the
problem is keeping the sub-
stances from children, then prod-
ucts could be restricted to adults
older than 21.

Though generally, Heine thinks
the laws should have been tai-
lored back long before synthetic
marijuana was ever an issue.

“So what if people go home
and smoke pot? Most young peo-
ple don’t even know why it was
made illegal in the first place,” he
said.

Synthetic drugs in
colorful packages
fill the display case
at a local privately
owned convenience
store. Officials are
concerned that
manufacturers are
targeting the youth
through packaging
portraying cartoon
characters such as
Scooby Doo.

SOLDIER, from page 2A

Sitton’s
military service

Staff Sgt. Matthew Sitton
joined the Army on March 2,
2006, as an infantryman, at-
tending Basic Training and Air-
borne School at Fort Benning,
Ga., and joined 4th Brigade in
August 2007. This was his sec-
ond combat deployment to
Afghanistan, a Department of
Defense press release said.

His battalion commander, Lt.

Col. Ced Carrington, regarded
him as “one of the battalion’s
most proficient and well-trained
leaders. The bond he developed
with his team serves as a testa-
ment to how much he was loved
and respected by the troopers
who served beside him. His no-
nonsense approach toward ac-
complishing tough tasks was
commendable. There was no
task that he could not accom-
plish.”

Sitton’s accomplishments and
training include Airborne School,

School, Warrior’s Leader Course
and Advanced Leader’s Course.

His awards include the Bronze
Star Medal, the Purple Heart, the
Army Commendation Medal with
one oak leaf cluster, the Army
Achievement Medal, the Army
Good Conduct Medal with one
knot, the National Defense Serv-
ice Medal, the Afghanistan Cam-
paign Medal with a campaign
star, the Global War on Terror-
ism Service Medal, the Army
Service Ribbon, the Overseas
Ribbon with the numeral 2, the

NATO medal, the Combat Action
Badge, the Expert Infantryman
Badge and the Parachutist
Badge.

Sitton and 1st Sgt. Russell R.
Bell, 37, died Aug. 2 in Kanda-
har province, Afghanistan, of
wounds suffered when they en-
countered an enemy improvised
explosive device. They were para-
troopers assigned to Headquar-
ters and Headquarters
Company, 1st Battalion, 508th
Parachute Infantry Regiment,
4th Brigade Combat Team, 82nd

Airborne Division.
The 4th Brigade Command

Team, Col. Brian Mennes and
Command Sgt. Maj. William
Forro shared this statement: “1st
Sgt. Bell and Staff Sgt. Sitton are
American patriots who were part
of an initiative to remove the Tal-
iban influence on a key sub-dis-
trict in Zharay, the nation’s main
effort. They significantly con-
tributed to the accomplishments
of this righteous endeavor and
we are indebted to them and
their families for their sacrifices.”

Long Range Reconnaissance
Course, U.S. Army Ranger
Course, U.S. Army Sniper

Matthew Sitton



Movie helps
area for years

Editor’s note: The family’s last
name is being withheld to main-
tain some of their privacy. This
concludes a three-week series
on synthetic drug abuse.

By ALEXANDRA LUNDAHL

LARGO – It killed one of her
close friends. It caused another
one to have a severe seizure.
But the addiction was too
strong. She kept using. But it’s
“only” synthetic marijuana. It’s
“legal.” It’s “no big deal.”

At least those are the argu-
ments she told herself and tried
to use on her parents.

Jessie’s addiction to synthetic
drugs has wreaked destruction
on her family as her parents try
all they can to save their little
girl. She is only 15. But Missy
and Jeff of Largo won’t give up
on their daughter.

The turning point
Before all their lives changed,

Jessie was a dream kid. She
was the first girl to be born in
the father’s side of the family in
more than 80 years. She was
sweet, loving, kind and talent-
ed.

“Extremely talented,” Missy
said. “In sports and anything.
Anything Jessie did, it was ef-
fortless. She was very good at
softball, she was really good at
school. She always got good
grades. She was always the
center of attention. Everyone
wanted to be like Jessie. She
was just always very outgoing,
very outspoken, very fun. She
was like the life of the family.”

“It’s so sad to talk about her
like ‘she was, she was,’” Jeff
replied. “It sounds like she’s
dead.”

“I know she’s still in there,”
Missy said. “Just hopefully
someday it will come back out.”

Their family has always been
close, enjoying activities with
both Missy’s and Jeff’s large ex-
tended families and also spend-
ing time together as their own
little unit – Missy, Jeff, Jessie,
and Jessie’s 11-year-old broth-

er. Jessie and her family loved
doing everything together –
roller skating, fishing, camping,
beach outings, movies and fam-
ily dinners. Jessie loved special
hunting trips with her dad.

All of a sudden, around
eighth grade when Jessie was
about 13, she started hanging
out with a different crowd. They
were much older than her –
around 18 to 20. Jessie started
to pull away, but at first it just
seemed like normal teenage
stuff. She was moodier and did-
n’t want to hang out with the
family, and at first, Missy and
Jeff tried to give her some space
and a little bit of freedom since
she was growing up.

But as Jessie pulled away
more and more, her parents
began monitoring her Facebook
page. When Jessie unfriended
her parents, Missy created an
account pretending to be a
teenage boy.

“I became friends with her
friends so finally she trusted
that I could be her friend,”
Missy said. “And you watch her
Facebook page and you kind of
figure out what’s going on. We
were wondering what Spice and
K-2 were. I mean, you think it’s
just kid language. We knew
what pot, marijuana and those
kinds of things are. But we had
no clue what this was.”

“On Facebook, all of the
friends, they’re so stupid,” Jeff
added. “They talk openly that
they have the drugs and to
come on over.”

Missy and Jeff began finding
packages of the synthetic drugs
in Jessie’s room, purse, and
even hidden outside. They did
some research, found out what
they were. People were calling it
“legal pot,” and Missy thinks
that is how Jessie and her
friends got the misconception
that it was okay and safe.

“Jessie was never into drugs
or smoking or alcohol,” Missy
said. “She was very against
smoking. And she had been in
a very good crowd of friends.
And then one day it seemed like
the table kind of turned and

she veered off down the wrong
path of friends. And she admit-
ted it was peer pressure. They
kept pressuring her and pres-
suring her and making fun of
her, saying that she wasn’t cool
(if she didn’t try the synthetic
drugs.)”

‘But it’s legal’
Missy and Jeff had already

talked to Jessie about not doing
drugs, alcohol or smoking. They
explained why they are bad and
talked about the consequences.
But they weren’t prepared for
this new kind of drug.

Neither Missy nor Jeff come
from families or backgrounds
that involve drug or alcohol
abuse, so it was shocking to all
of a sudden have to deal with
their daughter’s addiction. She
and her friends did all kinds of
synthetic drugs – K-2, Spice,
Scooby Snax, Smileys, WTF,
Jazz. Jeff hates how the pack-
aging is so colorful with car-
toons or “cool” images on it that
are made to attract kids. Both
parents are shocked that they
are so accessible. 

“It really boggles the mind
that anybody could just walk
into a gas station and buy
something that makes them
hallucinate,” Missy said. “It has
chemicals in it that scientists
don’t really know what they are
yet. And then they go and
change the chemicals as soon
as they make them illegal, so
it’s legal again because they
changed a compound in it.”

Teens don’t tend to think
about their mortality or long-
term consequences.

“As teenagers, they think
they’re indestructible,” Jeff said.
“And like everyone’s told them
about cigarettes and that they
can kill you, but some people
smoke cigarettes for 50 years
sometimes before anything hap-
pens. So they may think this
Spice thing will take a long time
and they can stop any time they 

See JESSIE, page 4A
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BELLEAIR – It was an event that had
Belleair Mayor Gary Katica strolling
around saying over and over, “What a
night, what a night.”

The event was Gracie’s Big Splash on
Aug. 17. It was the sixth annual event,
so one might think Katica had seen it all
before. But not like this one. By all ac-
counts, this was the biggest and best
ever.

… Page 3B.

ENTERTAINMENT

POLICE BEAT

Officer justified in
shooting death

CLEARWATER – A Clearwater police
officer has been deemed justified in the
use of deadly force. Clearwater Chief of
Police Anthony Holloway held an admin-
istrative review board regarding the Of-
fice of Professional Standards (internal
affairs) investigation for the officer in-
volved in the shooting of suspect Julius
Larrance on July 25, according to a po-
lice Facebook report. The shooting hap-
pened at the Palmetto Park Apartments
at 1001 N. Martin Luther King Jr. Av-
enue.

… Page 5A.

COUNTY

County designates
brownfield zone

CLEARWATER – Pinellas County com-
missioners unanimously approved a res-
olution Aug. 7 designating the Ulmerton
Road Opportunity Corridor as a Brown-
field area.

Commissioner Karen Seel was absent.
The resolution is the last step in the

process between the county and the city
of Largo designed to spur redevelopment
along the corridor from Seminole Boule-
vard to Roosevelt Boulevard.

… Page 6A.

A family lost
A Largo couple struggles when their 15-year-old gets addicted to synthetic drugs

City in favor of light rail The transportation system would go between Clearwater and Tampa. … Page 2A.

Felton tackles ‘The Appariton. Read up on all
movies opening this week. … Page 1B.

Dax Shepard, Kristen
Bell team up in the
movie, ‘Hit and Run’
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Save now on quality custom
window coverings.
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Find us at
www.budgetblinds.com/clearwater

Visit our showroom!
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Photo by JIM LAYFIELD
Jim Heisler, a 13-year crossing guard veteran, assists Rose Gilley and her sons, Jeffrey, 6, left, and
Jacob, 4, cross the street after the first day of school at Ponce de Leon Elementary in Clearwater.

First day of school

Photos by ALEXANDRA LUNDAHL
Above: Missy shows a favorite picture of her daughter, Jessie, from
back in the “good old days” before Jessie got addicted to synthetic
drugs. Below: During her first stay at Wellington Retreat Residential
Treatment Center, Jessie did art therapy. She knows her mom loves
suns, so she painted suns for Missy. She also told her mom that she
wants to learn how to love, and she wants to live. She also wants
people to learn how to trust her again.

VIEWPOINTS

Bill Cotterell
Florida’s electoral

votes absolutely essen-
tial for Romney,
columnist says.

… Page 8A.

By LESTER R. DAILEY

CLEARWATER – To marine bi-
ologists, Winter is an Atlantic bot-
tlenose dolphin. But for the
Clearwater Marine Aquarium and
nearby businesses, she’s now a
cash cow.

Winter, the star of the CMA
dolphin show, is also the star of
the hit movie Dolphin Tale, which
is loosely based on the true story
of how Winter lost her tail to a
crab trap line and learned to swim
with a prosthetic tail. It was
known all along that the movie
would have a big impact on the
local economy, but nobody knew
how big until the College of Busi-
ness at the University of South
Florida St. Petersburg undertook
a study to measure the financial
windfall the movie is bringing to
Clearwater and the surrounding
area. The results of that study
were released at an Aug. 16 press
conference in the CMA auditori-
um. 

“Tourism is a top industry in

Florida, and within the state, the
Clearwater/St. Petersburg area is
identified as an important cluster,
which makes the measuring of
the economic impact of the Dol-
phin Tale-induced tourism a chal-
lenging exercise,” the study report
states. But David Yates, the
aquarium’s CEO doesn’t need a
study to tell him how much the
movie has boosted his bottom
line; he just has to look at the
gate receipts.

“Clearwater was branded all
around the world, so was (Pinel-
las) County,” Yates said. “We used
to get about 500 people per day,
and now we’re at 5,000 people
many days.”

The increase is attributable to a
phenomenon called film-induced
tourism. That’s when people see a
movie and want to visit the loca-
tion where it was filmed. And Dol-
phin Tale, which was released at
5,500 theaters nationwide in 

See MOVIE, page 2A
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By SUZETTE PORTER

They’re addictive. Their effects
are unknown. Yet, they’re avail-
able at the local convenience
store and the Internet. 

K2, Spice, Ivory White – they’re
marketed as a legal high. Lots of
people are doing them, so what’s
the problem?

There are many issues with
these drugs, according to Dr.
Cynthia R. Lewis-Younger, man-
aging and medical director for the
Florida Poison Information Cen-
ter in Tampa.

“Because people take them for
their psychological effects, they
all go into the brain,” she said.
“We know that drug use can
change the brain. Particularly
with the synthetic cathinones,
we’ve been seeing severe out-
comes,” including psychotic be-
haviors, which may persist for
the long term.

“We don’t know if those are
permanent, but I think it will be
likely. We have seen seizures and
very high temperatures, both of
which can be deadly,” she said.

But what concerns her most, is
the violent acts that have been
associated with the users of these
drugs. Synthetic cathinones are
designer stimulants also known
as bath salts.

“This has apparently included
suicides, murders and attempted
murders. Users may need multi-
ple people to restrain them physi-
cally until they can be sedated for
behavior control.”

Marvin Coleman, vice presi-
dent of Community and Business
Relations at Operation Par,
agrees that synthetic drugs are
“becoming pretty much a signifi-
cant issue.”

About 30 percent of the agen-
cy’s clients said in a recent poll
they had used synthetic drugs or
had experienced some issues
with the drugs. Operation Par as-
sists families experiencing prob-
lems associated with substance
abuse and mental health issues.

Coleman also talked about the
problem of unknown long-term
effects.

“It’s hard to know the effect it
will have on people 10 to 20 years
in the future,” he said.

Prescription drugs are devel-
oped over time, studied and veri-
fied as safe for legitimate use.
Known side effects are listed. Yet,
they are often taken off the shelf
after several years of use.

“Five to 10 years later, long-
term problems come out that out-
weigh the benefits of some of
these drugs,” he said. “Those
drugs were researched and regu-
lated. But, without the regula-
tion, the danger skyrockets.”

Coleman also is concerned be-
cause the drugs are manufac-
tured in secrecy using unknown
and ever-changing formulas.

Treatment is more difficult for
those addicted to synthetic drugs
because of the lack of control of
the manufacturing process, Cole-
man said.

“You don’t know what’s in it, so

you have be careful on the medi-
cal side of the treatment,” he
said.

He said the products could
contain derivatives of illegal drugs
such as heroin, metham-
phetamines or cocaine, which in-
creases the danger of addiction.

“Treatment is a very tricky
thing, because the drug may be
an unknown even after drug test-
ing,” he said. “Treating synthetic
addiction is a very tricky thing.”

According to the U.S. Depart-
ment of Health and Human Serv-
ices, withdrawal symptoms from
synthetic cannabinoids, includes
elevated blood pressure, restless-
ness, drug craving, nightmares,
sweating, nausea, tremor and
headache.

Coleman defines an addict as
someone who is losing control or
has the inability to control their
habit – something in their life
that is causing hurt and pain, de-
stroying their family and making
them unable to work or go to
school.

Teens are highly vulnerable
due to the marketing toward that
age group. He said marijuana
users switch to the synthetic ver-
sion either because they’re trying
to quit or because they believe it
is safe because it is legal. Syn-
thetics are appealing to other
drug users because they’re
thought to be legal, and they be-
lieve the drugs will produce the
same effects of the illegals. Syn-
thetic drugs are not detected by
drug tests.

The effects of the drugs may
vary per person or age group. For
example, one of the side effects of
bath salts is that once ingested it
causes an increase in body tem-
perature “as the body tries to
eradicate the foreign thing they
ingested,” Coleman said.

“Some handle it better,” he
said. “It depends on the person.
We don’t know how it will affect
everybody.”

John Melton, an investigator

for Pinellas County Justice and
Consumer Services, said bath
salts have been known to cause
people to hallucinate and have
reactions of feeling as if their skin
is on fire. They take off their
clothes.

“There are verifiable reports by
authorities of ODs (overdoses) on
this stuff,” Melton said.

According to William Pellan, di-
rector of Investigations for the
District Six Medical Examiner Of-
fice, only one cause of death has
been reported in Pinellas County
that involved synthetic cannabi-
noids.

“That death involved a 19 year
old that drowned in Clearwater,”
he said. “There have been other
deaths that we investigated that
were determined to have synthet-
ic cannabinoids present in their
toxicology results, but did not di-
rectly cause or contribute to their
death.”

Known side effects
The Florida Department of Law

Enforcement reports a number of
side effects associated with syn-
thetic drugs.

Mild effects from the use of
bath salts include:

• Increased heart rate
• Agitation
• Diminished requirement for

sleep
• Lack of appetite
• Increased alertness and

awareness
• Anxiety
• Fits and delusions
• Nosebleeds

More serious side effects asso-
ciated with bath salts include:

• Muscle spasms
• Blood circulation problems
• Increased blood pressure
• Kidney failure
• Seizures
• Risk of renal failure
• Hallucinations
• Aggression
• Severe paranoia
• Panic attacks
• Sharp increase in body tem-

perature

Side effects from synthetic
marijuana include:

Health officials are worried about permanent effects from the use of synthetic cathinones, commonly
marketed bath salts. Some products marketed, such as the one depicted in this photo, are plant food not for
human consumption. But the name Blow, an acronym for cocaine, along with the packaging implies the
product is being made for a different use.

Understanding the effects of synthetic drugs

• Agitation
• Vomiting
• Dangerous hallucinations
• Loss of consciousness
• Elevated blood pressure
• Seizures
• Increased heart rate

Help is available
Operation Par provides help

with substance abuse problems.
Coleman said parents are wel-
come to call for help if their child
is involved in synthetic drugs. He
said treatment varies depending
on each unique case. The process
begins with taking information
about the problem followed by a
drug test. Then a treatment plan
is developed.

Cost depends on the plan;
however, Coleman stressed that
money should not be a limiting
factor as help is available for
those on limited incomes. De-
pending on the type of program, a
sliding scale price may be avail-

able. Service could even be free
for those qualified thanks to state
and local funding.

“Operation Par gave away $4
million in services last year,”
Coleman said.

He said Operation Par had
been successful with treatment of
individuals addicted to synthet-
ics. He said treatment programs
often mirrored those for other
drugs.

“It’s not harder to cure,” he
said. “But it can be harder to
overcome.”

One of the reasons is tempta-
tion. For example, a recovering
alcoholic knows it is easier to
stay sober if they stay out of the
bars. But all a synthetic drug ad-
dict has to do is walk into the
neighborhood convenience store
and the temptation is right there
behind the counter, he said.

For more information on Oper-
ation Par, call the 24-hour hot-
line at 1-888-727-6398 or visit

www.operationpar.org.Additional resources can befound online at www.pinellascoalition.com, the website forLiveFree! Substance AbusePrevention Coalition of Pinel!las County.

Everyone’s affected
Synthetic drugs don’t just af-

fect the users. Their families suf-
fer as well. Lewis-Younger
believes the problem really en-
compasses everybody.

“We have a serious problem
with drug use of any sort in this
country as a whole,” she said.
“While the number of people who
use those particular drugs (syn-
thetics) is not so small, when we
look at all drugs that can be
abused, the number is phenome-
nal. All of us are impacted – be-
cause of the impacts on health
care system, and the costs to the
system to pay for all the jails and
the hospital care required.”

Synthetic
Drug Abuse
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JESSIE, from page 1A

want. But it can cause brain
damage.”

Unfortunately, sometimes it
only takes one time to cause per-
manent damage. Missy has
reached out to numerous other
parents online whose teens and
young adult children have been
affected by synthetic drugs. She
recently talked to one mom
whose son was very smart and
was a student in grad school.
One weekend, he decided to party
and tried synthetic pot for the
first time. After just that one
time, he got serious brain damage
and is hardly the person he used
to be. Missy said she feels grateful
that they have not lost their
daughter completely, but she still
is terrified for what could happen.

Jeff said that it is harder for the
kids to get real marijuana, so they
do the synthetic kinds instead.
Plus, if they are caught with mari-
juana, they get arrested. But if
they are caught with synthetic
drugs, they are immune.

“Probably in the back of their
mind they think, ‘If it hurts us so
bad, why make it so available to
us?’” Jeff said.

For a good kid like Jessie, the
technical legality made it easier
for her to justify what she was
doing, in the beginning.

“The biggest fight that we
would have,” Missy said, “is she
said, ‘I’m not buying real pot.
That’s illegal,’ And that was a lot
of it in the beginning. ‘It’s legal,
it’s legal, it’s legal.’ But we could
see that it was destroying her. It
took her soul. It took every bit of
the sparkle in her eye and it made
her dark. She became very hollow
and very shallow. And then she
would just start staying out be-
cause she knew that she’d get in
trouble. Instead of listening to us
as her parents, trying to ground
her or scold her, she would just
not come home.”

Wild child
Every time Jessie ran away or

just wouldn’t come home, Jeff
had to go out searching for her.
He was on call 24 hours a day. It
could be 2 a.m. and he and
Missy went to sleep just for a few
minutes and Jessie would slip
out of the house. Jeff would be
out until 4, 5, 6 a.m. trying to
catch up with her. He might find
her again at 8 a.m. as she came
straggling down the street by
herself, he said, or maybe they
wouldn’t find her until 3 p.m. the
next day. Missy said their friends
would call and tell them that
they saw Jessie at the local gas
station buying spice and was
hanging out with her “bad
friends,” as her parents called
them.

“We became very good detec-
tives,” Jeff said. “When she
wouldn’t come home, we had to
start calling her friends and we’d
have to make the call – is she
just out running around, or did
somebody grab her and take
her? So better safe than sorry,
we had to go find her, so we have
to call everyone, waking them
up, asking, ‘Have you seen
Jessie?’”

Jeff would go around, knock-
ing on doors in the middle of the
night, trying to find his daughter.
When he would finally find her
and bring her home, she’d be all
mad and protest. She would
stick around long enough to
shower and get something to eat,
but as soon as Jeff and Missy
were in bed, she would slip out
again.

Sometimes Jessie would even
leave a note, saying she would be
back in 15 minutes. At 8:05 a.m.
But then it would be two more
days until they found her or she
came home on her own.

For a while, Missy and Jeff
used a GPS tracker on Jessie’s
phone to track her down. Missy
would be on the computer, talk-
ing to Jeff on the phone as she
told him which direction to turn
as he drove around trying to find
their daughter. But eventually
Jessie figured out how they were
finding her, so she shut off her
phone to stay hidden.

Jeff worked as a private con-
tractor, but he lost a lot of clients
because whenever Jessie was out
of school, he had to watch her.

“It’s babysitting a 15-year-old,”
Missy said. “He would call me at
work and all he’d done was go to
the bathroom and she would run
out the door. ‘Well she’s gone.’
‘What do you mean? You’re there
with her.’ But he goes to the
bathroom, she’s gone. He goes
outside to do something, she’s
gone. You literally have to follow
her around. You can’t chain her
to a bed. It gets very trying to
where some days you just want
to throw up your arms and say,
‘That’s it, I’m done. I’m tired. I’m
over it.’ But you know what? You
can’t do that. You can’t give up
on your child.”

Pretty soon they realized that
even school was not a safe place.

“I would drop her off at school
at 7 in the morning, and she
walks in the door and walks right
back out the back door of the
school,” Jeff said. “And then I’m
there at the end of the day,

thinking she went to school all
day long.”

There was a gas station right
across the street from the high
school where Jessie and her
friends bought the synthetic pot
and then go hang out all day.
When her parents started getting
calls from the school, Jessie said
that she was late to class, and
that is why the school calls. The
parents caught on, though, and
were horrified to learn that she
and her “bad friends” would
spend all day at this “nasty old
man’s” house who appeared to
like the young girls far too much,
Jeff said. His granddaughter
used to live with him, so that is
why the kids started going over
there, but then she moved back
to Tampa, yet the kids still kept
going over there, Missy said.

“Any kid that wanted to could
come to his door and hang out
there,” Jeff said. “So all these
kids who wanted to do drugs or
spice or whatever would just
walk out of school and over to
his house. … I talked to him this
one time and told him I don’t like
Jessie being at his house, but I
had to write it all down because
he’s deaf.”

Missy said they have reported
the man to the police several
times, but they don’t know what
came of that.

Everything about Jessie
changed after she started using
synthetic drugs. She was no
longer the sweet, kind girl that
her parents knew.

“It was like a Jeckyll and Hyde
kind of thing,” Jeff said. “She’d
be nice but then if she wanted to
go somewhere or do something
(and wasn’t allowed to,) she’d
just get irate and mean. I heard
that happened a lot with kids (on
these drugs.) It makes them very
angry and mean and messes up
their brain a bit. I’m surprised
more crimes haven’t been com-
mitted because of this.”

Interventions
Numerous times, Jessie’s fam-

ily has taken huge measures to
try to get her cleaned up. The
first was in that first summer
Jessie started using synthetic
pot.

“In June 2010, she had run
away from home one night, and I
think it was the first time we ever
called the police on her, and I
was frantic,” Missy said.

Missy called her dad and aunt
up in Georgia to talk about the
situation. Her aunt offered to
take Jessie for the summer. Get
her out of the environment. Away
from those friends. Let her play
with her cousins and maybe she
would snap out of it. But that
didn’t last for long. She wanted
to come home. She missed her
friends. She put up a fuss.

“It was all because Jessie did-
n’t have the control that she
thought that she had and the
freedom that she thought she
had,” Missy said.

But she wasn’t home more
than a few days before she was
smoking the synthetic pot again.
At that point, Missy and Jeff re-
searched rehab centers and sent
Jessie to Inspirations for Youth
in Fort Lauderdale. She re-
mained there from late July until
September, missing the first few
weeks of high school. She
seemed to be doing a lot better,
but those same friends were still
around, and after a few weeks,
Jessie caved to the pressure and
old habits.

“We sent her back (to Inspira-
tions) for a second time,” Missy
said. “But I think that time
Jessie kind of knew what to do to
manipulate the system to get out
quickly.”

That rehab center was prima-
rily for alcohol and traditional
drugs. It didn’t know as much
about Spice and the synthetic
drugs because they were so new,
Missy said. But one of the people
at Inspirations helped Missy and
Jeff find Wellington Retreat Resi-
dential Treatment Center in Palm
Beach. There is a specialized
adolescent program that has an
intensive inpatient program for
teens 13 to 18. They treat for
both the drug and behavior prob-
lems and also help the kids con-
tinue their schoolwork through
the Florida Virtual School.

The teens at Wellington live a
structured life, and participate in
the 12-step programs of both Al-
coholics Anonymous and Nar-
cotics Anonymous. They attend
group sessions and one-on-one
counseling, and they must live
healthy, clean lives. 

As time went by, Jessie began
to improve. Her attitude got bet-
ter and she realized she has a
problem. She participated in the
steps of NA and apologized to her
parents and began being truth-
ful. But then insurance began to
call. They didn’t want to pay for
Jessie’s rehab anymore, and they
wanted to kick her out. Missy
was on the phone with their in-
surance company multiple times
a day, begging them to let Jessie
stay longer. She couldn’t leave.
She wasn’t ready. Even her doc-
tors and therapists called the in-
surance company, trying all they
could to make them understand

the severity of the situation.
“The doctors told my insur-

ance company, ‘If this child is re-
leased, her death will be on your
hands,’” Missy said. “Every day
we called the insurance company
three or four times a day to say
don’t let her go. We got to 32
days.”

After those 32 days, Missy and
Jeff began paying out-of-pocket.
But the program costs between
$5,000 and $6,000 a week. The
doctors and owner of Wellington,
however, didn’t want to see
Jessie fail, so Missy and Jeff paid
what they could, but even that
was about $800 a week. After a
total of 65 days in the residential
program, they downgraded
Jessie to the non-residential pro-
gram. She stayed with her
grandparents, who live nearby,
and they drove Jessie to and
from the center each day for 30
more days. But after that, they
just couldn’t afford it anymore.
Their house was already in fore-
closure. Jessie had to come
home.

“She gets in there and when
she’s there for a few weeks, she’s
saying ‘I love you,’ and ‘I miss
you,’” Jeff said. And she believes
it. She’s very sincere about it.
But then she gets back and
someone sticks spice in front of
her and it happens all over
again.”

The tools Jessie learned in
rehab helped her stay clean for a
little while, but she left before
she was strong enough to be able
to fully turn her back on the peer
pressure.

“When she came back from
rehab, she was amazing,” Missy
said. “She was like our beautiful
little girl again. You could actual-
ly see she was like a 15-year-old
again. She started going to
school again and was actually
doing really good. She was trying
to control her anger and trying to
control her thoughts. She was
laughing and smiling again.”

Jessie would come sit next to
her parents to watch TV with
them, and Missy said she didn’t
even want to breathe. She was so
happy that her daughter wanted
to spend time with them, that
she was afraid to do anything
that might scare her off.

But Jessie needed more time
in rehab to get stronger before
she was strong enough to face
her old environment again. She
eventually gave into peer pres-
sure and was soon using syn-
thetic drugs again.

Even watching these drugs de-
stroy the friends around her
wasn’t enough to make her quit.
The addiction was too strong.

“One of her friends died, and
another one overdosed,” Missy
said.

“One or two of her friends had
a seizure,” Jeff added. “And the
doctor said it was due to Spice.
And I’m surprised she hasn’t had
something like that yet. We just
haven’t given up on her, you
know? That’s why we keep trying
to find her at night and put her
in rehab. I’m sure if we didn’t in-
tervene, she’d probably be dead
by now.”

In early July, her parents sent
Jessie back to Wellington, where
she remains. Missy and Jeff in-
tend to keep her there as long as
they possibly can. She needs
enough time to get better. The
bills keep rolling in, though, and
right at the 30-day mark, insur-
ance started calling again. But
they are not going to give up.

Program for success
David Carlyle is a therapist

and school psychologist who
works at Wellington Retreat.
While he was not at liberty to
discuss Jessie’s case specifically,
he could give insight on how
these drugs affect people and
how Wellington tries to help.

The drugs commonly cause
auditory hallucinations, he said,
and sometimes visual hallucina-
tions. People lose their motiva-
tion and motor skills as well.

“It affects memory,” Carlyle
said. “It affects cognitive reason-
ing. It affects your social relation-
ships, in terms of all skills,
cognitive and emotional skills to
get along with other people. It
has a huge impact on school.”

Teens are particularly at risk
for getting involved with these
drugs, he said, because they are
easily accessible and specifically
marketed toward youth.

“As a teen therapist, what real-
ly bothers me is that the packag-
ing is completely designed to get
a teenager to buy it,” Carlyle
said. “The colors, the cartoons.
… It’s a juvenile market that
these manufacturers are obvi-
ously marketing to. It’s purposely
targeting teens, which is very
disturbing because it’s deadly.
There are some very powerful
tranquilizers in these things.”

The first step at Wellington is
to get the drugs out of the teens’
system. At first they seem “com-
pletely out of it,” Carlyle said, but
as the drugs clear out of their
systems, they begin to get better.

“And it’s almost like they wake
up and they turn around and go,
‘Oh my gosh, I risked my life for
a cheap high,’” Carlyle said. 

Synthetic drugs are more dan-
gerous than regular marijuana,
Carlyle said, because it can shut
down critical centers of the
brain, including breathing. The
formulas are constantly chang-
ing, too, so one never knows ex-
actly what they are putting into
their body.

Wellington treats both addic-
tions and psychiatric disorders,
using evidence-based treatments
like emotional interviewing and
the 12-step programs, he said.
The kids have an intense sched-
ule full of individual and group
therapy, family sessions, and
school.

“We try to basically retrain a
person’s brain so they are not
reaching for the pills but instead
have coping skills,” Carlyle said.
“We equip them with these skills
so they are able to function in
areas of home and school and
with friends without resorting to
being chemically happy.”

The teens also are taught
about biology and why they have
reacted the way they have to the
drugs. They learn about the
parts of the brain and how these
drugs affect the decision making
center of the brain, so they end
up making their decisions only
based on pleasure and feelings.
They are even shown scans of
their own brain so they can
physically see the damage that
has been done.

The teens wake up early and
have to shower, have good hy-
giene and eat a healthy break-
fast. They must be dressed
appropriately as well. Many of
the kids have been on the street,
and if they do not dress appro-
priately, they have to wear
scrubs until they can earn their
regular clothes back, Carlyle
said. Everything there is based
on a reward system. If they make
achievements and behave well,
they earn rewards, such as cred-
its that build up so they can buy
things from the center’s store.

The center also works closely
with the teens’ parents, keeping
them updated about their chil-
dren’s progress but also teaching
them how to not be enablers or
codependents. If the therapists
see anything “broken” that may
contribute to the child’s problem,
then they work with the family to
help the situation. Parents also
have the chance to talk to each
other, so they can help and get
help from other parents who
have gone through the same
things.

Teens are in a unique place in
life, so therapists work with them
on things like peer pressure, self-
esteem, and how to fit in better
with their family and at school,
Carlyle said. They are also grow-
ing and have a lot of energy, so
they are positive outlets for that
energy, such as through the
gym, ice-skating or at a park.
Missy said that Jessie was given
a membership to Lifestyles Gym
and was thrilled to work out reg-
ularly. Jeff said he is glad for this
because if she is focusing on
healthy living, maybe she will be
less inclined to make unhealthy
decisions.

Wellington also has its own
restaurant where people in its
programs can work. That way
they feel useful and can learn
healthy life skills that can not
only help them lead a structured
life, but the skills also can help
them when they leave Welling-
ton, Carlyle said.

For all of these techniques and
therapy to have the best chance
for success, people should stay
in rehab for no less than 60
days, Carlyle said. And even
then, they need to have a gradu-
al transition back into “real life.”
People should stay close to their
psychologist or therapist and
continue to attend NA meetings
every day – certainly for the first
90 days.

“Those are the kids who make
it. Those are the adults who
make it,” Carlyle said. “You have
to work at these things. If you do
not work on these things when
you get out of rehab, it was all a
waste. We can clean you up real
good. We can clean up anyone.
But you have to use it. You have
to face temptation eventually, so
we like to let go very gradually.
From inpatient to intensive out-
patient-to-outpatient and then at
home. Stepping down gradually.”

Eventually, the addict will face
temptation again. At that point,
it’s a test to see if they have truly
learned their coping skills. The
addict also must be able to sever
ties from harmful friends and
start over.

“It’s a matter of the ability to
latch onto and develop relation-
ships with non-using peers,”
Carlyle said. “If they can’t do
that, then there isn’t a lot of
hope. Because every teenager
wants to be accepted so badly.
Even if they at least want two or
three friends. And if those friends
use, it’s hard to say no.”

Hanging onto hope
So far, Jessie has been able to

remain at Wellington. She is
showing progress in her therapy
and group sessions, Missy said.
She has worked with Carlyle on
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Above: Jessie is now at Wellington Retreat Residential Treatment
Center for rehab, trying to kick her addiction to synthetic drugs. Below:
Jessie was a happy, talented kid who everyone wanted to be around,
but then her parents say she got mixed up with the wrong crowd and
got addicted to synthetic drugs.

self-respect and respect for her
family, learning to get back her
self-confidence, Missy said. Now,
instead of yelling and screaming
on the phone with her parents,
she is learning to stop, take a
deep breath and speak appropri-
ately. She is opening up in
group, and she is working on
honesty. Missy is ecstatic that
Jessie has brought her grade up
from an F to a B in school.

“She’s really been dedicating
herself to school down there,”
Missy said. “And you know, I
think she’s just really trying.
She’s really trying to make her-
self better. And I can just hear it
in her voice – the sincerity.”

It seems that Jessie wants to
get better, Missy said, and she is
aware that she still has a lot of
work to do before that can fully
happen.

“Jessie is very afraid of coming
back to Pinellas County,” Missy
said. “She knows drugs are still
available here. She knows the
stores that will sell them to her.
She’s very scared and trying to
figure out what her plan will be
next. She’s starting to come to
terms with her addiction. With
her behavior. Trying to be honest
with her dad and I.”

But as soon as she hit the 30-
day mark, the insurance compa-
ny started calling again, Missy
said. They want to know the exit
plan. They don’t want to pay for
more treatment.

“You can’t discharge a child
who still needs so much help,”
Missy said. “Fighting an insur-
ance company is like fighting a
brick wall. You just get nowhere.”

Jessie will stay in the residen-
tial treatment center for as long
as possible, but after that,
Wellington has agreed to make
an exception in her case and
allow her into the transitional
housing program. Usually one
has to be at least 16 to be in that
program, but if Jessie can main-
tain impeccable behavior and

meet the right criteria, she will be
allowed to be in that program.

“It’s a very intensive outpatient
program,” Missy said. “It’s very
expensive – $1,000 a month.
We’re looking to get a sponsor to
help cover the cost because we
are fighting one battle trying to
get our house out of foreclosure,
trying to pay for Jessie’s rehabili-
tation. So going into transitional
housing, she could be there an-
other month or she could be
there six months. It all depends
on Jessie and how she progress-
es.”

The transitional housing pro-
gram is a small step down from
residential, and it is very struc-
tured, Missy said. Jessie will
have to get good grades in
school, stay clean and sober and
abide by every rule. If she does
not, then she must go back to
residential or go home. But she
and Jeff have not given up. It will
still take more time to learn what
damage has been done, and
what damage is permanent to
Jessie’s brain. But they have to
believe that they have not lost
their little girl for good.

“As a mom and dad, you just
cannot ever give up on your kids.
Ever,” Missy said. “We made a
promise the day both our kids
were born that we would protect
them and guide them through
life until the day we die.”

Missy has formed a Facebook
group called Mothers Against
Synthetic Pot, which is a re-
source for parents who can come
together to learn about this issue
or discuss their shared experi-
ences about their children’s ad-
diction. It has been helpful for
Missy to talk to other parents
who have gone through the same
things she has, so she wanted to
create a safe space for other par-
ents to connect and support
each other.

For more information about
Wellington, visit www.wellington
retreat.com.


