Griego: Fiercest of loves forces couple to give up mentally ill son
December 20, 2003
Here's a choice I hope you never have to make.
You raise a child. You love him the best way you know how. He loves you the only way he knows how, which is not love in any way others might recognize, because your boy is sick, a child with a long list of brain disorders.

	

	

	


You try for six years to get him the care he needs. You adopted him out of foster care, after all, did a good thing, tried to save a sick child, saved taxpayers money.

But every step is a struggle. Mental health services are in short supply. Private insurance has limits. The Medicaid dollars that cover adopted foster children with special needs are scarce. One regulation contradicts another. A caseworker tells you this while a psychiatrist tells you that.

You can't get help and you can't get help and you can't get help.

And one day, after many days of hell, you ask yourself: Can I keep living like this? Do I risk my other children to save this one? Or do I pack my little boy's things and say goodbye?

No parent should have to make the choices Cheryl and Wayne did.

Six years ago, they adopted David. He was 22 months old, the son of Cheryl's half-sister. Her half-sister was mildly mentally retarded. The boy's father was schizophrenic. Together, they starved their son.

When David was 9 months old, the state put him in foster care, where he went from home to home, five in all, before Cheryl and Wayne brought him into their family.

David would walk around the house and pick up fuzz balls and coins and stray pieces of thread. He would collect and eat them. He would stuff food in his mouth, storing it in his cheeks for later. He would eat until he vomited. He woke up screaming at night. He tried to crush his baby brother by jumping on him.

"That's when we got really scared," Cheryl says.

Cheryl is a social worker. She knew adopting David was a risk. But Cheryl and Wayne already had kids, and, she says, you tell yourself that all you have to do is love them to make them better.

That if you give them stability, consistency, if you teach them "please" and "thank you," if you take them to church and hold them in your arms and kiss them good night, you can make them whole again.

She never thought that one day someone would suggest she abandon her child at a local sheriff's office.

That someone would say: Let the county declare you and Wayne negligent parents and take David back into foster care. He can get treatment that way.

Which, Cheryl says, is what a mental health agency worker told her.

"There is no dignity, no respect, no compassion. I didn't neglect this child," Cheryl says. "We thought we could love him better, and for that we are being punished."

Cheryl and Wayne are far from alone. It's what happens when good intentions meet bad policy.

For years, parents with severely mentally ill children - children who posed a danger to themselves or others - have been forced to ask the state to file dependency and neglect charges against them just to get their children into foster care and treatment.

"If your child had cancer, we would never do that," state Sen. Moe Keller, a Golden Democrat, says. "If he had diabetes, we would never do that. But if he had schizophrenia, that was the practice."

Keller tried to change that. A bill she successfully sponsored five years ago gives parents a way to get out-of-home residential treatment - 24-hour supervised care - for their children without being wrongly labeled negligent.

But, in these cash-strapped days, the law has its limits. Mental health agencies have similar money woes as does child welfare. They can provide out-of-home treatment only for the most severely mentally ill children.

Sick kids have become hot potatoes bounced between agencies.

"The problem is basically money," Keller says. "Money, money, money and money. It's almost cutthroat. Everyone is grabbing for that last penny."

Cheryl and Wayne believe their son, diagnosed in another state with multiple disorders, needs out-of-home residential treatment - at a cost of about $200 a day.

Their mental health agency, Arapahoe/Douglas Mental Health Network, disagrees. Its doctors say therapeutic foster care is the answer.

In general, says Scott Thoemke, the network's CEO, institutionalization should be the last resort for a child. In particular, the agency must be convinced that David's problems are caused by mental illness and not by the starvation he suffered as an infant.

Finally, he says, some parents ask for residential treatment simply because they are overwhelmed by caring for a severely mentally ill child.

I cannot imagine Cheryl and Wayne's life. People have told Cheryl she should have known better than to adopt a "damaged" child. They have questioned her mothering abilities.

Live in my house, she wants to tell them, then talk to me. Their marriage has suffered. They had to declare bankruptcy. They are exhausted.

"My family," Cheryl says, "is broken."

They can appeal their mental health agency's decision to the state, but they no longer have the energy or the will. They have decided to give up their son. One of David's long-ago foster families wants to adopt him.

Cheryl already knows what she and Wayne will say to David. He will call them Auntie Cheryl and Uncle Wayne.

She can't help but feel as though she has failed as a parent and she already mourns a son she dearly loves but with whom she cannot live.

She does not think he will miss them.
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