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March 4, 2015





Honorable Neil A. Hourihan
Lawrence District Court
Fenton Judicial Center
2 Appleton Street
Lawrence, MA 01840

Re:  Kelly C. Johnson – Section 35 Petition – December 5, 2014

Dear Judge Hourihan:

On Friday, December 5, 2014, I petitioned the court for a Section 35 commitment of my daughter Kelly Johnson.  A warrant of apprehension was issued and Kelly appeared before you in court.  

Along with the petition, I attached a lengthy timeline beginning on February 4, 2014, which was the date of Kelly’s first overdose.  The timeline showed, among other things, that Kelly had been in 13 treatment facilities, taken to the emergency room 9 times, and overdosed 3 times since February 4, 2014.  She was under a CRA through the Lowell Juvenile Court beginning in June 2014 through her 18th birthday on November 21, 2014.  

It was not an easy decision for me to make to petition the court for an involuntary commitment of my daughter who had just turned 18 years old 2 weeks prior to that day.  I did not do this lightly.  As her mother, I was faced with no other alternative to save my daughter’s life.  The court clinician told me there was a possibility that Kelly would go to Framingham State Prison if there were no treatment beds available.  A few months earlier, this would have horrified me but after watching Kelly’s drug use spiral out of control, I almost welcomed the safety and security of prison.




During the hearing, you did not allow me to speak.   As a former criminal attorney with over 40 years of experience, you relied solely on the testimony of a teenage heroin addict.  I feel that you not only had the opportunity, but more importantly, 
the responsibility to spend more time that day to at least ask me why I filed the petition, what my concerns were, and what I thought would be accomplished by the section.  You could have played a role in keeping my daughter alive.  After Kelly stated to you that she had not used drugs since July 5, 2014, you asked if she would submit to a drug test and she refused.  Did this not raise a red flag that she might not be telling the truth?  The court clinician was not allowed to speak to Kelly on the advice of her court appointed attorney Dawnangela Minton.  Please tell me what role the court clinician had in this Section 35 hearing if not to speak with Kelly to determine whether she was in danger of harming herself.

To be clear, my wish is not to recklessly construe blame, and I do not believe your decisions are fully responsible for Kelly's overdose. However, with a system that's sole purpose is to intervene in matters beyond convention, for the betterment of its individuals and society, I believe it was your duty to more thoroughly inspect this case. That day I witnessed a corrosion of that system, a neglect of duty and, unfortunately during that time, as it happens, my daughter's only hope depended upon that system. For this, I seek a necessary reform; a reinforcement of a vital structure that has failed my family so greatly. 

Kelly was so much more than just a heroin addict. Kelly was a loving daughter, sister, granddaughter, niece, cousin, and friend to so many people.  She was an honor student, and athlete.  Kelly had an amazing sense of humor, loved poetry, reading, and music.  She was kind, empathetic, generous, and caring.  She was always the first one to help her family or a friend in need.  All of these qualities probably made her appear capable before you in court that day.  However, these qualities were not enough to make her capable of fighting drug addiction.  She desperately needed the help that she was denied on December 5, 2014. 

The legal drinking age in Massachusetts is 21 years.  Why would anyone think that a girl who had just turned 18 years old would be able to make good decisions about a drug that is much more deadly than alcohol?  When I left the courtroom, Kelly told me that Attorney Minton said that I looked upset that she was not being sent to Framingham State Prison.  Attorney Minton needs to educate herself on addiction and the love that a mother has for her child.  I loved my daughter so much that I would rather see her in prison than where she is now, buried six feet under the ground.  If Kelly had been sectioned that day, she would have been committed for at least 30 – 90 days and would still be alive today.  Following the denied section Kelly overdosed again on December 15, December 26, and her final, fatal overdose on January 1, 2015.



I would like to appear before you so that you can explain to me in person why you made the decision to allow my daughter to walk out of your courtroom that day.  I cannot live the rest of my life in good conscience thinking that this could happen to another family.

Very truly yours,



Gail M. Johnson
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