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Garrett Brown accidentally overdosed on
heroin in this small shed behind his aunt’s
house on Feb. 20, 2015, and was later revived.

An EMT found the plastic pen, which
had traces of a white substance in-
side that tested positive for heroin.

Once the hospital released Garrett, an Au-
gusta police officer placed him under arrest
and brought him to jail. Garrett asked his
mom to call several people to let them know
where he was. I was one.

I wonder what would have happened to
Garrett if he didn’t go to jail that day.
Perhaps he would have gotten the right
treatment and led a life he loved. Or
maybe, by that point, the ending to his
story was already told.

Opioid addiction like Garrett’s requires
treatment, but the odds are that people
with an addiction to drugs or alcohol won’t
get any treatment at all. If they do, they’re
likely to get the wrong kind. Often, it means
they die. Between 2010 and 2014, the num-
ber of overdose deaths in Maine involving
heroin increased eightfold.

Garrett’s story is a painful reminder of
the shortcomings of a criminal justice sys-
tem that’s often fundamentally at odds with
what works to treat people with addiction.
It’s a reminder of the lack of capacity of
available treatment providers to meet the
demand of the current epidemic.

Addiction, and all its complexities, may
be the singular social, legal and political
issue of our time. We know much about the
science behind addiction and its effects, but
struggle to respond in meaningful ways.

Often, whether we are members of the
public or journalists, we hear about the trag-
edy after the fact. In this case, I saw it unfold.

“H i, baby,” Traci said to Gar-
rett through the glass in a
visitor’s room at Kennebec

County Correctional Facility. They
each held clunky black phones to their
ears. The trim around the window and
doors looked as if it had been painted
slightly different shades of light blue

many times. The maroon carpet was
stained and flaked with dirt.

Garrett couldn’t make bail.
Traci kept the mood light. There was

money in his account to make phone calls,

she said. It was snowing outside. “OK, sweet-
heart. I love you so much,” she said, wind-
ing down the conversation. “I have the
truck. I’m going to go putt-putt home.”

I took the phone from her as she left.
“How are you doing?” I said.

“I don’t really know how to answer that,”
Garrett said. He looked lost. Sad and angry at
the same time. Trapped. He had deserved to go
to jail in the past, he said. This was the first
time he didn’t deserve it. He wouldn’t get bet-
ter here, surrounded by inmates with drug
connections. About two-thirds of men and

women in local jails nationally are estimated
to be using or dependent on drugs or alcohol.

It might not have seemed like it to others,
but he had been doing well for him. He had
started college. He had kept a job until he
started school. With an adult record, he’d
have trouble finding a job, an understand-
ing community. He’d have student loan
debt he wouldn’t be able to repay.

His probation conditions undoubtedly
would prohibit him from using again —
rules at odds with the reality of addiction
where relapse is common, just as it is
with other chronic illnesses. Even if he
could find a good treatment program
with an opening, he’d need to balance it
with a job to pay off the restitution he
owed for previous offenses as a juvenile
— or face ending up in jail again. And the
substance that righted his brain and con-
nected him to his friends? No more.

“This is the only time I’ve seriously con-
templated ending it,” he said. “I’ve never,
ever felt this weak in my life.”

Experts say you’re supposed to ask peo-
ple directly about their suicidal statements
and see if they have a plan. Don’t just let it
go. So I asked. Garrett said again he wanted
to kill himself. He had a plan, but he didn’t
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