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want to describe it because someone at the
jail could listen to our conversation.

The reason he hadn’t killed himself yet
was the thought of his mother. When she
saw him at the hospital after his overdose,
“She said, ‘You know what you would have
done to me if you’d died?’ And I fucking
lost it. That’s the one sentence that’s kept
me alive,” he said.

I was afraid Garrett would kill himself,
so I later spoke to Traci, and we figured out
who she could talk to, to get him help. Gar-
rett was able to see a mental-health worker
at the jail. He had more time left.

Garrett entered the world reluctant-
ly. Traci’s labor pains started at 9
p.m. on a Sunday in 1994 and didn’t

end until 2:10 p.m. on a Wednesday. “I re-
minded him of that through the years,” she
said, laughing. He was her only child.

He didn’t know his biological father and
heaped his love on his mother. In second
grade, growing up in Michigan, he defend-
ed her honor to an older kid on the school

bus. “A fourth-grader on the bus apparently
called him a motherfucker. [Garrett]
thought he was saying his mother was a
fucker, so he hauled off and cold-cocked the
fourth-grader,” Traci said.

He was outgoing, often disruptive and
smart. In elementary school, he joined a
group of high-achieving “gifted and tal-
ented” students.

Traci married, and the family of three
moved to Maine when Garrett was 11, for
work and to be closer to family. Traci got a
job at a textile mill in North Monmouth and
later became a phlebotomist. Her husband
is a mechanic. Their move to Augusta put
them closer to Garrett’s older cousins, with
whom he began committing crimes.

In one burglary, Garrett and two older
cousins looted storage trailers at Larrabee
Marine in West Gardiner, which sells items
such as boats, chainsaws and motors. They

destroyed and stole inventory, co-owner
Brenda Larrabee said. She didn’t know at
the time how old the burglars were.

One of Garrett’s cousins and co-defen-
dants, Jonathan Bowers of Winthrop, said
he knows it was irresponsible, “but at that
point in time I don’t know if I was doing it
to try to just be cool to my little cousin, to
have someone look up to me, because he
looked up to me a lot. We fed off of each
other. If he had a bad idea, it took me a
while to say, ‘This is a bad idea.’” He was 18
at the time of the crimes. Garrett was 11.

Garrett faced three felony counts of bur-
glary and several misdemeanors, and just
after he turned 12, in 2006, was sentenced to
a year of probation. The court ordered him
to pay $2,500 in restitution.

Traci felt guilty about connecting her
son with his cousins. “I was working — and
working overtime then,” she said. “I felt
betrayed, hurt, both for me and my son.”
Garrett wanted to go back to Michigan, and
Traci agreed he could live with family
there, including his great-aunt and great-
uncle, whom he considered grandparents.

It would be more satisfying to pinpoint
exactly what led to Garrett’s slide into crime
and drugs. But few lives are so tidy. In retro-
spect, there undoubtedly were several fac-
tors that contributed to his rebellion.

Had Garrett committed those crimes
today, at such a young age, it’s likely he
would not have been adjudicated the way
he was. The juvenile justice system more
recently has pushed to keep first-time juve-
nile offenders away from court, knowing it
increases the likelihood they’ll reoffend.

His family estimated Garrett started
using marijuana around age 10, with
harder drugs to follow. Early marijuana
use can affect the part of the brain respon-
sible for developing appropriate fear re-
sponses. What’s more, there were others
in Garrett’s family with a history of ad-
diction, potentially predisposing him ge-
netically to the disease.
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Garrett Brown, 5, on his first day of kindergarten.
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This photo of Garrett Brown and dog,
PJ, was taken when Garrett was about 7.


