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years and then declines in their early 20s.
Most people who start offending at a young
age continue to do so until they’re about 25.
Then most naturally stop offending in the fol-
lowing few years. Garrett appeared to fit that
standard progression of behavior.

His offenses reached a new level of sever-
ity on May 30, 2012. At about 8 p.m., resi-
dents reported gunfire on Laurel Street in
Augusta. Police found Garrett’s ex-girlfriend

and her new boyfriend with a green Toyota
Corolla that had a shattered rear driver-side
window. They discovered two metal bullet
fragments from a small-caliber handgun in
the soft material on the inside of the rear
passenger-side door, with another lodged in
the seat on the same side, according to police
affidavits that Garrett gave me, as juvenile
records aren’t publicly available.

Garrett, who was 17 at the time, had
argued with them and then shot at the
car, while they were in it, from a distance
of about 15 feet.

What Garrett told me matched what the
witnesses told police: “I had a breakup

with my ex. I was drinking. Was walking
down the street. Her new boyfriend
wouldn’t stop and fight me. So I pulled my
pistol, and I fired on the back window.
Broke out the back window.”

The new boyfriend told police he thought
Garrett was trying to kill him. The ex-girl-
friend said that, if they hadn’t driven away,
the bullet could have struck either of them.

Garrett wasn’t on heroin at the time, he

said. But the fact he was using and selling
drugs in general meant he carried a gun.
“You can blame everything on whatever
you want to, and if I wasn’t using I
wouldn’t have been in that state of mind.
I just don’t like blaming what I’ve done on
anybody else or anything else. It’s all my
decision,” he said.

It may have been his decision, but he had a
number of marks against him that made his
situation more complex: age, biology, envi-
ronment and the chemistry of addiction.

The court ordered Garrett back to Moun-
tain View — his third time — until June 29,
2013, the day he’d turn 19.

Ninety percent of youth committed to a
Maine juvenile facility need treatment for
substance use, said Colin O’Neill, associate
commissioner for juvenile services. Within
their first 30 days of commitment, they un-
dergo a battery of assessments to determine
the services they’ll need during their time
there. Sometimes, youth simply are sent
away to an inpatient treatment program.

But many have not fully realized their
addiction is a problem because
they haven’t had enough time to
accumulate major losses and see
the consequences of their drug
or alcohol use. Often, clinicians
simply try to move youth to the
next level of understanding
about their substance use disor-
der, O’Neill said, such as from
the precontemplation stage,
where they don’t recognize they
have a problem, to contempla-
tion, where they’re open to con-
sidering a problem exists.

When people repeatedly
use heroin, the drug is
converted in the brain

to morphine and binds to opiate
receptors in the reward and pain
pathways. Essentially, they are
hijacking the very parts of the
brain — the ones responsible for
judgement and self-control — that
make it possible to “just say no”
to the drug. Over time, their neu-
rons depend on increasing
amounts of the drug to function
normally. Part of the very defini-
tion of addiction is the inability to

control one’s behavior, despite experiencing
negative consequences in the past.

More Maine residents died of overdoses on
drugs in 2014, for a total of 208, than in any
previous year on record, and 2015 was on
track to surpass the record. Most of the
deaths have been caused by heroin and
fentanyl, a potent opioid often cut into heroin.
Garrett experienced the effects of both.

Rural overdose death rates have surpassed
those in metropolitan areas, spiking in nearly
every county across the country. They have
now reached a level similar to that of the
human immunodeficiency virus, or HIV,
epidemic in the late 1980s and early 1990s.

Research shows a link between tough ex-
periences in childhood and addiction later
in life, and Garrett was no exception. He
was hospitalized for talking about killing
himself in 2007 around the time that a dozen
relatives and friends of the family died in
the span of 14 months, Traci said, including
her sister to suicide. A doctor treated him
for anxiety and depression, conditions that
followed him into adulthood, and for which
he was prescribed medication.

He went to court two more
times — in 2008 and again in
2009 — for burning the side of a
building and then getting in a
chase in a stolen car that ended
when he crashed into the con-
crete stoop of a house. By the
time he was 15, he had spent
more than a year in a youth de-
tention facility — Mountain
View Youth Development Cen-
ter in Charleston — and finished
a year of probation.

Like many teenagers, Garrett
had a hard time articulating why
he kept getting in trouble, but he
was careful not to blame others.
“It’s not that my mom or my step-
dad didn’t care. They tried. My
grandparents in Michigan, they
tried everything they could — de-
vout Christians. There was noth-
ing they could have done to
change it. It was just all my deci-
sions. I think what it was, I want-
ed to be mature,” Garrett said. “I
wanted to be grown up. I wanted
to get my own money.”

Often, he wanted money for
drugs. After his second release
from Mountain View, he started selling
them. “I was selling drugs the whole time,
carrying guns, just kind of being a little
puke,” he said. He wouldn’t tell me specifi-
cally where he got drugs (just that, “Wher-
ever you look you’re going to be able to find
it”), but he did say he consumed all kinds:
heroin, Percocet, oxycodone, Ecstasy, acid,
mushrooms. He was in his late teens when
he became addicted to heroin. He described
it as flipping a switch in his brain.

The familiar bell-shaped age-crime curve
shows that youth who act out often begin with
smaller offenses in late childhood. Their crim-
inal behavior peaks in their late teenage

“You can blame everything on whatever you want to,
and if I wasn’t using I wouldn’t have been in that state of mind.
I just don’t like blaming what I’ve done on anybody else or

anything else. It’s all my decision.”
—Garrett Brown
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Garrett Brown’s mugshot around age 14,
paired with one of him as an adult.


