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from somebody that’s actually been there,
not talking to a counselor that’s sitting
behind a desk in school, somebody your
mom’s sending you to,” he said.) He
thought about one day having a family and
a house.

And he hoped, even though he said he
knew it was unlikely, that telling his story
would change something.

“If this changes one kid’s life, saves one
kid from being in jail, saves his family the
pain of seeing him go through it, saves one
kid from overdosing and dying, then all that
I’ve done hasn’t been in vain. I guess that’s
why I keep doing this with you,” he said.

“I appreciate it,” I said.
“Thank you for breaking up my day,” he

said, seeming to relax a little.

When I first started following
Garrett, I didn’t know what to
expect, but a part of me thought

he would stop returning my texts and
phone calls over time. His experiences
were painful and hard to admit to anyone,
let alone an audience.

Yet he continued to reach out, to explain
and gripe and wait for me to form my ques-
tions. Each time he got a new phone num-
ber, he texted it to me. I enjoyed getting
those updates at random hours because it
meant he was still game. In my phone, I have

numbers for “Garrett Brown,” “Garrett
Brown Newest,” “Garrett Brown New New-
est” and, finally, “Garrett Brown Latest.”

He raised his eyebrows at me for asking
cringe-worthy questions. (Such as, “What
do you see for your future?”) He explained
things I’d never really thought about be-
fore. (Such as how there are no calendars
or clocks in jail, which would make the
time drag even more.)

He showed his indignation and sorrow,
but was also easy to laughter. He was rel-
atively straight-faced when I saw him in
Kennebec County jail, but at one point his
eyes started to smile. “You look like

you’re pondering something,” he said.
“I’m always pondering something,” I said
back with a bit of attitude, and he laughed
so loud it made the audio recording
crackle. I don’t even remember what I
was mulling over.

He once offered to contribute toward my
gas money, since I had to travel to see him.
There’s no way I’d ever take his money, I told
him. Plus, he didn’t have any money anyway.

I made a good point, he said.

Over time I learned the things Gar-
rett kept from me and from his
mom. She knew he smoked mari-

juana but said she only found out about his
heroin use after his February 2015 overdose.

“I didn’t know he was struggling that
hard,” Traci said later.

After he was released from jail — and
allowed to serve part of his sentence at
home — Garrett overdosed again on Hal-
loween, Oct. 31, 2015, at his home in Au-
gusta when he was with his girlfriend,
Savannah Nadeau, a petite 20-year-old
from Waterville.

She hesitated to call for help because she
didn’t want him to go back to jail. But she
didn’t want him to die.

She called 911, and Garrett was charged
with felony possession, again. This time he
didn’t get thrown in jail. Until his scheduled

court appearance, he could stay at home and
continue working. But what would happen
if he overdosed again? And again?

Still, he reached for normalcy. As Sa-
vannah walked him home from the hospi-
tal, she said he told her he loved her for
the first time.

“He told me that everything was going to
be OK, that he was going to get over the ad-
diction, that everything was going to be
good; I wasn’t going to lose him to it. That’s
just something I play over and over and
over in my head,” Savannah said.

After the October overdose, Roxy Helm,
Garrett’s boss and the general business man-
ager of Huttig Building Products’ Maine
stores, told Garrett she was there for him.
She had hired him knowing his criminal his-

tory because she had confidence in his ability
to follow direction and learn new skills. He
didn’t let her down, starting by working in
the office and later transitioning to the ware-
house. She reassured him his job would wait
if he wanted time to seek treatment.

“I told him, ‘I’d take your felony, your
history and everything. Everything I would
take if you wanted to trade places with
me,’” she said. “‘That’s how much I think
you’ve got going for you.’”

Traci told her son, “‘Honey, please, if
you’re going to do this, don’t do this when
you’re alone. In case you get in trouble, you
need someone there to help you.’”

She pleaded with him to go to the doctor
to ask for Narcan, the brand name of
overdose-reversing naloxone, to carry
with him. Or ask about Suboxone, she
said, which could help him manage his ad-
diction. He told her, “I don’t think I’m
going to do it again, Mom.”

One of the symptoms of a substance use
disorder can be to deny a problem or refuse
help. What does a loved one do then? Man-
dated treatment can be an option. At the
same time, recovery is a process that even-
tually takes willingness.

There are levels of readiness, said Bryn
Gallagher of Portland, a University of Maine
School of Law student and member of the
organization Young People in Recovery.

Someone might not be able to abstain
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Savannah Nadeau is pictured
at home in Waterville.
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The house in Augusta where
Garrett Brown rented a room.


