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About Untold Stories Utah 2017
Untold Stories Utah 2017 is an anthology of writings by students in Utah Youth In Care educational 

programs. All the stories in this anthology were submitted to the Untold Stories Utah 2017 writing 
competition. The forty stories presented here are the winners, finalists or editor’s choice stories selected 
from the student entries. Congratulations to all students who were brave enough to submit a story and tell 
their truths.

This is the third year that we, the participating Youth In Care writing teachers and administrators, 
have enthusiastically promoted this writing competition. Each year the number of students 
participating has increased. In the fall of 2014, 112 entries were submitted; in 2015, 192 entries; and in 
2016, an astonishing 254 personal narratives were submitted and evaluated by our nine judges (whose 
bios are at the end of this anthology). Thanks to our judges for their thoughtful reading of these student 
narratives. 

Why do we persist in encouraging students in Youth In Care educational programs to write personal 
narratives to submit to this contest? Three reasons: Publication. Celebration. Perspective.

First, the goal of publication produces any writer’s best work. Every student who submits a 500-word-
or-less personal narrative to the writing competition knows that there is a real chance that the story will 
be published. In the world of effective writing practice, all students win when they submit a publication-
ready story.

And, all students win as they put form to a series of chaotic, often traumatic, events from their 
lives, creating a framework that clarifies the meaning of past experiences. That is what stories do; they 
make meaning out of chaos, a beginning-middle-and-end structure out of the raw and random of the 
everyday.  

Second, all the stories are read and evaluated by professional educators and writers; the student 
writers, whose stories are judged to be the top ten, experience the honor of receiving certificates of 
merit, often presented in awards assemblies. 

We know the value of celebrating the achievements of youth who need to learn how to celebrate 
their positive accomplishments. Celebrating achievements can inch away the sting of past defeats. 
When I presented one young writer his honorable mention certificate, he seemed so surprised to 
be receiving good news that it took him a few moments to respond. After all, he was still residing in 
juvenile detention where most of the news is bad, rarely much to celebrate.

Third, the stories in this anthology are available to the world, to readers who desire to stretch 
their perspective of life by reading how students in Youth In Care programs recount their real-
life experiences. This anthology is available in hardcopy, in limited numbers, and online at: www.
youthcreatehere.org . Obviously, if you are reading this, you have had the good fortune of discovering 
one of these two resources. I would be surprised if after reading these stories, you do not discover one 
story that alters your view of your world. 

Sometimes readers of these stories wonder if these events actually occurred. After having assisted 
many students in the forming of their stories, my sense of this is: Yes! These things really happened; 
more importantly, this is the way these students remember these events. Most importantly, these are 
the stories that were most important for these students to tell. They wanted you to know that these 
things had happened in their lives.
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A perennial concern in the writing and reading of all personal narratives, not just the stories in 
this anthology, is the issue of veracity: Is the author telling the truth? It must be acknowledged that no 
personal narrative is an actual re-creation of the events in a life; personal narration is always the telling 
of memories from a perspective and with some sort of point to be made. Perhaps, in all stories, the 
writer creates an uneven, uniquely textured fabric, in which they stitch the subtle shadings of memory. 

All the stories in this anthology taken together create a colorful, rough-edged patchwork master 
narrative. The truth we can access from reading all these stories as one narration is that these young 
writers live in a world of both victimization and victimizing, of addiction and recovery, of homelessness 
and running from home, of being labeled and fighting for identity, of recklessness and bravery, of knowing 
too much and not understanding ordinary things, and of slick lying and in-your-face honesty. There 
are lessons to be learned here if we do not become mired in our own fears and biases. And, there is the 
challenge: our stories versus theirs. 

Here is the question we have the opportunity to explore: Do our stories compete with theirs to 
define the “truth” about our world? I would say, “Absolutely not!” An intrepid reader or a brave writer 
knows this is not how the power of storytelling works. I know that your story, no matter how different 
from mine, adds context and complexity to my tale. The more stories I know, the better I understand 
my own. It is my goal to know lots of stories, fantastical or factual, fast flowing or halting in form, tales 
of half-imagined or real-life events. Tell me your stories, and I’ll tell you mine. We will both be richer for 
the exchange. 

Enjoy these forty stories. They are treasures that will steal your heart while rewarding you with 
amazing adventures, car chases through loneliness and loss, treks into the deep forests of grief and 
tears, and long walks around the sharp corners of courts and incarceration. Joyride through these tales 
for the fun of it, as if you were being chased by the terror of your bleakest yesterday and the fear of 
missing an adrenaline rush, vicarious and brief as it may be. Learn all your heart can hold.

Bonnie Shaw, PhD, YIC Humanities Specialist

ON THE COVER:

The art of the cover of this anthology was produced by artist Cat Rogers and the students at Salt 
Lake County Youth Services and is published with Cat’s permission. 

IN THE ANTHOLOGY:

The brightly colored artwork within this anthology, which is currently displayed in the offices 
of Utah State Juvenile Justice Services, was created by students in Youth In Care programs and is 
published without attribution. The black-and-white pieces are student drawings from the 2017 YICArts 
Annual All-State Art Show, under the direction of Abe Kimball, artist and educator. 
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Every child is an artist. The problem is how to remain an artist once we grow up. —Pablo Picasso 



7

The Letter
written by E. A. L. at Gemstone Youth Center

When I was nine, my mother left me with my aunt in Texas. My mother has never returned. Now I am 
seventeen. I often write her a letter I know I will never send. This is that letter.

Dear Mom,

This is your daughter. Remember me? The one you decided to leave, taking my two-year-old 
brother with you. The daughter who doesn’t know who her father is because you would never tell 
me his name. The one you would always ignore when I would try to reach out to you on Facebook, 
Instagram, any possible way to ask you: Why? Why did you keep him, and not me? I just need 
answers. I feel betrayed and angry. Why am I not good enough for you? I always ask myself, “What 
can I do to make you want me again?” 

I want to know how my brother is doing. I want him to know I am his sister. In fourth grade, my 
adopted father gave me a picture of you and my brother because I think he was just trying to help me 
and show me that my brother and you were okay. He didn’t expect me to cry that whole night and 
hate myself every time I looked in the mirror. But I did. 

Not only that, but I turned to drugs, thinking it would take away the pain of betrayal, thinking I 
could fill the hole I have in my heart and find love. I started giving my body to every boy that would 
give me attention. I blamed the family that adopted me. I hated them. Every time they tried to love 
me, I pushed them away because I didn’t want to receive love from the people who replaced my 
broken family. I attempted suicide six times. 

When I found out you are profoundly deaf, I tried learning ASL so I could maybe video chat with 
you and sign: “I miss you.” I will be eighteen in less than five months. And I have been in and out of 
detention, programs, and have multiple charges for the habits I turned to because you hurt me, you 
left me. I have learned the real meaning of love. My adopted family will never betray me the way 
you did. They won’t take my adopted brothers away from me. They support me in anything I do. 
And guess what, I am graduating early. I’ve been sober for two months now. And I am getting the 
counseling I need to help me find healthy ways to fill the hole in my heart. I’m learning how to forgive. 
I will never understand how you could leave me. Or why you kept my brother, and not me. I will 
never understand how you could hide my father from me. But I will forgive you.

Your Daughter

This is the letter I would send to you if I even knew where you were, if I thought you might give me a 
chance. 
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Would You Understand?
written by T. H. at Gemstone Youth Center

“Sticks and stones may break my bones, but words will break my heart.” ~ T. H. 

I was twelve years old when I noticed it. I didn’t do the things the other girls did, like fussing about 
their clothes or wearing makeup. Instead I wore the baggy T-shirts I loved and the basketball shorts 
that went past my knees. The other girls laughed at me. Said my buzzed haircut made me ugly. I wasn’t 
the only one though. On my first day of middle school, I met a girl who hid her face with her hair and 
had scars on her arms. They were ruthless: “ruler arms,” “emo skank,” “freak.” Everything in the book. 
But she just looked at me, shrugged and said, “I’m used to it by now.” It tore my heart to pieces.

When I was thirteen, I started getting offended when people would call me girly. I noticed that I 
considered myself more of a boy than a girl. My first day in high school all my teachers asked my name, 
and I said, “Hi, I’m ‘T.’ (Not my given name.) Nice to meet you.” Everyone looked at me weird. I glared 
at them till they looked away uncomfortably. My teachers always had the same reply: “’T’ it is.”

That year I went to the Provo Pride Parade Festival and met a lady. This lady was born as a 
man named “C.” I asked her why we both felt that we should be different genders. She didn’t have 
an explanation, but she gave me a word, a word that I have used to describe myself to this day: 
transgender. 

She told me that a lot of people wouldn’t accept me, and it would make me feel very sad. I had no 
idea how correct she was until I met “J.” “J.” was a transsexual woman (born male) who got stuck in 
this sadness. She was pushed and prodded, shoved and shouted at, slapped and sliced. We became 
inseparable. Unfortunately, in the winter of my fourteenth year, J. took her own life, unable to handle 
the words being thrown at her, words that could’ve stayed glued to the tongues of her killers. Some 
people just can’t keep their freaking mouths shut, can they? I told myself to never open up, or the same 
things would happen to me.

I had just turned fifteen when I came to Gemstone Residential this year. After a week, I decided 
to open up. The other girls listened quietly as I explained that I was transgender. I explained that I 
preferred male pronouns (he, him, his, etc.). I asked them to call me “T.” I expected rejection. That’s not 
what I got. Every single girl could’ve said harsh words to me. But instead, they either chose not to speak 
up or to try to understand me. That’s what matters. And I daresay they understood. Would you?
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Sometimes reality is too complex.  Stories give it form. —Jean Luc Godard



10

Alone
written by S. C. at Gemstone Youth Center

Loneliness is a very bizarre sort of thing. It sneaks up on you, frozen and quiet, sits at your side in 
the darkness and strokes your hair as you cast off into a deep sleep. It wraps itself around your bones 
like a blanket clutching you so tight you almost can’t breathe. It lies next to you late in the night, leaving 
little lies in your silken heart, and then manages to leach the light out of every corner. 

It is a relentless companion, holding your hand only to yank you down when you are struggling to 
stand up on your own two feet. You wake up in the morning, pondering about who you could possibly 
be. You get ready for your day, not sure why you’re even trying. You go throughout your afternoon 
wondering where you have gone, feeling as though you lost yourself among the groups of people. You 
look okay with a smiling face, but you’re stuck in your mind, wandering through your thoughts and 
watching all the people talk and laugh around you. You have casual conversations but still feel like an 
outcast as though you’re just a detached soul waiting and wanting to be found. 

You get home by dusk to find yourself pacing around the house, not knowing what to do. You are 
feeling so trapped in your own mind. You don’t really notice that you’ve even skipped dinner or your 
favorite TV show that you love so much. You lie back in your bed by the end of the night, staring at the 
ceiling, soaking in the silence, failing to fall asleep. You begin to tremble in your own skin. You have so 
much doubt running through your restless mind: Do I? Don’t I? Should I? Why can’t I? Why won’t I? 
Why, why, why?

Then, even when you’re ready to let it go, when you are ready to break free, when you are wanting 
to be brand new, loneliness is that old friend standing by your side in the mirror, looking you dead in 
the eye, challenging you to live your life without it. You really want to replace this friend for a better, 
happier friend, an encouraging friend, only to find more hesitation flooding in. Am I really strong 
enough to do this? -- you ask yourself. 

Then you lose it, all hope gone. You can’t find the words to fight yourself, to fight the words 
screaming at you: You will NEVER be good enough, NEVER EVER enough! Loneliness is a hostile, 
wretched companion. All you want is faith and strength, but sometimes loneliness just will not let go.
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That Day
written by M. J. W. at Salt Lake Observation & Assessment

The roof was high, slippery and breezy. The sounds of sirens were never-ending; she heard her 
mom and her mom’s friend Jean yelling, her mom crying. Then she saw it, the blood dripping down her 
mom’s face. What? Where did that come from? She didn’t do that, she couldn’t have! She saw the cops 
and panicked: Why were they there? They weren’t there for her, right? There was no getting down off 
this roof. She had nowhere to go, nowhere to run, nowhere to hide. Terrified, crying and wanting out, 
then she heard him, the police officer. He was leaning out one of the upstairs windows and urging her to 
come back in. She won’t, she couldn’t. What if they take her away?

An hour or so had passed, and she was still on the roof. Hungry, thirsty and afraid, she decided to 
accept her fate and go back inside. As soon as she climbed back onto the porch, they were on her. She 
felt the pressure and heard the click of handcuffs. All she could do was stare at them as they asked her, 
“Why?” She wanted to answer but knew that she had none. All she knew was: Reality had let go. That 
was her answer.

“Eleven years old is too young to be getting arrested,” they said to me. I didn’t care; I thought I had 
it bad, a consistent war zone for a home. No, the war zone was just me, inside my crazy head. My life 
was good; I just had anger from the air, from nowhere, my head always spinning with unsaid thoughts. I 
asked myself: What am I doing in this spot?

Two years later, to be precise, in a home that was not my own, she came to visit me, my mom, no 
more scars on her face except for the ones of emotion. We talked casually, always ignoring the spook 
that haunts us both. I spoke of it first and found it had been me, all me. Like I said – Gone out of reality. 
I was on that roof; I threw the shingles that injured her face. I apologized and was hence forgiven, but 
still it’s conflicting my rhythm.

I scream, a cry, Help me! – in my actions. They told me, “Violence was not the answer.” I could 
never see what they meant. My life was and is full of misfortunes that have made me stronger on my 
way. I’m seventeen now and just barely seeing the light out of this anger.

Seventeen, soon to be eighteen, still not home, but now I get it, my home, that roof was my 
destruction. Off that roof I now jump to the ground, where my ever-patient family has been waiting – 
seven years – for me to come down.
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Great stories happen to those who can tell them. —Ira Glass
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The Belly of the Beast
written by S. B. at Genesis Youth Center

The cold steel up against my lower stomach sent chills throughout my body. I was thirteen. I pulled 
the gun out of my waistband and stared at it while I waited. My homeboy was in the car with me. This 
was his first time serving someone up with the heavy stuff. You could tell he was nervous about the cops 
patrolling around us, although he hid it well. I clutched the banger tightly, because with tweakers you 
never know. 

A frail man cautiously approached the car. The lifeless look in his eyes, the way he looked around 
as if everyone was out to get him, and cluster of disgusting scabs all over his bald head told me this was 
our guy. He was a fiend. 

As he spoke, he revealed a mouth full of rotting teeth. “I, I, I . . . I need an extra ball on t, t, t . . . top 
of what I asked for,” he stammered. My homeboy stared at him. You could tell this dude didn’t have 
enough money for a ball. “Let me see that money first,” my homie said. The fiend opened the door and 
hopped into the backseat. 

 He was mumbling as he reached into his pocket. You could tell something wasn’t right because 
tweakers never stall to get their drugs; they rush the deal and go to get high right away. When he 
brought his hand out, he quickly swung on my homie, catching him with a knife in his arm. All hell 
broke loose. I grabbed his wrist and started bashing his face in with the pistol. With his arm still 
bleeding, my homie hopped back and started pounding his fists into the guy’s body. We were yelling 
while we viciously socked him, mercilessly beating him unconscious.

I cocked the pistol and pointed it at his head. “What are you doing, playa?” my homie shouted. “We 
gotta dip! Pigs are gonna roll deep when they see him passed out and leaking blood.” I just stared at him 
before putting the gun in my waistband. We pushed him out of the car, and left his lifeless body in the 
road. My homie hopped in the front seat and floored it as we drove off.

 Adrenaline was rushing through my body; I couldn’t stop shaking. It took 27 stitches to fix my 
homie’s arm. I laughed and cracked jokes about what had happened after our nerves calmed down. We 
then went to my homie’s house, sat in his basement, and smoked a blunt; only to fall asleep like nothing 
had happened. It was just another day.

At 16 years old, looking back on this night is a lot different than when I was 13. It’s unnerving to 
think that I was so close to taking somebody’s life. I put these memories deep down inside me, doing 
my best to avoid letting them resurface. Each day I live, I avoid doing anything that could drag me back 
down to that dark place, the belly of the beast.
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I will tell you something about stories . . . They aren’t just entertainment.  
Don’t be fooled. They are all we have, you see, all we have to fight off  

illness and death. ― Leslie Marmon Silko, Ceremony
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Angels and Demons
written by M. C. at Granite YESS Program

I fell utterly and completely in love with a drug addict. His presence replaced the loneliness and 
aching deep within my heart. I was addicted to him. I believed he loved me. I was wrong. 

He was in the corner with his best friend, a rolled up dollar bill and beautiful glistening crystal set 
on the table. I crawled over and climbed into his lap. He smelt like cigarettes and blood. I picked up 
the dollar bill. I hesitated. I never could bring myself to use meth until then. My face went numb. I had 
never felt so good. I wanted more. I needed more.

Face down on the bathroom floor, I finally found the strength to move. Starved by the craving for 
dope in my veins, I took the cap off and started to mix water into the crushed up crystals. The hunger 
was unbearable. Track marks covered my arms, constructing a canvas of bruises. I used a cord and tied 
off the circulation. The needle tore into my mutilated skin. I watched my blood stream into the needle. 
The injection of crystal sent a sensation of satisfaction through my whole body. I grabbed the bathroom 
counter and pulled myself up. I walked out into the bedroom. All of his homeboys were there smoking 
out of the glass pipe. I collapsed onto the floor.

I regained consciousness and found my body paralyzed. I couldn’t move no matter how hard I tried. 
An eternity seemed to pass before I commanded my body to move. I sat up and saw him sitting there, 
smoking his Marlboro black, staring right through me. And that’s when the realization hit me. I had to 
leave him. I loved him, but he loved the streets.

My pure soul was now filled with the devil’s drug. My precious heart was now blackened with 
hate and sorrow. My veins were filled with evil spirits. I wanted to feel something, and getting high 
was the solution. That pale, bony ghost of a person was not who I wanted to be. I knew that I had lost 
all control. The demons were too strong. I was fighting a battle that I would never win on my own. I 
allowed momentary remedies to destroy me. 

After I was arrested and got locked up, I started to contemplate my life. Deep inside I knew that I 
needed to get help, but I had been in denial. Maybe I was still in denial, but now I had hit rock bottom, 
and I knew it was time for a change. I was searching for an angel in all the wrong places. I found the 
courage to confess my sins to my mom and myself. 

With the support of my mom I’ve been sober for six months. The devil left me with nothing but 
vacant promises; I survived the suffocating embrace he once had over me.
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Unsportsmanlike Conduct
written by K. G. at Wasatch Youth Center

The announcer: “Wrestling for 1st place: K.G. from Utah vs. Armstrong from California.” I had 
never been more nervous. I had never been on a stage this big before. I had butterflies but was ready to 
go. In the first period I was up 7-5. Into the second period, I made a mistake. Armstrong took me down 
and scored 4 points. He almost pinned me. I got a reversal and tied the match at 9-9. The third period 
started, and I scored a quick takedown. Now 11-9 with 1:15 left. My opponent got a reversal for 2 points 
and tied it at 11-11 with 7 seconds left. The stadium was louder than ever. I had all the spectators on the 
edge of their seats. Three seconds to go and it’s tied. 

Seven days earlier....

I was fourteen years old, practicing in the wrestling room at Crushers, a wrestling club in Layton. 
I was training for a big tournament in Reno, Nevada. It was my first big tournament. I practiced every 
day after school; I even spent an extra hour after practice drilling with my partner. 

I practiced all week; I was still overweight. I needed to be 106 pounds; I weighed 107. I couldn’t 
practice anymore. It was time to drive down to Reno. It was a long drive; we stopped multiple times at 
every gas station. Since I was overweight, every stop I would weigh myself. 

We kept driving all night. My last weight check was at 107.1. We cranked up the car heater in the 
middle of the summer, and I had put on six layers of clothes. As soon as we arrived at the event center, I 
ran for the last call for weigh-ins. I was nervous getting on the scale. 105.9! I barely made it. 

“Wrestling for First Place is K.G. vs. Armstrong. It’s tied at 11-11 with 3 seconds.” The ref blew the 
whistle. All I needed was one more takedown. Right at the whistle I took a shot and almost got 
the takedown points, but the match ended. The crowd was going wild. The match went into overtime. 
Neither of us could score. Double overtime. The first person to score would win. My coach said, “One 
burst of energy and you are taking a trophy home.” 

Double overtime. The ref blew the whistle. My opponent took a shot. I sprawled and got behind 
him for the takedown. Everything felt like slow motion. I won the match. The crowd was so loud I felt 
deaf. After I won, I stood up and took off my green ankle bracelet the refs made us wear. I threw it up 
high and shot it down with my hands shaped like guns. The ref raised my arm. I won! After the match 
the officials decided my showboating was too much. They announced that I lost one team point for 
“unsportsmanlike conduct.” It was the best point I’ve ever lost.
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What I Miss
written by C. B. at Salt Lake Valley Detention Center

I miss getting to get up for real school; instead I wake up into a cold cell and go to a school in the 
detention center. I miss going to school with my friends; in detention I have no friends. I miss getting 
fresh air; in detention you really can’t get fresh air because the windows don’t open. I miss every 
morning giving my mom a kiss and a hug; I miss getting to wear my own clothes and underwear; in 
detention I wear a lime sweatshirt, blue khakis, and orange Bob Barkers. 

I miss getting to see the girl I like seeing every day; in detention I see boys – that’s it. I miss seeing 
my two brothers, kicking it with them and talking to them; instead I have to send out letters to my 
family and my brother that’s not in detention; my one brother, that’s in here with me, I don’t even get to 
see or talk to. I miss getting to talk to him every day. I miss seeing my beautiful mom’s smile when I get 
home from school; in detention sometimes the staff smile at me, but it is not the same. 

I miss getting to eat with my family at the dinner table and conversating with them in person; in 
detention I have to talk to them over the phone or visit from them every other day in the visiting rooms. 
It’s horrible being in here; it’s not the place to be. You don’t get to really do anything, but you have to 
repeat everything the next day, every day.

 When I am out of detention, I will get to do things, instead of repeating everything every day. I miss 
getting to sleep on a comfortable bed and waking up to a nice warm room; instead I wake up in a cold 
room under a thin, wool sticky blanket. 

Just from going out one night and not listening to my mom, I’m in here losing my privileges and just 
repeating everything every day and going into a cell every day, where you just think and read, then work 
out if you aren’t lazy. But, that’s about it. You can’t do anything in here but those three things. 

You get bored after a while, and you start to overthink about your mom and brothers, getting 
fresh air, staying in one spot, in your cell, wanting to just get out. And you keep telling yourself: You 
are going to do good. You are going to stay out of here. You are going to make your mom happy 
by staying out of here. You are not going to get in trouble. You are going to see your friends. You 
are going to see your little sister. You are going to eat spaghetti. You are going to play soccer and 
basketball. You are going to do good. 

I will not miss wearing other people’s underwear, being in a cell every morning, wearing 
uncomfortable shoes – writing this story. 
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We tell ourselves stories in order to live. —Joan Didion
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The Boy Who Proved Them Wrong
written by K. M. at Renaissance Academy

All these years I’ve been in the dark because I got abused. I’ve been through four treatment 
programs, and I never really knew my bio parents. Four people gave me a sick mind, a sexual mind, 
saying that rape and abuse is good and okay, but it’s not, and never will be.

I would know because I’ve been in programs with kids who have done and who got done to. I’m 
going to share my story because I know there is hope for people, a light to help people like me get help. 
I’m going to share and hopefully get in the top twelve so they can read my story so they can reach light 
and be free.

My life was good until first grade.

“Hi, Mom. Hi, Dad,” I said.

“Hi, son. How was your first day of first grade?”

“Oh, it was good.”

“Hey, son, we got two more kids.”

“Cool, at least we got more kids.”

Later, one of the new kids said, “Hey, if you do this with me, I’ll give you a toy.”

“Okay.” That day was my first sexual offense. I was six, and my foster brother was fourteen. 

Then two months later it happened again, and by the time I was eleven, five years later, I always 
thought sex was good because that was what I had grown up with. At age eleven, things changed. I did it 
to someone else. This time I was the offender to the victim. After four other victims, I got put in a group 
home, and that’s when my life changed.

My mom told me that I couldn’t come home. I tried to step inside anyway, but she closed the door 
on me, with a tear in her eye. She cried and left me behind.

I talked to a therapist the first day in the group home. He asked me why I was there. I said, “Sex 
offending.”

He said, “You know you’re not going home again.” My whole life I thought sex offending was good. 
But I was wrong.

I’ve been recovering from the mistakes I’ve made. I’ve been doing therapy for four or five years. I 
never knew how many people had been trying to help me. People like the judge or the probation officer 
or my family or my teacher, or even a lawyer. 

So in the five months I’ve been in this group, I’ve gotten farther and 
farther in treatment to get my life back. And I love it. I’ve learned how to 
make friends. I’ve been in the light, and I have been happy. I’ve learned that 
the people who push you to work harder are the people who love you more. 

And ever since I got adopted, life has gotten a whole lot more interesting 
than it was at age three.
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The Ripple in the Pond
written by C. C. at Wasatch Youth Center

It was Christmas Eve. My mom, little brother, sister and I were watching a Christmas movie when 
we heard a big bang. Suddenly five guys rushed in after kicking in the door. My mom yelled at my 
brother, sister and me to run. They hid, but I went back and saw the tallest guy hit my mom. She fell 
down, crying. The five men kept saying, “Where is our money? Where is it?” 

She kept telling them, “I don’t have it.” One of the men pulled out a gun, pointed it at her and yelled, 
“I will blow your brains out!” I ran in front of her and screamed, “Please don’t kill my mom!! Please!” 
The bigger one grabbed me and duct taped my hands and feet. Two others searched the house, found 
my brother and sister and taped them up, too. Then one of the men put the gun to my head and said, “I 
will kill your son right now.” I could feel the cold of the barrel against my forehead.

Finally one of men said, “We should leave. He isn’t here.” Another man said, “Fine, we will just take 
the presents and anything valuable.” They took everything including my dog’s life. Yeah, they killed 
my dog. I came to find out they did all that over a fifty sack of meth that my dad had stolen from them. 
Little did they know, my father had been sent back to prison for murder. 

After that all happened, we were homeless because when they took our rent money, they took all 
my mom’s medication that she needed for pain because of a car wreck she had gotten in. She was on 
painkillers. When they took them, she got sick. She turned to heroin and became a junkie. We lost 
everything. 

When she didn’t have money, she would make me go into Wal-Mart, put a 50-inch TV in a cart and 
run it out to the car as fast as I could. I eventually got good at stealing. If I wanted something, I would 
steal it. If I was hungry, I would steal. I eventually caught on to slanging dope. By age thirteen I was 
moving ounces of heroin. My mom’s boyfriend was my mentor. He taught me how to weigh ounces and 
how to skimp. He would drop me off at “the block” with a 9-mm pistol, a scale, some bags and an ounce 
of heroin in a backpack.

I was living the life, the sweet life of a hustler, the life of the devil’s playground. That’s what “the 
block” is; it’s the devil’s playground. Every day you are in it playing the ground with your life, freedom 
-- everything at risk. It’s crazy how that one thing, one home invasion collapsed my future. That’s why 
I will always remember: Every action is like a ripple in a pond; it just keeps spreading and affecting 
everything in your future.
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Finalist

Darkness Turns into Light
written by A. C. H. at Salt Lake Valley Detention Center

My story wasn’t the happiest, but one day that changed. I am a person of survival. Let me tell you, 
my growing up betrayed my true identity. I was a dead soul screaming for revival, a young girl who was 
suicidal. Society wasn’t nice all the time. I felt their hits, their kicks, the hurt. I found out I had anxiety. 
I was never in the form of the perfect, so I became the best example of neglect. 

They called me names: “too ugly,” “b----,” “too fat,” “trash.” Other things I won’t say because it 
was that bad. But later they would call me up and need backup. Then again they would call me a “slut” 
and say my family was “jacked up.” Every time I logged into social media, I would get threats and rude 
messages. I thought, “Dang, here we go again.”

I was already alone. I was trying to look for a friend. I had no friends, so there I was wishing it would 
end. It didn’t. It never did. There was always something. Every time I felt good, they would remind me I 
was nothing. Every time I felt strong, they couldn’t help themselves, they kicked me, tore me apart, and 
took all the fight I had left. 

I had enough. I was freaking. That’s when I gave up, and I decided to run. But I couldn’t run forever. 
Eventually I got tired, so I just would sit there wishing my life would expire. If I was really nothing, then 
nobody would stop me from taking that rope and jumping. So I took it, tied it around my throat and 
prepared to jump. 

But, in that split second, my sister came through that door. I didn’t know what to do, didn’t know 
what to say. I saw the tears in her eyes. I felt my pain go away. How could I be so selfish? My sister who 
loves me obviously thought I was something. 

Now I wake up thinking: What is life? Now I’m living wrong and can’t seem to make it right. I hate 
myself every day because I lost a couple of fights, hate who I am, but can’t be who I want to be. I try 
living in the present, but my past still haunts me. I am the same person they all once knew, but I have 
changed because I started living the truth. You’d think I had it great, but don’t ever judge a face by its 
beauty, don’t judge a person’s walk by the shoes they have laced. 

For right now they can go ahead and hate. I started with a notebook and pen in my hand writing 
poems to escape the pain. The suicidal thoughts that were running through my mind no longer exist. I 
left that life behind. I no longer think that a razor is my best friend. Now my two best friends are poetry 
and myself. 
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Editor’s Choice

Anger Destroys
written by S. N. L. at Magellan Academy

Beginning early in my life I had problems. I had anger issues throughout my entire life. Due to how I 
handled, or didn’t handle my anger, I had some legal problems. Right now I’m in a group home because 
of my actions. I’m working to improve though.

My parents noticed something was not quite right with me when I was only a matter of weeks old. 
Around the age of four I was diagnosed with autism. A little bit later I started at school for kids with 
autism. Later on I started regular school in the first grade. During the next few years I did OK in school, 
but I occasionally had some outbursts at school and at home. 

Throughout my entire life I have had anger issues. Sometime during the fourth grade I had a 
particularly violent outburst that caused me to go to my first program. One week later as I got home, my 
parents started implementing that system at home. It was around then that I started taking medications 
for my anger. A couple of years later I started the sixth grade at Spectrum Academy in North Salt Lake. 
The next year I switched to their new Pleasant Grove location. 

After a few months there, I had an outburst and was sent to DT. After spending one month there, 
I got out just before Christmas. I spent only two or three days in school after the break when I had 
another problem and went to a program. I was there for about seven months. During the end of August 
I had an outburst, threw a cooking pot at my sister and got sent to DT. I was there on my thirteenth 
birthday. During my time there I got put into State’s custody.

Now I’m fourteen and in a group home. I have to go to school in the same building I live in. I have 
cameras watching me 24 hours a day, seven days a week, and they record it all. On the flip side of 
things, it’s not too bad. I get my education, food, and a warm, dry place to sleep. The staff is not too bad 
and fairly nice. Some of the other residents here can be very annoying at times but can be handled for 
now.

For those of you in similar situations, here is my advice: Do not give up. Keep going. Where I am 
might not be the best, but it’s not horrible either. I am working to move on from the program I’m in. 
I might go through a few other programs but will end up with a relatively normal life. Thank you for 
reading this. 
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Finalist

My Beautiful Scars
written by A. M. at Granite YESS Program

I woke up. There was blood everywhere. It was congealed all over my body. I could hear the TV. 
Someone was home. I began to make my way out of the closet. I made it to the hallway when I lost 
consciousness. 

I woke up again. I had nothing but the light of the TV to see by. I made it to the front room and saw 
my other half, my twin sister, sitting there. I called her name. She looked at me seeing nothing but my 
shadow. She told me, “You need to leave. You’re in a lot of trouble. Mom’s gonna be home. The cops are 
looking for you.” 

I fainted and fell to the ground. She ran over to me and turned on the light. I will never forget the 
horror in her eyes. She immediately asked me, “Why?” She called 911 and said, “I love you. Keep talking. 
Don’t fall asleep.” We waited for the paramedics to get there, and I then allowed myself to fall asleep.

It started the night before. I was fifteen and snuck out with my twenty-two-year-old boyfriend. 
I loved him so much. He was my world. We had a strong connection. I was on house arrest and not 
supposed to be out at all. I had stayed with him all night. I didn’t want to go home. 

I was tired of my family, my judge, my P. O., my caseworker telling me I couldn’t be with him, 
couldn’t use drugs, had to go to another program, had to attend school, get good grades. I had no say in 
my life, no control. I was with him until later that afternoon when his sister said to me, “You have to go 
home. We can’t have the cops here. Your mother will call the cops.” 

In that moment I was done, enraged, furious, heartbroken, tired of not having control. This was the 
end. I was going to end it. I kissed him and said, “Good-bye.” 

I returned home. No one was there. When I got in the house, I immediately looked for any pills I 
could find and swallowed them. I then grabbed a razor blade and hid in my sister’s closet. It was time 
for me to leave this life and all my pain behind. I then closed my eyes and began to cut my body open 
in every place possible, just slicing and dicing my beautiful body, taking no breaks. I felt my body grow 
tired. I knew I was going to pass out, so I quickly slit my throat and just felt my blood slowly stream 
down.

It was that day that changed my life forever. Now at eighteen I walk around with scars covering my 
body, but I can honestly say that I’ve never felt so beautiful. I have never loved myself more. It has taken 
me three years to overcome all my addictions, but I’ve done it. I’ve never felt so good.
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Finalist

His Struggles, My Struggles
written by R. M. at Wasatch Youth Center

When I was six years old, my seventeen-year-old cousin was caught up in the struggle. We were 
living in Mexico, and we were poor. We had no money and were living with my aunt. 

We were bad kids. I admit we were scandalous. Caught up in gang life, my cousin was a 
troublemaker. It was hard for him to be good, not to go out and do crime. We were not in a good 
situation, and his mom was worried for him. When he was caught up, he was in too deep in gangs. He 
was a bad man, a high-ranking gang member, and he loved gangbanging.

That was all he did. When my mom saw my brother hanging around him, she would worry. Back 
then it was hard for our families to be in Mexico because we didn’t have lots of money. My life in Mexico 
with my cousin was awesome. I loved my cousin even though he was doing bad things. I still love him. 
What led up to him banging hard, maybe, was the poverty we grew up in. He had to turn to the life of 
crime to succeed.

My cousin would steal anything, and I honestly looked up to that. When I saw that, I wanted what 
he had. When I was young, the things he did looked cool, but as I grew up, I started realizing that it was 
crazy and dangerous. 

Later my cousin was in so deep that he started having protection at his side. He would show me his 
guns. I thought it was pretty cool. It was hard for my uncle to see his son a gangster. My brother looked 
up to my cousin. Everyone did. He had respect. That’s why. 

Well, my cousin was out late one night walking through rival streets. He eventually saw a main rival, 
pulled out his gun and shot the guy. My cousin was caught; it was hard for the family to see him on trial 
for murder. My cousin with his calm told us, “I will be out soon.” 

Well, what do you know? He got tried and was found guilty for murder. He was sent to the 
penitentiary. It was very hard for his mom. But three years later he came out and has been doing good 
since.

My cousin has impacted my life in a bad way. I am locked up due to gang-related activities. I 
looked up to him as a gangster and still do. Now he is doing better than I am, except he is depressed 
and anxious all the time. I still love my cousin with all my heart. I don’t blame him for my mistakes. I 
needed a role model and saw him as one. My life has changed. I have been serving time for over a year. 
Now that has changed the direction of my life. Then I wanted to go to prison like my cousin; now I want 
to go to college.
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Stories are a communal currency of humanity. —Tahir Shah, in Abrabian Nights
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Art enables us to find ourselves and lose ourselves at the same time. —Thomas Merton
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Finalist

Lost, Found, Lost Again
written by J. M. B. at Gemstone Youth Center

I met her when I was fifteen. It seemed like she should be a stranger, but she wasn’t. We looked 
exactly alike, but acted different. She was the person who gave me life.

A couple with kids adopted my birth sister and me when she was one and I was four. Eight years 
later they gave up their rights to me and kept my sister. Now I am with a new family that took me in 
even though I was hurt, unwanted, damaged, and rejected. 

I heard rumors about my birth mom from both my old and new adopted parents. They told me she 
abused me. Knives, wooden spoons, and words used against me. She did drugs and was in a gang. When 
I met her last year, she didn’t seem that way. I didn’t believe that she did those things. She told me she 
loved me and how she would change so that we could have a real mother-and-daughter relationship. I 
believed her until January 5th, 2016. 

I had emailed her a couple weeks before Christmas. I got no response. I was worried more and more 
each day. I emailed her girlfriend, and she said, “Your mom is in jail for using again.” I had a panic 
attack; I couldn’t breathe. My world felt like it was collapsing, piece by piece. It was hard for me to email 
her back to see why she had done that. The response I got was: “She was pregnant again.” 

I didn’t know how I should take it all in. I ran and ran until I couldn’t run anymore. I said to myself, 
“I already lost a sibling. I can’t afford to lose another one.” I was so enraged that I swore to myself I 
would never talk to my mother ever again. That never happened. I started beating myself up mentally 
for not being the person I should have been for my other sister before I lost her. I certainly didn’t know 
how to be that rescuing person for my new sister. I tried and tried to be strong every day until I blew up 
and ran and ran and ran. 

That was how I lost everything. I ended up in a program. I lost my family that might have taken in 
my baby sister. I lost my freedom, virtues and beliefs. I wish I could have had the relationship with my 
birth mother that all of my adopted siblings have with theirs. I feel so left out. I miss the feeling of being 
loved and appreciated. The thing I know and feel is that I will never let my past beat me down. Yes, 
it has changed my life forever, but it is my thoughts and actions that count. Yes, those memories will 
never ever leave. I can tell myself it is going to be okay. Until I show and prove it to myself, it will never 
be okay, and I will never be the same. 
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Editor’s Choice

Gangbangin’
written by C. D. at Weber Valley Detention Center

I hate when people judge me for being in gangs. They don’t know why or anything. They are just 
quick to judge. They judge and expose me to make themselves look better, and it’s not cool, or should I 
say, “Bool.”

I was born and raised most my life in New York City in the heart of the ghetto parts. Very rarely 
did we ever see anyone wearing blue or “flu” around the apartments. If they did, it was lights out. Cops 
almost never went into the apartments. If they wanted someone that was there, they would wait until 
they came out. 

When I was heading out to school one day, one of the bangers around there stopped me. He said, 
“Ay, Lil.” At this point I was nervous as all h***. I pretended I didn’t hear him and kept walking with my 
mom. He cut us off and got on one knee to look me in the eye. 

He pulled out a gun, and I was ready to kick him in the crotch until he asked me if I knew how to 
shoot it. I shook my head vigorously, No! – and tried to walk away. He grabbed my hood and pulled me 
back and said, “Where do you think you’re going, young’un? At least try.”

So now my mom was shaking and sweating, and a fully-grown man was handing a five-year-old a 
Glock. I aimed it at the light pole about five yards out. I squeezed the trigger just barely, and it went off. 
I screamed, freaked out and threw the gun.

 He said, “Ha, ha, ha. Why don’t you give it another go?”

 I picked it up and kept trying to hit the pole. I emptied the clip, but I hit it twice.

“Hmm, better than kids your age. You have potential as a killa like me. Just remember to practice. 
Here take this.”

I basically ran to school. I wanted to tell all my friends what had happened, but I was also twenty 
minutes late. I got there and told the whole class my story, and the teacher overheard. Most wouldn’t 
believe a word of this, but she knew where I lived and called the cops. I came home to a private detective 
searching my house for the weapon.

The detective looked at me and asked, “Where did you put the gun, kid?”

I told him, “Under the floorboards in the bathroom.” He found it, and then I found out that the only 
reason the banger gave us the pistol was because it was used in eight shootings and three robberies. One 
of the robberies was actually at my uncle’s restaurant. Man, it’s a small world! 
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At a time when so much of our politics is trying to manage this clash of cultures  
brought about by globalization and technology and migration, the role of stories to  

unify — as opposed to divide, to engage rather than to marginalize — is more  
important than ever. — President Barack Obama
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Finalist

Life-Changing Nightmare
written by D. O. at Split Mountain Youth Center

It was a very cold morning in Cheyenne, Wyoming. A couple of feet of snow still covered the ground 
even though it was already March. The morning was like any typical morning in our family. We got up 
and made a big Saturday breakfast like we usually did every weekend.

However, today felt very different. I didn’t understand why. It felt like something was not right. I 
thought it was probably nothing after a minute, so I got in the shower then got ready for the day. By 
the time I was out of the shower and dressed, I went downstairs because breakfast was finally done. We 
gathered around the table and waited to see if my brother was going to come eat with us. We figured 
that he was just too tired to get out of bed. He had just gotten out of rehab a couple days before, so my 
mom told me just to leave him alone and let him sleep.

Although, me, being the little brother, I had to go see if I could wake him up. So I went upstairs and 
tried opening the door, but it was locked. I would have knocked, but my mom would have heard me, 
and I would have gotten yelled at. So I just left him alone for an hour or so.

When my mom and my stepdad were downstairs watching television, I decided to take the 
opportunity. Slowly walking up the stairs, I headed to the room my brother was in. I was knocking 
on the door quietly, so my mom didn’t hear me. There was no answer from the room. Then I kept 
knocking, and there was still no answer.

I started getting suspicious. I didn’t want to get in trouble for waking him up if he was asleep, 
so I decided I was going to picklock the door using a nail. It wasn’t working out for the first 15 to 20 
minutes, but I did not give up. I kept trying for another 10 to 15 minutes and finally got it.

When I walked in the room, it was ice cold because the window was wide open. He looked like he 
was sleeping, so I walked up and looked on the little nightstand by his bed. There was an open pencil 
box and in there were needles and a spoon. I instantly turned and ran to my brother. When I grabbed 
him, he was stiff as a rock and cold as ice. Suddenly, I knew right then, right there, that my brother was 
dead. I ran out the door and yelled for my Mom in the most terrified and sad tone I have ever heard 
come from my mouth. 

The rest of it I really don’t remember because I was in shock. None of this felt real at all. I thought I 
was living a nightmare. A nightmare that changed my life forever. 
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Finalist

Eight-Second Ride
written by D. H. at Renaissance Academy

I was fifteen and going to school. I had a good job working on a farm for $10 an hour, getting some 
money for that and then hanging out with friends. I could have been going dirt biking, hunting, and 
fishing, but I was doing rodeos instead.  

Every weekday morning I would wake up at 2:00 A.M. and go feed the horses and cows. Then I 
would go back to the house, shower, change, and wait for the bus or a ride to school. When I got out 
of school at 2:30 P.M., I would go home, change, go to work for a couple of hours, and then go home 
take another shower and change. After, I would take a nap and then play video games.  That was my 
schedule from Monday through Thursday, but on Friday I would go to school until 10:00 A.M. or so, 
depending on where the rodeo was, and then I checked out to go to the rodeo and ride bulls. I only had 
to ride for eight seconds. I ended up in the hospital a few times.

I’ll tell you a story about a time I ended up in the hospital. It was the time I rode for eight seconds 
for the first time. Both happened in Ohio on a Friday.  I was the second to the last one to ride. When I 
came up to ride, I was scared and nervous, but I still rode. I got on, tied up, and told them to open the 
gates. I came out on the bull, but he kept bucking and bucking. I held on until that eight-second buzzer 
went off. Two guys on horses came and got me off. I came in second place.

The next night was not so good for me. I rode second, but this time I had a bigger bull. Right as I 
came out of the chute, I fell off. The bull came back and ran over the top of me. He hit me with his horns 
and his head; he knocked me unconscious. I guess some guys came to get the bull away from me, and 
some paramedics came. They put me on a stretcher and carried me out of the arena. They put me in an 
ambulance. My friends and mom were there to ride with me to the hospital. It was a few miles away, 
but it took us an hour. On the way there, the EMT was doing work on me. Once we got to the hospital, 
a couple of people came and carried me into the hospital. They put IV’s in both arms and did X-rays. I 
had to stay for a month because I broke some bones.

That was the start of my eight-second riding career.
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Art is a lie that makes us realize truth. —Pablo Picasso
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Finalist

Consciously Pathetic
written by J. C. at Slate Canyon Youth Center

It’s morning now. My eyes open and adjust to the light that never seems to dim. The world is quiet, 
and I can’t help but smile as this thought courses through my mind. It’s the only time of day that I 
enjoy. It feels like I have the whole world to myself. There are no other voices, no cars. It’s just a sixteen-
year-old boy and the rest of the world. 

Once this thought is out of my head, the rest of them start multiplying and taking control. First, 
I start to daydream about the past. Old memories I haven’t recalled in months start to pop up again. 
There’s always something to remind me of how pathetic and lonely I am. No matter what others tell me, 
I still believe everything about me is ugly. People see me but never acknowledge me. No one has a hand 
to lend. I’m nothing to them but plastic, matter that never mattered and never will matter. 

I’m staring at the symmetry of my face. Tears swell my eyes as memories of kids at school and even 
my friends make fun of me because I’m not as perfect as they are, and memories start flooding my head 
again. I just wish I was normal. 

A saying that I jokingly made up with friends a few years ago is actually crossing my mind: I want 
to get high and let go of all the other people in the world. Just kick back and enjoy something for once. 
However, once the meth is in my lungs, I want to turn back. “Here we go again,” I say. “Here lies my 
sanity and overall ability to control my own life. I’m giving up because I’m nothing.” 

My friends are worried about me; my parents even more so. What I’m causing them to feel with my 
drug use is much worse than what I felt staring in the mirror and thinking of my imperfections. In this 
moment, strangely, I feel hope, hope that there may be a chance that I can change for them, that love 
might finally mean something to me. Is this just a hallucination caused by the drugs I’ve just consumed? 
“Maybe I’ll never know” is all I manage. 

Staring at the deep scars that make my wrist look like train tracks, I start to realize that it’s never 
possible to get rid of the pain. Even though it’s not physically hurting me at the moment, the scar still 
remains to remind me of how bad it did hurt at one time. Pathetic. I’m pathetic. I have to embellish my 
own memories just to feel good enough. 

The only way to feel beautiful is to think beautiful. I’m a golden being, and I have purpose. I’m 
not pathetic because I feel small. It’s pathetic to feel pathetic when I know I have the potential to be 
valuable to the world. When I look in the mirror now, I see me, not who I used to be. And, I’ll keep 
fighting.
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Finalist

Choices
written by T. P. at Salt Lake Valley Detention Center

The bond between a father and a daughter is stereotypically supposed to be unbreakable. When I 
first met my father, I was eight years old. I was excited to meet this man that my mother made me think 
was a monster. The day I met him I was instantly a “daddy’s girl,” and I clung to our relationship like 
he was the mother I never had. We did everything together. As my age progressed, so did the hobbies 
we shared. Eventually, the hobby that bonded us the most was drugs. We shared cigarettes, joints and 
beers at first. Then came lines and crack pipes. By the time I reached age fourteen, I moved out. This 
was the end of a close relationship with my father. From then on, our connection was dependent on the 
amount of dope I had in my pocket. 

Believing that smoking dope would be a good way to bond with my parents was the biggest thinking 
error I’ve ever had. It has caused my father to blame me for the mistakes he’s made in his life, and he 
has become dependent on me. Even while sitting in SLVDT, the only reason he comes to visit is to ask 
for money. It has made my schizophrenic mother believe that my birth was nothing more than a test 
from God to see if she could sacrifice me to save herself and my little sister, literally. No matter how 
much I begged her to let me in her life, I was a “selfish whore” if I came knocking on her door empty 
handed. I remember the day when I told my mother she was the reason that I do the things I do to get 
my dope. She taught me how to turn tricks when I was really young.

I’ve been living with dope dealers and selling drugs since the age of fourteen. I have sold drugs and 
myself to get by. This lifestyle became my norm at a very young age. I became well known in Idaho, 
where I’m from, and it became dangerous for me to walk down certain streets. In January of 2016, I 
decided that it was time for me to do something to change my life before other people got hurt. I applied 
for a military academy and got accepted. I spent six months in the little town of Pierce, Idaho. I spent 
time detoxing, exercising, doing schoolwork, and learning how to live healthy. Here I regained the year 
of credits I lost my junior year and was awarded several scholarships. I was even the commencement 
speaker. 

Knowing that I couldn’t stay sober or safe in Idaho, I moved in with an aunt in Salt Lake City. I was 
hoping to change my life. After only one month, I got arrested for possession of meth, needles, and 
paraphernalia. Despite all of the consequences I’ll have to face, I’m still not ready to live sober. And, I’ll 
be eighteen next month.
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I Am Still Alive
written by L. M. at Dixie Area Detention

Although there were already five of us, my friend asked if another friend and her boyfriend could 
come over. 

“Of course,” I said, always down for more people to come hang out. I’d never met this girl before, 
but if she was a friend of my friend, I trusted her judgment. We all went to my room before it was time 
to go get some more drugs and fireworks. The new girl walked up to me and whispered, “Yo, do you 
want some Percocet?”

Of course, I said, “Yes.” So, we both walked to her car, and she handed me about twelve tiny, green, 
round pills. I had never seen Percocets like these, but I ignored it because I just wanted to get messed 
up, and I was still a little high from the night before.

I decided I wanted to snort them, so I crushed all twelve on the dining room table. I finished every 
line and just waited for it to hit me. 

My mother ended up coming home and kicked us all out. We went to my friend’s house. At first I 
didn’t notice anything strange. I just felt high and was enjoying every second of it. Then I started to feel 
a different high. 

I vaguely remember running off somewhere. I don’t remember where or why or what I was doing, 
but I eventually got back to my house and realized that all my friends had been looking for me. They 
had even called the cops. I burst out with rage and yelled at them. Then that rage turned to paranoia. 

The police showed up, and I remember sitting in the back of the car, losing my mind; I was so 
uncomfortably high. I ended up passed out in a hospital bed and woke up two hours later. I asked the 
nurse what had happened. “We almost lost you,” she said.

When I heard that, I got really mad, jumped out of bed, ripped the IV out of my arm, and started 
going off on the nurse, saying things that didn’t even make sense. The pills were still in my system, and 
they were messing with my emotions. 

Two men who worked at the hospital had to restrain me to a wheelchair. They put me in the back of 
an ambulance and transported me to a mental hospital. 

When I got to the hospital, I was held under suicide watch for about three days. On the second 
night, I tried to escape because I didn’t feel like I needed to be there. On the third day, a psychiatrist 
came to talk to me and told me he was recommending another mental hospital. It took me about fifteen 
minutes to convince him that wasn’t the best choice. “Okay,” he said, “I’ll speak to your mother.” 

Thankfully, my mom said, “Absolutely not,” and came to get me that day. The best part of this story 
is: I am still alive to tell you about it.
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My Presenting Offense Episode
written by C. L. at Wasatch Youth Center

On the morning of my offense, my cousin came and knocked on my window, “Let’s ‘kikit’.” I let 
him in. We talked about what we were going to do. We agreed to go to the library, get on Facebook and 
message Jordan. It was his birthday. We left to the library. When we got there, we got on the computers 
and messaged Jordan to come to the library. When he got there, we smoked some weed. Then we 
started to walk. He told me to hold his gun. 

We continued to walk. We agreed to go the long way through the park because my uncle would 
probably be looking for us because I was on probation and wasn’t supposed to leave home. 

 Eventually we saw a kid who was looking at us. I thought that he was trying to bang on us, so we 
walked up on him and asked, “What you looking at?” 

He said, “I’m not scared.” 

My cousin asked, “You trying to get stabbed?” He pulled out a knife. 

The kid said, “I am still not scared.” 

Then my cousin said to me, “Shoot him.” 

I pulled out the gun and pulled the trigger. It just clicked. I yelled to our rival, “You’re lucky.” Then I 
pulled the pin back and shot at him again. It went off, and he fell to the ground. We started running.

The victim and his girlfriend yelled, “We’re calling the cops!” 

We continued to run and jumped a couple of fences. We hid the gun in a bush. I told my cousin, 
“That’s what’s up!” and gave him our gang handshake. We continued to run through this alley. I said, 
“Let’s jump this fence.” 

My cousin said, “No, let’s keep going through the alleys. Tell me if you see any cops.” 

At that moment a cop drove by, and both of my cousins started running. I was scared. I let the cop 
arrest me. He put me in the cop car. Then I heard on their radio that they caught one of my cousins, but 
they could not find the other. They took me in for questioning, and eventually after six hours I admitted 
it was me who shot him. They took me to DT.

I spent two months in DT till I was committed to secure care. When I got to WYC, I was shy. The 
staff kept telling me to speak up. Then I learned that I have to do good to get my rating every week, and 
I didn’t really care at first, so I would be on consequences for a long time. 

After six months I started doing good and started to think that my homies didn’t care for me. I realized 
that I’m done banging. Now I’m one of the good kids in the unit. My mind is changed, and I have only five 
months until I am released. I am lucky that the guy I shot did not die.
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17
written by C. T. at Gemstone

I didn’t know they would last as long as they did, but the best days of my life were special, my glory 
days. The days I ran away from home. The days I discovered who I really am. 

 It was August 5th. The clock struck exactly midnight. I tiptoed over to my closet, crawling under 
the beaded doorway so the clanking sound wouldn’t wake up my mother. I quickly gathered my most 
vital possessions, my favorite checkered Vans, a black wallet I adored, and just about the cutest jacket 
in my wardrobe. Other random clothing pieces made their way into a black backpack that I zipped shut 
and strapped to my back. I was absolutely terrified. I had no map of guidance to tell me where to go, or 
who to go with. My friends list was minimal, and my Vans could only run so far. My heart was racing, 
and I almost forfeited, but the pit in my stomach somewhat filled for a few short seconds, and then my 
17-day-long journey finally began.

My first week was nothing short of spectacular. The freedom felt like I was on the last stretch of a 
roller coaster, right before you come to a full stop, where your stomach is flipping out and your knees 
are weak but you can breathe again. I had dreamed of this freedom for so long, and it was unbelievable 
that I had finally grabbed hold of it; I never wanted it to end. When you’re as dependable as I am, it’s 
nearly impossible to live your life your way. I had always wanted to be in total control; finally I was.

When the sun was out, I stuck to pretty normal activities: going out for lunch, hanging with friends, 
and spending hours at the mall looking for just the right outfit. The “day” began when the sun sank 
and the stars soared. Parties after parties, trips like no other, and new memories that I knew I would 
cherish forever. Surprisingly, I didn’t miss the comfort of my warm bed at home, or meals made by my 
mother. I loved being independent, even if it was for just a few weeks. For my whole life I was always 
being told what I could and couldn’t do, or who I was and wasn’t allowed to hang around. I was always 
the girl with the early curfew and multiple missed calls from “mommy,” but for once I was the girl who 
could always hang, who didn’t have to ask for permission, and I drooled over every single bit of it. It was 
incredible.

My last week of freedom was truly the best: concerts, crashed parties and cute boys. I couldn’t 
believe these days outdid the first ones. Summer was ending, and I knew a Russian Roulette of 
consequences would be waiting for me at home, but I walked up the steps and gave my doorbell a ding. 
“I knew you would be back.”
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My Buddy
written by R. R. at Farmington Bay Youth Center

It started when I was thirteen. It was nothing but fun – kicking back, living life just the way it was 
supposed to be without a worry in the world. Living on my own, making my own decisions, I knew that 
my cliental was great. I had stacks on stacks in my pocket and always had my buddy to have my back. 
Living the fast life was all I knew, growing up where I did. Living with people who only cared about 
what I could do for them was what I had to do to survive when I was young and living on my own. 

I always had my OG’s to take care of me, but in return I had to do something for them. Rolling and 
blowing was the best feeling in the world. Making cash was right up there too. There were times I had 
fear in situations, but my buddy was always by my side to save me. When my buddy was with me, I 
didn’t have to worry. I knew what he was capable of and what he could do if I got messed with. 

My decisions and responsibilities became the priority to survive in that world. So to have that buddy 
with me at all times was the best option. If someone called and said, “’B’ was getting handled,” I’d roll 
up with the big dogs. They knew what was up. When I walked into a room, everyone knew who I was 
and what not to do. The power I had over people and the adrenaline that was running through my veins 
every time I held my buddy within my hands was amazing. 

Every night I treated him as if he was my world. He was polished and put right next to me at all 
times. The fear of always having someone behind me never came to my thoughts. 

Two years later, cliental was low. I had to come to a crossroad with my buddy. It was worth more 
money than what was coming in. I hit up a homey that I knew who wanted him, and he gave me my 
price. 

Then one day I was rolling on 16th Street, and I needed to go get something. Some fool came up and 
had the nerve to ask where I was heading. I turned to walk my own way, and then that’s the first time I 
ever felt someone else’s buddy placed on my head. Then the fear of what all my OG’s ever told me came 
smashing through my head like a million needles being pushed into my eyes. It was then that I was 
whipped by someone else’s best friend. 

That was my final straw of ever having a little buddy of my own. The memories will always be there 
of the good times we had, but to feel the pain of a G22 on the back of my head was the end. 
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Storytelling reveals meaning without committing the error of defining it. —Hannah Arendt
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When Water Tastes Like Pennies
written by T. W. at Wasatch Youth Center

My time on the reservation was all mostly bad. I was born on the Navajo reservation in Arizona. 
I lived there till I was about ten. Then I moved to Utah with my auntie. She put me up for adoption 
because she couldn’t take care of my seven-year-old brother, my twin sister and me.

The story begins on the reservation. We were poor and barely had any food. We got water out of 
a spigot. My two brothers and I would fill buckets up with water and let it sit for a couple days so the 
water wouldn’t taste like pennies. Our food would come from my grandpa who lived on the rich side of 
the reservation. He owned a casino and had lots of money. He tried to take care of us the most he could, 
but he had a life of his own.

My dad was never there, and my mother was always working and using. My grandpa would come up 
three or four times a week and take us to get food at a great place to eat. 

My mom made lots of money but had a big drug and alcohol addiction. She would get paid and 
spend all her money on her addiction. She would tell the family she was taking good care of us, but my 
grandpa knew better. My mom would drink till she threw up and smoke till she couldn’t see straight. 
My brothers, my twin sister and I all had different dads.

My sister, brother and I lived day-by-day and played with no shoes.We had shoes but choose not to 
wear them. “Life was easier without shoes.” That’s what we told one another. When it was really hot, we 
would have to steal ice from the gas station just to get a fresh drink of water. We would let it melt in a 
big bucket and take turns drinking.

When the time came for us to leave the reservation, my auntie came and took us to Utah. She called 
my mom. My mom was young and addicted so she didn’t care. I went to the Christmas Box House in 
Salt Lake City for a couple months. Then this white lady came and gave me clothes and shoes. We went 
to her house, and she showed me my room. I asked her, “What am I doing here?” She said, “You live 
here.” She was my new mom. It took me a couple years to get used to the way they lived, to wear shoes, 
to like the food they ate and the things they did. 

When I was adopted, I loved it. But, I knew people, some of my biological family in Utah, who 
sold drugs and gangbanged. I followed that path for years. I was twelve when I started selling and 
gangbanging. When I turned sixteen, I decided to go my own way, running away and getting in trouble. 
I chose the money over everything. 
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Survivor
written by M. W. at Haven Home for Girls

A young girl, standing in between her parents, screaming for them to stop. They’re screaming at 
each other. It is because of her. Her father pulls out a gun. Terrified, she watches her dad point it at 
himself. Mother shouts out in terror. He points the gun downward and walks away. 

Scarred for life, she tries to go about normally. Sister’s graduation, mother crashes car and breaks 
spine. A week later young girl gets in argument with uncle and brother. Runs to father but finds him 
sprawled face down on the carpet. No pulse, he’s dead. Mother can’t handle the unexpected tragedy. 
She turns to abusing her many pain medications. She overdoses and the young girl gets ripped savagely 
from her grasp. 

After many failed foster placements, she meets a boy. He brings emotions to her she has not yet felt. 
She refuses to admit that he is a negative influence on her. She gets involved in drugs. Although the boy 
tries to make her happy, she develops depression. She starts taking her emotional pain out on herself 
in the form of a blade on her skin. After another failed foster home, she moves in with her unstable 
grandmother. She believes this is her last chance. She continues her drug abuse and is overly defiant. 
When her grandmother can’t handle her anymore, she is sent to a residential treatment center. 

She feels like she doesn’t belong. She finds out that the boy has long since moved on. Her heart 
is broken. When she thinks it can’t get any worse, she meets her best friend. This friend helps her 
remember to stay strong and believe in herself. She has an amazing therapist, who is her biggest 
support. She helps her through many problems and to understand who she is and what she wants to 
amount to in her life. 

She decides on adoption. It’s a long hard process. Sad to leave her best friend, she finally finds a 
family who has a heart as big as the sun. December 2nd, 2016 is her big day. She says her good-byes 
and moves in with her adoptive family. She is overjoyed! After all of the trials the young girl faced, she 
is a survivor. The hardships that she faced help her be where she is today. She is happy. Let her be an 
inspiration to never give up. That young girl is me. I am a survivor, and if you are reading this right 
now, so are you! 
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Without art, the crudeness of reality would make the world unbearable. —George Bernard Shaw



50

Most of the basic material a writer works with is acquired before the age of fifteen. —Willa Cather
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Prices
written by E. D. at Genesis Youth Center

When I was growing up, my mom always told me, “If you ever try drugs, I want you to come and talk 
to me. I won’t be mad at you. I will be there to help you because I have gone through the same thing.” I 
always thought that if I didn’t have my mom to tell me these things, I would be more likely to use drugs. 
Turned out I was 100% wrong. 

When I was in eighth grade, I started hanging out with a group of tenth graders. They smoked weed 
and cigarettes. I always told myself that I wouldn’t do any of that when I was around them. My mom 
would always tell me this saying, “If you hang around a barbershop, you’ll end up getting a haircut.” 
You better believe, I got that haircut. My first hit turned into my first drag, sip, line. One addiction came 
after another.

I think the reason my mom told me all of this was not only because I was her son, but also because 
she knew that most of my family were addicts. She didn’t want me to pay the price. 

Choosing to drink away his sorrows, my grandpa was an alcoholic. He paid the price of not being 
able to see his grandchildren and his daughter until he got the help. My mom paid the price of choosing 
drugs that lead to her abusive relationships and rape. Her brother, my uncle, paid the ultimate price. 
After serving a year in prison, my uncle was out and doing good. He had a job and an apartment. One 
day my mom tried to contact my uncle, and he wouldn’t answer. She kept calling but no answer. 

Four days passed, and my mom was really worried so she went to his apartment. He didn’t answer 
the door. She called the property manager to open the door. When he unlocked the door, my mom 
immediately started crying. Her brother was reclined on his couch with vomit all over his chest and 
tracers on his arms. He overdosed on heroin. We think that the last person my uncle was with was my 
dad, who saw that my uncle was overdosing, got scared, left him to die, took all the money and hopped 
on the next bus out of Utah. 

The price I pay is knowing my family are addicts, and I am an addict. The odds are against me. It 
has cost me; I have been incarcerated for half a year. I’m still paying for the pain I’ve caused my family, 
especially my mom. I am slowly digging myself out the hole I have dug for myself looking for treasure, 
the fool’s gold of getting high. I am slowly recovering from my addiction too huffing, spice, weed, and 
coke. I am also recovering from all the trauma: my dad abandoning my uncle, my mom and me and a 
family history of abuse and addiction. My big worry: Will I relapse?
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Never Lonely
written by M. W. at Salt Lake Observation & Assessment

I don’t know what it’s like to feel lonely and feel that there’s no one there to care for me. That’s not 
what my story’s about. I’ve never thought I didn’t have any friends or that no one truly cared about 
me because music has always been there, and it is always there to “listen.” I’m closer to my music than 
some of my family. I’ve cried on its shoulders, and it has supported me. It has been more loyal to me 
than any person could be because only I have the power to take it away from me. As long as I want it 
around, it will be there.

It all began when I was feeling hopeless in foster care. Having been there for four years, I needed 
something to look forward to in order to keep moving forward. I, already having a passion for music, 
decided that performing on stage would make all my strife worthwhile. My father had an old, beat-up 
electronic keyboard in his basement that fit that need. He was glad to see it used, not knowing it would 
save my life. I upgraded frequently to better pianos having to accommodate for my progress. When I 
was finally enrolled at the Salt Lake School for the Performing Arts, I knew this was something I wanted 
to do for the rest of my life. 

It’s impossible to explain how great it is when you perform and know you touched someone deeply. 
Recently, years after my first performance of Debussy’s Bergamasque Suite at my school for a thousand 
people, someone whom I had never met contacted me to say that my earlier performance had inspired 
him to learn the piano. Now that I know how inspiring I can be, I can never again feel hopeless or 
inadequate. 

It’s a common belief that it takes ten thousand hours to master any skill. I started when I was six 
years old completing those hours. I would get up hours before school and try to get in at least eight 
hours on the weekends and every day during the summer. Now at the age of seventeen I have completed 
my ten thousand hours.

I feel very comfortable saying that if it weren’t for music, I wouldn’t still be alive. If the piano ceased 
to exist, so would I. When I’m feeling angry and destructive, my piano willingly accepts my wrath. When 
I’m so anxious that most would rather lie down and do absolutely nothing, I play. Music nourishes me. 
I will always have hope for the future as long as I practice because when I fall in love with a piece of 
music, I feel it is my life duty to learn that piece. I would be doing the world a disfavor if I were to perish 
before I could share my music with as many people as I can. And it would be a crime that I could never 
forgive myself for if I ever stopped. 
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The Thief of Hearts
written by T. J. W. at Southwest Utah Youth Center

It was a cold night when I ran into them, the people I called my “friends.” When they saw me, they 
all smiled and called my name. We all walked to McDonald’s. There were three girls and three boys, 
including me. That was until we called one of our other friends. He’s the one that brought “The Thief of 
Hearts.” We all went into one stall in the boy’s bathroom. That was when The Thief stole my heart.

The Thief that stole my heart was the biggest crook in town. Her name was Vanilla Vodka. She has 
stolen half of the town already and didn’t plan to stop anytime soon. They all said, “It will be fun.” They 
all said, “You will never get in trouble.” They all were wrong. So, so wrong.

 We left McDonald’s and went to K-Mart. It was next door, and that’s where it hit me. I called my 
older sister and started crying. I was so sad. I felt like I let her down. She told me to stay where I was 
and she would come and get me. I sat down right where I was and blacked out.

The next thing I knew I was in the hospital with my dad standing over me crying. There were two 
cops standing by him. I tried to reach up and hug him, but my hands wouldn’t move. I looked down and 
saw they were cuffed to my bed. The doctor came in and told us that my blood alcohol level was three 
times the legal limit. That’s when I blacked out again.

When I came to, I was lying on a cold slab of cement. I knew at that moment my life was going to get 
a lot worse. I knew that I was never going to be the same kid I was before that night with my “friends.” 

After that day, December 11th, 2015, I never saw my dad again. Since then, I have been in programs 
and secure facilities. I will tell you right now, if I could go back in time, I would have stayed home 
that night. Instead, I’m living out my life like no fifteen-year-old boy should. I am TJW, and this is my 
untold story of 2016.
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My Story So Far
written by S. U. at Granite YESS Program

I was born in 2001 to methamphetamine addicts. According to my mom, meth was smoked in front 
of me until I was about a year old. My mom quit meth and left my biological father. My mom found a 
man named Greg. Life got better when we moved in with Greg. Greg was a great man, and he treated 
me like his own. He was my dad in my eyes. My mom and Greg were together for about seven years 
and then had my little brother. They got married in 2009. After my little brother turned two; I started 
getting depressed and self-harming. My mom sent me to a psychiatric unit when I was eleven. They sent 
me to a residential treatment center. I turned twelve in that facility. 

I came home before Halloween, and life was up and down for the next two months. One morning 
I came to the family room to find Greg in the middle of cardiac arrest. He passed away that day. I was 
traumatized. The same day my mom said, “You can no longer see your grandparents. They will make 
the situation worse. They are evil,” she said. Losing Greg and my grandparents, plus being bullied in 
school every day since I started kindergarten, led to my depression getting worse. I started using drugs 
and self-harming to make me feel something other than numb. 

By the time I was thirteen, I was in the court system, and my mom was heartbroken. My stepsisters 
were disappointed and refused to talk to me. My depression was deepening inside those four brick walls 
of the detention center. I was trapped inside, realizing that I should’ve stayed with my family. I was at 
rock bottom: Nowhere to go, nothing to do. I had anxiety attacks every day, and I’d always cried myself 
to sleep at night. I just wanted to disappear. People started asking, “What’s wrong with you?” I’d just 
look at them with a blank expression, then look away. 

My mom didn’t know what to do with me. My mom and I started arguing a lot, which then turned 
into me running away to get away from the situation. That also meant more contempt of court charges 
against me. By the time I finally realized that running away wasn’t going to help my case, I was fourteen 
and had been to juvenile detention eleven times.

I’ve been in counseling since I was nine years old, and I am still going to this day. I’m now in 
another residential treatment center, but this time I actually want help and I know that I need it. I’m 
going to try harder this time, so I can get back to my family and can make positive memories. I know the 
first years of my life haven’t been the greatest. I haven’t made very good decisions, but I know that I’m 
strong and I can make my future better than my past. 
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Those who tell the stories rule the world. —Hopi Proverb
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The Day My Brother Got Killed
written by E. A. B. at Salt Lake Valley Detention Center

This day was nothing like normal. I ate, showered, and played video games after waking up. I was 
fifteen years old at the time. I felt older because I was forced to grow up fast in an apartment in Midvale 
by myself. I would pay the rent with my own money. 

I’m from Honduras. It’s a country that doesn’t have much. I’m from El Progreso Yoro. It is one of 
the most dangerous cities in the country. There are a lot of killings, robberies, and gangs. These things 
are normal. My brother was in the gang. Because of this, my family was safe from most violence. 

On July 9th, I was at my cousin’s house in Midvale. We were just watching movies and talking about 
our family. Later that night, I had to go sell drugs to pay rent. I would often send money to my family 
back home. My brother called me the next day, not knowing it would be his last phone call. He told me 
that he was going to come to the United States and needed a place to stay. I obviously said, “Of course,” 
because he was family. The last thing he asked for was a prayer. He asked me to pray for him to be safe 
while trying to cross the Honduran border. I believed it was in God’s hands, so I didn’t pray. 

The next day was July 11th. It was the same as any other day; however, I decided to do something 
different. It was a Sunday morning, and I was getting ready to invite my family over to eat. I went to the 
store to get beans, queso fresco, chicken, guacamole, chipotle, chips, hot sauce, and drinks. At 3:30 P.M. 
I got a phone call. I was out selling to make money for my brother since we had to pay a coyote to help 
him cross the border. He ended up costing $1,000.

While I was at the mall getting lunch, my grandma called me. She said, “Please don’t do anything 
stupid.” 

I asked, “What happened?” 

I thought she was going to say something totally different, but instead she said, “Your brother was 
killed.” 

I got angry and broke my phone. His prayer request ran through my head. To this day, I feel that his 
death was my fault. All he asked for was a prayer, and I didn’t give him that. I will never forget that day. 

Rest in peace, My Brother. 
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My Deadbeat Dad
written by T. G. at Wasatch Youth Center

So pretty much, my whole entire life, my dad and I never really had a relationship. My mom told me 
that my dad never made any kind of effort to get in contact with me, never paid child support. It wasn’t 
until about 2014 when I got here to WYC the first time that he started to reach out just a little. We 
would talk on the phone. He would tell me the complete opposite of what my mom had said about the 
reasons for him not being a part of my life. 

When I got out of WYC, I resided with my mom and stepdad. After being more in contact with my 
dad, he and I talked more. I would sometimes go to church with my dad, get my haircut by him, and 
go to lunch. I even brought my girlfriend to meet him. Every time we talked, he would tell me that 
everything I had heard about him was completely not true and that if I came to live with him, I would 
see he was a good dad.

I ended up coming back to Wasatch because of a falling out I had with my mom and stepdad. Then 
my mom told me she was moving to Denver. So it was final. When I got out of lockup, I would be going 
to live with my dad. After I got back to WYC, things went wrong with my girlfriend, and I was arguing 
with my mom on the phone. When all this was going on, my dad would call and give me man-to-man 
advice and remind me that soon I would be living with him.

I was released to my dad, and the whole drive to his house, my dad was laying down ground 
rules. I was focused and ready to do well under my dad’s roof. I was getting good grades and going to 
football practice every single day, but nothing seemed to please him. Every day it seemed like there was 
something new that he was accusing me of, like he didn’t trust me at all. I also was talking to my ex-
girlfriend quite a bit, and she started causing drama. He told me I needed to quit worrying about my girl 
before he just sent me to Denver. This conflict continued almost every day, but I just continued to stay 
respectful and tried to please him. 

Then one day, I met my ex-girlfriend at the mall. My dad saw us, and he said, “I am kicking you 
out.” I had to go back to Wasatch. I thought he would take me back, but he called and said, “You can’t 
come back and are stupid to think that. Don’t call me anymore.” 

Now all my dad is to me is a liar and a chump. I feel my dad did all this to prove to others he was a 
good dad, not to help me. Now I have no dad except a deadbeat.
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Editor’s Choice

Emotions
written by B. M. at Cache Valley Detention Center

Emotions. I remember that there was a time when I decided that my life would be better without 
them, that getting rid of them would make life easier. Ever since I was young, I had trouble fitting in. 
I was the oddball, the one that was different, the one that didn’t belong with the rest, the one without 
friends. I didn’t know why no one ever wanted to talk to me, and I still don’t, but I do know that the one 
thing I wanted to be was someone that others would accept. 

So I tried, over and over, to fit in, to be accepted by someone, anyone. It wasn’t until I went to school 
that I finally found a way to be accepted by others. I became the class clown, the comedian, the one that 
others would laugh with. I didn’t understand that they were actually laughing at me. Even if I had, I 
don’t think that I would have cared. At least I was being acknowledged.

I continued to be the laughing stock, needing the attention even if it was negative. But some people 
didn’t find it funny. They decided to make their own jokes, jokes about the diseases that someone would 
get if they came into contact with me, jokes that made fun of the way I struggled to pay attention to 
anything, and about how I would always get everything mixed up. They spread like a wildfire, becoming 
bigger and bigger until I wasn’t a kid anymore. I was a thing that couldn’t understand that “it” was an 
idiot. I still smiled and laughed at them, but I began to feel something. I didn’t know what it was, but I 
knew that it hurt.

When I started high school, I realized that it was a feeling of humiliation, resentment, pain, betrayal, 
confusion. And anger. So much anger I became unpredictable, unstable. Then nobody would approach 
me, and that hurt.

That’s when I decided that all emotion could bring was pain and hurt. So I taught myself to hide 
my feelings, to become an empty shell. I surrounded myself in a shield that would keep all the emotion 
away, keep me safe from the pain that follows trust. I retreated inside myself, refusing to let happiness 
and joy hurt me. I hid it away, where no one would ever be able to find it, keeping it locked away in a 
box. Then the box exploded, and everything came rushing out all at once, but not as joy or sadness. All 
that came out was anger, hate, depression, and that feeling of betrayal. I fixed the shield to protect me 
again, only to have it break again. 

Now I have to learn that life needs friendship, and friendship needs trust. To trust I need to let 
myself feel the pain and hurt, but also let the kindness and joy heal me.
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Changed Forever
written by V. P. at Decker Lake Youth Center

When I was sixteen, my life was changed forever. I was fresh out of a program, and I was getting 
ready for school like any day. I left my house and was walking to Kearns High when I ran into my best 
friend. He was a year younger than me, but he was my road dog. He followed me everywhere. We had 
the same street name; we even got jumped into the hood at the same time. We went to the 7-Eleven on 
54th and bought a cherry Primetime cigar. He got a phone call. There was a fight near the high school. 
We decided to go. We walked to where the fight was, and in the middle of the fight, a gun was pulled 
and a shot was fired into the air. Everyone started running. 

My friend said, “My homie is still over there. I can’t leave him.” 

I told him, “I can’t leave you.” Right as he turned around, he was shot in the stomach. He fell back 
into my arms. Then his adrenaline kicked in, and he started running again until he fell five feet away 
from me. I put my finger in his wound to stop the bleeding. I had him in my arms when a car pulled up. 
Our homies came and helped me put him in the car. I kept telling them, “Take us to the hospital.” They 
didn’t want to deal with the cops so they dropped us off at the high school. I ran my brother in the front 
doors as I was screaming, “Help!” 

A lady from the office came over to us and then ran for help. The whole time he was saying, “It 
hurts.” 

I kept reassuring him, “It is going to be okay.”

Police and paramedics arrived. They tried to separate us. My brother kept telling me, “Don’t let go.” 
I didn’t until the police ripped our hands apart. With blood all over me, the police cuffed me and took 
me to the station, where they questioned me. I was fine until they had me call his mom and tell her, 
“Your son was shot and is fighting for his life in the hospital.” 

She asked, “What happened?” 

I explained to her everything I could remember. She thanked me. Then I was told to walk home. 
When I walked through the door, I collapsed to my knees, telling my mother they shot my friend. I was 
glued to the news until they said my best friend died. 

At his funeral his family thanked me like some kind of hero. That was something I was far from. I 
couldn’t see him in his coffin, but his mother told me that I had to say goodbye. When I finally did, I 
knew it was that last time I’d see him. He promised his mom a better life, but that promise and her son 
were taken from her. I loved my brother. I will never forget him.
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Finalist

Dancing with the Devil
written by M. S. at Gemstone Youth Center

I fell in love. Others call it crank, meth, speed, skantè, dope, tina, but I call it dancing-with-the-devil. 
I started smoking it when I was fourteen. The first hit I ever took was in Vegas with my ex-boyfriend. 
I didn’t know what he was smoking, only the way he talked about it. It sounded like a splendid high. I 
asked to hit the pipe, and I don’t know if it was the taste, or the sudden high that hit me like a freight 
train, or the energy boost I got, but, man, I got hooked. That devil of a drug reeled me in. I had it for 
breakfast, lunch, and dinner. I dropped out of high school, walked the streets of Vegas, always feinin’ 
for it. 

At first, I didn’t change. I would just post up, hit the pipe and go on with my day. My parents moved 
me to Provo because of my lifestyle, the gang I was kickin’ it with, and the danger I put myself in. I was 
clean for about three months, but it was rough; every day, my mind, body, and soul would crave for it. 
Eventually I found it again but this time with a needle. I always heard of people shooting up, and I told 
myself never to go that far, but I was so far into it, I was so numb it didn’t matter how I got high as long 
as I got high.

As I smacked the middle of my arm, it seemed like my bulging veins were as stoked as I was; they 
were so easy to find. I sat on my bathroom floor and put the needle in my arm. The feeling I got was a 
rush up and down my whole body. I was invincible. I had a staring contest with myself in the mirror. I 
was not the person who I used to be. I was so upset with what I had become -- a meth addict. How low 
can a person fall? The high got me so hooked. The buzz went all the way up from my toes to my ears, 
conversations became deep, and water felt so good trickling down my throat. But the bad outweighed 
the good. 

This past year is when the devil got a hold of me. I would hear buzzing, voices, my mom screaming 
for me to stop, whispers, footsteps that were not there. I banged my head in walls. I was paranoid about 
everything. I was nothing but an addict, and I needed help. I went on the run and got higher than I had 
ever been. I went loco, a pure-breed tweaker. I eventually got busted, booked into DT, and went through 
the whole detox process. To this day, I still struggle with even the word “meth.” Every morning I wake 
up wanting to hit the pipe, but then I remember I would be bowing low – at the end of the dance – to 
the Devil.
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My Brother
written by N. R. at Adolescent Residential Treatment and Education Center

I was ten years old. It was summer time, and my nineteen-year-old brother was the best – he was 
kindhearted and someone to look up to. We would play soccer together, and he offered good advice to 
improve my game.

 One day that summer, my life went downhill when my brother got in a fight with my dad. I thought 
to myself, What’s going on? My mom saw me crying, so she put me in the other room. I asked her, 
“Why is Jose fighting with dad?” 

She said, “I don’t know.” It seemed like she was keeping something from me. I saw my brother leave 
with a black eye and a busted lip.

I didn’t see him for two years – two long years. Where could he have gone? 

One hot August dog day, my family got a call from a prison in California. It was my brother. He had 
been locked up for two years without any contact with my family. He telephoned to tell us that he was 
getting out of prison. My mom paid his bus fare so that he could come back to Utah. I was so excited to 
see him – my big brother!

When he came home, he was not the brother I used to know. He acted differently. I stayed away 
from him because he laughed to himself and seemed more aggressive. My brother had joined a gang 
and started to get into harder drugs. I don’t know what he used in California, but it was bad. He was 
unrecognizable. Even his gang members in Utah didn’t want anything to do with him because he was 
acting weird, laughing loudly for no reason. My brother started leaving in the night and wouldn’t come 
back for four days – maybe a week. This sometimes was a relief.

 When he was home, everyone in the house was scared of him. My parents were even terrified. Why 
would Mom and Dad be so scared of their own son? He laughed by himself, would sometimes talk to 
himself, like he was having a conversation with someone else – not his family. What happened to the 
brother that I knew and loved so much?

 One day he did something that no brother would do to his own mother. He hit his own mother with 
a wooden chair. I remember witnessing this, and my mother was in shock, wondering what to do. He 
injured her back, and her back was covered with cuts and bruises. It took her three weeks to heal. She 
still has scars. I did not know what to do except call the cops. The cops took him away for three days, 
and then he was back.

To this day I can’t find the brother I truly loved and looked up to. He’s in and out of hospitals and 
jails. I believe that this is what drugs can do to you for life. Drugs can steal your brother that you love so 
deeply. Drugs stole my brother from me.
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Finalist

Viewed by Many Eyes
written by D. J. at Salt Lake Observation & Assessment

Why would someone make a choice to leave home? Why would someone make a choice knowing 
they couldn’t go home again? Why would someone make a choice when they knew they would get 
arrested if they went home? Why would you always want to be looking over your shoulder and thinking: 
What will I do next? 

Running through the streets, avoiding cops, going from friend to friend to see if you could crash for 
the night, growing up without your family but going on – all of this would be even harder knowing you 
put yourself in that situation. It would be hard to know you could have done something different. How 
long would this go on? 

The day I left home was the only bad day I have had running the streets with the “homies,” doing 
bad things and going to do whatever came to mind. Running away was hard, but I had a lot of time to 
do what I wanted. It filled the empty spot I had in my heart for not being able to go home. It gave me the 
rush I never knew I could have. But, still the paranoia was right over my shoulder on so many sleepless 
nights, the nights filled with the rush and regret. 

I went out of state and back, not knowing why I came back, but the urge to go home would hit me 
the second I would wake up every morning. I remember not having clothes, having to tell my little 
sister, who wanted me home, to throw clothes and shoes out the window so I wouldn’t freeze in the 
streets. 

One night when I was driving my friend’s car, we got shot at, putting my friend in the hospital. The 
next day I went to visit my friend. He told me, “I know who shot me. Worm, don’t trip about this. Go 
home and do what you have to do.” 

I had a ton of anger in my heart. I thought about going to shoot up that person’s house. I jumped in 
the car and waited for the person to walk out to his car. Around 8:45 P.M. he came out, and I emptied 
the clip at his car. Then I drove off, went back to the hospital and told my friend about what I had done. 
He said, “You crazy kid. Go home. For real, I don’t want you to end up dead in these streets.” 

The day I decided to go home after four months of being on the run, the first thing my mom asked 
me, “Are you ready to stay home? I have let you have your time. It’s time for you to come home and stay 
home.” 

After that I hugged her and told her, “I am so sorry. It feels good to finally hug you after so long. I 
wanted to come home every night.” The next day I turned myself in.
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We Lost My Brother
written by J. O. at Wasatch Youth Center

The dark sensations creep up my spine warmer than the moment I found him. I don’t know where 
to go to escape the fact that Casey is dead. 

The day was warm and bright, full of hope. We never expected to find him that way. Death was 
never something that I put much thought into because it just happens; you can’t change the fact that 
every day you are closer to oblivion. 

My home is just like anybody else’s; it has good days and bad days. My father was not around, like 
usual; he was in Salt Lake County Jail. At 25, Casey was my role model; at 16 I looked up to him more 
than anybody else in my life. We spent our days smoking pot and drinking, trying to escape our demons.

Sundays are the worst days. I found him on Sunday. We had planned to go to church that morning; 
I went to wake Casey up. The doorknob was cold as I twisted it gently, not to scare Casey. “Bro, get up!” 
He did not move. I was used to him ignoring me. I yelled, “Casey, get your ass up. It’s time for church.” I 
tried to shake him awake. 

Casey was cold and stiff with a hypodermic needle still in his arm. I didn’t yell. I didn’t want my 
mother to know her son was dead. I couldn’t because my cousin Andrew had overdosed at our house 
exactly two months before. Everything slowed down. I didn’t know what to do. 

Death is a funny thing, and not in the way you are thinking. It’s not funny like some comedian on 
stage. It is funny in the sense that you have all of these questions that will never be answered. I wanted 
to ask Casey – what he really thought of me, if he really loved me. 

Loss has a strange way of throwing things in your face. I flashed on all of the times I walked away 
from him when I was angry – just wasted opportunities. I’ve lost so many people that as the Bible asks: 
“Where, O Death, is your victory? Where, O Death, is your sting?” 

My father was in jail when we lost Casey. I didn’t want to be the one to tell him; every time he looked 
at me, he would be reminded of Casey’s death, a slap in the face. I arrived at the jail with my mother. 
They allowed me to see my father alone; she wouldn’t be able to tell him. Face to face, I told him. 

“Why?” he yelled at the top of his lungs and hit the plexiglass window between us. The hardest part 
was I couldn’t hold him. I swore I would get clean and never touch drugs. My father had me put my 
hand up to the glass. Tears came like a thunderstorm rocking the whole city. 

The days are long and hard, but in the end we have each other. 
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The Wrong Place, The Longest Time
written by J. H. at Salt Lake Valley Detention Center

I am from Minnesota and was traveling home through Utah. It turned into a sad time. I was charged 
with a felony for something I did not do. I was stopped with my uncle and some friends while I was in 
Utah. A headlight was out on my uncle’s vehicle. The highway patrol officer stopped us and said, “You 
know you have a headlight out, right? Can I see your license and insurance?” 

My uncle gave him his license and the insurance. The officer asked, “Are you traveling with the other 
Minnesota vehicle?” 

I responded, “Yes.” 

The officer asked my uncle, “Can you please come with me to my vehicle?” 

Then he approached me and asked, “How long did you stay in California?” 

I answered, “Four days. We were on a little vacation and visiting family.” 

The officer said, “Please roll up all the windows so my K-9 won’t bite you.” He was going to have the 
K-9 sniff the vehicle for drugs. I was a little confused. 

After he took the K-9 back to his patrol truck, he came back and told me, “Please get out of the 
vehicle.” He frisked me and then told me the K-9 had detected something. 

I asked, “What do you mean?” 

He asked me, “Is there anything in the car?” 

I said, “Well, maybe some marijuana crumbs.” 

As soon as he put me in the patrol car, he took some gloves, approached the car, and checked the 
front, the trunk, and the clothes. One by one, he handcuffed all of us and put us in the car. He brought 
something out of the car, and then took us back to the station. For three hours, one by one, they 
interviewed us. What were the charges? We were getting charged with drug trafficking and distribution. 

I told them, “I don’t know anything. I didn’t have anything to do with anything.”

They still decided to hold me in the Utah juvenile detention center. 

I’m writing this in DT in one of the classes. It’s a true story. The vacation I thought was a normal 
vacation ended up being something that turned my life around. I know I’m innocent. I have already 
attended a court hearing. I went to court alone with no family. 

Nearly nine days of my life are gone and wasted. I’ve lost my job back home. My education is being 
pushed back. My friends and my girlfriend are probably wondering where I am. It’s sad knowing I am 
innocent, but I have faith and hope that they can release me back to my parents in Minnesota. It’s the 
longest I’ve ever been away from home. I miss being home. I was just in the wrong place at the wrong 
time. I hope at my upcoming court date, they can finally have a police report ready and give me my 
freedom back.
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Crystal
written by K. C. at Split Mountain Youth Center

I first met Crystal at the age of seventeen. She was only ever around because of my friends. I always 
told myself, “No! Not me,” and, “I’ll never get caught up, not with her.” 

Faster than I thought, I gave in and gave her a chance. Always in my head, I’d tell myself, “No, I 
won’t get hooked. I’m just doing it to have fun.” Three weeks passed, and I went from doing a line once 
a week, to every day for weeks. Still in my head, “I don’t need her.”

I noticed I’d go days without eating and sleeping. I started to notice a little change in the way every 
day went for me. Obviously, none of my clothes fit anymore. I couldn’t let my mom see me like this! 
Even then I still didn’t think I had a problem. So, I stopped coming home. I stopped talking to my mom 
all around. I moved in with my “best friend” and Crystal. She came anywhere and everywhere I went.

It went on for about a month after moving out. I lived in a house where you’d walk into a room, 
smelling nothing but cat pee caused by people smoking and making her. I finally noticed how disgusting 
she really was, but it was too late. I was hooked to her. I tried to fight it, telling myself everyday, “I don’t 
need her. It’s just for fun.”

I lost my friends, I lost my family, and most of all, I lost myself. Have you ever looked in a mirror, 
not knowing the least bit who was looking back at you? 

I’m different now, emotionally and physically. My sister was the one who saved my life. I hadn’t 
eaten anything in days, maybe even weeks. I lost 30 pounds in a week. In my head, I looked the exact 
same, but the scale doesn’t lie. I weighed 80 pounds when they brought me into DT. I didn’t ever think 
it was affecting my whole body like it was.

That’s when it finally hit me: I was addicted to crystal meth.
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