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About Untold Stories Utah 2019
 “I’ve learned that almost more than anything, stories hold us together. Stories teach us what is 
important about life, why we are here and how it is best to behave, and that inside us we have access 
to treasure, in memories and observations, in imagination.”  

Anne Lamott, American Novelist & Bestselling Nonfiction Author

 During the fall of 2018, students in Youth in Care educational programs throughout Utah, with the 
inspiration and editorial assistance of their teachers, wrote 166 short personal narratives to submit to 
this project. Forty of those stories, selected by our most excellent story readers/evaluators/judges, are 
published in this anthology. Thanks to all who participated in our contest this year. 

 For submission to the Untold Stories Utah contest, students may write about any episode from 
their lives, a happy time or sad day, a joyful or traumatic memory. For a reason I cannot explain, most 
of these writers chose to remember and retell the worst day, the unhappiest relationship or the most 
searing event burned into their hippocampi, the long-term storage unit of emotion and memory in the 
human brain. A cautionary note: These tales may sear into your memory and mind too. 

 These narratives may turn upside down your view of teenage lives right here in Utah. Most of these 
young people recount experiences far beyond the everyday. Here you will find tales of drug addiction, 
sexual assault, parental neglect and abuse, death-defying adventures, grief, criminality, rebellion, dark 
choices, with just a sprinkling of everyday immaturity and silliness. Please, while reading these stories, 
do not become so sad or shocked or sympathetic that you fail to see the strength of these writers, brave 
enough to survive and share their stories. They are survivors, see themselves as survivors, and want you 
to know that they are moving on to better days. 

 Yes, these young writers have outlasted hard times, regrettable choices, victimization, viciousness, 
foolishness, bad luck and wild choices, and these young writers, many I know and have helped craft 
their narratives, are still standing, still ready to try again and again until they get it right. These young 
writers, with bright minds and buoyant spirits, are living new tales to tell another day and, I would dare 
say, that many of their future stories will be happier than the tales shared here. They have not given up 
on life, and we must never give up on them.

 Some may believe the purpose of having students write 500-word personal narratives to submit 
to this contest is to improve their writing skills. In fact, the purpose of writing a personal narrative is 
much more complicated than just practicing writing sentences with the periods and commas in the 
right places and all the words spelled correctly. The skill fostered here is the craft of the storyteller, the 
weaving of random pieces of imperfect memory into a patterned tapestry. A memory can be a flash or 
flicker as incoherent and mercurial as a dream or nightmare. A story must have a beginning, middle and 
end with a causal relationship between the moving parts resulting in the point, a meaning. 

 As author Jonathan Gottschall affirms: “We are storytelling animals.” And, as renowned mythologist 
Joseph Campbell posits: “The story is our first and most basic vessel of meaning.” I agree that we are 
all hardwired to understand and tell tales, but storytelling is also a craft that we can perfect in ourselves 
and others, and in the process of telling our own stories we create more than an artful entertainment; 
we reframe the stuff of our memories and lives. 
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 By forming the memories of traumatic events into a story, the writer can move emotion, including 
trauma, into storied and structured recollections that make sense of chaos. Framed and reframed 
cognition creates a vessel of meaning to hold sorrow, loss, fear, regret, injury, confusion and life. Stories 
are how we make sense of things, and the stories we tell ourselves about ourselves are powerful stuff, 
which help form our future lives, for better or worse. Retelling those stories, often half formed, with 
the audience of a teacher, other students, contest judges or the readers of this anthology, activates a 
powerful energy that focuses the mind, fine-tunes the heart and hopefully begins to heal the teller. Too 
large a claim? Try the process for yourself and see what happens. 

 So, reader, enjoy yourself as you sample the stories that grab your attention. See if you can find a 
piece of yourself in these narratives. Or, see if you can stretch your awareness of the traumas, thoughts, 
adventures and struggles that can make a young life, especially lives that are not like your own. And, 
maybe even have a little fun by joyriding through “The Dash” or laughing at “The Bad Hair Day” or 
cheering for the bravery manifest in “We Are People.” Read and read again. And, learn, as I have, that 
being young in 2019 can be a rough ride. Buckle up!!!

Bonnie Shaw, PhD, Utah YIC Creative Arts Coordinator

ON THE COVER
A young woman at Farmington Bay Youth Center created, in a hybrid Zentangle design, which we call 
Sharpie Zentangle, the artwork on the cover. Whatever you label it, it is a fun piece of artwork. Thanks 
to this young woman for her talent and effort. 

ABOUT THE ARTWORK
The artwork in this anthology is unattributed, but students created all of the pieces while they were in 
Utah YIC classrooms. These beginning efforts of creativity and craft affirm Pablo Picasso’s wisdom: 
“Every child is an artist.” The two Sharpie Zentangle Mosaics are collaborative efforts, the titles 
being created by many students at Farmington Bay Youth Center and Salt Lake Valley Detention 
Center. Creativity does not need to be a lonely and individual project; making art can be an exuberant, 
joyful project that builds connection and relationship. A special thanks to the talent, patience and 
participation of Carol Bursch, Gemstone/Genesis Youth Center; Cathleen Taggett, Salt Lake Valley 
Detention Center; Emily Witman, Mill Creek Youth Center; and Ashley Sagers, Weber Valley Youth 
Center for contributing their students’ artwork to this anthology. 
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Every child is an artist. The problem is how to remain an artist once we grow up. 
—Pablo Picasso
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1ST

PLACE

We Are People
written by M. A. at Renaissance Academy

 In fifth grade, they took all the boys to the lunchroom and all the girls to the library to give us the 
anatomy talk that’s obligatory in middle school. Something about the discussion of the parts that made 
me a male . . . upset me. I felt as though I shouldn’t be there with the boys, and I shouldn’t have these 
parts. I should have been in the library with the girls. I thought the rest of the people in my grade 
felt normal through this lecture, albeit a little grossed out, and this made me feel even worse. I felt 
alienation, isolation, as if I was the only one in the world who felt this way.

 In sixth grade, when I started to go through puberty, I asked my grandmother for a razor to shave 
my face, but I intended to also use it on my legs, chest and arms. It helped for a while to dull that 
uncomfortable feeling, but it still burned in the back of my mind. Once in December of my sixth-grade 
year, my friend offered to do my makeup just for fun. I agreed to let her do it, and as the makeup was 
enhancing my appearance, I felt happy. But, as I went to first hour French class, I was instantly told to 
go to the principal’s office and explain to him why I looked like a girl. My French teacher spat out that 
last word like it was poison. I never did understand why he said it like that.

 After that experience, I decided that I was too strange to be voicing my opinions aloud. I took to 
mutilating my skin with blades and burns. I attempted suicide multiple times before I was fifteen years 
old. I never told anyone for a very long time about how I felt. 

 Then, when my best friend came out as gay, and my sister came out as bisexual, I felt as if they could 
best understand how I felt. So, I told them, expecting ridicule and abandonment, but I was instead 
met with love and acceptance. They helped me figure out what I was, and I was this fantastic word that 
will always resonate for me: Transgender. They told me this word meant: “A person whose sense of 
personal identity and gender does not match with their birth sex.” And suddenly, my whole life made 
sense! 

 I plan on devoting a large portion of my life to making sure that no child ever has to feel the way I 
felt, that no transgender teenager has to feel alienated, and no human being wants to commit suicide 
ever again. This is my story, and I want everyone in my community, the LGBTQ community, to know 
that they are not alone in this fight, that they will make it, that they are valued, that they will be 
accepted, and that they are human.
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2ND

PLACE

My Red Dress
written by L. S. at Haven Home for Girls

 I remember when my life was full of love. It was innocent, untouched by the scorching evils of this 
world. My daddy laid hands on my mamma. My heart fell. I never thought my father could do such a 
thing. My ears were ringing from my mother’s screams. This was where it all started – I have come to 
believe. My grandpa came and took me away. He was a stranger to me. He told me he had come to save 
the day. And as soon as I got there, I knew I’d been tricked. All the abuse that I was put through – I 
never knew people were capable of being so cruel. 

 Four years went by. I spent my life pretending I was fine. But the reality was that the life I was 
living wasn’t mine. At the age of ten, I couldn’t stand it anymore. I couldn’t find a reason to continue 
breathing. Taking a fancy to small blades, good for hiding, I pressed it to my skin. I started writing. My 
bright red dress flowing, falling to the floor. Almost sheer, hugging my skin. Smooth like silk, and cold 
like a pool. The red dress flowing into the water, into the tub. Until more ink came from the writing on 
my wrists.

 I drained the tub of misery. The tears still came and went. As the summer came, I hid my arms with 
heated sleeves. Despite the heat, I did everything I had to do to hide my bloody poetry. I held my binder 
to my chest and walked along quietly. On returning home, I ran straight upstairs. My homework was 
my excuse to hide up in my room. My grandpa took me out of school to hide his abusive actions. There 
was no way to hide. I was forced to let them show. The consequences were unspeakable. I was held in 
suspense on the drive home. 

 I ran up to my room in the attempt to avoid the conversation. Grandpa followed close behind, his 
rage all in a flurry. He pushed me to the floor, and the tears started streaming. His hands wrapped 
around my neck like a ribbon. I was scratching, clawing like a beast. He said, “If you really want to die, 
you don’t take the wimp way out.” 

 He told me, “I get to decide when you die. Only I get the privilege of taking your pathetic life away.” 
That was the last thing I heard before consciousness was lost. My red dress was put back on the 
shelf, waiting for me to get it down again. Now the only thing keeping my blades on that shelf is my 
everlasting journey for happiness, simply distracted from the misery inside. 
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3RD

PLACE

Broken
written by S. P. at Haven Home for Girls

 Broken child, dry your tears. Someone loves you; I’m told, people love me, but do they really? All I 
feel is sadness and pain.

 As a little girl I lie in my bed, crying. I ache, and bruises are everywhere. I cry until I drift asleep. My 
mom passes out, and I lie all alone in my world of sorrow.

 Mom goes out, gets drunk and goes on a beating spree. I have three younger siblings to take care of 
now. They are asleep, locked away in our room so nothing can hurt them. The only thing hurt is me.

 There are days where men come into our home. My siblings get locked up, safe from anything that 
can hurt them. Then, things go black. I can’t see or remember anything. I am scared of men, but I don’t 
remember why.

 Foster care was easy for my siblings. They were innocent and whole. I’ve moved my whole life from 
the age of five until I’m fourteen. And now I’m moving again.

 Therapy has not helped me until now. I relive my past trauma and can’t seem to shut out the pain. 
I cry myself to sleep at night; it’s just a habit now. Broken, shattered and fixed. I break, then I am put 
back together over and over again. And my mind is shattered. 

 I see them in my head and in my dreams. They are me, but I am split. Multiples of me, but all in the 
same place. We have conversations and arguments in my head. Dissociated and split, I am left in my 
own world. 

 Men stand in the corner of my mind. They chase me, and I cry. I know I can’t get away. I am helpless. 
Then things go black, and all I feel is pain. I can’t be happy. I don’t deserve happiness.

 When I am angry, all I see is blood. Red, hot blood surges through my body. I can’t hold in how I 
feel, and I can’t stop myself from just letting things out. I am told that I’m possessed. I can’t control the 
anger inside. If you see me, you would say I’m a monster. But all I see is a broken girl. I am broken from 
birth, but one day I will be remade into something greater. 
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3RD

PLACE
3RD

PLACE

Tired but Restless
written by M. N. at Gemstone Youth Center

 I could sit here and tell you my life story and the reason I am where I am, why I overdosed, why I 
wanted to just end my life completely, and why I did the things I did. See, I can sit here and make you 
feel sorry for me, worried, sad or maybe even disappointed, but that’s not what I’m asking for, that’s not 
what I want. I just feel the need to tell somebody, anybody about the life I was leading, and where I was 
heading the past five months. All because of my addictions.

I’m on my own, tired but restless,
All alone beside myself, stunned at what I’ve done.

Surprise, surprise, I’m no prize.

 I was doing great. I had a job, money, respect and love for myself. I mean I didn’t have it all, but 
I made sure that everything I did have I never took for granted. That all changed the night my mom 
called me while I was working. She told me, “Your stepdad has been put in jail. He had a gun in his 
truck, and they raided our home.” 

 With every word she spoke, I could hear the sadness in her voice, the heartbreak of yet another 
family member having to be incarcerated. My heart sank, and I just sat there in the bathroom stall of 
my work, taken away by the images my nine-year-old baby brother had sent me of our destroyed home 
after the police raid. Sitting quietly without words to say or thoughts to think, I was numb.

You wished for this on a daily basis.
Heart strung out all across the walls,
It beats per minute, but not for long.

 Here I am; it’s 12:45 A.M. I just snorted a line of meth. I had been clean for a year before this night. 
It all happened so fast. One moment I’m at work, and the next I’m at my buddy’s house talking to him 
about what happened. I get up to go smoke a cigarette. As I start stumbling over my own steps, my 
mind is in a haze. I just can’t believe this happened to us. It’s impossible to believe. I let my drug abuse 
continue on for the next eight months -- a daze in an awful haze. Not realizing all the damage I’m doing 
to my mom and myself, I continued to snort line after line. I went from being comfortable and content 
with my life to digging my own grave again. I let crystal meth take control of my life once more.

Rejected, unforgiven.
Good Lord, I am – “Good riddance.” 

Play by play,
I am shot down and backstabbed, not knowing.

Now I know my eyes can’t lie. 
I know I can’t get by

Without you.

 That was the voice of the old me. Today I live a beautiful life without Crystal 
Meth. Now she has no control over me. Never again. I will win this life battle.
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If writing is thinking and discovery and selection and order and meaning,  
it is also awe and reverence and mystery and magic.  

—Toni Morrison, American Novelist & Essayist
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HONORABLE 
MENTION

Everything Changed
written by S. U. at Gemstone Youth Center

 Saturday, December 14, 2013. That was the morning my whole life changed. I stepped out of my 
room into the cold, dark hallway of my home. I saw the top of my dad’s head popping up from over the 
recliner, his usual resting place. I went into the kitchen and felt the freezing tile underneath my feet. 
Then I poured myself a bowl of Frosted Flakes. I sat down at the table where our family stopped sitting 
together years ago. 

 As I scoop the first bite into my mouth, I heard a gurgling sound. “Are you okay?” I asked my dad, 
expecting an immediate answer. Nothing. The noise continued. Worried, I got up and walked toward 
my dad. The first thing I saw was his face. He looked like he was choking on his own tongue. The noise 
echoed into the room from his throat. His bright blue eyes stared straight forward. He looked paralyzed. 
There was nothing behind those eyes that once showed the most amazing love. The love between a 
parent and a child, unconditional. It was gone. 

 I panicked. Screaming and crying, I slapped him, “Dad, answer me!” I grabbed his phone and dialed 
the numbers – 9-1-1. A woman answered, and I screamed into the phone, “I don’t know what to do! My 
dad isn’t responding to me. He’s choking on his tongue. I need help!” 

 She explained to me, “You need to stay calm. Get him onto the floor. Start CPR until the paramedics 
arrive.” I did what she said. I knew I needed to press down on my dad’s chest as hard as I could. It 
seemed like I was in a never-ending nightmare. It felt like hours before I heard the sirens, saw all the 
lights, and the EMTs arrived. 

 They were finally here. They were here to save him! 

 They stormed into the house and moved me. They cut off his shirt, stuck things to his chest and 
hooked him up to a heart monitor. I knew what this was because I saw the little screen with the lines 
moving up and down like how they were supposed to. Then, the line went flat. 

 A police officer placed his hand, cold from the December air, on my shoulder and asked me to step 
outside while the paramedics worked. I went outside, sat on the ground and waited. Waited for the 
answer that was going to change my life. Crying, I told myself that everything was going to be okay. Ten 
minutes went by and I still had no answers. Fifteen minutes. Nothing.

 Twenty minutes later, an EMT came out and spoke to me. The last words I remember hearing that 
day were, “We’ve done everything we can. He’s not responding. I’m so sorry for your loss.” 

 I dropped to the cold hard ground, an ear-piercing scream came from my 
throat. Everything stopped in that moment. I was twelve. 

 Nothing has been the same since.    
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HONORABLE 
MENTION

Out of Control
written by M. S. at Farmington Bay Youth Center

 Now my days are the same; I sleep on a not-so-comfy bed. I used to fantasize about the world that 
I was missing. I lived in an artificial world, in a trance, living in someone else’s story. Now I have 
become comfortable in places where others feel hopeless. The anxiety of being watched constantly, I am 
insecure without that feeling . . . I am institutionalized. 

 In my first program I was thirteen and scared. I left the moment I got a chance. I wasn’t supposed 
to, so my consequence was living in another place, this time with locked doors. That was the beginning. 
A pattern. I have been that way since, fleeing when I got the chance, creating a comfort zone for myself 
when I couldn’t, living in a world different from most my age. I became a new person, smaller.

 Now I can speak to you in the way a therapist can, but I can’t tell you how to pay rent. I can tell you 
my schedule from the time I wake until I close my eyes, but I can’t quite remember what my hometown 
looks like. These things create feelings of seclusion for me, fright. But, I brought them upon myself. 
Time goes so fast, but little seems to change. Six years in the system, I am now nineteen; they want me 
to try real life again. Dog off the leash, will I feel unrestricted, expansive – afraid?

 Trying to be normal isn’t easy. Sleeping in a room that isn’t solid titanium. Using the bathroom 
without permission. Finding friends. Discovering whether or not I was forgotten. I let myself slip, 
experiencing fun in a whole new way, indulging in the new, the old, whatever. But, I also learn I missed 
out on family, friends, experiences – real life. 

 Then, right when I realize what I need to do, I lose it, make a final choice that ends me up gasping for 
a breath, no longer mine to take, and I realize. I realize. I have a life, I am loved, I do love. Why couldn’t 
I see it earlier? Why did I refuse to see it earlier? I gave up what I was desperate for in the beginning. I 
lost sight. I never thought I would actually reach what subconsciously has kept me fighting. But, as easy 
as I reached it, I also let it go.

 I didn’t realize that there is so much worth fighting for out there. The thing about being gone for 
forever is -- you feel lost. You feel like you no longer have a place, but you do, if you open your eyes and 
look really hard, you will see it. Even if it seems impossible. The apartment waiting for you to move in, 
the lonely people who need you to come into their lives. There is more if you are willing to see it, willing 
to fight for it. I know it, I have seen it, and maybe this time I can hold on.
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HONORABLE 
MENTION

Sometimes I Forget
written by M. G. at Farmington Bay Youth Center

 Sometimes I forget that I’ve been through addiction. Sometimes I forget that I’ve been on the run. 
Sometimes I forget to feel empathy. Sometimes I forget to show my gratitude. Sometimes I forget that there 
is a light at the end of the tunnel. Sometimes I forget about the last sunset I’ve seen. Sometimes I forget.

 Sometimes certain things will remind me of my overdose. I remember my head bobbing up and 
down, legs buckling under my feet, my bodily fluids out of control. Little things will remind me of that 
night, like seeing some ads, or even just being in a place that smells the same as the drugs I took. 

Sometimes I’ll remember the day my friend’s mom kicked me out of her home for no reason, and I was 
searching to find a place to sleep. What will it be? A park bench? Or a place under the tree in the wet grass?

Sometimes the sun will reflect off the mountains just enough for me to remember that these yellow-
orangish mountains are my home, and this is where my moments began. These are the moments I own 
and I want to last forever. 

How can I explain the disconnection between forgetting and remembering? All my thoughts come and 
go through my brain so fast that I cannot explain the meaning of just one. Even when I do, it’s for the 
shortest second that I feel enlightened from an outlandish thought. I mean, I would like to tell you 
how utterly honest, loyal, creative, and loving I am. Unfortunately, with my lack of words and twisted 
tongue, I stutter at the microphone and I end up saying the opposite of what I mean.

I constantly confuse myself into another direction where it seems like I lived in a completely different 
reality. I am an avoider. But I won’t always be. I won’t always speak my mind, make promises I don’t 
keep, and lack in confidence. Sometimes it’s okay to forget. But I am strong, resilient, true, and 
everyone has her moments. I have my own moments. 

I am no longer an avoider. I won’t be one; I refuse. I will work to face my problems and my fears. I used 
to be afraid of judgment, that people wouldn’t accept me – no matter how hard I stuttered or slurred. 
But I have the words right now to describe that sometimes I forget that I don’t have to avoid, I can be as 
fearless as my mind will allow me to be. It takes time, but sometimes that’s life.
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It’s important that we share our experiences with other people. Your story will heal you and  
your story will heal somebody else. When you tell your story, you free yourself and give  

other people permission to acknowledge their own story.  
—Iyanla Vanzant, American Inspirational Speaker & Author
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HONORABLE 
MENTION

Owned, But Not Loved: A Message to My Parents
written by K. B. at Renaissance Academy

 You told me that you loved me, and I thought it was true. We both know that those three words were 
a lie. Taking care of me was something that came from obligation, not love. 

 I made mistakes in my life. You guys made mistakes, too. There’s a difference between you and me. I 
actually cared about the people I said I loved. 

Remember those days when I would run away? Of course, you don’t. I was just one of your daily chores. 
Every time I came back home, I remember what you would tell me: I knew you would come back 
because home is where food is. We both know now that there wasn’t love to come back to. 

 During those days, I would sit on the Sugar House overpass and contemplate what my life was worth. 
The amount I was loved soon became so small I could calculate it without a math equation. Again, I would 
tell you: I want to kill myself because I feel worthless. The only thing that you “reassured” me with was 
telling me: It would be selfish. It would hurt the ones you love. We wouldn’t come to your funeral.

 You didn’t care if I got hurt. When my siblings were angry, you would tell them: I don’t care if you 
hurt him. It’s okay as long as you don’t leave any bruises. My sister shattered a plate over my head, 
and I was the one who got in trouble.

 After fourteen years of this hell, you finally sent me to treatment for therapy. For most kids, it would 
be the worst thing that could happen to them, but not for me. I finally came out about my issues and 
about who I hurt. I started to try to fix things. It wasn’t until after a year into treatment and three 
therapists, that one of my therapists finally dug it out of you that I was molested as a child, under our 
own roof.

 You knew that I had been molested. You could’ve helped me understand the trauma behind my 
abusive behaviors, but, once again, you guys didn’t care. You told me: If you don’t remember, it 
shouldn’t really matter. I knew my victims didn’t remember. So, do you think that what I did is 
perfectly fine since my victims didn’t remember? What I did was not okay. It was never okay. 

 Through treatment, I have found people who love and support me. I now know what it feels like to 
have a loving family. I have discovered that if I break away from my parents’ image of me, I can be more 
successful. I have let go of my past life and family and begun a new life where I am happy. I have always 
known what it feels like to be owned. But it wasn’t until I found a new family that cared for me, that I 
understood the feeling of love.
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HONORABLE 
MENTION

A Peculiar Danger
written by N. C. at Granite YES School

 How can anyone know what happened to me if they never ask? How can anyone know what 
happened to me if I never tell? Now I’m writing to tell the honest truth.

 In November 2017, I thought I had found love. This boy was a peculiar one. He was nineteen, and I 
was sixteen, underage, but he never knew that. I kept my age a secret, guarded up and locked away. I 
never wanted him to know the truth.

 This boy was peculiar. I’ve never met anybody who wanted to make me his ride-or-die. I was 
convinced I was in love. He showed me wonders and things I never knew, what it was like to finally not 
be alone and what it was like to feel wanted. But, little did I know who this peculiar boy was.

 When I met up with him for the first time, I sat with him one night in his car on a bridge. He turned 
to me, saying, “Want to see my beauty?” I of course said, “Yes.” I wanted to know and absorb everything 
about him. I wanted to know all his secrets. He turned away for a moment and pulled out a gray pistol 
with an engraved handle. The moonlight seemed to dance on the metal.

 I was scared, afraid of this boy I loved. I asked myself, “What do I do?” But, before I could come up 
with an answer, this peculiar boy turned to me, asking, “Will you be my beauty, too?” I shook my head, 
“Yes.” Then, with the gun still in his hand, he pulled me in for a kiss. I didn’t care because I was just 
feeling the fireworks going off in my chest. I did care, but, mind you, I took my chances. I knew he was 
dangerous but like I said, I took my chances.

 On our next date he took me to the park, way late, on a drug deal, something he was proud to be 
doing. My peculiar boy got out of the car swiftly, holding his piece. I cried for my dad as I watched 
my peculiar boy assault this man. But, as he aimed the gun at the man, I jumped out of the car and 
screamed, “No!”

 But before anything could happen, I cried unto God, asking for safety in fear of what my peculiar 
boy would do. That night I took the beating. My peculiar boy called me a “worthless whore.” In that 
moment, I knew I needed out. How could I know the time was right? I knew the minute I saw the gun in 
his hand.

 When the peculiar boy said, “I have another girl I want more,” I cried out in relief, for my prayers 
had been answered. The peculiar boy was gone, and it was time for me to move on. I learned that a 
nighttime, secret, dangerous relationship with a peculiar boy with a gun could not make me happy ever. 
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HONORABLE 
MENTION

Demons
written by D. L. at Odyssey Adolescent

 While I was growing up, you watched over me, protected me. You protected me from all the horrific 
events of life. When I was twelve, you cleaned the scrape on my knee and wiped my tears. When I was 
thirteen, you walked me home after dark. I was scared, and you comforted me. When I was fourteen, 
you helped me with my homework. I was struggling, and you helped me succeed. Your hair, dishwater 
blonde, your eyes, fiercely blue. You were my best friend, and you never gave up on me. 

 We told each other everything. You shared stories from the demons in your closet to the love you had 
for adventure. As we grew older, a faded layer of sadness grew upon your eyes. I guess you could say the 
demons in your closet found a better place to hide; they decided to hide inside your mind. A beautiful 
boy destroyed by society. 

 When I was fifteen, you committed suicide. You cried out for help, and no one was there to protect 
you. Everyone around you thought of it as the boy who cried wolf. You knew all the ways to protect the 
people you loved but knew little to nothing to protect yourself. A beautiful boy’s eyes went from fierce 
blue, to grey, then closed. 

 The demons went from your closet, to your mind and ate you inside. Soon enough they’ll hunger for 
more. The demons that ate you, inside, have started to feast on my mind. Is this my cry out for help? 
Only the demons will know, and in my eyes, it is shown. My hair, chocolate brown, eyes, emerald-like 
green. A beautiful girl destroyed by the loss of her best friend. The faded layer of sadness growing upon 
my eyes. They say society only cares when you’re gone, unfortunately true. 

 Your picture everywhere to be seen, hung on walls, inside houses, posted on social media and phone 
galleries. Supporters at funerals, seats are filled from front row to back row, not an empty seat to be 
found. Frequent visitors at tombstones, flowers and heart-shaped balloons fill the ground. A beautiful 
boy, dead and gone, suddenly everyone cares. Where were they when you cried wolf?

 You thought this was the only way to end your pain. You had hoped that it would murder your 
demons. Come to find out, it had only given them an eviction notice. In the process you failed to murder 
your demons and murdered yourself. Your demons not only left your body, but they packed up the pain 
and moved to mine. The demons have nearly eaten me alive; soon again they’ll for hunger more. Will I 
survive these demons inside?
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I dream of painting and then I paint my dream.  
—Vincent Van Gogh
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Finalist

To My Father
written by A. S. at Salt Lake Valley Detention Center

 Have you ever wanted to open up but knew that doing so would leave you vulnerable? Well, that’s 
how I’m feeling at this moment. I want to share my story with others, but at the same time I want to 
remain in the shadows. 

 In the past, I’ve learned to build my walls high and bury my feelings deep so that I couldn’t get 
“hurt.” I always needed a hero in my life, someone to look up to . . . I needed a father, not a “homeboy.” 
I have never understood my father’s mindset. I have never known why you, “my father,” would do this. 
Just why?

 Now that I am sixteen almost seventeen, I am beginning to realize that as much as I hate my dad, I 
need to go my own way. It hurts me so much because I’ve felt so unimportant. Like I always would feel 
unimportant when school was out, and other kids’ fathers would pick them up. Or like when I played 
rugby, I had to learn on my own because I did not have a father to teach me. Or when I was learning 
how to drive, I had to practice with my aunt. 

 Father, you left when I was just born. I’ve grown up to be a great young man, one that you’ve never 
known. I’m the son you wished you’d known.

 As I look in the mirror trying to see myself and my future, I see a big part of you in me. My aunt, your 
sister, has told me about you. You have been in and out of jail or correctional facilities, never home for 
my brother, sister or mom, always hiding from me when I come to visit. Who are you really?

 I always think these questions to myself: What did I do wrong for you not to be in my life? Was I not 
enough for you? Will I ever get to meet you? 

 Father, you need to know I have not been alone. My uncle tried to take your place as the father I 
wished I’d known. He took me in as one of his own children, got me out of foster care, taught me how to 
work on vehicles, taught me diesel mechanics, how to stay in shape and eat right, and taught me right 
from wrong.

 In spite of all this, I had a choice, and I have followed your path, the path of breaking the law, but this 
isn’t the path I’m sticking with. It’s time to grow up and change my troubled past. I am not going to be 
like you. I’m not going to run if I have kids, treat women with disrespect, be involved in gangs, run from 
my problems. What I will do is be the first in my family to graduate. I will help support my family, be 
there when someone needs me. I’m going to be the hero of my own story. 
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Finalist

The Dash
written by N. R. at Granite YES School

 It was the start of March. I was fourteen, and I did it because I liked to “live fast.” That night I called 
my “homegirl” and said, “Hey, let’s go get a car.” 

 She said, “Sure, I got money. Let’s get tabs.” 

 I went and got her. When we got back, we put on some latex gloves. I put on my white shirt, black 
sweater, blue hoodie and rag. She put on a sweater and a black rag; then we dipped.

  An hour and a half later we found a car with the keys in the ignition. We were off. My mistake was 
not thinking about the bedroom that still had a TV light in it. Let’s say twenty minutes later, I was at a 
stoplight and a cop flashed his lights. I said, “Damn,” and we sped off. 

 I ran a red light and turned. It was an unknown street to me, but I wasn’t thinking much. When I 
turned again, I didn’t know it was a dead end. I was going fast and couldn’t stop in time. I hit a tree. I 
knew somebody was watching over me because my “homegirl” and I should have been dead on the spot. 
When the car stopped, my ankle was broken, but she was fine. We still had to get out and run. 

 At first, I couldn’t feel that my ankle was broken, but when I started running, I felt another snap and 
fell. There was a pine tree, so I crawled under it, and she followed me under. I called my mom and told 
her I was sorry and that I had stolen a car again, but this time I got in a high-speed chase and crashed. 

 Now a month had passed, and I had already had surgery. I was smokin with my homeboys and my 
best friend. My grandma called and told me I had a warrant because I missed court. We didn’t get a 
paper, but my “dad” did. I told her, “I’m not going to turn myself in today.” I hung-up. The next day I 
went to the courthouse and got put in a holding cell. My judge let me go till court on Monday. 

 Monday came, and I was nervous. I hadn’t seen my judge since I got terminated the year before. He 
put me in home O&A and locked me up in detention for a week. When I got out, I smoked fat and told 
my mans I was out. After a couple weeks my caseworker came over and told me she knew I was staying 
at his house, and I ran. After a fat minute I decided to just turn myself in and was in DT again for 15 
days. Then got put in the GTC. I was mad. I didn’t try, and it was about a month later when I started 
trying to change. I’ve been here for three months, and almost four months, clean. I am ready to change.
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Finalist

My Nightmare
written by C. C. at Odyssey Adolescent

 He stands there dazed and confused on why they are yelling at him without moving their lips, “What are  
you doing?” 

 He feels attacked and forced to reply, “Nothing! Nothing!” Now they’re the ones who look confused like what 
he says makes no sense. 

 He looks around and starts to panic not knowing what to do. Hopping on his skateboard, he takes off, zooming 
through the skate park, glancing back occasionally, looking like a madman whose nightmare is coming true and 
chasing him nonstop to get what it wants.

 On all sides, things are popping up around him as he hears his name being yelled from someone he knows; 
yet whenever he looks to find him, he’s nowhere. He starts to think that maybe he’s asleep, needs to wake up, and 
somehow find a way back to reality.

 As day turns into night, he gets farther and farther away from reality, still looking for a way out of his 
nightmare that seems never ending. 

 After showing up to his parents’ house looking like a walking skeleton, somehow risen from the dead, and 
reeking of booze, he ends up in the hospital. 

 Lying there on the hospital bed, he thinks about his close call with death when he decided to walk out on that 
freeway, thinking his skateboard would turn into a car. He laughs at himself when the thought, ‘’Dancing with the 
devil,’’ pops into his head. Yet he feels a tear go down his face as the names of all his loved ones appear with that 
dancing devil.

 “Stupid,” he says to himself. “I’m so stupid. How could I have fallen onto that forbidden path? Never again.” He 
repeats, “Never again!” 

 “I’m sorry,” he says to his mom as they sit in the car. She looks at him with tears in her eyes, “Why?” 

 “Why what?” he replies. 

 “Why can’t you just stay home and do what you have to do?” 

 “I don’t know,” he says as she pulls up to Odyssey. 

 She looks over at him suddenly embracing him, “I’m only mad because I worry about you. For now, you’re 
going to have stay here, OK?” 

 He sighs, “Whatever you think will help.” 

 “I love you,” she says.

 “I love you too,” he replies. 

 The “he” was me. When I think of that nightmare, it sends chills down my spine and brings awful memories I try 
so hard to avoid. I wrote this story in third person because it felt like that was the right way because the person who 
was doing all those things was me, but the me who didn’t care about his loved ones or himself. I am now thankful 
for that day and the people who were there to help me through it all because now I’m living a positive, sober life. My 
nightmare still lurks in the very back of my mind, but I will no longer give it the power to control me. 
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We need language to tell us who we are, how we feel, what we’re  
capable of—to explain the pains and glory of our existence.  

—Maya Angelou, American Poet & Memoirist



22

Finalist

The Demon in the Mirror
written by J. D. at Magellan Academy

 I don’t want to see him anymore. Every time I look in the mirror, I see him. He is always watching 
me. I don’t want to see him again because he hurt me and made me into the person I am today. He also 
made me hate myself over and over.

 People always tell me he didn’t do this to me. They say I did this to myself. Is that true or not? No, 
that is true. I didn’t do this to myself, did I? I didn’t leave these scars on my thighs or beat the memory 
into my head. 

 “NO! YES! MAYBE?” I ask myself, “Do I act like him?” I know I look like him. I’m rude, fat and ugly 
just like him. I have the same golden brown hair, the same forest green eyes. He and I both have eyes 
that look into people’s souls. I see him when I look in the mirror. He is always standing there, always 
staring at me.

 He is like the monster under your bed or the demon in the shadows. He can come and go, but when I 
look in the mirror, he is always staring at me.

 I look in the mirror, and I see him. I don’t want to see him. I want to see me. I look in the mirror. He 
is looking at me, and I start to cry.

 This is what I think to myself when people ask me, “What am I afraid of?” He is what I’m afraid of. 
He is no good. He is the demon in my head. People need to help me. Please just go away from me.

 That is all I ask of you. Please, please, I ask of you, I don’t want you here. Just let me go. LET ME GO! 
He brings his friends, Crystal, Marry, Rocky and so many others of his friends. He invites them into my 
life. They all seem cool at first, but they all seem to stab me in the back, over and over again. No one 
knows how to help me with him. Just like a rose it looks good but don’t touch it; you may get poked with 
a thorn.

 I’m not afraid of a lot of things, but I am afraid of him and what he can do. He’s the only fear I have. Why 
do people say it’s all my fault for the scars and the memories? They can’t see him beside me. But I can see 
him. They whisper behind my back. They all think I’m crazy, and he just laughs at me, teases me. 

 Why can’t someone help me? Why can’t he go away? That’s all I ask of anyone. It hurt me to say. I 
also don’t want him to live because he makes me, me. He is me, and I am him; so I’m scared of myself? 
Now, is that a problem? I don’t think so, but others may. 
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Finalist

Guardian Angel
written by R. H. at Odyssey Adolescent

 I was ten years old. My mother walked into my room, tears in her eyes. “Ryan is gone.” My heart 
sank. Ryan’s last moments were spent on pills, and he took his life with his father’s handgun. He never 
married my sister, and she called him “abusive and negligent.” We found out later she lied, and we still 
loved her, but it hurt us to find out we could’ve gone to his funeral. 

 I saw Ryan differently though. He was my brother, not officially, but he was always like a big brother 
to me. He taught me how to play the ukulele, and we listened to a lot of classic rock together. My 
favorite thing about him was that he brought us Penny, the greatest niece ever. Ryan’s memory faded 
from my mind, until recently.

 I was 15 years old. My mother walked into my room, tears welling up in her eyes. “We found your 
stash.” I was the plug. I sold Xanax, and I was addicted to hydrocodone. Before my parents found 
my stash, I had taken four hydrocodone, but I didn’t feel it yet. It was my birthday weekend, so I was 
planning on being faded. My parents walked up to my stash, took the pills, and threw them in the trash. 
I was excited when five were missed. I took the pills, and along with the hydros in my system, I was sure 
I wasn’t going to make it. I was ready to shake death’s hand, to see Ryan again.

 My stepdad drove me to the hospital so I could have a safe place to stay in case I tried to run, but I 
began to feel the effects of the pills. I had mixed them before but never this much. I was in love with 
pills. I loved them so much that I had forgotten about my real family; pills were my real family, and I 
thought they loved me.

 I arrived at the emergency room, and they took my clothes, the last bits of the old me. I got into my 
gown and climbed into my bed, and the last thing I remember is seeing my stepdad walk into the room. 
I thought I was dying, but I didn’t care. I woke up the next morning, and the nurse walked into my 
room. “You’re lucky to be alive.”

 I had just turned 16 years old. My mother walked into the room; her smile was big. “Happy birthday, 
little son.” I hugged her and heard her cry. Never again would I put pills ahead of my family, ahead of 
my mother, ahead of my niece. 

 Since then, I felt you behind my back, even when I ran away from my facility. You helped me make 
the decision to come back. Thank you, Ryan, for being my Guardian Angel. I miss you, and I love you – 
we all do. I showed Penny one of our songs, and the way she smiled looked just like yours. 
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Finalist

In My Veins
written by T. S. at Granite YES School

 What no one knows is that I never really had a chance. Addiction runs in my veins. I’m pretty sure 
that’s where it started. No one really understands the feeling of how you have no control; nothing can 
reason with it. Because my parents were both addicted, everyone thought I’d turn out just like them. I 
tried to be good, and I tried so hard to prove them wrong. No one knows how hard I tired to be normal. 
But, all my life I felt a tug like I needed to find something. And that tug got stronger. It pulled me from 
not-so-good situations to bad ones. I found myself in more trouble than I ever knew was possible. 
It pulled me away from my home. It pulled me away from my family. Worst of all, it pulled me from 
myself. Yet nothing had satisfied that feeling so I kept going deeper and farther, looking to relieve that 
pull on my soul. 

 I found myself surrounded by people I barely knew. I was walking downtown, homeless, not knowing 
where to go. I wanted anything to feed that feeling deep in my bones. The day when I finally got some 
relief was the day I doomed myself. I got up that day in my friend’s home. We went downtown for 
another day of messing around. I met a new person who used something I’d heard of but had never seen 
before – heroin. I was fourteen that day. 

 My friend, the druggie and I sat down, and I was handed a piece of foil with heroin on it. The 
moment I inhaled it was instant relief from this feeling I had felt all my life. The tug was gone but so was 
the me I was before. From that moment, addiction was all I was. I don’t hate my parents, and I don’t 
blame anyone else for how I have lived my life, but I just want everyone to know I never really had a 
chance against addiction. I’ve inherited it from my parents as they inherited it from their parents. 

 Even though it’s taken three years of rehabilitation and relapse, I’ve learned the hardest lesson: 
Addiction is forever. Today I live to fight the feeling in my veins. I fight for a life I never had; sobriety is 
hard. And addiction isn’t just something to overcome. If you have lived with addiction even for a little 
while, you live with it for the rest of your life. I wake up some days from dreams of using drugs even 
after months and months of sobriety. I still have urges, and I know I always will. Yes, I never really had 
a chance at a life of total sobriety, but now it’s up to me, and only me, to keep living sober. Addiction 
may be in my veins, but drugs don’t have to be. My past is written in stone, but my future is not. I will 
be strong. 



25

Perhaps some day I’ll crawl back home, beaten, defeated. But not as long as  
I can make stories out of my heartbreak, beauty out of sorrow. 

—Sylvia Plath, American Poet & Novelist
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Finalist

Childhood Robbery
written by M. O. at Salt Lake Valley Detention Center

 When I was ten years old and living in Nairobi, Kenya, I was expected to be a man by my family. 
They expected me to work and earn money. I got a job carrying loads of bags from bus stops to people’s 
houses. I was paid poorly because I was a young kid and did not know what the currency was worth. 
I would work all day from morning till dark. I could not get enough money to provide for the eleven 
people in my family so I just spent the money on my two younger sisters and me. I did this for a couple 
of months, and then I decided to give it up and start robbing people so I could get more money. I robbed 
people on the streets with two of my associates, and we had weapons. I did make more money this way, 
and my family was pleased with me. My family did not know how I got the money, but they were in need 
so they probably wouldn’t have cared. I did that until I was thirteen.

 When I was almost fourteen, I came to the United States with my two sisters. Catholic Community 
Services sponsored us to come. We were placed in Utah in foster care. When I got in foster care, things 
got difficult for me because I was used to being independent and I did not like the rules. I started having 
arguments with my foster parents and the other kids in the foster home. So, they moved me from foster 
home to foster home, but I was just grieving for leaving Kenya and blaming myself for leaving my family 
behind. This went on for the first two years I was in Utah, but I stayed sober the whole time. Then I 
developed trust issues because of people coming in and going out of my life. So, I started running away 
when I went to a new foster home so I could control the hurt of being abandoned. 

 Then I started living on “the block” around the homeless shelter. I had heard stories about “the 
block” and all the drugs there. I started selling drugs and getting involved in gangs. The feeling of living 
on the streets was so good because it reminded me of home in Kenya. I built relationships with people 
on the block because they treated me like family and didn’t care about my skin color or background or 
physical size. I’m small compared to old guys. While I was selling drugs, I was also using. That made 
me an angry person, and that lead to more charges. For the past four years I have been in and out of 
detentions. 

 Looking back, I wish I would have had a man in my life who would have taught me the skills essential 
for a young boy. I wish I had a childhood. Yet, I am glad for my past because it has made me the man I 
am today.
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Finalist

Let’s Get Goofy
written by M. C. at Gemstone Youth Center

 Tar. Dragon. Chiva. Black. Brown sugar. Big H. Dope. Ice. Crystal. Clear. Jale. Glass. Heroin. 
Meth. As I tie off my arm again, I still can’t find a vein to pierce. I’ve been at this for hours now. Poke, 
pull back, still no blood flowing into the syringe. I try moving the belt to various parts of my arm and 
then poke, pull back. Finally, I see the needle fill with the deep, thick, red blood I’ve come to love so 
much. I push the brown liquid into my arm and quickly take the syringe out. I started out shooting up 
meth, then heroin. I took a dance with the devil and started shooting up goofballs; injecting both at the 
at the same time.

 I don’t care about the construction of bruising or scarring right now. I only care about getting high one 
more time. My heart speeds up rapidly for what seems like forever and then just as quickly, slows down to a 
deadly rate. I’m not feeling too good, and tonight is the night. My life changes from here on out.

 I have the pregnancy test at home, waiting. I’ve already taken a cheap, 7-Eleven one that read 
positive earlier today. I don’t allow myself to believe that the test was accurate. That is why I keep 
the results to myself and myself only. I don’t tell a soul. But I know deep down, there’s a tiny being, 
blooming inside my body. 

 My boyfriend and I walk the two miles home in silence. I think he has accepted the fact that we are 
going to have a baby. I’ve been having all the symptoms, and, on some occasions, you just know. This 
pregnancy test will only confirm what we both know. Once we get home, I go into the bathroom, test 
in hand. My boyfriend is waiting in our room. I sit down and try to pee on the stick. A minute or two 
passes. I experience extreme pain in my lower abdomen and blood fills the toilet.

 I have a medical condition called PCOS. In order for my body to carry a baby, I have to be healthy, 
and I have to take really good care of my body; not shoot up drugs. Due to my selfishness and my 
addiction, I have lost my baby. I allowed myself to get high “one more time.” It is nothing more than 
total irony. That one last time destroyed a part of me. 

 Although I still struggle with using drugs, I haven’t used meth and heroin together since. Drugs are 
the devil, and the evil that I invited into my life, stole an innocent, little life from me. I often think of the 
black nothingness I felt for a long time after that night. Because all I want is to have a little human that’s 
half me, half the love of my life, I am able to fight the daily cravings to use. 
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There’s always room for a story that can transport people to another place. 
—J.K. Rowling, Bestselling British Novelist
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Finalist

Chasing Dad
written by C. S. at Farmington Bay Youth Center

 I don’t remember when mother told me, and she only said it once, but she said the day she found out 
she was pregnant with me, she told my dad, then climbed into bed to come down off drugs. My dad was 
using too, and before my mom gave birth to me, he went to prison. When I was born, my dad wasn’t 
there.

 Growing up I didn’t know who my dad was. My dad’s sister used to babysit me all the time. Later I 
found out the reason: she wanted me to know my dad’s family. When I got old enough to understand 
what was going on, my mom told me my dad was in prison. I remember being at my aunt’s house when 
he would call. I’d talk to this stranger everyone called my father. My dad would write me from prison 
telling me how much he loved and missed me. He promised he would be there for me when he got out. 
He still wasn’t there. I used to wait at home for days crying, waiting for my dad to come and get me like 
he said he would. He never showed up. 

 When I was thirteen, I started running away from home because I wasn’t happy. I had learned to run 
from my problems. I caught my first charge and ended up at detention. When I turned fourteen, I got 
introduced to crystal meth. I was still trying to understand why my dad was never there for me. I kept 
running. I was locked up repeatedly. When my mother couldn’t handle me anymore, she told my dad 
that it was his turn. By then I was too hung up in the drug world to care about anyone. And so was my 
dad. So, when I wouldn’t listen to him, he quickly gave up trying. 

 Not too long after that, I started hanging around gang members. I ran into my dad at a trap house; 
it was the first time seeing him in months. All he said was, “Wassup, Sweetheart?” He knew damn well 
what I was doing there. I continued this path, not knowing what I wanted. I spent time on the streets 
trying to figure out what was so great that it kept my dad from me. 

 Three years later I’m sitting in secure care. I still don’t have the dad that I’ve always wanted, but I did 
figure out what I was doing on the streets. I was doing drugs because I thought drugs would give me a 
bond with my dad. The bond I wanted, drugs couldn’t give me.

 In May of 2018, my dad had another baby girl. He was there for her birth. My new, little sister. I’m still 
wondering what’s wrong with me. Why was he there for her birth, but not mine? Drugs ruined my life. I 
wish I could go back to the day I took that first line and started chasing something I would never catch.
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Finalist

In the Dark
written by M. V. at Slate Canyon Youth Center

 I was in the dark, which brought me a vision to either better myself or keep playing in the dark. My 
thoughts and actions were wrapped around something that suffocated my heart. 

 In the dark I was losing myself to something that never cared and playing a game that wasn’t really 
played fair. I was in the dark for most of my teenage years, wasting time with friends who only liked me 
because of my dark stage. Playing in the dark only brought me things I would regret. I never thought I 
would ever be away from family for so long and be in places that teach youth to do good instead of wrong. 

 I knew the way I was living was not enough to keep me emotionally and mentally alive. Imagine the 
dark taking over your emotions and mind. When everything you did was wrong, your emotions and 
mind thought it was good. Really it was because of the darkness in you. That’s how I felt. 

 I was playing in the dark so much I thought I could get away with everything I did wrong. But, then 
I truly believed my higher power had to re-incarcerate me so that I could see all of the good things I 
was losing out on and was capable of doing. In the dark I was given the vision to better see myself as a 
human being, a member of my family, which brought me to make it out of the dark and put my vision 
into action. 

 Living in the light now has put me in a mindset were I have to stay motivated, dedicated and caring 
about the things that helped me out of the dark such as my family and goals. Looking in the past, I tend 
to feel ashamed but at the same time blessed because if there is one thing I remember about the dark: 
It’s either you make it out or you don’t. 

 Being in the light, I try not to think of my past actions. I keep myself around those who live in the 
light because the light is so strong that it shows me my path. It all started with a vision, which brought 
me to be in a better stage of life. I call it the vision of God. 
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Finalist

Crystal Forest
written by J. A. at Granite YES School

 I underestimated the power drugs truly had. They pull you in; not by the truth, but by the false 
comfort they provide with every fix. Eventually, I learned the truth myself: The first time will never be 
your last. 

 Before I could comprehend the reality of the situation, I was wrapped up in the lifestyle I once 
avoided with every fiber of my being. Not a single hesitant thought came to mind as I watched the tiny, 
clear crystals fall silently in front of me for the first time. It was mesmerizing in a way, the soft crunch 
of the substance pressing against the cool, metal razor placed firmly in my hand; how easily the white 
powder moved into the small, even line. All I could feel was the adrenaline rushing through my veins 
and the slight scrape of the unevenly cut, bright red straw pressing into my palm. My breath hitched in 
the back of my throat and without another thought, the substance was shooting up my nose, sending a 
rush through my head and a burning sensation through my sinuses.

 It was an overwhelming feeling of relief. A feeling I’ve learned to love. I wandered deeper and deeper 
down the path of lost potential as each day passed. One time was one time, right? I doubted it would 
become an issue. I thought: I have the power to quit whenever I please. That’s where I was incorrect. 
Compared to the control addiction has, your will to quit lessens more and more each time you give into 
the craving, each time you believe your own lies and excuses. 

 I spent days at a time wide awake, my mind becoming fuzzy as hours passed and the toxic mix 
of sleep deprivation and methamphetamines coursed through my brain all hours of the night. Time 
slipped by quickly, hours feeling like minutes, minutes feeling like seconds. I lost all sense of reality. 
It felt like I was falling down a tunnel, my life blurring around me as I plummeted towards the hard 
ground. I blindly became so fond of the sleepless nights and the empty feeling of my core lacking the 
nutrients my body desperately needed that I didn’t know how to quit the cycle. 

 Why would I continue? What for? Another taste of the overtaking substance that robbed me of my life? 
The weight of reality was drowning me, is still drowning me, dragging me closer and closer to rock bottom 
than ever before. Will I find a way out of this drug-infested crystal forest I’ve created for myself? I feel 
far too lost to backtrack now, too tired and too weak. My only choices are to continue wandering in the 
darkness or find a path out of this crystal forest into the light. But with the false light the cloudy crystals 
cast on the ground ahead of me, how am I to know which path to take? Will I ever find the way out?
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This earth that we live on is full of stories in the same way that, for a fish, the ocean is full of ocean. 
Some people say when we are born we’re born into stories. I say we’re also born from stories. 

—Ben Okri, Nigerian Poet & Novelist
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Man, I Hate This Place
written by A. S.* in an Unnamed Detention Facility

 First of all, why the heck we gotta use these rubber pencils? I ain’t stabbed nobody. Matter of fact, 
this facility never had any issues with people getting stabbed, so why are they enforcing that on us like 
we are in secure care or something? Man, I hate this place. 

 We’ve never had to secure the doors except for when it’s shift change or shower time. Now, we gotta 
do that stuff all the time for our “safety and security.” Man, I hate this place. I’ve been in and out this 
place since I was eleven, and the rules just keep getting stricter and stricter. Man, I hate this place.

 They say the food’s gotten better, but the meat be pink and undercooked. It be looking like dog food. 
Man, I hate this place. For our 8:00 p.m. snack we either be having peanut butter sandwiches or turkey 
sandwiches every day. Do they not realize we be getting sick of having the same snack every time? Man, 
I hate this place. 

 We literally must ask just to stand up and get something or do something. Man, I hate this place. I 
can never use the bathroom in peace because staff’s always lifting up my door flap from time to time, 
thinking Imma commit suicide or something. Man, I hate this place. We get these beds that are only two 
inches thick, and we must use concrete as a frame. Man, I hate this place. 

 I be having trouble sleeping because staff are always coming around with the metal pipe to do checks. 
Man, I hate this place. In the morning time it’s always the same white walls. I wake up and see the same 
ugly faces. Man, I hate this place. Some staff be tryna to make our stay a little better, but there’s always 
that one staff that complains about it and just doesn’t want us to have a little fun. Man, I hate this place. 

 If one kid is causing trouble in the section, we all get punished for it, which is crap. Man, I hate this 
place. They say the reason why they punish all of us is so we stay in check. But, why do you think it was 
only that one person causing trouble and the rest of us was just cooling? Man, I hate this place. Other 
pod be always sending kids over to us just because they can’t handle. Man, I hate this place. 

 When it’s time for us to eat, staff always be making their plate bigger than ours. Like Dude, you can 
just go home and eat. Man, I hate this place. I understand that this be daycare compared to the adult 
jail, which is way worse. But, man, I still hate this place.

 * A. S. is an anonymous student. Untold Stories Utah considered pulling this finalist story because 
this student’s version of the “truth” might offend many and might create some institutional blowback 
for the contest and the student, but we decided to be brave and let this cleverly stated narrative live as 
one voice among many. 



34

Finalist

In Holy Shoes
written by D. F. at Farmington Bay Youth Center

 Every day I heard my stomach growl. Living on the streets and sleeping in fields, tents and cars 
sucked. When I was ten, I was homeless. Anywhere I could, I slept. I ate anything and stole a lot. I had 
to to survive. I took care of my young brothers. I went to the store while my mom was working and 
stole, mostly food but occasionally a toy or two. I hated being homeless. 

 I still remember one time my brothers and I were at the park playing tag with another kid. We stunk and 
had holes in our shoes, but he didn’t care. His mom did and yelled, “They could make you sick.” I didn’t 
understand. I felt hurt. My brothers and I walked back to our motel. I told my mom what happened. She 
said, “You’re not allowed at the park anymore.” We were upset but didn’t complain. We knew if we did, she 
would lock us out of the motel for the night. I had been locked out before for talking back. 

 One day it was snowing, and I got locked out of the car. I was so cold I thought I would die. The next 
morning my mom took me to the hospital. I couldn’t move. I was afraid to tell them what happened 
so I lied, “I was sleeping at my friend’s but instead went to my secret hideout. It started to snow, and I 
got buried. I left my backpack by the entrance to my secret hideout. That’s how my mom found me.” It 
was a lie; in all reality, she had left me for dead. That was the sad truth. I was always too scared to tell 
anyone what really happened. 

 As I got older, I realized that things weren’t going to get better. I remember a saying my mom always 
told me: “Things are going to get a whole lot worse before they get better.” It was so true. When I was 
eleven, my mom kicked me out of the motel. I packed a trash bag full of stuff and left without a goodbye. 
I walked until I found a barn. I slept in there that night. In the morning I left in a hurry. I walked to my 
aunt’s about two miles away and knocked on the door. My cousin answered the door, and I just looked 
at her. I started crying and fell to the floor. She ran to get my aunt. My aunt called my mom and told her 
to come get me. She did, and we went back to the motel. There was no room at my aunt’s house. I never 
could look at my mom as a loving mom since.

 I had been homeless on and off until I was fourteen. Now I am fifteen. Being homeless is still on my 
mind, still very much possible, but it has made me stronger. I don’t fear living on the streets. I know I 
can survive. 
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We owe it to each other to tell stories. 
—Neil Gaiman, English Author of Fiction & Graphic Novels
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A Letter to My Dad
written by K. F. at Odyssey Adolescent

 This is a letter to my dad that I can’t send because it would break his heart.

 Dear Dad, 

 Once upon a time, when I was just thirteen, my bed used to be my best friend. Then I met Crystal. 
She got me out of bed, and I wasn’t tired anymore. She helped me take care of myself and gave me the 
energy to do anything I wanted to. My mom showed me Crystal, and then suddenly we had something 
in common. The three of us were inseparable. My mom used to never be there, and when she did come 
home, she would never stay. But, then we three were best friends, and we did everything together. 

 Things eventually started changing. My mom wouldn’t come around that often. Crystal was my only 
friend. I chased her everywhere, and she brought me to a whole new world. I fell for her trap, and I sold 
my soul to the devil. She was my master, and I was her slave. My mom lost me then, but she tried to 
save me. I fought my mom, and I fought everybody that tried to change me. 

 Today and for the past five years, I’ve spent my life in institutions and on the streets. Last April 
everything caught up to me all at once, and now I’m in the system, and the only way out is to give up 
Crystal. But this isn’t a happy story. Most people think that if you get sober, your life is better. But that 
is not true for me. Now I’m in my bed, and my depression lies by my side. She keeps me there. I want to 
help myself, but I don’t have the energy. I try to do it later. I even say, “I’ll do it tomorrow.” 

 I have good days when I can put up a show, but really I’m numb inside. I don’t even know who I am. 
I’m making empty promises to my family, and I’m fooling everyone, but the guilt is eating at me. I’m 
miserable because I want to make them happy and give them their daughter and sister back, but I’m 
empty inside, and nothing in life is filling that hole. They have no idea. 

 When I come home, I won’t be there to stay. I’ll be with Crystal again one day. She fills that empty 
part inside. Daddy, I’m sorry. I love you with all my heart, but your baby’s gone. Crystal is a part of me 
now. I need her to be okay. It’s a vicious cycle that I can’t break. It’s a fight I can’t win. You deserve 
better, and I wish you didn’t love me, so it didn’t hurt.

From Your Daughter
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The Many Faces of Pain
written by N. M. at Decker Lake Youth Center

 Smack. Crack. Whack. There are a lot of sound effects that come with a beating. But when you’re the 
one that is getting beat, you know right after that sound you feel pain. Pain. That is all I’ve ever known 
most of my life. 

 Unlike a lot of people, I suffer in silence. Most people in my life have no idea just how deep it runs 
inside of me. But those who do know only know a little. My pain is like the moon. Nobody knows 
the dark side of the moon and that I will never share that side of my pain with anyone. Those that 
are ignorant tell me it was just karma. But they have no idea who I am. I have never done anything 
deserving of this much suffering. I scream out into the darkness and only hear echoes in my wake. I feel 
so alone inside. 

 My pain first started at the young age of three. My father tried to smash my head in with a hammer. 
The only reason I survived was because I hid behind a door. My mother and my sister stopped him from 
killing me. He beat my mother horrendously and did things to my sister no father should ever do. He 
got away with it. I looked over my shoulder for eight years wondering if he would come finish the job. 
My stepmom beat me every single day for six years. My sister and her boyfriend have beaten me. These 
are only the physical pains I am willing to share.

 Pain comes in many forms, but the pain of grief is the most unbearable and never truly goes away. 
Flesh will heal, but the mind and soul are forever torn. I have lost more people in my short life than 
most people lose in a lifetime. I have watched the only person that was like a dad to me die in front 
of me. I watched my grandfather die. I have had friends commit suicide and overdose. My girlfriend 
committed suicide. I was supposed to be a father twice. My best friend was murdered. My brother 
murdered his month-old baby. My other best friend murdered his family. Most of my family is dead. 
I am the only one who can carry on my family name. The hardest part about grief is when you lose 
someone while you’re locked up.

 A lot of people might know pain, but very few know PTSD. People will tell me to get over it and cheer 
up, but they don’t know. My pain is literally imprinted in my brain. I wake up twenty times a night. I 
toss, turn, swear, scream -- this is sleep for me. I have night terrors almost every night. There are lots 
of faces of pain, and you would never guess mine. People say don’t judge a book by its cover. It’s very 
accurate because you will never know what’s inside. 
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Can This Really Be My Life?
written by M. G. at Granger High School

 Nothing’s impossible, just difficult. When you say to yourself over and over: “I can do it. I’ll overcome 
this. I’ll finally accomplish this.” You really will! Maybe not in the timely manner you’d planned, but 
you surely will. You’re mind is one big, beautiful forest full of information and memories. Take the 
memories and use them to motivate yourself to create more positive, healthy memories and maybe a 
more positive outlook and mindset of everything.

 I moved to Utah when I was nine years old. In New York, I learned many things; not always the best 
things, but things. I took all of those things with me here to Utah. We got to Utah and I did well. We 
soon got our own place, and we were on our feet. These things we gained didn’t last too long. We slowly 
lost our state benefits. More money was disappearing. How? Where’s the money going? Then we lost 
our place.

 This is when things got pretty hard. I’d dropped out of school. I’d started working under-the-table 
with my dad and made enough. Then that ended. My dad was always gone. Then my sister was born. 
We sometimes had to steal food and clothes. I became mommy. I’d feed them, clothe them, hold them. 
They were my babies, and I refused to let my babies die. So I stole a car; my dad gave me a gun and 
started cooking and selling meth. I did this for about a year. I started to use those things I’d learned in 
New York. When I was caught, they’d keep their eyes on me and my family. Then soon they took me and 
my siblings away. My grandma took my brother and my sisters. But not me. She knew I could handle it 
the best.

 Since being in custody, I’ve learned many things. I’ve learned to value things. Try and keep trying. 
Yes, things are hard, but once you get it, you’ll feel so much better. Stay positive. If you’re positive, 
positive will come back. Always look at your pros and cons; choose wisely. Will this have an effect on 
your future? Will this benefit you? Will this hurt you?

 The only way I learned these things was through my darkest days. The days I’d sit and ask, “Can 
this really be my life?” So each day stop and ask, “Can this really be my life?” If you’re not satisfied 
– CHANGE! Not everything at once. Take one thing each day and take your sweet time. Being taken 
from my family wasn’t only the most terrible thing to happen to me but also the very best thing to ever 
happen. I’ve grown so much. Learned so much. I’m grateful I’ve had a hard life. Each day I open my 
eyes, I’ll take that day to learn – all I can.
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Two or three things I know for sure, and one of them is that to go on living I have to tell stories,  
that stories are the one sure way to know to touch the heart and change the world. 

—Dorothy Allison, American Feminist Author
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Drug Addiction
written by R. B. at Gemstone Youth Center

 The only difference between most people and me is that their nightmares stop when they wake up.

 Empty. That’s how I felt without you. You were there for me when no one else was. You always had 
my back when no one was around. You were my partner in crime. And now you’re nowhere in sight.

 I first met you in my childhood, but you were in the background. You resurfaced on October 16, 2017. 
You became my best friend so fast that I didn’t even think about the pain that you brought with you. 

 I used to hate you. You killed my dad. Now the only thing I see when I close my eyes is a corpse with 
a tied off arm and a bundle of needles at his feet. You took the only thing that mattered to me at that 
point in time. 

 It started out with marijuana when I was sixteen, to numb my pain, because that’s all that I had 
experienced in my life at that point. Then I became a drunk. I would drink so much that I would black 
out, and I wouldn’t remember anything. I guess that’s another way to forget your pain. Popping pills 
came next. I’d pop some Xanax, sit down with a nice drink in my hand, and I’d sit tight for the high. The 
last thing I did with you was huffing aerosol from axe cans and the computer duster from Wal-Mart. 

 I remember before I started doing drugs, I lived at home, attended school regularly, made and 
kept relationships effectively, and had never been locked up. But now, with a year of doing drugs, I’ve 
run away multiple times. At the end of 2018 I’ve been to detention twelve times and ruined all my 
relationships. My family doesn’t talk to me, and I’m pretty sure they hate me. No matter how hard I try, 
I’m always going to come back to you. No matter how hard I try, I can’t stay away from you.

 Back then I would’ve done anything to get you. But now I can’t; I still want you back. I’ve seen the 
crap you’ve done to my family. My family went crazy. You killed my biological dad. I’m done with you 
and all the things you’ve done to me. I’ve had you in my life since I was little, and you’re still hurting 
me. You have wasted away my whole life. So why do I keep risking it all for you?

 So here I am, dependent on drugs, in and out of detention, sitting in a cell with nothing to think 
about but my next high. I know I’ll try to stay off you, but how long will it take me to be completely 
independent and out of your grasp? Will I be the same as I was before I started using you? Probably not, 
but how am I supposed to be different if I don’t take any risks?
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The Downfall
written by N. R. at Odyssey Adolescent

 It all started in such an ironic and subtle way. As I approached my sophomore year in high school, 
there wasn’t much that was more dramatic than my relationships with friends and family. I cared more 
about my close friends than anyone else, including family, and that created a lack of communication 
and much between my family and me. 

 One of my closest friends became interested in trying cannabis. This filled me with frustration 
because we had always told each other we would stay away from illegal substances. I can still hear quiet 
snickering from my seventh-grade health class when another student started arguing with the teacher 
about how, “Weed is just a plant.” There was also an incident where I remember my friend arguing with 
a peer about how cocaine and heroin are derived from plants just like cannabis was.

 My friend always had good reasoning, so I decided to ask him about this interest in cannabis. He 
showed me some interesting research and gave me his explanation. Over the course of a few hours, the 
thought came to me, “Maybe I am wrong.” That thought led me to my own research on the positive and 
negative consequences of smoking marijuana bud. 

 By the time the next weekend came my friend and I had acquired our bud, organized a plan to ingest 
it and come down before we had to be home. The night before we went to Reams, the local grocery 
store, and got food and drink for our outing the next day. We knew we’d have the munchies. My parents 
drove us up the canyon with our long boards, skateboards with big wheels. My parents had no idea 
about our plan. They dropped us off.

 We found a spot, loaded a bowl and toked up. My first couple of hits didn’t make me feel anything 
except the burning sensation of carboxylated THC in my lungs. After about 15 minutes I began feeling 
a rush of fog, comparable to light-headedness, but not nausea or dizziness. The only single word I can 
find to explain it is: Fried. 

 We ended up eating plenty and enjoying ourselves, but at this time I had no clue what path of 
curiosity this led me to. I never became dependent or addicted to substance, and my spirituality even 
involves psychoactive substance; but I do know that if I had only avoided marijuana, I wouldn’t be in 
rehab. On top of being in rehab, my experimentation brought an impaired communication between my 
parents and me, a criminal record, and plenty of other negative consequences. I knew all along that the 
negative consequences were a risk, but I didn’t think they were a risk for me.

 Smoking bud was the beginning of my downfall. Throughout my seventeen years I have been 
conditioned and influenced to do what I do. Now, in a very short amount of time, I am undoing the 
negative conditioning I have had for so long. I will not stay down.
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Inside My Frightened World
written by E. H. at Farmington Bay Youth Center

 What I have tried to forget just won’t go away. On September 5th, 2015, I was only fourteen. That 
night you and your three homeboys took my life and changed it. 

 I thought it was only a shot of Patron vodka. That’s what you told me at that party, but I was wrong. 
You lied. Within twenty minutes I started feeling dizzy. I was losing control of my body. I remember 
screaming as I was getting dragged to that car. My mouth was covered, and I passed out, not waking up 
till the next morning. 

 When I woke up, I was frozen, emotionally and physically. Paralyzed and lost, I was in some 
shrubbery. I remember just looking at my body with bruises everywhere. My legs hurt so bad and were 
covered in blood. I couldn’t move, and when I tried, I felt worthless. I kept trying to remember what 
happened, but I couldn’t. That’s what hurt the most, having no idea of what happened. I didn’t want it 
to be true. I prayed, got up and started walking. 

 I was right by the State Capitol building. I got on TRAX. I felt like all eyes were on me, and everyone 
was staring, looking at me like a dead dog on the side of the road. I felt belittled. I was stuck between 
going home or going to the homegirl’s house. I didn’t know what my mom would think, but I knew she 
would go crazy seeing me like this. I went to my homegirl’s. The whole time I was walking there after I 
got off the TRAX, I kept thinking, “What will she think of me?” I couldn’t stop crying. I kept thinking, 
“Why me?” 

 I stumbled to her house. When I arrived, she opened the door and looked terrified. I told her a lie 
that I got jumped, but deep down inside I wanted to fall into her arms and just tell her everything 
that just happened. I was so embarrassed. I felt like I might get judged. I tried showering, but I was 
too scared. I looked in the mirror. My body was covered in bruises, head to toe. I was sore. The water 
splashed on me, triggering me. I kept getting flashbacks of what I can’t remember. 

 After the attack, I went to every drug that would help me numb my mind and forget what’s happened. 
I still fall asleep thinking about it, but I wake up with flashbacks. It follows me everywhere. Some nights 
I can’t even sleep. I’m living my life in fear. I have lost friends and family because of the anger inside me 
that you put inside me. I’m stuck. I can never go back to that little girl who was once a virgin and was 
okay with going to sleep at night, safe. I kept quiet for a long time, staying miserable in this frightened 
world. Now I am telling you. Will it matter?
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Art is never finished, only abandoned. 
—Leonardo da Vinci
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Funeral
written by D. B. at Odyssey Adolescent

 I’ve been to a lot of funerals. One I will never forget. I was only fifteen when I heard the news. 
I remember it perfectly. The sky was clear, and the air was cool. I had just gotten out of wrestling 
practice. When I got into my mom’s car, I noticed she was sobbing very lightly. I knew something was 
wrong. My mother continued to cry but finally said, “I have some bad news. Your grandma has died.” 

 At this moment I felt so numb and heavy that I wouldn’t have even shed the thinnest slice of emotion 
if the world would have exploded and everyone in it died. The problem was I couldn’t express any 
emotion about my grandma’s death, and that was even before the funeral. 

 So, when I got to the funeral, I noticed that I had screwed up. I had never inside my head accepted 
the fact that she was dead. Everything seemed like a dream, and I was just floating on through. As I 
walked through the front doors of the funeral home, I immediately felt a grim presence in the room. I 
continued toward the open casket. I got to it and saw grandma’s body lying on the lush white lining. I 
immediately collapsed onto my knees and started crying. I never felt that much emotion before or after. 

 I remember not much after that about how I got to my chair. Then I listened to all the stories about 
her. I zoned out during their stories and focused on my memories of her. I remembered the smell of 
fresh-baked pumpkin cookies as soon as I walked into her house. She would offer me Propel water. The 
house itself was a beauty. I missed watching TV on the old television set and the wisdom she gave to 
me. She once said, “Don’t get too close to things in this world. Nothing lasts forever.” She also used to 
always say, “Grandson, you and I are close.” Now she was gone forever.

 At the end of the funeral, when everyone had gone, I walked to her casket, and said, “I love you.” 
Then I held her hand for the last time. To this day I still remember the stiff, cold sensation I got when 
I felt her hand. As I let go of it, I felt as if a piece of me left with her and that I will never get it back. I 
know now that funerals aren’t meant for the dead; they are meant for the living. I will always remember 
my grandma and the wisdom she gave me. Grandma, I’ll see you in heaven. 
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The Path
written by G. H. at Magellan Academy

 I was seven when he left. He was gone. He, my dear brother, was taken from something that played 
off the innocence of his very soul. One of the many things it did was take him and left an unsure and 
unkind person behind to demolish the path; the path to his freedom.

 It seemed familiar as I noticed his presence wearing thin as it took over his mind and with every hit 
he took, lead him down the path of life and death. It still takes from him and his conscience. It would try 
to take me too. It continued to try until it took him. Then I gave into the pressure.

 During the time my brother was gone, it also took me. When I was under the influence, I tried to 
think what harm this could possibly create. Until my thoughts unconsciously put me into reality. For 
the longest time I followed. I followed his steps that put me on the path that he went down. But the 
difference between him and me is that I woke up.

 From the time I awoke, I tried to find the person that I loved before. My realization saved my life, 
and soon I began trying to get my brother back. The things that took us made it seem endless, but they 
weren’t. Try to keep everything and also try to keep to the right path because life is too short for the 
many things that could take you. 
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A Letter to My Father
written by C. J. at Farmington Bay Youth Center

 Father, do you remember me? It’s been fourteen years since I’ve seen you, fourteen years since you 
stripped me of my purity and childhood innocence. It’s been fourteen years since the last time I let you 
have control over me, fourteen years since I have been scared to see you walk in my room, fourteen 
years since I felt worthless, not good enough for you to protect me. 

 I was three years old the first time you came into my room and sexually abused me. I was confused 
and scared. I grew up thinking it was okay, thinking, “This is how I’m supposed to show love.” I didn’t 
fully realize until I was nineteen the horror of what you did to me. You took something from me for 
three years of my childhood, something I’ll never get back. You took my most precious gift and turned it 
into something vile and crude.

 You twisted our family into something we weren’t. You transformed my brother into a monster, who was 
programmed to behave just like you. Like father, like son. The cycle continued with me in the middle.

 You came into our lives, altered us from a loving, happy family to one where love was contorted into 
something perverse and volatile, a place where my mother was too scared and turned her back on her 
children. She watched from the shadows as her daughter was slowly being warped into someone who 
no longer smiled, who no longer knew what it was to feel happy and who no longer recognized what our 
family had become.

 If I saw you today, I’d only have one question to ask, “Why?” I know it would do no good. There’s 
no good answer, no explanation good enough to justify why you felt it was okay to rape your daughter. 
I can’t help but think what it would have been like if you had loved me the way you should have. 
Would I have grown up to be a confident, strong, independent, sober woman? Would I have avoided 
drugs, promiscuity and chaos? Would I know how to show love appropriately? Would I have healthy, 
functional relationships? 

 Some days I think how blessed I am to have survived what I did. I now know where I stand. I know 
what kind of person I want to be and the kind of person I will never let myself become. You have a nine-
month-old grandson who thinks the world of me. I made a promise to myself and to him to show him 
how to love and show affection, to never let him feel betrayed, to never let him feel the way you made 
me feel. You no longer have control over me and how I choose to live my life. I’m making my own family 
with a man who shows me the love and respect you never did. I’m not a victim – I’m a survivor.
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Better Man
written by J. H. at Odyssey Adolescent

 Threw up a gang sign, only thirteen. No role models to raise you, raised by the streets. Drugs 
and guns, that was your life. Tagging up walls, old English and numbers, you believed it was right. 
Staying up late, under a streetlight. Drugs in your socks, guilt in your slate. Caused many last breaths, 
consumed by the meth. Coldhearted, were you? Or tired of the projects? Too blind to see truth. Blood in 
your eyes, you’re chasing dragons, ice in your veins. Heroin and meth, uppers and downs, Glock 45 and 
AR-15’s. Surenos and rivals, who really wants beef? It’s a cycle that’s on repeat. The first line I snorted, I 
was only thirteen. Not knowing what I did, I graduated from green. I’m starting to lose track. This is not 
about me. 

 This is a story of a young father who came from a barrio, full of SouthSiders. He lived just to die; he 
died just to live. He started in detention, then hit DJC. Prison should have been his destiny. A blessing 
was born in February 19, though he was in isolation. The pain hit him so deep. He heard the news from 
his mother. He started losing some sleep. My eyes couldn’t believe. He was just like me.

 He was only sixteen, convicted as a felon, gang affiliated for life. He believed the records weren’t 
right. No more twisting of fingers, no more baggy Dickies. Do time and get out, that’s what he became 
about. Gang over family – now it’s family over gang. How are you really going to hate on a father who’s 
trying to be great? I just want to be a better father than my father was. Overcome addiction and kick it 
with my son. 

 They call him a switch up because he’s a dropout. But, what would you do if you saw your kids’ 
eyes looking at you through a prison visiting window? He leans towards you to hug you, but you can’t 
because there’s a glass separating the two of you. What would you do? Don’t let your past say who you 
are. The intentions in my soul are what define me. No more smoking till my eyes bleed because with 
blood in my eyes, I’ll be too blind to see my son breathe. 

 Son, when you grow up, I’ll tell you where I’ve been. I’ll tell you what I been through. I’ll tell you 
where I’ve lived. Your daddy always loved you. Son, your daddy always cared. No matter what your 
mom says, I’ll always be there. 

 Girl, I’m walking with my head down, trying to act like it’s cool, but the tears keep running when 
I think about you. I’m just glad you didn’t support my lifestyle. You pushed me away, but, Girl, I’m 
needing you right now. 

 I’ve been gone a while away from you, but I hope you understand that I’ve got to do what I must do to 
be a better man.
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Good Girl, Bad Habits
written by J. M. at Salt Lake Valley Detention Center

 I wake up with a pounding headache, not remembering at all what happened the previous night. I 
drink to forget, and now that I’m sober, the pain is hitting me hard. I pick up the bottle and take a long, 
hard swig. That helps a little. I don’t want to be awake. The pain hurts too bad. I take another swig 
of my drink. I pack a bowl and smoke the entire thing in two hits. The pain is dissolving slowly. I’m 
waiting for the high to kick in. It slowly creeps up on me. I’m not feeling it fast enough, so I take a huge 
gulp of my drink and pack another bowl. I slowly smoke my bud, and I’m feeling really relaxed. 

 The only things I let into my life anymore are drugs and bottles. As I’m sitting there, I realize that 
those two things are the only things that have never let me down or broken my heart. Depression is 
hitting me hard at that moment. I pull out a razor blade and cut a single line on my wrist. I watch the 
blood flow out and hit the ground. I cut until my arm is covered in blood. 

 By this time, I’m tired of being awake and in pain, so I crush up nine Xanax and snort them before I 
change my mind. Tears stream down my face, and I realize that I’m tired of living in my misery. This is 
exactly what I want. All I must do is wait for the pills to kick in, and my life will be over. I smile. The last 
moments of my life, I want to be happy. And I am.

 The alcohol isn’t setting in my stomach right, and I throw up all over myself. Finally, I pass out. This 
is it. All my wishes are coming true. Two days later, I wake up. I am still here – at Cody’s house. No one 
has checked for two days because it is Cody’s house. Cody is forty years old and perma-drunk. I first met 
Cody a year ago when I was fourteen, and his house became the place to go when I want to forget. 

 I want to forget about all the heartbreaks and betrayals my parents put me through my whole life. 
I want to forget about my mom’s death and about all the people that have abused me mentally and 
physically. But mostly, I want to forget about all the people in my life who have broken my heart. The 
people who I loved the most and did the most for, who just screwed me over and left me in the dust. For 
a while, love helped me forget about all those things, but eventually it let me down. Now I don’t count 
on anything but drugs and alcohol to make me forget. I need to forget. I’m a good girl, I promise. I just 
have bad habits. I need to forget.
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If writing is thinking and discovery and selection and order and meaning,  
it is also awe and reverence and mystery and magic. 

—Toni Morrison, American Novelist & Essayist
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Days of Drugs and Abuse
written by T. T. at Farmington Bay Youth Center

 Six years ago, when I was twelve, it all started. It was a painful time; I was using drugs, like weed 
and LSD. And I was also being physically abused by my father. It was a hard time for me. I loved using 
drugs because it helped me with my depression and anxiety. As the abuse got worse and worse, I used 
more and more. I wanted the drugs to make me numb to all the pain and negativity I was receiving from 
my dad. Later on, I didn’t feel like I was myself anymore. I was getting angry at everyone and myself. I 
injured myself and others. I hated my family, pushed them away and just repeated the process. 

 Eventually my dad left my mom for a 19-year-old girl. As he left, I told my dad, “Karma is out for 
you.” The girl broke up with him and stole his car within a couple of months. 

 The night my dad left, my mom downed a bottle of pills and ended up in the hospital. After I heard 
my mom was fine and was able to come home, it hit me: Doing drugs was something I didn’t need to 
do. I could O.D. I would never come back from that. I secretly checked myself into rehab classes while 
I lived with my friend from September to January. My mom thought I had run away from home. I told 
her what I had done in the middle of October and that she shouldn’t be worried about me because I was 
working on myself and would be fine.

 If I hadn’t started using drugs, I wouldn’t have messed up most of my life. Later on I realized using 
drugs hurt me. I knew I was hurting my family. I was using drugs to keep me from feeling the pain, but 
the drugs never helped. I went to a therapist for everything I had gone through. It was hard on my mom 
and my brothers because I hid all my secrets from them. My mom found my journal one day and read 
everything that I had been doing. When I came home, we had a huge discussion about it. She wasn’t 
angry or disappointed. She was worried that her son, her oldest son, had been going through some hard 
times with drugs and abuse. 

 She talked to me about everything. She said, “I forgive you for all your wrongdoings. I am sorry 
for not being a better mom.” Those words flowed through my head. I told her, “You are a great and 
wonderful mom. You were there when I needed help.” I realized without my mom, I wouldn’t have been 
able to get away from the problems and forgive myself. And I couldn’t have gotten through the abuse 
and drugs without the love and nurturing of my wonderful mother and my brothers. I’ve been drug free 
since 2013.
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The Darkness I Come From
written by M. H. at Slate Canyon Youth Center

 San Bernardino is where all this starts. The street I grew up on was one you only see in movies, a 
place where you walk out of your house and see gangbangers, dope slingers and dope fiends. It is where 
the sound of guns firing and bullets flying help you sleep at night. Growing up on my street you were 
lucky if you made it past eighteen; most don’t make it past sixteen. I saw more than half my cousins die 
in gang shootouts, drug deals gone bad, or the police shooting, gunning them down. 

 By the time I turned ten, I had been to fifteen funerals. By the time I turned eleven, I learned that there 
were rules about the hood. Rule Number One: If the cops are asking questions, you don’t say anything. 
Act as if you’re blind and deaf. No snitching. Rule Number Two: Show no emotion. Emotion is seen as 
weakness. Rule Number Three: Trust nobody, including yourself. Even if you think your homies got your 
back and are as solid as they come, they’ll be the first to switch up on you. Rule Number Four: Money rules 
everything. If you got more money than the person down the street, you’re an automatic target. 

 Growing up we didn’t have much; we rarely had hot water or electricity. The only time we had food 
was when we would go to my uncle’s house in the “Inland Empire” also known as Ontario, California. 
We didn’t have much but two mattresses and a beat up couch, but compared to the people down the 
block, we were blessed. 

 Dad wasn’t around; he was too busy going in and out of prison. Mom was too busy smoking dope or 
being dope sick to take care of me and my siblings. By the time I turned twelve, I had been jumped into 
a gang and taught how to shoot my first gun and make dope. By the time I was fourteen, I got in my first 
shootout and got locked up. 

 My social worker sent me away to my aunt’s house in Utah. Things weren’t much different at her 
house; she was just another dope head. By the time I was fifteen, I was in and out of juvie and group 
homes. I went to my older brother’s funeral in shackles because I thought it was okay and cool to be in 
lock up and gangbanging. 

 I used to think these types of things were normal. Now I read this story and realize that this wasn’t 
who I was, am or want to be in life, but it’s the cards I was dealt. People ask me if I could go back and 
change anything, what would it be? I say nothing. All the events in my life have made me who I am. 
People say I’m not a bad kid; I just make bad choices. What do you think? Am I?  
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Without a Mask
written by A. M. at Farmington Bay Youth Center

 This time when I got to DT, I took off my mask. Every day for the past eight months, I have been in 
this DT, doing the same thing, different day, but without my mask. While I have been here, I have been 
thinking about masks.

 To me there are two types of masks. There’s the type of mask that you wear on Halloween to go trick-
or-treating on the holiday that’s supposed to be scary. But to me there’s also a different kind of mask. 
There’s the kind of mask that you can’t see physically, nor sometimes mentally. The kind of mask you 
wear to not reveal who you really are. The kind of mask that keeps you away from being yourself. You 
can have that kind of mask for many different reasons. 

 I had a mask when I was on the outs. I would act like I was hard and angry. I didn’t even realize it 
until I got locked up. On the outs, I would get into a lot of fights. Now that I think of it, I would get into 
a lot of fights to get respect. Once I got locked up, I realized I’m not even a fighter. I’m a lover.

 When I came into DT, I was wearing my mask. It was a tough mask. I was trying to show everyone 
that I was a leader. I have found new meaning through believing in God. It’s not okay to be fighting all 
the time and being in the streets. I’ve believed in God since I was a kid, but I started going down the 
wrong path. I feel like God, including Jesus Christ and the Virgin Mary and all the other saints, put me 
in this situation to straighten up. I got a lot of faith. I’m going to be out soon and be all about my family 
and choose new friends and not be in the streets because not everybody that says they’ve got your back 
is going to be there when stuff goes down. It’s basically out of sight, out of mind, except the people that 
truly care about you. 

 I do not feel like I am wearing a mask anymore. I feel I am being who I truly am. I am still facing 
challenges, and I feel like the devil is still trying me, giving me temptations, tempting me to get in fights, 
tempting me to put on my old mask. But, I will not do that. From now on I will hold to my faith. I will be 
my true self now that I realize that this is really me. On the outs I was about my own pride, but now I do 
not think pride matters. I would rather have my freedom and my family. I will not put on that old mask. 
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My Bad Hair Day
written by J. G. at Salt Lake Valley Detention Center

 The struggle is real. When I was twelve, I had shoulder-length hair. All the girls used to play with my 
hair. One Thursday it was Crazy Hair Day at school. This happened every year at the end of the school 
year. I had made my eleven-year-old sister very upset with me because I had told one of her boyfriends 
that she picked her nose and then hugged him. Plus that, she had something wrong with her lips. 

 So later that night she thought it would be “amazing” to cut my hair for Crazy Hair Day. She didn’t 
shave my head because I would have woken up; she just gently held up my hair and cut it any old way. 
Usually I would just spray paint my hair yellow and red and tie up my hair in ponytails for Crazy Hair 
Day. But, the night before the big day, as I came out of the shower and brushed my teeth to get ready for 
bed, my sister said, “I’m going to get you back for what you did today.” 

 I just laughed at her and said, “Okay. Whatever.” 

 The next day came. I woke up, hopped in the shower, got on my clothes and brushed my teeth, but 
when I was getting ready to put my hair in ponytails, something didn’t feel right, like my hair wasn’t 
even there. I looked at myself in the mirror, and too my surprise my hair was mostly gone, and my hair 
was sticking out in all possible directions.

 I asked my grandma, “Where is my sister?” 

 Grandma said, “She just left ten minutes ago.” 

 I started down my block, running past my neighbors as they were saying, “Good morning.” I ran past 
the cars at the crosswalk, ran past my crossing guard and missed getting the Crazy Hair Day candy she 
was trying to hand me. I said, “Sorry, I got to catch up to my sister. She cut my hair.”

 She said, “I could hardly tell your hair was gone. You’re going awful fast. You should slow down.”

 When I got to school, I was looking for my sister in the cafeteria. I searched all around for her at the 
school asking my friends and her friends if they had seen her. Most of her friends said, “She is outside 
playing on the playground.” 

 I went outside and found her. She ran away, and I chased her all over the field. I never caught her; 
she was fast. Eventually when the bell rang, I snuck up behind her, picked my nose and wiped it on her 
face. I said, “That is what you get for cutting my hair. Don’t ever touch my hair again.”

 Now I am fifteen, and looking back, I would say, “Don’t ever let your sister run around with scissors after 
you have told her boyfriend she picks her nose, and then she hugs him. It doesn’t turn out very well.” 
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Everyone has a story that will break your heart. And, if you’re really  
paying attention, most people have a story that will bring you to your knees. 

—Brené Brown, Research Professor & Bestselling Author
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Chipped Stones and Glass Houses
written by J. B. at Decker Lake Youth Center

 Don’t throw stones if you live in a glass house. Or in my case, don’t throw stones if you’re within the 
small radius of a glass house because you might hit it. That’s exactly what I did. I played with stones, 
and I hit the biggest glass houses on the block -- school, the system, my family and my relationships in 
general. One by one, I threw stones at the houses, and they began to crack, spider-webbing up towards 
the corners until the point where the straw pushed the camel too far and smashed through the glass. 
The glass fell to the ground, and the sound echoed for miles. The sound pierced my eardrums and 
screeched over all the sounds of the wind and trees and nature. I couldn’t hear, so I couldn’t do what 
was needed of me. They put me away. 

 They locked me up and sent me off away from my home of love and heartbreak. Away from all of 
those that I loved. For now, I am here, in my cell awaiting my call, so they can help me to fix my ears 
and send me on my road to recovery. They can send me to my new home of love and care, and I can 
learn to put the stones down, not to throw them. I can follow the rules of the Giant and Gentle Glass 
House, the judge and the juvenile court. When I do that, there will be no need to send me off again. 
There will be no need to kick me out and away from those whom I love and care for. 

 I picked up my bad habits along the road, starting with drugs, leading to my stealing and breaking 
my own home apart. Stealing from those that I love and care about, physically and emotionally. Over 
and over the process is repeated until I add another bad habit to my cycle. Drugs to stealing to sex to 
fighting until I am an out-of-control boy catapulting these stones at the glass house. The house that was 
my home. My anger rising out of me. My fury and hatred misdirected towards those who stood by me in 
the beginning before I began to push them away, screaming, “LEAVE ME ALONE!!!”

 I didn’t know that I was too blind to see that I was never alone. They always stood by me. Fighting 
and fighting for me to come home. But I always threw it back in their faces by using and stealing. My 
family was always there, my “friends” never were, but my family is always going to back me. That’s 
something I’ve learned about my family, something I’ve never paid attention to before. From all I’ve 
learned and all that I’ve been through, I am never throwing stones at glass houses again. 
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The Letter
written by G. W. at Farmington Bay Youth Center

Here is a letter I need to send: 

Dear Cousin,

 Here I am, thinking about you again, remembering how it all started. You were 26, and I was 11. I 
was your Bonnie, and you were my Clyde. In the middle of summer, I was lying down playing on my 
laptop in my bedroom. I heard someone coming up the stairs. I hid my face under the covers. It was 
you, telling me I needed to get ready to go. I said, “I will be down in ten minutes.” 

 You told me, “We are going on some errands. You need to get in the car.” 

 I remember that the car ride was stressful, so you gave me this pill to calm me down. I asked, “What 
is it?” 

 You said, “It will calm you down.” 

 I did what you told me to do. It worked. Then you told me, “Once we get there, lie on the floor of the 
backseat. Don’t sit up.” It was the middle of summer, 100 degrees, and that’s what I did. The car was 
not running at all. Eventually I sat up and saw you getting money from this guy. You are giving this guy 
something. I couldn’t tell what it was. The guy saw me and ran to the car door. I was hoping you had 
locked the car. I was scared. He opened the door. I said to myself, “This is it! I am going to die.” This 
guy held a gun to my head. I wished this would stop. I was crying because I was so angry at you, but I 
was Bonnie to your Clyde. Then you shot him in the leg. His blood splattered on me. 

 When we got home, I took a shower, but I swear, the blood wouldn’t come off. I was crying and 
crying, “Please, God, keep me safe.”

 Later that day, you took me racing down a dirt road. It made me happy, and I just kept smiling. Then 
we met your “friend.” We were using drugs, and you told me that it would make me feel good. I liked 
your friend. 

 Now I am here in secure care, and I can’t get rid of your “friend.” So now please, God, that’s all I 
want, to get rid of your friend. Now if my “Clyde” really cared about his “Bonnie,” then why did he have 
me meet his friend? I don’t understand. 

 Cousin, you said you would keep me safe. Now when I need you, you are in prison, and I am rotting 
in this place because I listened to you. I am suffering because I listened when your friend called me. 
Now I wish I could just stay clean. Please, I want to be better, that’s all I want, “Clyde.” I think it is time 
for you and me to split up. I can’t deal with you anymore and all the places you take me. 

 Forever good-bye, Cousin Clyde and your “Friend.”   

Sadly, Your Bonnie 
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Stories are light. Light is precious in a world so dark. Begin at the beginning. Make some light. 
—Kate DiCamillo, Award-winning American Writer of Children’s Fiction
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