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To the judges:

They look like any other teens, really. They wear backpacks, ride skateboards, hang out at the malls.
That is because they have nowhere else to go. These are teenagers who live on the street in a strange
nomadic existence of adolescent cliques and the desperate search for something — anything — they can
call home.

Into this world stepped Sacramento Bee Staff Writer Darragh Johnson. She had no idea what she was
getting into. As a thorough reparter, she took time to find out. As a graceful writer, she told it well. Her
four-part story “Dead-End Dreams, Teens on the Street,” chronicled a world full of hope, the vanishing
innocence of youth and no happy endings. -

Darragh, with photographer Bryan Patrick, devoted several months to capturing the lives of Jen, Alysha,
Ryan and Shroomy. The mastery of her work lies not only in the narrative that allows readers to know
these four teens: it surfaced before she ever took a note. First, she had to enter their world. She gained
acceptance while maintaining distance; earned trust while vowing to report what she saw. Or maybe
that's what the kids wanted: Someone who would report who they were, accurately.

They found that in Darragh, who wandered the streets with them at night, slept with them in a leaky
cabin, listened to them laugh as they teased each other, felt for them when they cried because no one
wanted them. Because of Darragh, our readers feit for them, too. .

Thank you for your time and consideration.

Sincerely,

AT

Joyck Terhaar
Managing Editor
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SPECIAL REPORT

Meet Jen, Alysha, Ryan and Shroomy. Thejz’re four teenagers
. living on the streets of Sacramento. This is the story of their
. eight-month journey of hope and despair.
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The kids downtown are the hardcore kids. They're the ones who have migrated
from the suburbs, where they start out s ‘couch-hoppers,’ moving from living room
to living room of friend after friend until they wear out their welcome . . . .

Teens: In summer,
200 on the streets E




woods of Humbelde
County and back to the
¢ity's suburbs. There will
be cold nights and hard
drugs and the dult gray
cells of Juvenile Hall.
There will be the crask-
ling highs of close friend-
ships and fickle, sharp
betrayals. Theyll take you
through their chitdhoods
— through stories that
describe how a teenager
comes to be homelesa,
Theyll bleom iy the
moments of hope, when
they reach out and
someone reaches hack.
And they'll bend under
the weight of family
history.

These are some of the
kids who hang outside
Birdeage Centre in Gitrus
Heighta. They're in
Carmichast at the North
Area Teen Center, They
fhuddse with packs and
sleeping bags under the
trees at night in Fair

- Daks Village. They
wander up and-down Del
Paso Boulevard and
throughont Otd Sacra-
mento.

The kids downtown are
the hardcore kids. They're
the ones who have
migrated from the
suburbs, where they start
out as "couch-hoppers,”
moving from living room
1o living room of friend
after friend until they
wear out their welcome.
Then they move to the
abandoned buildings,
riverbanks and under-
ground sidewalks of
downtown. During the
day, they hang oul at The
Circle, that brick-lined
space by the Hotiday Inn,
near the tunne] that
leads from the Downtown
Plaza to Old Sac.

1t's impossible to know
the exact numbers of
hameless people in
America. Various studies
peg that figure anywhere
from 1 million to 3
million. How many of
those are teenagers isn't
known either, but the
National Runaway.
Switchboard, a clearing-
house for teens on the

Above: Shroomy
wakas up under
a+J Street
sidewalk with
his machete at
s side,
Atright:
Shroomy,
second from
right, and

Kerry get
dinner in

0ld Sacramento
from Marcie
Sinclalr, right,
and Leala
Raeves of

atreets, estimates that a
third of Americas -
homeless are between 12
and 21 years old.

the WIND .
Center for

Alysha and Jen hug a friend they

homeless teans.
Sacramento’s numbers .
are small but atill
troubling. Nearly all of
the teenagers living on
the city's streeis grew up here. In the winter,

swell to 200 and higher.

The street kids tell stories like:*[ was 16
when my mom and I first smoked crank togeth-
er” Or:“My dad got paraled out of prison up here,
s0 I camae to live with him.” '

Ryan's mother vanished fvom their apartment
and Yeft him behind, by himsetf, when he was 15.
He is now 19. :

Shroomy's mom gave him to the state of
California when he was very young. He is 1.

Alysha’s mom left her twice.

Jen lived in a four-bedroom house in Antelope
with her parents and brothers. She was 14 when
she ran away for the first time.

Downtown these four teens created a new
family. Downtown, they say, everyone belongs.
“We don't judge each other;” street kids brag, and
they're ali about the same age. It’s like, Shroomy
says, they've created on the streets a paraltel
high school clique where, finally, they are the "in-

up.

Yet just 12 city blocks and a few more years of
haggard living are all that separate these teens
from the crowd at Loaves & Fishes, at North €
and 12th streets. Loaves & Fishes is Sacramen-
10's only daytime refuge for homeless adults.

they total about 50. In the summer, the numbers

Here you find people like Blondie.

Blendie moved to the streets when she was
14, much like the runaways who are foltowing
her footsteps. She is now 21, and the teens
downtown know her and talk to her. Bul some-
times she scares them. For Blondie, the streets
are ho longer an escape. They are her life. She
Jives in a camp by the American River, and she
hangs with a tough, intimidating crowd —
homeless peaple who can make downtown
shappers uncomfortable, Last year, two of her
friends were charged with bealing Blondie's
boyfriend to death. Her lifestyle is proof that the
[resh-faced kids who come downtown "to find,” as
they say, “a better life” might grow old on the
streets.

v

ighttime. Dec. 1,1998, the comner of 18th

and R streets, The neighborhood is broken

bottles and vacant lots and warehouses. A
full moon easts 2 yellow givcle on the clouds. “It
looks like someone on drugs,” Shroomy saye,
*with the pupil all smali in the middle” Jen
giggles.

shadow of a bush, waiting for dinner. It frightens
them to stay here, but they don't leave because
they are hungry.

Already, they felt threatened by two men who
stopped to talk, The men bounted "smileys™ —
Mester Locks swang at the end of heavy chains
— against their thighs and glanced at each teen’s
face. Then £ope came but lef after Alysha said
they were waiting for the WIND Center, Sacra-
mento's drop-in facility for homeless teens, which
delivers dinner three times a week to homeless
kids downtown.

“You'ra late,” they tell the driver when he
shows. It’s 7:30 p.m. He hurries to unload the
sandwiches, day-old muffins and Capri Sun juice
drinks. Alysha, who is talt and skinny with long,
blonde hair, is so hungry she doesn’t even sit
down to eat.

Jen shares ber sandwich with Ryan. She is a
wispy girt with Dloc Martens on her feet and a
blue ski hat pulled tight on her head. [t makes
her face look bare and mean, but in the back
little hair tendrils peek out like daffodil petals.
Her voice chirps like a bird's, and she wears a
size 0. When she still lived at home, she bought

haven't seen In a couple of days.

from his sandwich, Around his1
chain that “weighs about the sa
milk” — the better to crack the
ta jack him. When he sleeps at.)
a machete near his pillow.
Ryan chews his peanut butt
sandwich. His baseball cap du¢l
forehead and hides his face. He
jacket sleeve to show off his tat
forearm, in raised letters like 20
waound, i the word “RYAN."
“What?" one of the cthers as!
you're geing 1o forget your namy
The others laugh. Ryan yaok
sheeve, anddenty embarrassed b
until a moment ago, made him

The van drives off. Ryan, Shs
Jen and two others are left behi
bored on the street corner. They
g0 to a bar. They don'i kave mo1
movies. No one pwns a car. Noc
driver's license. And now it's b
cold for anything but irouble to
walls. But it’s too early to go
of the Sacramenta River, where

The light-rail trains rattle nearby, and the her clothes in the children's department. in cotton sleeping bags spread ¢
sound mixes with Alysha’ conatant ¢coughing. Shroomy, who is 6-foot-2, sits, stretches his They used fo have a roof ove
Six hotmel gers hide anxiously in the legs in froct of him and pecls the cellophane Please st

B
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Shrdomy_ figures Shak%peére may be one of the few people

‘out there who'd understand what it’s like to be a kid living

Teens:
A refuge
at WIND
(Center

Continued from previous page

Circte downtown; where there are
people with change to spare.

The nurse tells Alysha she has
bronchitia, but she can't get medicine
until tomorrow, It's 3 pm., and the
pharmacy is ¢losed. So the girls
straggle down 12th Btreet toward -
light rail, through the whispery
stlence of the city north of the train
tracks.

Up the sidewalk, coming toward
them, struts the kid whe brags about
stealing cars and his best friend, the
guy who claims he used to deal crank
1o the boy prostitutes on 20th Street.

These lwo were the first good
friends Jen and Alysha made when
they ran away from home two months
ago. The kid now pulls $186 in new
Yills from his front pocket. In his other
pocket he's got a dark brown rock of
hash. The aflernoon stretches long

. and empty in front of the girls, and
their lives are becoming something
they'd rather escape than endure.
Drugs come in handy. Yet this time,
the pirls say goodbye and hurry to
spange downtown.

But the next time: One week later,
Jen sees the kid. He rides up on his
bike and tells her, “Kiss me.”

*You kiss me,” she zays. He does.

‘They share a joint on the side of
the road near Loaves & Fishes. A
bearded man drives by in an old .
brown Datsun. He slows to talk. He's
got dollar bills rolled neatly between
his fingers. The kid pours weed into.
the paper in the man’s hand. The man
slides cash into the kid’s fingers. They
both say, “Thanks, bro”

And then Jen kisses the kid again,
and she climbs onto the handlebars of
his hi¢yele. She rides with him to a
place in Del Paso Heights, north of the
American River, and she gets so high
ghe ean't stoy sgaling 1

Jen covers her
face to blot out
the loud
arguing of
some friends.
Afternoons
often stretch
long and

empty in front

of street
teenagers at
lcose ends.

on the streets of Sacramento.

" Sevaral of the teens from the street ¢

downtown Sacramento hotel room w
marijuena pipe Is being passed arou
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o ‘> DEAD-END DREAMS T -

‘1 don’t have a family. You think I don’t want
a Mom and Dad? That’s all I wanted my whole life,’

says Alysha

.
Teens: Girls-
get caught
shoplifting
before
Christmas
Continued from previous page
mother asks. She says she |
- feels that Jen has chosen
|7 Alysha over her family. Were
+. 'wereallythatbadnhs :
. wonders, :

Jén whispers, “I don't
know” .

Her mother says that, even
though the court atill consid- - -
ers her to be Alysha'a foster
guardian, she has begun to
legally terminate that rela- -
tionahip, She refuses to allow .
Alysha back in her home.

When Jen called, her mother
already knew Alyzha had been
busted. In fact, she just visited
Alysha at Safeway, and the -
authorities sid they would -
rolease the girl toher. But - [+
. Jen's mother decided not todo RE
it She walked out and feft
Alysha behind. ;

And, shenyanuw,t”en o
wants to come home for -
Christmas, in 11 days,ahe'will_ ;

- have to come alone. Alysha

- will naver be wslmme, let .
alone allowed, i in thelr htmse
again.

" Jen whispers goodbye nnd

. returns to the table. The blue - °
sunglasses alip down to her

- face, She pushes them back - -

and sighs: "1 need rose-colored
glasges™ . '

More than anything, Alysha
wanta to forge a family with * -
Jen’s parents and brothers. In
July 1999, she will turn 18,
This family is her last chance,

If she can’t work things out
with Jen's parents, Alysha will
once again become — for :
always — nobody’s child.

And now.their mom says:' -5
Never again.

Jent puts her head in her

g that sucks in teens

b g et e




it she can't work things out
with Jen's parents, Alysha will
once again become — for
alwaya — nebody's child.

And now their mom says:
Never again.

Jen puts her head in her
arma on the table and sobs.
She has forgotten about the
job at Contempo.

\4

he authorities take
_Alysht to a temporary

foster home, where she
walks outside to smoke a
cigarette, then sprints to the
nearest busy street and -
hitehhikes back te her friends
downtown.

Four days later, on a dark
Friday night, she and Jen eat
Famous Star hamburgers and
giggle wildly with each other
at the Carl’s Jr. in Old Sac.

“Me and her,” Alysha says,
“we make each other laugh all
night long!™ Jen shrieks and
pulls her head back so the
sound comes cut louder. From
the speakers above, Shawn
Colvin sings. When it gets to
the chorus, they scream their
favorite line: “Sonny came ...
home ... with ... a vengeance!”

The girls are jittery, They
finish eating and head toward
Macy's in the Downtown
Plaza,

It is now one week before
Christmas, and they want
presents, they want clothes,
they want love, they want
warmth. And if Alysha can't go
home with Jen, Jen won't go
homa at all. They are angry
today, as cold and sharp as
shattered glass, teenage givla
who want 50 badly {or things
to be different but who have
noidea how to double back on
everything that's led them
here.

Inside the depariment
store, in an upstairs dressing

" proom, they shove hundreds of
-dollars worth of clothez inte
Alysha’s backpack and under
Jen's coat.

They immediately get
arrested. :

In the van on the way to
Juvenile Hall, Jen later
recalls, Alysha anks, "Do you
think Mom will let me come
home this time?*

Jen changes the subject. ¢

- Streets a ‘vortex”
that sucks in teens

Second of four parts

By Darragh Johnaon
Beo Staff Writer -~

he officer in the cell
doorway tells Alysha
she has a visitor.
Alysha sneera.

Can't only your family
visit you, she asks.

Ve .

Well, she says, I don't know any of
my family.

He tells her to come anyway, and
Alysha follows him, unsettled and
convinced that once again the sysbem
is playing games with her.

The officer ushers her through
Sacramento County’s Juvenile Hall
and into a chilly interview room. I has
a gray foor and conerete walls, Behind
the unsteady table in the middle of the
room, Alysha sees Cindy Striffler, her
most recent “Mom,” the foster mother
who one week ago fat-out refused ta

. have anything more to do with her. The
17-year-old girl begins to sob.

{

Above: Cindy Stritiler faughs as her daughler Jen trles to
talk her mother Into buying her some candy in a
convenlence store. Right: Cindy Striffler weeps in the
waiting room of Sacramento Juvenile Courtas a sacurity
fence stretches behind her. She was there with Alysha for
an incident that occurred the previous Qctober.

Shroomy finds shelter on a ralny
day In a downtown parking garage.

She tells Mrs. Strifller, 1 didn't think
you were going to come.

- Two weeks before Christmas 1998,
Alysha was twice arrested for shoplift-
ing. The first time was for stealing a $5
ayclash curter from Safeway. The
second time was for stealing hundreds
of dollars in clothes from Macy’s in the
Downtown Plaza.

Alysha's partnet on the Macy’s
binge was Jenifer, her foster sister,
Mrs. Striffler’s biological daughter.
Although the girls were booked on the
sarhe charges, Jen was allowed to
teturn to the Striffters’ home in
Antelope a day later. Alysha had to
wait. She is a foster child who believes
the bonds to her familiea are only as
strong as convenienca makes them. At
times like this, when she's become
almost more trouble than she's worth,
she reverts again to being nobody's
child.

“You've got to make some changes,
Alysha,” Mrs. Steiffler recalls telling
her, “because we can't just keep going
this way. It just is not going to work.”

T know” Alysha answers. “] know,
Mom. Thank you so much for coming.”

But later, in court, the judge is leas
forgiving. Although he releases Alysha
to the Strifflers, he revokes their right
10 be her legal guardians. The stata of
California becomes, once again,

- Alysha's official parent.

‘Alysha's and Jen's return home is
also complicated by the two months

they'd spent as runaways, The Strif-
flers remember anawering wrong-
number phone calts in the middle of
the night. "My whole body would
freeze,” Mrs. Striffler says. “I'd think:
This ie it. Thin is the phone ¢all, Pm
going to have to go identify the bodies.”

They remeinber, too, the break-in. It
happened in October, on & Sunday
morning, about a week after Jen and
Alysha ran away, The Strifiers were at
church. The family returned home and
found a bedroom windew broken. The
backyard hose was yanked into the
living room, and the water was turned
up high. Gilts given to Mrs. Strifller
were gone. ’

The burglary did not appear to be
motivated by money. It appeared, the ¢
police said, to be motivated by some-
thing more personal — semething like
hate or revenge or fiarce anger.

It appeared, Mrs. Striffler figured,
that her daughlers wera involved.

Jen and Alysha ran away on a late
Saturday night in October 1998. They
had spent that evening at a church

Pleass see TEENS, page 7
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g.mas youngsters S.&w _,.o,wﬁ and dreams who.care
about each other and who want to be loved. They saw families
looking for answers and hoping for %Eﬁ.o:m

Below: .
‘A skateboard-
carrying Ryan

. and a friend

return to their
temporary .
home-—a
tarpaulin strung
on branches -

.—on tha

Sacramento



‘Series puts spotlight on a ‘problem easﬂy forgotten:

ouseethelr o

and you wonder how they .
could be homeless so
young. )

You wonder what went
80 wrorg in their early
lives that they find

Rk RMUH

saw hnmele;s servi

. agencies trying to get the °
" four youths off the streets ™
with little or no'success, -
- Throughout the -
project, Johnson and .~
Patrick were given
extraordinary access by
- Jon, Alysha, Ryan and
Shroo-y The stories’

and fairness.

themselves sleeping in
abandoned housesor -~
rummaging through trash Inm! fur foud
You wonder whether they will evar lead E
productive lives or whether they're on the road
to perpetual homelessness.
But you do so only for a fleeting moment as
you pass them on the streats or on the mall.
Over the next four days, “Dead-End Dreams”
will tell the stories behind four of the faces — .
Alysha, Jen, Byan and Shreomy. We do sa to

put a spotlight on a problem that can be easily -

ignored or forgotten except by those directly
involved — that of teenage runaways and
homelessness.

Reporter Darragh Johnaon and | photograph-
er Bryan Patrick spent hundreds of hours over
several months, following Alysha, Jen, Ryan
and:Shroomy, talking to thetn, observing the

. way they live and essentinlly beooming part of

" the background in their lives. -

. The Bee staffers’ role was not to intervens or
10 counsel hut to observe and ta report. And
what they saw wasn't always pleasant and was
al times painful. . .

They saw — but in no way encouraged —

drug ueage. They saw — but in no way encour- -

sged — trespassing, They met other kids along
the way who claimed to deal drugs or steal - -
cars. They saw family feuds and inter- and
intra-group aquabbles. -

But they also saw youngsters with hop@s
and dreams, who care about each other and

-who want to be loved, They saw families

struggliig with a multitude of issues, looking
for answers and hoping for solutions. And they

L

" them over the maonths the

| . learn from her family's
_experiences and that she might find a way to

narrative style is largely
a reffection of the fact™ -
that. Johnson’ and Patrick were there to witness.
and listen while events unfolded --.,Eu_me good,”
some bad — in the lives of -

the four. In the streets, at = -

campsites along the hanks of

the Sacramento River; ina

[eaky, unheated shack in

Humbeldt County, Johnson

and Patrick were there with

* them, some days just

hanging out for hoursata :
time.

Qur journalists also found
an unusual willingness by
family members, foster -
parents and friends to talk
about their retationahips

- with the four youths. One

such person, Cindy Striffler,
Jen's mother and Alysha’s
{foster mom, allowed.our
ataffers into her home and
shared her eimotional highs

" This poster, directing students
and Jows periodically with

to & hotline for help In times of
Is bel dlatri uted to
project vnfolded. She did so' ::;I;;IS. "a b o

i {He hope that otherd might

connect belier with Jen and Alysha.
In the réporting of the project, Johnson and
Patrick were careful nok b0 lectuve their -
subjects or to judge them. When they asked for
money, Patrick recalls he gave then fruit

same. ¢

a i

. inatead, Oocﬂmona]]y, John.sun and Pau'lck
‘would oblige their subjects when they asked for
rides. But oue staffers did their best o uphotd a
basie tenet of journalism, to not get too close to
their subjects lest they lese their ubjectmty

In reporting this typa of story, however, you
can't help but feel a connection with your
subjects, And in this case, it's fair bosay that
bath Johnson and Patrick came to tike and
genumely tate about the four and others like

In that vein, The Bee has donated $2,000 to
Vundarwnte the printing of a poster that will

" Griego Erwin &3 a first step

can make a difference in the
lives of some, Anﬂ we hope that the powerful
stories and photos chronicling the lvea of
Alysha, Jen, Ryan and Shmomy can do the

Rick Rodriguez is Executive Editor of The Bee.

direct students to a phone
hotline for help in times of -
crisis. The hoiline, (800} 339- .
7177, is anonymous, confi-
denial and staffed 24 hours
a day by Diogenes Youth
Services, a 30-year-old
nonprofit agency that focuses
on teens and their families.

The idea for the poster
was first supgested in June .
by Bee columnist Diana

in trying to prevent teen :
probiems before they explode.
It was followed uponby - 7
Diogenes, which asked The -
Bee to underwrite it. The |
pouters have been printed

and Dicgenes is in the

process of disteibuting them

10 achools threughout the
metro area.

We hopo that the pesters




Teens: Fecling like nobody’s kids

Contiaued from page 5

youth-group retreat, where Lhey got
stoned. They were flying high when
the yeuth pastor caught them. Their
eyes were glazed and their actions
dazed, but they remember the pastar
repesting "drug rehabititation,” and
when they got home, the Striflers told
then, You've not going to continue
living here and doing this type of stuff
Thegirls agreed. So just afer mid-
night, these bwo suburban teens -
clinbed out their bedroom window
and hitchhiked to a now life down-
town, together.

They firat caught up with a kid who
bragy about stealing cara and a guy
whosays he sells crank, and it wasn't
long before they met two other
homeless teenagers, Ryan and
Shroomy. Soon, out of the crowd of
kids who make up Saeramento's street
scene, these four created what they
believad was a newer, happier family.
“Thesepeople,” Jen exulted one day,
“are the best people Ive ever known.”

Butthe girls learned quickly that
downtswn "is a vortex,” as Alysha
says. ou get down there and “you just
get sirck.” The drugs get stronger. The
cyimes get more serious. It doesn’t
take bng before the teens learn that
they an survive on very litile, and
this wealization reprograma their
persmalities into something feral,
somithing that does not care about
alarn clocks or work schedwles or the
intent to fulfill promises, “They are
likewolves," says one worker at the
WD Center, Sacramerito’s drop-in
faclity for homeless teens, “They
beome wild out there”

_Ryan, Shroomy, Alysha and den
hée been living on the streats of
dovntown Satramerto. They beg for
muney. They sleep in abandoned

or p war

« on the banks of the Sacramento
Iiver, a milder version of the camps
n the American. They go hungry.
They don't go home, One street teen, a
i boy prostitute wha worked 20th Street
‘thetween J and L, says, “All I wanted
 was for my Dad to find me and say, T
't love you. Come home.' I would have
! lefl. But wé were all too stubborh.”
, Oné of Alysha's former foster mothers
i says, “The sins of the parenta are
H Figited upon the children, and it’s not
, fair” .

Alysha saya, *T don't have a family
You think I don’t want a Mom and
P’?l’l'? That’s ali I wanted my whele

Far left: Alysha

and Jen fiil out
applications for jobs
with a fast-food chain.
At lefi: Jen strstches
out in a fast-food
restaurant near her
“I Love Lucy” lunch
box purse. Jen says
Lucllie Ball Is her
favorite televisfon
aclor because "she's
like a happy person
-~ she's always fun,”

. Jen, wrapped
In a blanket,
and Alysha,
grab an early-
moming
smoke
outslde their
parents’
home in
Antelope —
the girls
aren't
allowed 1o
smoka in the
house. When
Alysha
stayed in an
earller foater
hame, she
says, “for the
first three
years, | was
good.” But
eventually,
she says,
it became
“pointless ...
1]ust finally
didn't care
anymore.”




. Shroomy says, about life on the
" sireets, "Where else am [ going to go?
How am { going to get there?*
How did this happen?
How did these four eens —
Shroomy, Ryan, Alysha and Jen, as
- well as the 200 or 0 who roam the
streets of Sacramento during the
warmer months — first decide that a
homeless, hungry life at the edge of
: the city was better thas remaining in
; the places they once called home?

v
hroomy was horn Teddy Joo
Brian Hayes it Modesto in 1979,
. He was the youngest of his
 mother’s four children, and when he
‘was very young, the kids wers given to
.the state of California. Shroomy says
 his family fell apart because his
mother “got in a car accident. She
-broke her neck. She severed parental
rights to me and'my brothers and my
sister because she couldn't take care
of us." His older cousin Elizabeth
Skeen, who lives in Sacramento, says,
; “His mom ¢id not get in & car acci-

Above: School pictures and tamily photos crowd

the top of Alysha's dresser In the Strifflers’ home.
Left: Jen and Mrs. Striffler lace up their ice skates
at a Roseville rink. A former coach says of Jen:
*She’s got a real presence on the ice. You can’t

dent. She just walked away one day.
Please see TEENS, next page

teach that kind of artistic ability.”

- Taking risks comes natumlly — and not every risk is negative

t teens who come to the

parents were both well-paid profes-

prayer we'll ever undersiand them.”

- of adolescence,” she aays, “is becoming cence is not, Ponton says, "all about
streets do 5o because they sionals. One of Jen's favorile people # separate individoal ” rebellion.* But parenta remain incredibly
have no choice. downtewn was a gitl who competed on By taking riska and trying out new Tt wasn't until 1504 that a psychol- important in their teenagers' lives.

. tudies have shown that
a8 many as haif of homeless and
runaway youth were kicked out of
their houses or abandoned by their
parents, More than 70 percent of them

‘were sexually or physically abused by |

their pasents. One out of three used to
be a foster kid. Three out of five faced
problems in school,

But there will alwaya be hangers
on, and it is not uncommon to find the
children of affluent, seemingly well-
adjusted parents hanging out with the
homeless teens downtown. Ryan had &
big crush om a girl who worked at the
Downtown Plaza, hung out at The
Circle and was a student at Christian
Brothers High School. Her divorced

4 f]

the debata team at Kennedy High
School.

I& there somsthing about the
homeless life that appeals to the
adolescent state of mind? Are teens
more likely to gravitate to certain
lifestyles?

" Lynn Ponton is a professor of
paychiatry at the University of
California at San Franeisco. She has
worked with homeless and ronaway
teens in San Francisco for the last 20
years, and is the author of “The
Romance of Risk: Why Teenagers Do
the Things They Do

Teenagers, she says, *have to take
risks.” The urge is hardwiced into
their bodies because “the primary task

i

experiences, young adults establish
themselves aa people with different
identities from their parents,

Those experiences, Ponton says, can
be positive or negative.

Positive risk-taking would include,
for example, running for class offics,

- competing on a swim team or forming

a rock band. Negative risk-taking
would include taking drugs or drink-
ing alcohol, self-mutilation {as in
"cuiters” — kids who cut themselves
over and over again with razor
blades), vandalism or appropriating
the homeless lifestyle.

It is a myth, however, that being a
teenager means enduring years of
wild, hormonal turmoil. And adeles-

F

ogist named G. Stanley Hall defined
adolescence as the turbulent stage of
life that ushers childeen into adult-
hood. His theories were well-received,
and when Sigmund Freud came to
America he met with Hall, prabbed
onta the iden and helped populariza it.

The public bought it, Ponton says,
because it made sense: "Teenagers are
10 longer little, they aren’t cute, and
they fight back, Parents read these
ideas and said, ‘Ahal'®

The 1960s only added to the myth
that all teens are rebels, The genera-
tion gap was created, and adults
started believing that “teens are
dilferent from ug," Ponton says. “They
are o different that there's not a

Ponton is the mother of two teens, and
she aays, “They look o us more than
their peers, Even though they dis-
count everything you say, they are
taking it all in.”

And researchers who study why
some people succeed even as others
get mired in unfortunate circum-
atances have discovered one common
theme: Resiliency is the most impor-
tant trait of all.

And the single most important
factor in creating resilient kids is this;
They each had one adult who believed
in them.

“All it takes,” Ponton says, "is one
adult who cares.”

~Darragh Johnsen
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Ryan, a veteran of the streats,
greets a friend near the tunnel
that connects Old Sagramento
and the Downtown Plaza.

Continued from previous page-

Just got up and left one day. Just left
them alone in the house” His mother, who
lives in Kansas now, says Shroomy and
his cousin don’t know the whole story. She
says, “There’s things that happen. It was
hard, hard times. I couldn't take care of
them.”

van Scott. Hebert was born 6 woek

after Shroomy, in Heidelberg,
rmany, where his mother was

one of the last members of the Women's
Army Corps. His biological father left the
Army base before Ryan ever left the
womb, and Ryan now calls that guy “the
bastard* His father is nonexistent in
Ryan’s life, but hig mother seems om-
nipresent. His turquoise eyes come from
her family, and he grew into & young man
with a talent for sketching, just like his
maother’s grandfather:

‘When Ryan was 2, his hatf-brother DJ
wag born. Ryan's mother married DJI's
father. The brothers became closs, his
stepfather says, and they were best
friends growing up. But resentment also
lurked between them. “Hiz mother always
eateemed DJ higher than Ryan,” the
stepfather says. “DJ had a dad, D's dad

. wag her husband. DJ was the Little
Prince, Ask Ryan. Ask Ryan, Who was the
Little Prince? He'll say DI -

‘This i8 not exactly what happens when
you ask Ryan, “Who was the Little
Prince? What happens is: He makes his
face go blank and his eyes turn off, like be
just locked the door to his memory. He
doea not answer.

oy )

Iysha Colleen McLean was born in

July 1981 in Woodland. She was

e secend of two children, and her

mother was a preity woman, Her father is
someone Alysha doesn’t talk much about.
She now carries with her, from foster
home to foster home, one capdboard box
with all of her memories. But she has no
baby pictures of herself, and she has no -
pictures of her mother

When she was 2, her mother dropped
her off at the baby sitter's house and
didn't come back into her life until she
was 5. In between, while she was living
somewhere else, Alysha was sexually
abused.

She wae 6 when she testified in open
court against that man.

hd
‘enifer Nicale Striffler was born in
1982 in Medford, Ore. She prew up
as the second child, the pretty girl

* sandwiched between two brothers. She

‘started figure skating when she was 6.
Her mother, Cindy, made lacy dresses for
her, and sometimes for school picture day
Mz, Striffler would cover a frame with
the same fabric ax her daughter's dress.
Jenifer was, her mother says, "a little doll
— g brown-eyed, blonde-haired doll.

But brown-eyed, blonde-haired dolls .
grow up, and Jen grew up troubled, Her
childhood was deceptively nozmal, but
behind the scenes there were problema.
Jen gays she didn't always fee] like she

With a machete over ona shoulder, Ryan chomps on a doughnut in

the tent he pitched along the Sacramento River in West Sacramento.
For three years he ranged betwsan Juvenile Hall and foster homes.

came first in her parents’ lives. Her
mother says ehe aind her husband often
felt shut out of Jen's life, These and other
difficulties caught up to Jen by the tima
she turned 13.

This was three years ago. Everything
that defined her world had begun to fall
apart. Her pareats started talking about
divorce, and her mother was threatening
to move out of the house,

Jen began writing poetry that scared
her mother, "It was all about death and
bloed and stuff,” Cindy Striffler says. Jen
dyed her hair black and stopped wearing

Most days, she left school early to train
as a figure skater at an ice rink in
Stockton. By the time she was 14, she had
alzo earned her black belt in tae kwon do,
and she had become good friends with one
of the girls from her martial aris classes.
In the fall of 1996, the two girls ran away
to San Diego. They were gone for two
weeks, When Jen returned, she and her
mother say she was expelled from Rio
‘Americano High School for truancy,

ldng a joint on and threat

colors. Her parents disapproved of her
outfits, and Jen says she returned home
sometimes to find some of her more
objectionable clothes missing.

Jen also felt lonely in school. “Twas a
nerd,” she says. *l didu’t have any
friends.” Her memories of elementary
school recess are of playing alone.

ing to fight other kids. §he was home-
hooled for the next two years.
Yet th hout all this, Jen continued

to joe skate. Ice skating was her release,
and she was good. Very good. Her mother
says Jen is “caplivating.” Jen's former
coach, Julia Fessier, says, *She’s got a real
presence on the ice, You can't teach that
Xind of aristic ability." If Jen were ta

Please see TEENS, next page

Later, the night after visiting his stepfather’s
home, Ryan rolls a clgarette by candielight. Hi
roost in an abandoned warehouse in east
Sacramento has no electricity or running wate
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Studies of homeless teens across the nation show that as many as

70 percent come from abusive backgrounds. As many as 30 percent
of them used to live in the foster system.

il - Shroomy.

jugs his
bedding
through the
tunnel that
connects Oid
Sacramento
and the
Downtown
Plaza. Social
workers who
have tasted
Shroomy say
he “blew us
away” with the
results.
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resume figure akalmg and try out for the Iee
Capades, Feasler 8ays, theYd pull her (in)
immediately."

’She definitely has a futu:e, ifshe wants it"

Y
en llyan was growing up, n' suocessful ©

future dido't seem so far-fetched, Tt '

seemedd, inatead, possible —even
inevitable. He was part of a family. He played .
basketbatl and he drew well, At schoot “he never’
did above B's,” says his stepfather, “but he has
the potential. Ryan's a very intélligent young. -
man, a very articulate young man.” -

-

. Ellzaham Skee of Sacfamentd, acousliof © .
Shroomy, collects information from him soshe - -
can get some. ident_iﬂcaﬂc_m documents for him. -

field —inan apamnent!’ He 3ay8 fLwas great.

"But the question “What happened?” stops him "

cold: In the momeat before he gains contrel,

something flits in his eyes, He stops smiling.

“Um, | plead the Fifth.” He gets qulet. ldunl.

want to talk about that”

. His stepdad isn’t sure of the details. He sayE

Ryan and his mom got inte a fight, and she left,
1t didu't take long for the rage ta catchup

| ‘with Ryan. He says he kicked in an apariment -
|~ door and beat 1p a kid who made fun of his mom,

The police came to gel him. They said — Ryan

_remembers this part — “Son, we're going to take
_ you to a safe place now.”

For the next three years, uniil he turned 18,
Ruan risachatad hatwasn Toaranila Tall and

. -sexually abused,

3 Shrb&ﬁv téaves a dress shop In
. Sacramento’s Downtown Plaza after
- vlsiting a friend there.

' His mother would decasionaly drop into

Shroomy‘s life, and then drop out again,
Eventually, bécanse he'd beén inoved around
s0 much — from Modeato to Colorado to Kanaas
to Utah — Shroomy stopped being able to
remember where he did certain things, like read
Shakespears for the ﬁm time or start writing

* his novel.

But he clearly mmembers this; When he was
very young and living in a foster homs, he wes -
The poem he wrote about the
incident includes a verse that seethes:

How could you be so cruell

I never huri you. .

Now I'd [ike to see vou

Shroomy takes .
_sheiter in a parking .
garage. “Where else L :
am ] going to go?”
he asks abnut lifa on
" the streets, “How
am | going to ge!
lhere?"

remembers her stepdad *I can laugh about it
now, but it wasn't Iaughsble then.” Alysha says,
“My stepmom didn’t like ua” Her stepmother
recatls, sadly, “T wanted to reach out to her ..

-'(but) she didn't want to receive me. lﬁnally, after

one horrible incident spun out of control, her
stepfather says he took her brother to the
Children’s Receiving Home on Auburn Boule-

- vard. A week later, her stepfather packed up

Alyahas stuff and, A.Iysha says, he “ot. rid of
me” to.

Her stepfather sees it dﬂferenl.ly “You ara not
garbage,” he wrote to Alysha and her brother in a
Tetter he gave to adoption authorities. “We did
not throw you awav. Your behaviar haa hecoms

4



Mrs. Striffler saw Alysha as a teenage girl who ‘appeared to be

trying to get her life intact and getting all right with God and stuff,

Teens: Shroomy has
dreams of college, his
mom says, but never
sent paperwork

Continued from previous page

workers to take Alysha back.

Alysha says that “for the first three years, |
was good.” But it eventually became “pointless. I
was trying for her acceptance so bad.... So I
sueaked oul every night. Smoked weed. I just
finally dide't care anymore. ... You know how
normal kids are like: ‘Oh, no, I don't want Lo get
in trouble’? I honestly didn't cave. So threaten me
about kicking me out. Call thern! I don’t want to
be here anymere.”

*“This is sad,” Wion sighs. “But it's not an
isolated case, There's a lot of people who have
experienced this and rose above it and gone on
with their lives, ... We do reach an age of account-
ability. We don't have a specific place in sociely
for people who fee! like their family failed them,”
and who therefors never have to get past it.

Alysha, she says, has to get past it.

Alysha says she doesn’t know how,

¥

turned 18. He had no job and couldn't
. afford an aparttnent, so his stepfatlier
invited him to come live with him in his two-
story housé in Elk Grove. .
+ That was in 1987. Ryan didn't stay for long.
Hie waz smoking a lot of pot and sleeping much of
“the dny. Although hia stepdad got him a jub at
McDonald’s and enrolled him at Cosurnncs River
College, Ryan ignored school and got fived from

’ Fnster care finished with Ryan wishe .|~

. the job, He and DJ weren't getting along, the

and I didn’t want to see her get lost to the system’

sterxlad says, and one night an argument turned
into a fistfight.

Ryan's stepdad didn’t know what else to do.
He and Liis wife work in Yaw enfarcement. Byan's
drugs coutd have cost them their jobs. They
finally had to ask Ryan ta leave.

So in late summer 1997, Ryan moved to the
streets-of downtown, where he has lived ever
since. His stepfather worries about Ryan's future
— an much so that he asked that his name not be
used. He works in a prison near Sacramento, and
he waorries about prisoners knowing too much
about him and his relativoship to Ryan, He
worries because he fears, he says, that Ryan may
spend part of his future on the other side of those
prison bars.

v

i en Shroomy — Ted to his family —wag
18, he moved to Sacramento. He hadn't

graduated from high school, but he says
he received his GED. He planned on living with
his aunt and older cousin, Elizabeth, and trying

 ta get into community college. "He's got dreams,”

3ay his mom, “lo £0 to college and become a
literature professor.”

*Bul he never sent in the paperwork,” says his
cousin. "I think he was *

Seared of what? Social workers in Sacramento
who have tested Shroomy say he “blew us away™
with the results. His mother says, “They tested

Ted- when he was little, and he tested just below
 genius. Only problem with that was: They told

But tntalligence gets you only so far. Shroomy
is the fixst to adniit that what he knows is the
streets. What he doesn't know is how to get off of
them. ’

“We haven't had the white-pickel-fente

 family” says his cotssin. ‘Yot a lot of our family

has su K
She says, =1 don’t kuow ifhe knows what it’s
like 1o succeed.™

\j

y Aprit 1998, Ryan and Shroomy were
Bliving an the streets downtown, and.
Alysha had just moved in with Jen.

The girls met a few years earlier at their
¢chureh, the Abundant Life Fellowship in Ro-
seville. After Alysha left Wion'a foster home and
was sent Lo a temporary home in North High-
lands, Jen asked het parents if Alysha could live
with them. Cindy Striffler waga't sure it was a
good idea.

“She had been into pot, and that was known”
at church, but Mrs. Striffler also saw a {eenage
girl who “appeared to be trying ta get her life
intact and gelting all right with God and stuff,
and [ didn't want to see her get lost to the
sysbem. And Jan asked, so1 thought, Well, we'll
give it a shot. Everyone deserves a chance.””

Alysha and Jen shared a bedroom and would
stay awake late, giggling loudly and keeping the
rest of the family awake, too. The family got into
fights about this. Jen slopped ice skating because
it was more fisn Lo stay up with Alysha than it
was to awaken at 5 every merning, They got into
fights about this, too.

" The girls started coming bome drunk and
high, and several times over the next few
months, the frustrated Stifters took Alysha to
children’s shelters. Alysha would spend a few
nights theére, and then she'd return to the
Strifflers” home. This pattern continued until the
Saturday night in Oclober 1998 when ibe gitla
finally ran away. :

Jen and Alysha moved gowntown because
they knew “that's where the kids go." They
remained downiown because they finally found &
place where they felt they belonged. “The goody-—-
two-shoes kids don't understand,” Alysha says.
Jen liked the fact that the downtown crowd
adored her. They even renamed he, On the
streets, she beeame a different person — a more
carefree person. All sho had to do was appear
and people yelled out, like she was a movie star:
“Sunghine!”

And even though their late December theft at
Macy's Janded them in court and back in the
Strifflers’ home, the girls continued to be drawn
downtown, They were not going to school. They
were hot working. They were not preparing for
any sart of future, They were simply spending
every day of the winter on the streets with their
friends, and every night they rode light rail kome
and went to sleep in the suburbs.

v
a. -t the very least, though, the gitls had a

home to go to. Ryan's home evaporated

the day his mother walked out on him.
But Ryan holds no grudges; he worships his
mother. When Ryan doodles cheracters from the
comi¢ atrips, the one he spends the most time re-
creating is the one who shares his mother's
name: Loa Ann.

Since she left fiva years ago, Ryan has acen
her anty once. Two years ago, he took a Grey-
hound bus from Sacramento to Albany, NY.,
where she was living. He was supposed to stay
few weeks; he stayed only four or five days. .

But now it's early in 1999, and she’s written
him a note. She mailed it to Ryan's stepfather's
house in Elk Grove, and he's come to read it.
Inside the front doar, he sits on the stairs and
takes off his red aneakers. In dirty socks, he
walks through the hallway, cnto the cream
carpet of the dining room. The house is quiet. His
haif-brother hands him the card.

Ryan opens it carefully. He reads the note
over and over again, and before he returns the
card to the envelope, his jawline tensea like he's
trying to decide what to do.

A fow months earlier, when Jen was still stay-
ing on the river, she and Ryan used to lie awake
after the others went to sleep. Ryan would stare
at the sky and whisper to her, *T miss my Mom.”

Now, in the dining room of this house in ETk
Grove where he lived for 2 while until he was
asked to Jeave, Ryan teoka up and he is crying.

“Al1 T wish she would szy." he whispers,"is, T
love you.'” ¢
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By Darragh Johnson
Bea Stall Writer

ust when it scemed that
winter’s cold would crack
their bones, and its shivery
wet darkness would break
their spirits, the most
_delirious season of the year
s showed up: Spring.
Suddenly it was time for wide-eyed,
bare-shoutdered glee. The sun shone. The
kids shimmered. Ryan leaned his head
pack and shouted at the sky, “The trees are
beautiful! There's no leaves, but they're
beautiful!™ There was no turning back.
Something had happened. Spring had

come,
And the kids were off the streets.
*I woke up sleeping by the river,” Ryan
says, “and [ went to bed in a fully fur-
_nighed aparlment.” o .
... He begged. He promised. Diogones, a
transitional housing program it Rancho
Cordova for people ages 18 to 21, had an
opening, and Ryan nedted (o got out.
Downtown life was fading. =~ ™~
His friends Jenifer and Alysha -— who
with Ryan and another homeless teen
named Shroomy had formed a ragtag
family of street kids downtown — were
back home in Antelope. The girls” probation
required them to move home. They were
still fighting with their parents, but they
no Joriger went hungry, and they were
warm, and they got. to spend every day
talking on the phone and hogging the
bathroom, like regular teenagers living in
a regular house in a regular Sacramentn
suburb.
=I¢s better for them,” Ryan said.
Shroomy, toe, had exchanged life on the
streets for an opartment in Diogenes, and
he'd been badgering Ryan 1o apply. “He
made five appointments before he got up
there,” Shroomy says. He now serves a8
Ryan's alarm clock, coming by every
_morning before 9 to make sure Ryan gets
ot of bed, .
Ryan’s stepfather fears his 19-year-old

stepson “bould end up in the state peniten- -

tiary" Jen's mother says: “These gixls are
gut of control.” One of Alysha’s former
foster mothers worries the 17-year-old girl
may wind up pregnant and “with an
abusive man .. (and) the cycle wilt start
all gver” Sheoomy’s cousin once asked him:
*Do you see the old men living on the
street? Do you want to be like that? And
have people be like, ‘Get away from me.’
Why would you want that to be your goal?*

Yet it’s not so much that the streets are
a goal for these or other teens living on
Sacramento streets. They're more like
something that happens, An escape. They
are, as Shroomy’s cousin worries, the shorl-
term solution that becomes the long-term
lifestyle. They are often a pretty bleak
story.

But now it's the beginning of February,
and the nights are warmer. Instead
gloom, there is hope that Lhis lime, finally,
these kids will make it out. That this time
the hopa will shirumer and these four teens
will shine, and none of this will be extin-
guished.
v

0 on a sunny morning in the firat

week of Fehruary, Ryan wakes up in

his very own bedroom, in a furnished
apartment ot Diogenes. By 11 am., he and
his roommate are booming the radio:
Bump! Bump! Bump! Nuh-nuh. Nuh! Nuh!
Nuh! Bump-bump! Bump. The front door is
open and the window screens bared, and
Ryan alouches on a couch that was deliv-
ered — *till in the plastic!” — the night
before.
He's just finished drawing, in blue,

ebullient letters,  sign that reads “RYAN'S
ROOM.” He gets up to put it in bis bed-
room. On the way, he shows limself around
the apartment, again.

“Here’s our heates. Tt doesn't work. Tiis
is my bed. My socks.” He kicks the socks
under the bed and slides open his closet
door. A pair of boots stands in the corner,

heels flush with the wall. They are the onfy

clothes in the closet.
“Here's a little ironing board,” he says

"and opena a door in the hallway. “And big

closeta” He opens another door and nods at
the top shelf. “Someone could sleep up
there.”

The communal life downtown encour-
ages everyone to share, and if someone has
ghelter he must open it to his friends.
Ryan's new apariment is a triumph of
posgibility for homeless friends — but to
share it would be to violate Diogenes’

rules. Absolutely no one may visit unless
the central office approves, and everyone
must laave by 10 pm. Diogenes workers
patrol the apartments — they let them-
selves it and check all corners, cupbonrds
and closets — but the kids are used fo
gambling. And they do. Many of Szcramen-
to's atreet teens find themselves kicked oul
of Diogenes because they couldn't say 0o to
their friends who needed a place to stay
overnight.

Diogenes works with up to 16 young
adults who need oxtra help. They get a
place 1o live — Lwo per apartment — and
vouchers for food a€ Lucky’s. Ryan’s first
shopping spree brought home 48 boxes of
Top Ramen noodles, a box of Cap'n Crunch,
a two-liter botile of Pepsi, five dozen eggs,
milk, salt, butter and fruit punch.

In return, the young adults must get a

Please sce TEENS, page 12

eens’ hopes blossom in spring

Alysha and Jen
share a cigaretle
Ia & shopping
center near thelr
Antelope home.

Bee photographs
by Bryan Patrick




Back In thelr -

Antelope home
atter months on
the sireets,
Alysha, right,

puts on'makeup

as her foster

sister Jen chats. |

-with a friend. .
- The two girls
. are getting -

ready to visit ~

{rlends in
.downlown
Sacramento,

_OEAD-END nnims' f - Y

‘Ryan practices lockmg and unlockmg the door: His door. His keys .
" He’s on his way out. No more. mghts by the iver. ~ .
No more breakmg into boxcars to sleep in. " No more squatting in abandoned

buzldmgs and begging for money. No more being a homeless teenager
on the streets of Sacramento. He’s got a place.

Teens: Ryan
feels thrill of
his own room




Ryan takes 2 test In his adult continuation school. He missed the first day of class because he was hanging out with friends in Old Sacramento and showed up 70 minutes

Ahove: On a warm spring-like day, teens
drink alcohol, near the Tower Bridge in
downtown Sacramento. Left: Jen and her
boyfriend Joei share a kiss in Old
Sacramento, a popular gathering spot for
the city's homeless teenagers.
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Life downtown is slipping away . . . The teens who have been living there

' are feeling old and ready to leave . . . Tt feels like everything is fading
' Jen says. Like everything she hoped to hold onto is deserting her.

Alysha, right, and Jen, at laft on steps, say goodbye to Shroomy, in right
corner, and Kerry before the two youths set off on what they hope will be
# four-month hitchhiking tour of the Southwest.

Teens: ] en’s
tearv-cyed as
friend departs
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job, keep the job, atart paying rent and
save part of their income. If they do
ot have 2 high school diploma, they
must study for the GED. They must
get up by 9 a.m. and attend meetings
meant o teach them how o balance a
checkbook, create a budget and
interview for jobs. .

Yet teens like Ryan and Shroomy
have learned {0 survive by ignoring
the rules and flouting inconvenient.
laws. They justify their lives by
believing that at [east they arnin
control. They perceive that Diogenes’
simple liat of rules takes away that
control. .

A week after Ryan and his room-
mate moved into their apartment,
they got into an argument witha
woman downstairs. “She was all,
“There's no reason why a man or a
woman should be homéless, " Ryan
gaid, his mouth clenched tight with
anger. His roommate, too, was turning
red. *Not me!® he said. *[ dos't want to
be samewhere they tell me when I van
aleep, when I can’t sleep. When I can
use the phona, when I can’i use the
phone. When I can eat, when I can't
eat. What I can eat and what [ can't

©gat”

For their part, the Diogenes sotial
workers have Jearned to be wary of
teens from the streets. Few of the
teenagers last in the program for
more than a month.

Which is what happened to Ryan
two years earlier, when he got kicked
out.He moved back to the riverbanks
and the boarded Par o e

supermarkets and scrounging for pot.
No mere Dumpster-diving for day-old
fitdge from the Rocky Mountain
Chocolate Factory in Old Sac. No more
being a homeless teenager on the
streets of Sacramento. He's got a
place.

And now the preity blonde girl
firom the Downtown Plaza will give
him her phone number, and he witl
call, and he'll stavt going to achool,
and aftar two years of being a Sacra-
mento street kid, Ryan has finally —
and don't the keys prove it? — made
it. He even called his stepdad to tell
him the good news: His stepdad said,
from his house in Elk Grove: “Good.
Do good. You can do it"

His stepdad recalla thinking as he
hung up the phone:*[ hope he makes
it this lime.”

v
leeping pills, Jen says, are the.

only way to fall asleep.
And mornings, she says,are -

- woozy. She usually wakes after 10,

eats a bowl of Froot Loops and chooses
a pair of flared jeans and a rib-

" skimming top. She walks to the bus

stop, hops the 80 zouth to Wait
Avenue and tranafers to the light rail
downtown. The conditions of her
probation — she was agrested in
Decemnber for stealing clothes at
Macy's — may require her to live in
her parents’ house in Antelope, but
her lifo exists downtown.

Today the sun is high. A winter
chill lingers, but she is happy. She
hooks up with the erowd at The Circle,
bet: the D Plaza and the

P,
houses, where he has lived until now,
February 1999,

Bat this time, he promised the
social workers, he'd matured. He was'
19, and in one month ke would turn
20. He was ready to commit toa
lifetime of earky mornings, polished
shoes, deadlines and, eventually, a
back-pocket wallet that carried both
the requirements for getting a job (a
California ID and Sacial Security
card) and the rewards of keeping that
job (slick dollar bills).

The social workers finally consent-
ed, but they warned Ryan that he
would receive only three strikes before
he got kicked out. Period. Ryan
solemnly agreed.

“Yeah, Mama!” blares the radie in
-the corner of his new dining room,
“*This surely ... is a dreare.”

Click. The radio is turned off, and
in the abrupt silence Ryan's keys
lightly jingle. Ryan and his roommate
are headed downtown, and Ryan
practices tocking and unlocking the
door. His door. His keys. He's on his
way out. No more nights by the river.
No more breaking into boxears to
sleep in. Mo more squatting in
abandened buildings and begging for
motey downdown and shoplifting from

tunnel to Old Sac. The group goes to
the Sacramento River, and someone
lights a marijuana pipe.

One guy takes a hit and suddenly
proclaims that “life is all about
marijuana, aleohol, sex and food.”

*“We're here only o procreata,”
chortles an ¢lder homeless man who's
smoking with them. “There is no
reascn to life. No one's ever explained
it”

Jen looks up. She believes desper-
ately in God. “He does explain stuff to
us,” she says. She mentions the Bible.
She says, “That's why he sent the Holy
Spirit — o inspire someone to write

it.

“No way" The man spits. "It was
some guy, silting around ... ”

“You really think ene person could
just wrile that?”

“Soma guy was sitting around,
smoking and drinking and stuff ...~

“Shut up.”

= ... and 2,00%) years later we find it
and .. "

“Shit up”

«... and we take it to heart." The
word "heart” explodes in his voice.

“And besides." He leans closer to
Jen. “Do you think God would let
things get as f—— up as they are if

there really was one™

She stares at the man’s crooked
mouth. Her toe shoves into the ground
and her face falls into sadness and
everything goes blank. For this, she
has no answer.

v

1 starts with the birth certificate,

and it will end with the TV set.

Other incidents will oecur, but first
Shroomy must endure the questions of’
whether he was, indeed, even born.
And whether he is, or is not, a full-
fledged, employahle member of
American society.

At about 5:30 on a breezy after-
noon, one week after Ryan moved into
his apartment, Shroomy gets off the
kight-rail train and starts walking
fast, bouncing his skateboard inta his
shins.

“Hey,” Ryan shouts across Seventh

Street, “What are you doing?”

"Being upset,” Shroomy yells.

Ryan crosses the street, “Why?™

*Because if E don't get a picture ID,”
Shroomy says, “ can’t go to work. So
I'm probably going to lose my job.”

For the tast few weeks, Shroomy
has womn & basebalt cap and a groen
apron, and he’s made sandwiches for
customers ot a Togo'a restaurant. The
day he got hired, he yelled o anyone
who would listen, “T gol a job!”

“All you do,” Ryan staris to say, “is
get your birth certificate.”

“It — hasn't — come," Shroomy
seethes. “I paid monay and expected to
have it in four to six weeks.”

It's beeny more than six weeks, In
the middle of December, Shroomy
filled out the forms and sent thetn to
the Office of Vital Statisties in
Modests, the city where he was born.
Even without the document in hand,

Jen and
Shroomy
share a
goodbye hug,
above, shortly
belore
Shroomy and
his friend
Kerry, left, set
off on their
trip. After a
rainy moming,
the skies had
cleared
enocugh by late
afternoon for
them to head
for interstate
80, “When |
come back,”
Shroamy
promised, “my

- hair wilt
probably be
down to right
below my
eyes.”

Shroomy persuaded the Togo's
manager to hire him. He promised the
paper would come soon, and he would
gel his California 1D and Social
Security cards, so Toga's could fill out
the proper tax forms. Bui today the
manager told Shroomy he cannot
continue working until the birth
certificate arrives, .

Shreomy jabs his skateboard faster
inte his shins. 1 just want my birth
certificate,” he says, "se | can get my
1D 50 I don’t have to go back on the
streets.” .

So he docan’t have to go back to
living like Blondie. .

Blondie is 21. She has lived on the
streets since she was 14, A year ago,
her boyfriend Tommy Swallord was
killed when twa other street kids
decided to tench him a lesson. He died
aiter his shull was crushed with a

Please see TEENS, next page
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The Sacramento Bee

Boston’s Bridge Over Troubled Waters program has both 15- and 30-day

drug rehabilitation programs to get teens ‘used to the idea of o routine

and introduce them to the idea of sobriety.’

From Portland to Boston cities scramble for answers

ife on the streeta is cold,

bitter, lonely and uncom-

fortable, It can also be

addictive. People who work
with Sacramento’s hardcore
homeless teens aay that the longer
kids atay on the streets, the harder
it is for them to leave.

Those whe don’t make it off can
expect a life of few oplions. The

- ones who don't get kilted or wind
up in prison will likely spend the
rest of their lives as homeless
adults,

What programs exist to help
these kids off the atreels? What is
being done locally, and how does
that compare to what cther cities
are doing?

The WIND Center, Sacramento’s
anly drop-in center for runaways
and homeless teens, opened its
doors in 1994 It is housed in a
convertad warehouse on North G

Ryan eats an omelet he cooked in the apartmenl he shares under the

-parents of an acrimonious
divorce, says one program
direcior in Boaton, and “kids can
play progiams against each
other”

In some ways, thia has been
the case in Sacramento. While
the WIND Center refers teens to
Diogenes’ prograrns, and Dio-
genes acoepts these referrals,
thers are points of friction
beiween the groups.

The WIND Center and
Diogenes operate their own
outreach programs, and thare is
lirnited coordination between
them. Privately, people at
Diogenes criticize the WIND
Center as “enablers™: Because
the center tries to ease the pain
of surviving on the street, it
therefore makes it easter for kids
to stay homeless, WIND staffers

respond that you can't get
E&'.,‘i‘iﬁ;“;{:;:’;'}{?;‘; .,f?) L":,:l‘f, &  ‘sponsorship of the Diegenes program for h : gers. anywhere with these Lids untit
Fighes. It is privately funded. you earn their brust.
WIND — Working In New Directions — offers | under 18, For their part, WIND Center

brealifast, lunch, showers, laundry machines and
counselars. It operates 9 a.m. {0 2 p.m., week-
days. Three nights a week; the program does
“putreach,” bringing food, clothes and hygiene
kits to homeless beena downtawn and in Del Paso
Heights. Recently, the center began offering -
drug-counseling classes to its teenaged clients.

The WIND Center's philosophy, says co-
director Sister Mary Ann Bonpans, is to create
relationships with the street kids. Few of these
teens trust adults, WIND staifers say, 20 before
they will accept help, they must have confidence
in the people who oifer it.

The second program for homeless teens in
Sacramento is in Rancho Cordova, Less than two
years ago, Diogenes opened up its transitional
living program, a program of eight, two-bedroom
apartments for homeless teens 18 and older.
Dicgenes also does outreach, operates an
emaergency shelter for children under the age
of 18 and yuns & 12-bed group home for teens

In the transitional living program, homeless

- teens receive free rent for the fixst month and

vouchers for food. They are expected to get a job
and altend life-skills workshops. If they haven't
graduated from high school, Diogenes officials
enrofl them in classes to earn their high-school
equivalency degree. The structure is set up to
give the kids 2 “hand up, not a handout.” But so
{ar, the rate of success has been leas than steltar.

“T don't think we're as successful as we
thought we were going to be,” aays Jim Bueto,
Diogenes' executive director. “We lose a lot of
people for silly stufl”

Experts admit that geiting homeless teens off
the streels is an arduaus pracess, but they say
some ideas do work. Here's what they urge social
agencies to do:

Cities whose programs operate in isolation
and with animosity toward each other do nothing
to help the kids. Programs becorne like the

staffers have criticized Diogenes for an approach
they say has failed every one of the hardeore
homeless kide who has tried it. Diogenes says ils
methods are meant te teach these kids how to
move into mainstream life,

Homeless teen experis cite Portland, Ore., a8
one city that has worked Lo overcome the

tions’ differing philosophies. During a

series of nieetings five years ago, officials decided
ta coordinle the efforts of Child Protective
Services, the police depariment, the juvenile
conrts and the different shelters and drop-in
centers. Though the number of homeless ieens
may not have dropped, officials believe they are
addressing the problem better,

Offer a step between the anarcly of street lifo and
tha structure of a transitional living program [TLP]
Baston puts TLI-bound atreet kids into 15-
and 30-day drug rehabilitation programs to “get
thern used ta the idea of a routine and introduce

them to the idea of snlmety. says Genny Price,
the elinical director at Boston's Bridge Over
Troubled Waters, In Portland, before teens move
into the TLP they must first spend time in the
nightly sheliers, where they are required to obey
a 9 p.m curfew, be sober when they show up and
follaw other rules.

“If you go right from the streets, where you're
not doing anything you don’t want to do, and into
the transitional living program ... where you
have to be detozed, gat a job and start {ollowing
rules — it's too big a shock,” Price says.

Currently, neither of these approaches exists
in Sacramento.

Approach teens with an altitudo that sees them
a3 resourees
*They have something to contribute,” saysdo -

‘Mwalle, the program director ai Washingtan,

D.C's National Netwark for Youth. “Get them
invelved in the planmng and Emplementation” of
the programs.

In the TLP at Portland’s Willamette Bridge,
the teens work with the staff to establish the
rules of the program. They call it the "self--
government model,” and program divector Ben
Hoot saya kids feel "more powerful when they're
setting their own agenda instead of having an -
adult tell them what to do”

Portland also runs a pizza business staffed
entirely by homeless youth. Itz called EAT PYE
— Entrepreneurial Action To Promote Youth

'Employment — and three teens work 20 hovrsa

week for $7 an hour, during 12-week stinis. They
cook khe pizzas in a church kitchen downtawn,
and then sell slices from a cart four days a week,
They also make deliveries.
Work o programs that stop Kids before they bit
the streets

Knowing that as many as 40 percent of the
nation’s Horeless were foster kids and as many
as 30 percent of homeless youth say they used to
live in foster care, San Diego’s South Bay
Community Services program is building an 11-
unit apartment complex for foster kids who are
18 years old, have aged out of the system but
who have nowhere to live.

- Darragh Jehnson




Teens: ID

bracelet bears
name of
slain friend

Continued from previous page

rock. Two guys have been charged
with the murder. On Blondie’s right
wrist sho wears a sterling silver ID
bracelet inseribed: RIP TD.S. Or the
other side are the dates of his life: 3-
31-80 4-27-98.

Blondie still lives by the river,
about 100 yards away from his
memorial site, in a clearing she shares
with her dog Honey, “I named her
Honey," she says, “so | could say:
‘Honey, 'm home' and have someone
come and love and give me affection.
... | gueas I was lonely”

Sometimes, late in the afternoon at
Loaves & Fishes, the drop-in center
for homeless adults, Blondie and
Honey play fetch. The dog will only
chase rocks. One day, Blondie hurled
the stone on purpose over the chain-
link fenee. The dog ran to the fence
and stared at the rock, then looked
back at Blondie.

*Oh,” Blondie cooed to the disap-
pointed-looking dog. “Life sucks.”

v

he house ia a cauldron of silent

walls and swirling tensions, Jen

says. So at | p.m. on a rainy day
when the wind blows cold and spring
suddenly seems a false promise, Jen
leaves and wanders downtown.’
“Something lifts,” she says, “when [
come downtown.” .

She goes to the quiel darkness ofa

motel room in West Sacramento. The

drapes are closed, The room smells of

sweat and unwashed bodies. Jen sits
by the window and eurls ler knees
into her rib cage. She is alene with the
grim-toothed vagrant who lives here.
He often invites the kids to stay with
him. He ia stretched on the bed, his
belly pointed at the ceiling and his
bare feel hanging off the end. e
stares at the TV, :

They barely talk. Jen methodically
smokes every cigarette in two packs of
Mariboros. The man gets up once to
take a shower. A while later, Jen
stands up to go to the bathroom. Right
before sunset, she returns a stray blue
card from the nightstand to the card
deck.

When it gets dark and neon lights

2 i

blaze down West Capitel Avenue, a
guy with a bike hustles into the room.
He reaches into the drawer in the
beédside cabinet and pulls out a one-
inch by one-inch plastic bag. At the
bottorn floats a haze of white powder.
He poues the powder into an upside-
down light bulb. The man on the bed
heats the bulb with a match. Crank
firmes drift up. The guy with the bike
inhales them through the empty tube
of a Bic ballpoint pen gone filthy.

Jen sits beside him and watthes.

¥
She returns home that night. But

a few weeks [ater, she is back

downtown, in the dark, in the
cold, in a daze. The only sign of spring
now is the dead daffodil she grips in
her left hand. Hee hair is darker
tonight — a fading red — and she’s
wedring a tarnished nose ring. Her
lawgh still burbles up, a deep sound
from such a small giv}, but shé looks
exhausted and shinny and scared,

She says her parents pretty much

kicked her and Alysha cut of the
house. [t happened yesterday, on
Sunday afternoon after church, when

the family got into a monstrous fight. -

Tha gitls wanted to spend the night
downtown with their boyfriends. Their
father said no. Yes, the girls pressed.
Their mother had said it waa OK.*1
thought it would be a good timeoat,”
said their mother, Cindy Striffler. But
their father, Larry Striffter, insisted,
No. Tempers raged. The tension
swirled higher until finally, Mr.
Striffler said, his “blood pressure was
sky-high” He turned to the phone to
call the girls' probation officer. The

girls figured if he was Lrying to send
them to Juvenile Hall they might as
well leave. So they did.

Their mother said the phone call
was an attempt bo gain control. “No
matter what we sard, they just did
whatever. But now that there’s a
probation officer, it's like there's
leverage. ... I've told Alysha that
several times, and Cve told Jenifer
that a few times, too: ‘Screw this. I'm
just ealling your probation officor. 'm
sick of alk this crap. You know: T ean
keep you under control””

Onee they got downtown, the girls
split up, Alysha wont with her
boyfriend, and Jen now waits at
the St. Rose of Lima light-rail stop,
Text to the outdeor ive skating rink.
[t ia 7 p.m. She is headed to Ryans
apartment at Diogenes, where she will -
call her mother. By leaving home
again, the girls are violating their
probation. Their mom is krying ko
salvage that situation, but Jen won't
know what, they should do uritél she
calls home. Right before the train
comes, a man in a white shirt and tie
watks by and hands her a brochure
that saya: “Bnjoy family life. Can”
families really be happy? How is it
possible?”

When the train comes, she boards
and sits silently until the Starfire
stop, where she gets off and walks
along the edge of Folsom Boulevard,
under the Highway 50 overpass,
toward the Shell station where she
will take a left to get to Ryan's
apartment. The night is moonless, and
only when a car drives by and its
headlights shine on the edge of the
road, can Jen see the broken glass and
trash she is walking through. Men on

" Blondie, who

bicycles ride past
glowly and stare.

She lets herself
into Ryan's
apartment with
the keys he gave
her, and she calls
her mother.

“Hi, I'm over at
— Why? ... When?
... Okhhh ... Said
yes to Diogenes?
Mmmm bhomm ...
But she wasn't
saying we could

Oh, yeah. Se
we can go there
tonight?

Her mother
has salved the
girls' problems —
for now. If Jen and
Alysha check into
the Diogenes
Emergency Safe
Shelter for
children (which is
different from the transitional
housing program}, their probation
officer won't issue warrants for their
arrest. Now Jen must return down-
town to find Alysha so their mother
can drive them to the shelter. The
panic has staried to rise. “I just Kope
Alysha’s down there,” she says. "She
just bewter be down there.”

She walks to the end of the street
10 wait for her mother, whe soon pulla
up in a new Thunderbird. Religious
music plays on the stereo, Cindy
Striffler has been crying. "Once
again,” she says, “I'm out my girla.”
She wanta them to come home, but
her husband is furious. Because he
loves Jen and Alysha, he tries to set
boundaries, he says. When the gitls
don't heed those boundaries, he gets
angry, and Alysha pushes harder. He
still ioves Alysha, hut is not convineed
that she should come back te live in
their house, he says,

~ Andif Alyshia doesn't come home,
Jen won't come home. They are
teenagers who define themselves not
hy their famiky, but by each other.

By 9 p.m., Jen and her mother have
scoured 014 Sac and The Circle. The
kids in the area haven't seen Alysha,
Jen telle her mom to drive to a gas
station on 16th Street, near the
freeway. There, they find Alysha and
her boyfriend. The girl trips into Mrs.
Striffler's arms and sobs, I love you,
Mom!® o

She won't let go of the hug. She
does net want. to go to the shelter, She
turns to Jen and says, "At least you
gel to go home.”

“No, I don'’t,” Jen says.

“Really? Alysha asks, her face
suddenly happier. “Really? You're

has lived on
the streets for
sevan years,
plays with her
dog Honey
cutside
Loaves &
Fishes,

going with me? Well, that'H at least be
better if we do it together”

But that doesn’t stop her from
saying, as they head to the shelter:
“T'm being sent away agnin, [ keep

. - thinking I'm not gaing to care, and

every time I care.”

\{

en and Alysha stay at the Safe

Shelter for about a week, By the

time they are allowed to return
home, the tensions have risen so high
that their dad anky smiles shyly and
says nothing when he comes home
from work and sees them watching
TV About an hour later, he tells
Alysha: “Nate called yon,” Alysha
nods.

‘Their mother spends the day
crying. Jen's face looks stretched-out
and unthappy, °I'm bored of crying,”
she says. *I don't think [ coutd. My
tear ducts are all dried up.”

She estapes by turning the TV to
Ricki Lake.

Her mother asks, “Why are you
watlching this?” i

“Because,” Jen answers, 1 like to
watch people's lives that are worse
than mine”

And now, near the end of February,
as apring seems to have blown away
permanently with the shrill wind and
drizzle that replaced it, Alysha and
Jen run into Shroomy on the light-rail
teain. Strapped to his back are a
bulging green pack and sleeping bag.

“Why didn't you tell us?” Alysha
asks.

“We hadn't decided.” Shroomy [ooks
sort of sheepish, [Us clear he's decided
now. The TV pushed him over the
edge. After he lost the job at Toge's
because he didn't have his birth
certificate and couldn’t present a valid
California 1D, Diogenes tock away his
TV, The rule is; You don't get a TV il
you get a job. The rule became: If you
lose the job, you lose the TV. Shroomy
felt, once again, like everyone ¢hse was
contvolling his life, but none of those
people ¢ared about him. “And when I
can't fall asleep by watching
MHA*S*1], " he says, “then serew it

When they get off the train,
Shroomy sits down and resta his pack
on the sleps at the Hard Rock Cafe in
Downtown Plaza. Jen sits next to him.
She's dyed her hair a deep purplish
burgundy, dark 23 a bruise.

“What if we just locked you in a
closet, and you'd never be able to go
forever? She looks up. He smilea at
her, But she's serious, Life at home
reguires "too much” effort, Jen says.
She doesn’t like “having to go to
counseling, working out eur prob-
lems.” She says, “ just want to hide ...

Please see TEENS, next prge
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Teens lzke Ryan and Shroomy have leamed to survive

by Igﬁoring the rules and flouting inconvenient laws. They justify their lives

by belle\nng that a,t least they are in control.

Alysha, right,
quarrels with her
foster mother,
Cindy Striffler,
over Alysha's
scheduled
appearance In
Juvenile Court.
During the
months that
Alysha and Jen,
her foster slster,
wera roamling
the streets, the
Striffiers found
themseives
answearing
middle-of-the-
night phone
cafls, “I'd think:
Thisis it,” Mrs.
Striffler recnlls.
“This is the
phane call. I'm
golng te have to
go identlfy the
bodies.”

Below: Mrs.
Striffier and
Alysha leave

*, Sacramento
Juvenlle Court in
March after the
gl was
sentenced to
house arrest for
an incldent that
occurred the
previous

October. .




While riding light rall, Ryan shows his friend Kerry doodles he made

i adult continuation clags. Attendance was requlired by the Diogenes
program as a condition to share an apartment.

Teens: After
missing class,
a scary ride

Continued from previous page

until everythings OK."

But she can't count on life down-
town, either. It's lipping away. A new
bateh of kids has come to the streets
— the latest in the assembly line of
troubled teens who find their way
downtown. The leens who have been
living downtown are feeling old and
ready to leave. Alysha’s boyfriend has
been talking about going to Santa
Cruz, Ryan’s still in Diogenes, and Jen
and her boyfriend are breaking up.
Now Shroomy is taking off on a four-
month journey, hitchhiking acioss the
Southwest.

"It feels Yike everything is fading,”
Jen says. Like everything she hoped to
hold onto is deserting her.

Shroomy takes out a map of
America and stares at it. He plans to
travel with another street kid named
Kerry. Jen watches them. She hopes it
will rain so hard all afternoon that
they won’t be able to go. Shroomy
pulle on his goatee and says, “When [
come back, my hair will probably bo
down to right below my eyes. And my
goatee will be about four inches long.”
1t will be the proof that his trip has
changed him — made him different

- from who he is now.

. “C’mon,” Alysha suddenly cries.
She’s bored, “Let's go somewhere.”

They migrate to a'stairwell in a
parking garage and smoke marijuana.
Then they head off to the heaters in
the Downtown Plaza. Jen quietly
sings a song from her favorits movie,
“My Fair Lady” Rain sluices down in
long, wet sheets, and Jen murmurs,
“All ... I... want is a room somewhere,
far ... a-way ... from the cold night air
... 1a-la Ja-fa la-ta .., oh wouldn't it be
Tnvariv??

By 4 p-m., they've hooked up with
more kids, and they're slouched
around a long table, Everyone leans in
a different divection, They do not look
at each other..

“Hey,” someone finally notices. *1t
quit raining.”

t's 4:20.

Shroomy stands up. He sighs. Runs
his hands through his hair and says,
=All right. Everyone give me my hugs
because we're leaving”

His pack is huge, and he seems
smaller than usual. As he leans over
to hug his friends, the brand name
JNCO on the back of his jeans glares.
He is wearing, for the first time in
months, the same jeans he wore, back
in Detember, on the night when he
and Alysha and Ryan and Jen waited
on a street corner for dinner to arrive.

Shroomy turns and hugs Jen. “Bye-
bye,” she whispers, crying. He touches
her hair and turns around, and he and
Kerry walk down the escalator and
ut of the mall and into The Circle,
where Shroomy fivat met all these

Buys.

They walk through the tunnel,
across the Old Sac boardwalks and
over the Tower Bridge. They hoist
their backpacks higher, and at 5 p.m.
on a Thursday that started out gray
and wet and eold but that broke up
into a glittery yellow brightness,
Shroomy and Kerry walk toward
Interstate 80, thumbs out, hoping for
aride.

About a week later, Shroomy’s birth
certificate arrives in the mail at
Diogenes. Diogenes returns it to the _
Cifice of Vital Statistics with these
words scribbled across the envelope:
RETURN TO SENDER.

There was no forwarding address.

v
ack al The Circle, at 6 p.m. in
February, Ryan shows up
wearing a new shirt and a new

backpack. “I gotta go to school

tamioht *ha goie “T'm ratting an

education”

Tt's the firat night of mandatory
classes, but Ryan ien't sure what
course he has signed ap for, Inside his
backpack, he carries no pencil, ho
notebook, no class schedule and no
map, only a neatiy folded copy of the
Sunday comics and a girl's phone
number. These are the two things in
the world Ryan does best: draw
characters from the comics — espe-
cially Peter from “Fox Trot” and
Luann -- and get girls’ phone num-

bers.

At 6:45 p.m. a group of kids heads
into the shadows of Old Sac to staoke
some pot, School starts in less than an
hour, but Ryan follows. By 7:20, high
and jittery with the drugs and the
kids and the big crowd that's gath-
ered, Ryan is still hanging around
downtown. .

*You're going to miss school, dude,”
says hia Diogenes roommate. I[he
does, it'l! be serious. He's already got
two strikes against him ai Diogenes. If
he gets one more, they'll kick him out.

*What bus do I have to catch?”
Ryan asks again.

“Eighty-one.”

“Where do | catch that?”

*I have no clue,” the roémmate
says, “You had the bus achedule last
night”

Ryan is quiet again. He doesn't
want Lo leave. He especially does not
want 1o go by himself. He reaches out
to the girl who is trying to pierce her
belly button with a safety pin. He
pulls her toward him.

= can't go with you,” she says.

By 8:40 p,m., one hour and 10
minutes after classes began, Ryan

b alF 1k bsn im Frmmd ol dha TWEnbaw

. tein Adult Center on Morse Avenue,

Tt takes him 10 minutes 1o figure out
that the office ia closed. He hunches -
his shoulders under his emply black
backpack, and he slouches acress the
street to wait for the 81 southbound.
He has now missed the first day of
school. He bums a cigarette and
alyikes a match. The flare i8 & vingalar
fight on the dark, narrow street,

“Oh, man.* He starts pating. "T'm
probably serewed. Oh. Man.”

His stride gets longer. “Thisll be
just my friggin luck. OK. Lemme see. I
got a reasonable explanation. 1 left
and didn't have the paper | was
supposed: 10 have to figure out wherel
had to go to - plus I didn’t have the
— Oh! I'm a dumbass!” He's shouking
now. “I'm stressing out. Probably going
to be homeless again. This isa’t good.”
He's pacing faster. "This isn't good.
This isn't good. I'm scared. I'm done
for. Toast. I'm losing my apariment
tomerzow. I'm a nobody. Geoed for
pothing. I'm a homeless person.”

The southbound 81 drives up. Ryan
throws his cigarette on the ground. He
{akes a seat in the back of the bus
where an enormous man with angry,
wild eyes is murmuring at the walls.

Ryan stares at bim.

“P'm going o atop drinking," the
man says. "I'm going to stop the dope.
I'm going to get an apartment, and a
car and a girlfriend”

The woman next to him scoots
away.

*T'm going to get a girlfriend.” The
guy rolla his head around. “And I'm
not going to do no more dope.” His
voice rises. The woman's eyes widen.

L N

“Take my shoe strings!” the man
suddenly yelis. “Tie my hands togeth-
er! Pleasel” Ryan rock in his seat.
“Tie my hands together 5o I cant do
10 more dope!” Ryan puts hie hands -
over his ears and keeps rocking. He
atares at the ground. He plugs his
ears harder:

. *Somebody!” the guy shricks.
*Pleasel”

Ryan flinches out of his seat a
little. “Diriver” he tries to say to ihe
front of the bus, “Ma'dm. Um.” But she
doesn't hear him. Ryan locks franti-
cally back at the guy, then up ta the
front at the driver, then he suddenly
juraps up and draws close te the
‘woman driving the bus.

“Um, driver” he says quietly.
“There’s-this guy back there who's
yelling. He's talking to me, He's
been—"

The guy screams: Don't be
snitchin’ on me!®

Ryan turns and yells: “You're
bothering me!™ -

“Lookitchoo,” the man anarls.
“You're snitching on me.”  °

No one on the bus knows where to
teok, and Ryan is spinning around like
he's been sponked, and the bus driver
picks up her radio and says, “[ havea
situation that's developing’ No one’s
breathing, Ryan's eyes are wide and”
jittery and terrified, “Tm (bus) 81,
Soutlbeund on Northrop.” Ryan

_stares at the man and hates him.

The guy is finally hauled off the
bua. Al Ryan can say, in a strained
and seething voice, like the guy is the
ghost of everything Lo come, is: “That
guy was talking to me. He was talking

[,
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S The. shack in Humboldt has four wood walls, three glass windows
and one rotten roof. It’s o haven, Alysha and Jen say.
An escape from situations that make them sad.

Jen watches
a8 a visiting
dog s treated
to dinner

. outside the

teens’ forest
shack.
The shack
hasno ~ .
 eleclricity
and no
running water,
1ts front door
was taken
{from an old
refrigerator.
A collection of
tin pots
caplures raln
as itleaks
through the
roof,

Bee photogmaphs
by Bryan Patrick

~ Leaky shack fall
s teens’ getaway
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he shack Yeaks,
The wood has rotted.

" Rain drips into pois on
* the floor, and a shrill
wind blows through
the cracks. Shroomy
¥ rubs his hand across
his sealp and down his back. He stops
when he finds what feels like a
pimyle. It’s a tick, He kills it hetween
his fingernails. He licks his forefinger
and wipes away the blood. Jen
watches and winces.

It wasn't supposed to be like this.

Six homeleas kids came from
Sacramento believing these hideaway
hills of Humboldt County would be
their Oz They imagined a rustic cabin
in a clearing in the forest. There
would be a stream behind their home,
and the hills would be lush with trees
and Rowers. Here, outside the town of
Garberville, they believed they would
escape the unbearable street lifa of
Sacramente. They would be happy,
and life would be good.

They believed this even though
everything in their past has taught
them to expeet nothing from the
future.

“Oh, Shroomy!" Jen's voice sudden-
ly squeaks, “You need to get happy
because you're not happy.” She tilis
back her head and starts to pour 40
ounces of Miller Genuine Dirafl dovn
her throat. It raining herder outside,
and into the pots surrounding her the
drope come faster and louder. The
wind Jen aays, desperately,
“This needs to be a happy place’”

Her words disappear in the rattle -
of wind and rain.

1t's nearing the end of March. This
maonth that came in like a lamb is
poing out like a lion. Jen and Alysha,
her foster sister, showed up four days

.ago after another fight with Jen's
parents, Alysha’s foster parents.
They caught the Greyhound bus ie
Humboldt County, where some
homeless {tiends from Sacramento
had fled two weeks earlier. The girls
got off the bus and waited all night on
-a bench under a street light. Next
morning, their friends found them. Tt
was the day before Jen's 17th birth-
day, and Jen, Alysha and Shroomy —
everyone except for their street friend
Fyan — were reanited.

Ryan wasn't with them because
they wouldn't let him come.

At the end of February, at the same
time that Shroomy took off on bis
hitchhiking trip across the Southwest,
Diogenes kicked Ryan out of his
apartment. Shroomy meant to be gone

’ 3

for four months, but his trip only
Iasted four days. He retreated to the
streets of Sacramento, and he and
Ryun and a few others moved into an
ahandoned warehouse off Stocklen
Boulevard. Together they started
planning a new escape. At Limes,
when talk turned to Humboldt, Ryan
eagerly joined in, “After we leave ... »
he would say, “Up in Humboldt ...~
But behind his back, the others told
Shroomy that Ryan whined too much.
They didn't want him to come,

For a long time, Shroomy tried to
protect Byan. The two are almost the
same age — they were born one week
apart — and Shreomy helped his
friend by urging Ryan to move into

Diogenes. He acted as Ryan's alarm

clock. Most, recently, he perauaded the
group bo stay together, with Ryan, at
the warehouse. But when the others
decided bo ban Ryan from their
adventuve, Shroomy was forced to
choose. He chose the group.

On Mavch 7, everyone celebrated
Shroomy’s 20th birthday together, in
Sacramento. A few days later, on the
night before the group took off for
Humboldt County, two other street
Yids cornered Ryan in Old Sac.
Shroomy felt bad about what the two
planned to do, but he didn't stop them.
They swaggered up to Ryan and told
him, “You complain too much. You
can't come.”

The group left without him. Ryan
celebrated his 20th birthday one week
after Shroomy’s, alene.

Onee upon a time, from October to

February, Ryan, Shroomy, Alysha and

Jen were like family. Jen aaid things
Tike, “These people are the best people
DPve ever known.” Alysha, who has
hounced from foster home to foster
home, said, “T've had all these people
who were supposed to be my family
and weren't. And | come down here”
— to the streets of dewntown — “and
find people who act like family is
supposed Lo act.”

The youths proved their closeness
by sharing everything. Alysha can bog

Shroomy, right,
dines on food-
bank beans in
the shack while
Jason finishes a
cigarette. Kerry
and Alysha are
in the
‘background.
The gleeping
bags and
backpacks
crammed Inte the
eabin, below,
don’t leave a lot
of space for
walking. “This Is
more like a fort,”
says Alysha's
boyfriend Nick.
“{ ke something
you'd play in

as a kid."

petter than the others put together,
and she always pooled her earnings.
Whea Shroomy bummed cigarettes
from strangers, he passed them
around, Karma, they believed, would
pumish kids who hogged the marijua-
na and smoked it alone.

Out here, Jen once said, “if you only
got what you could get—"

*_jt wouddn't be that much—"
Alysha said.

“_.gg we all do it together,” Jen
said.

togethert. . ._’\ e

The streeta seduced them.

The streets are destroying them.
They have already urged Shroomy to
turn his back on Eyan, the one guy

. whao counted on Shroomy the most.

Within the next few weeks, the other
guys will turn on Shroomy. Jen and
‘Alysha will split up.

And so0n the streets will cast their

spell on the riext graup of teens to
come downdowa — the manaways and
Thomeless youths who are following in
the footsteps of Shroomy, Ryan,

ha and Jen, who themselves
follewed in tha foolsteps of a 21-year-
old homeless woman named Blondie,
who hies been on the streeta since she
was 14.

v

: e shack in Humboldt has four
'wood wally, three glass windows

and one rotten roof. “This is
more like a fork,” Alysha's boyfriend
Nick says. “Like something you'd play
in as a kid* It's a haven, Alysha and
Jen say. An escape from situations
that make them sad. A

That escape seemed fiendishiy

gimple, at first, It was easy torun
from their house in Antelape, easy to
cateh the bus to Garberville, easy to
mect up with their friends. The hard -

part came as soon 25 they arrived. The .

ghack, on land owned by one of the
homeless youths’ mother, has o i
electricity and no running water. The
anly way to get cleaniis to bathe inthe
stream, which is colder than the 40-
degree temperatures outside. When
the wind blows, it sweeps up the front
step, which they concocted from
fenders ripped off a faded VW Bug,
and bangs into the front door, which
was talen from an old white
Frigidaire. In the surrounding
clearing are a broken-down piano and
2 rusted sink. A bird dive-bombs them
when they scramble through the
woods to go to the bathroom.

Even gelting to the shack is a
challenge: They must walk two miles
down a narrow, winding road, then
yeer left when the road veers right.
They must grab hold of overgrown
tree roots and climb the first muddy
hill, cross the log bridge over the
creck, scrape up iwe more muddy hills
and cross anather rotten redwood

bridge.

Mud hes already started etching
itselfinto their bodies: first in the
dried wrinkles of their hands, then
across their cuticles and into their
skin like a fan. Tt stiffens their jackets
and jeans and boots. The rain iz
Telenthess. And the girls can tell their

Please see TEFNS, next page
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Alysha checks
her halr in the
cabin mirror.
Four days after
the girts'
arrival, the
ever-present
mud has

. lodged under
their nalls and
caked every
exposed inch
of skin.
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For the rest of thé night, the two girls cling to each other while the mortar
of their patched-together street family starts to crack.
They thought they could outsmart all of that. They aren’t SO sure gnymore.

Kerry window-
shoeps for
washing
machines In
Garberville
as Jen and
Alysha, left,
carry bags of
donated food.




Alysha hugs
Jen, left, amid
a muddie of
sleeping bags
in the
Humboldt
County cabin.
The two girls
are fealing
increaslngly
estranged from
thelr male
cabin mates.
The girls will
soon leave the
cabin and say
goodbye to no
ohe.

Teens:

friends don’t want them here. One
morning, while heading into town 10
miles away, the group splits up. The
guys hitchhike without Jen and -

Alysha, then talk angrily about them. -

*They can'i slay here,” Nick says as he'
and Shroomy stand under the grocery
gtore awning and wait for the rain to
stn

"I'he_v’m illegal runaways,
Shroomy agrees, “They've going to
bring the cops down on us”

Nick plunges his hands deeper in
his pockets and hunches his shoul-
ders. "They have to go,” he says.
Shrooray nods, They watch the rain
for a while and say nothing until Nick
adds, as though he wants to break up
with Alysha but doesn't know how,
“Dioesn't Alysha realize why I [eft
Satramenta in the first place?

By Sunday night, four days after
their arrival, the dirt has caked under
the girls' ingernails and in gritty
clumps on their hands, faces and
clothes, They have become pungently
diseotored, and their unwashed hair
hangs in oily, glommed-together
strings. The guys are hoarding the
marjjuana, and they've stapped
talking to the girls, The girls are
hogging the beer.

OuL-;uie, night spills like dark ink.
‘Every noisa in the trees is the moun-
tain lion they've been warned about.
den is shrieking her trademark, high-
pitched giggles, and the sound echoes
wildly inside the shack. Rain falls into
the tin pois around them, landing like
footsteps in 4 haunted house, as
though everything they hoped to
escape is detertnined to find them.

Finally, almost desperately, Jen
giggles one more time, and Nick raises
his head and screams:

*SHUT THE F— UP!”

They leave for cabin without Ryan

For now, K.malm keeps alive by
hooking up with the next generation
of 5 to's street kids. The new

Jen stops Iaughmg

Alysha waits a few secunds She
climbs out of Nick’s sleeping bag,
whare she had planned to spend the
night, and into Jen’s. For the rest of
the night, the two girls cling 1o each

- other while the mortar of their
patched-together street family starts
to crack.

When the girls first showed up in
Humboldt, they promised, “We're
never going back.” To go back 1o
Sacramento, they believed, was to
cament their feet in everything they'd
hoped to eacape. The cops wonld
arrest them for being runaways who

- are violating their probation. Alysha
would be sent to Juvenile Hall.Jen
would be sent home to face her
parents. The girls would be separated
for good. They thought they could
outsmart all of that, They aren't s0°
SUre anymore.

For the next three nights, nobody in
the shack says much to anyone else. A
guy named Kerry tries to play his
guitar, but two of the strings are
broken, and the chords come out flat
“and tepid. The beer is going fast, the
drugz are almost gone. Even a puppy
Shroomy brings home to lighten the
moad winds up instead exposing the
tension. o

Shroomy chose the black and gold
dog with foppy ears, He got it from
the back of a pickup on the side of a
road. Shroomy says, “T'm thinking of
noming him Daedalus, Or Tearus.
Maybe [carus, He flew too close to the
sun, and his wings melted.” The puppy
stretches his snout to lick Shroomy’s
face. When they finally scramble
home, Shroomy’s friends start yelling
at him.

“Dog's got ticks. He's sick.”

“What were you thinking?®

“Wa don't have any dog food”

*He can't stay here.”

Shreomy holds the puppy and

" stares at the ground. He says nothing.

The next morning, he and the
puppy give up on Humboldd, and

. together they head 250 miles south to

Loaves & Fishes in Sacramendo.
Shroomy is now 20 years old. He’s no

longer a teenager who belongs at the .

WIND Center, Sacramento’s drop-in
facility for homeless and runaway
teens, He is becoming a homeless man
who can't give the puppy the care it
needs. He gives it away.

That night Shroemy sleeps, again,
in Sacramento. Alysha's words from
months ago ring in his head: Down-
town Secramento *is a vortex ... you
just get stuck.”

The same morning Shmomy bailed,
Jen and Alysha took off and said -
poodbye to'no one. In Garberville, Jen
ealled her grandparents in Tehachapi,
near Bakerafield, and asked them to
wire $200 for bus tickets. Jen and
Alysha were angry because, among
other stights, the guys refused io
share their marijuana. When the
grandparents' cash arrived, the girls
bought two 13-hour rides to Southern
California, where they planned to stay
until they decided what to do and
where to go next.

v

onths earlier, in October, logic
MLike this had delivered Jen
nd Alysha from their house
in the suburbs to the streets of
downtown Sacramento.

Logic like this now lures the next
generation of kids — the new teens
who are starting this cycle all cver
again —downtewn. One day, Ryan
runs inte one of them,

He stares. She's a short girl with
cinnamon hair. Her skin is the color of
new porcelain, and her ¢lean sweat

shirt and jeans show no signa of
outdoor living. Ryan recognizes her
*I hitehhiked here from S

she says and rearranges her face to
look tougher. The sun is streng and
warm today, and Ryan and the girl
walk toward The Circle, the brick-
lined space belween Downtown Plaza

. and the tunnel that leada to Old Sac.

She apits and makes it, theee feet

" away, dead-center into the garbage

€an

'My boyfriend’s locked up,” she
says. “He's in Yolo County Jail.” He is
18. Bheis 15. “I'm living with his mom
right now”

She says she left her grandparents’
house in Sonoma County, where she
was living, in the middle of the night

. last Saturday. She took with her“a

little bag with a couple of pairs of
underwear, socks, deodorant. And |
had some animal crackers with the
frosting on them and some marshmal-
lows.” She says,*] got a ride from
some guy at a liquor store who took
me to Napa. [ told a Jady I was lost, .
and she picked me up ... and took me
here” On the street, the gil calla
herself Kiratin. She grew up in
Sacramento, but she says her parenls
tired of her “running away and getiing
drunk and high... and stealing and
stuff.” So they sent her te Sonoma to
live with her grandparents.

She squints into the sun, peels the
cuticles on her fingernails and calls
herself “aloser” *Butit's OKif'ma
loser” she says, "hecause my
(hoyfriend) likes me. Russell said as
soon as he gels out, we're going to go
somewhere. But I have naidea
where”

She raises her hand to her mouth
and bites the edge of her thumbnail.
“It's wherever he thinks we could go,
and wherever he thinks we could stay
alive”

girls are pretty and clean, like Alysha
and Jen were when they first arrived
downtown. The new group of guys are
in their late teens, and there is even a
younger one named Ryan, with blue
eyes like Ryan’s and & goatee like
Shroomy’s. .

One night, this new group scram-
bles down the stairs of the Hogshead,
ahasement bar in Old Sac with a pool
hall and a welt-stocked jukebox. The
place echioes with emptiness, except
for one cuddly couple who look up,
startled, when they hear the kids
rumble in, There are nine of them. The
girls are 16 and younger. The guys are
18 and older. One boy notices the
oouple’s expression and says, “These
guys prnbably think we're going to
mug them,

One oflhe girls is 11; she should be
in sixth grade. She wears a choker
¢hain arpund her neck, with a locked
padlock hanging from it. One of her
street buddies is a 21-year-old woman
who sleeps by the river. The woman is
four months pregnant, and she likes
1o flash her bare breasts at strangers.
The 11-year-old has learned several
attention-grabbing techniques from
this friend, Since January, the girl has
spent most afternoons and evenings
hanging arcund this crowd of older
street people. At 9 p.m., the gitl takes,
by herself, Bus 51 south to ber home
near Broadway. .

The light in the pool hall is a low
green fluarescent, and on the jukebox
Pink Floyd chants “Run! Run! Run!
Run?”

= was on acid,"Kirstin says.

“Did you get it from Tim?" asks the
11- -year: ~ald.

*No*

Please see TEENS, next page
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Teens:
Newcomers
yearn to
belong

R

R R S R R T R

1 don’t got nobody to pick me up off my feet
and say, “Here, Blondie.”’ Her voice quivers.

Blondie says, ‘What happens to people like me?’

Blondie
admires a
flower inslde
a gazebo

at Loaves

& Fishes.
“Plnk
carnatlons
are my
favorite
flower,” she
says. “It's my

Continued from previous page

o birth flower,

*Good, ‘e, his aeid doesn't work. I and the first

-+ got bwa for $6.50." . flower | ever
“Whoae here is good? Hirstin ashs, gotwas a

Kirstin sits on Mike's lap. Mike is
19. The 11-year-old walks up behind a
man namved Chad and swings her hips
and anakes a twitch up her spine.

Btondle, who Is frequently found by the fence at
Loaves & Fishes, heads for her camp along the

camation,
and It was'
pirk and it
was from

Amerlcan River with a triend and her dog, Below: A
letter from a friend in Jall has Blondie engrossed at
her camp, which Is near the bike trafl on the river.

Chad, who is 20, ignores her. "

. The L1-year-old sets up the pool my dad.
table, takes a cue stick and hreaks up
the balls. She looks at one of the guys
and says, “Nice ass,” and she leans
against the wall and waits for some-
one to join her game. She watches
Kiralin swing her hips in slow circles.
She gives up waiting for someone 1o
come play with her, and she practices
shooting the cue ball by hersslf.

Kirstin slides a dollar into the
jukebox and programs four songe:
*Garden Grove™ by Sublime, “Suck My
Kias® by the Red Hot, Chili Peppers.
“Intergalactic” by the Beastie Boys.
“Biltersweet Symphony™ by The Verve.

*Whip it!” screama the song from
the jukebox. “Whip it good!” Suddenly,

" Kirstin veers toward Chad. He bends
toward hexr mouth and kisses her. The
11-year-old girl quits playing pool.
Kirstin and Chad lean into each other
near the dartboard.“Let's go,” Chad
says to her.

Tt cost the a dollar to pick all those
songs. Don't you want to hear ‘Suck
My Kias? " Kirstin asks.

Chad leans down bo kiss her neck

The group leaves the bar.
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t their grandparents’ house in

Tehachapi, Jon and Alysha

stay in the spare bedroor. The
grandparents buy them clothes and
talk about envolling them in school.
The girls try to persuade the grand-
parents to give them a car. Jen dyes
her hair black as a crow's wings, and
Alysha colors hers thore chestrut
brown. But after a few days, the girls
decide they are bared. Jen calls her
bayfriand in Sacramento, and he tells
her he misses her. One night, they
grab some blankets, pillows and jugs
of wine. They unlock the bedroom
window and leave,

Their grandparents wake up the
next morning and find the window left
wide open and the bedclothes missing.
Jen's grandmother calls her daught
Cindy Striffler, Jen's mother and
Alysha'a foster mother, When Mrs.
Striffler's father gets on the phone,
Jen's mother suys, be tells her, I don’t
understand. Why did they leave?
What did we do wrong?”

The girls hit¢hhike back to Sacra-
mento, where they stay in an aban-
doned warchouse near Stockton
Boulevard and try to avoid the cops.

A4

he 11-year-old will do anything

10 make the kids downtawn like

her. The girl has a home and a
mother she sometimes talks about,
but she comes to The Gircle every day
and has been staying later and later.
Tonight, say the street, kids who were
hanging cut with her this Sunday
night, it's the same old story: 3 p.m.
and strangely quiet and sad out here,
just a bunch of kids trying to keep
from being bored.

The L1-year-old is with an 18-year-
old guy she has ldased, hard, on the
mouth, and another guy who is 20.
Onee, when the 20-year-old seemed
upset, she told him she'd have sex
with him “right now. .. if it1l make you
happy” She added, “I have a condom*

Not long ago, she took a straight-
edge razor and sliced up her forearm
from her elbow to her wrist. “It doesn't
hurt,” she said then, if you don't put
alcohol on it.” The girl is young, but
sha’s alse tall, and she has the kind of
fat rotls that can be construed as
=well-developed *

On this night, kida with her say,
she is flashing her chest at the few
strangers left in Old Sacramento. She
ia about to go too far, And when that
happens, her friends won't help her.

Near the train depot, by the
Sacramento River, the girl fashes one
Jaat crowd of people — & crowd of
homeless adults. Someone in that
crowd, a woman, gets offended. The
woman shakes free of the group and,
says one of the wilnesses, swaggers up
to give the 11-year-old girl a "talking

) The crowd backs away from her

“hecause you don’t interfers,” aays the
lg?'ear-old boy who has kissed this
girl.

The woman pulls out her “smiley”
— a sharp-edged Master Lock hungon
g heavy chain, The 11-year-olds face,
the witneases say, drains. They
remember her whimpering, “But Fm
only 11. I'm only 11.”

They remember that the woman
doesn't listen, or doean’t believe her, or
docsnt't cars, They remember that the
woman swings back her hand and
hurls the tock inte the back of the
girl’s head. There is 50 much blood, the
wilnesses remember, they can't ses
where the exact cat is on her head.

And when the woman and her
crowd take off, the witnesses aay they
force the 11-year-old to stand up and
walk to Carl's Jr., whers they tey to
quietly wash off the Blood. Nobody
thinks about calling a doctor. They're
afraid of the cops.

But one of the workers at Carl'a Jr

notices the blood and phones the
police.

As 500n aa the red-and-biue lights
show up, everyone runs.

They leave the girl alone.

v -

n the streets, you treat your

enemies better than your

iriends. And you trust no one.
The I t-year-old doesn’l yet know that.
Blondie does.

Ag the weather warma into spring
and summer — when even more
teenagers flee their homes and move
to the streets — Blondie is still
crouching by the fance at Loaves &
Fishes, in the same spot she was in
last December when Alysha and Jen
passed her on their way to the numse’s
office, .

One afternoon, she and her friend
JD talk about someone they know wha
got, off the streets.

A 14-year-otd runaway plays with a

Homeless as the

knife In an abandoned warehouse in night approaches,
east Sacramento that's his temporary  teens amble toward
home. The room, known as the “sex the welcoming light
room,” Is Httered with trash andused  of the tunnel
condoms. to Old Sacramento.
*He turned on me,” JD snears. and bends forward from her hips,
Blondie pounces. closer to JD. She says, “I don't got
“What're ytu talking about?” she nobody to pick me up off my feet and
asks. “You were talking about getting say, Here, Blondie."™ Her voice
domesticated yoursel(” quivers,” Here.'”
JD blushes and shakes his head. She (lmps her (ist and stops
“Tell the truth, JD” talking. Her face is silent. But across
He tries to make his face Jook her forehead is the wide-open look
blank: . that crossed Jen's face when Shroomy

*You said,” she reminds him, and
her voice gets squeaky and sarcastic,

- *¢’s getting violent out here, Maybe

T'm going to go live with my cousin in
Weat Sac™”

She glantes at him, but he won't
lock back at her. He concentrates on
chucking pebbles into the sidewalk.
Blondie pulls her hand into & fist and
she jaba her forefinger at JD's face.
Her green eyes glint and she asks,
"Well, what happens to people like me
who can’t say, T think I don't like the
violence so I wanna leave”

The sun behind her slants dusty
and gold, snd she blinks Ler eyes fast

first said good-bye. Her mouth has
gone slack, and she looks like Alysha
when she said, “Five real familiea
have got rid of me. ... You think | don't
walt a Mom and a Dad? That's all Fve
wanted my whols kife.” In the freeze of
her eyelida is the look Ryan geta when
someone mentions his mom, the same
Took he got when the other kids told
him, “You can't come.” And her
expression is a perfect replica of
Shroomy’s taneliest face, a face that is
vulnerable and sad and young and
seared.

Blondie says, “What happens bo -
people like me? @




» DEAD-END BREAMS

Cindy Striffler
hugs her
former foster
daughter as
she leaves
Alyshaata
group home
in April.

Shroomy has dreams of touring with a band he recently formed.

And Ryan, too, has plans to leave Sacramento.
‘| miss the old crew,’ he says. T don’t know who's my friend anymore.’

Hardened hearts
no answer for
homeless teens

This editorial appeared Nov. 7, 199¢
1 the stary of four homeless
teenagers unfolded in The

ee, the parental impulse

s to take these kids by the

shoulders, shake vigorously and

scream, “Stop! Don't you know
you're ruining your lives?

In chronicling 10 months in the
lives of teens on the street,
Sacramento Bee reporter Darragh
Johnson and photographer Bryan
Patrick make it clear that's an
admonition thess hard-core street
kide have heard many timea: from .
parents and stepparents; from
foster parenis; from counselors at.
Diogenes transitional living -
program and the WIND drop-in

* shelter for teens; even from the
police. But, with that peculiar
deafness that afflicts so many
young people, they seem not to
hear. Worse, once drawn into the
homeless lifeatyle, they find it
hard to escape. -

One of these teenagers — Jen—
comea from what looks like a
stable, loving family. She reminds
us that sometimes even good
parents can lose their children,
The others — Alysha, Shroomy and
Ryan - all are former foster

vesult of childhoods filled with

They have dreams and hope | &5

— rtabne 1008 Beoar Thinanan dluaha snd Tan e i T Shroomy chaos and abuse,
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Eapo ia one of a number of local groups .
" using the series — which chronicied the
lives of four homeless teenagers — asa |
pravention tool and as an example of
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