Jolena was born in Arcata, California, and is a proud member of
the Yurok Tribe. Her childhood was marked by financial hardship
and family instability. Her parents separated when she was very
young, and she and her sister were raised by their mother.

“I was raised by a single mother who was very religious. | saw
my dad on the weekends. My dad struggled with drugs and
alcohol all his life. | did a lot of fishing with my dad on the
Klamath River, but he would get really drunk while we were
there. | started noticing his behaviors when | was 8, and it was
scary for me. He would go from being very attentive to then
getting drunk and becoming careless. When | was older, |
understood more, and | would cry and plead with him about
drinking. It was always a struggle.

When | was 17, | started using substances. | had a boyfriend,
and we partied on the weekends. At one party, a friend of his
offered me methamphetamine. Before that, | had only
smoked cigarettes and drunk alcohol a few times. | then started
Meet Jolena. doing meth more regularly. | was working, but on weekends, |
partied and used meth and cocaine. However, | broke up with
my boyfriend when | was 21. We were engaged, and it completely broke my heart. Because | knew what
drugs were and had used them, | knew the numbing effect. That is when | fell off the deep end and used
meth every day and really got involved with the wrong crowd. | was shown how to traffic and sell drugs,
and | spent several years supporting my meth habit through selling drugs and running around. | lost my
job quickly.

My dad died when | was 24, and that sent me for a loop. | was very attached to my father, and he had
liver cancer because of drug use. He told me he was sick when | was in a residential rehab. Within 3
weeks of his being diagnosed, he died. | was caught off
guard, and | relapsed right away. | could not handle the
fact that he died. | did not want to deal with the
emotions. | spun off badly and got involved in heroin.

| then got pregnant with my daughter, Jenna. | cleaned
up and did well during pregnancy. Getting pregnant was
a huge blessing because | was so grief-stricken. | did
straighten up, which was a blessing from God.

| did well for a while. My boyfriend and his mom

invited me to live with them, and | did. However, my
boyfriend started using alcohol and marijuana and lost
his job. We started fighting, and | took Jenna back to my
mom’s house. | also started using again, and | was in
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sober. | got pregnant again, and | had my second daughter, Abigail, in 2007. | did not do well during
pregnancy with Abigail.




| knew | had a problem when | was pregnant with Abigail, and I still could not stop doing drugs, no
matter how badly | wanted to stop. | bounced in and out of jail, and | eventually ended up in drug court.
This is a rigorous residential program that involves drug testing several times a week. After this, | was
able to stay clean and sober for six years. | reunited with Abigail’s father, and we bought a home with
my mom. | also went back to school. However, COVID hit, and | relapsed again. | abandoned

everything. | was strung out on heroin and back to selling and trafficking drugs. | also started having
health problems and was diagnosed with pulmonary hypertension, which came from years of drug
abuse. In the hospital, they gave me OxyContin, but they did not send me home with anything, so |
immediately relapsed and was eventually arrested again.

In jail, they started me on suboxone, which was a game-changer for me. After | was released from jail,
they sent me to Friendship House. When | graduated from that program, | wanted to go home. But my
family did not think that was a good idea, and with no support, | knew | would relapse again. | then
heard about Gracenter from some other women at Friendship House.

| spoke with Sandra on the phone. We had a great conversation, and she decided she wanted to give
me a chance in Gracenter’s program. My first day at Gracenter was amazing. From the moment |
walked in for my tour, | was blown away. | had done a lot of inpatient rehabs. All of them were textbook
examples of what a halfway house would be like. Gracenter was nothing like that. Everyone

| encountered was welcoming and non-judgmental. | felt so much peace. | could tell it

was a healing place. | was also comforted by how gentle and non-judgmental the sisters are. How
welcoming they are. | do not have to hide who | am or where | have been. | feel so loved.

Being at Gracenter has been a breath of fresh air. | love
that | can decide and choose what | want to do with
my life and goals. They also make us accountable. If
they see us not working hard enough towards our
goals, they are gentle about helping us get back on
task. They make me want to do the program, not feel
like I have to do it to keep my housing.

| also love volunteering whenever Sister M says they
need help with something. | like helping her prune the
shrubs and water plants. Anything Sister M asks me to
do, | do happily. I help out as much as | can.

If | could advise anyone struggling with addiction, I
would say that the most important gift we can give
ourselves is time. The gift of time has made all the
difference. As time goes by with recovery and healing
and moving forward, it gets much easier. It all takes
time.”

Jolena is currently attending the City College of San
Francisco. In the spring of 2026, she will graduate with
her Associate Degree in Behavioral Science. After
graduation, she plans to move home and work for the Yurok tribe in social and behavioral sciences. We
look forward to seeing Jolena continue to grow personally and professionally through her sobriety.
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