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AU T HOR /EDI TOR Q & A The pair discuss Etler’s gripping memoir, 
which gives readers a glimpse into the 
harrowing reality of her sixteen months 
in Straight Inc., a notorious “tough love” 
program the American Civil Liberties 
Union called “a concentration camp for 
throwaway kids.”AUTHOR:

CYNDY ETLER
EDITOR:

ANNETTE POLLERT-MORGAN

What brought you to write THE DEAD INSIDE?

My experience in Straight Inc. was rotting away in my psyche, like a head of lettuce sealed up in a fridge for too long. I had to clean it 
out, but I couldn’t just go to a therapist and say, “Yeah, I went to rehab at fourteen…” For others to understand the psychological torture 
in Straight, they would have to enter the program and experience it for themselves. By writing a firsthand, present-tense narrative, I was 
able to create a portal where readers could do just that. And now, my mental produce drawer is squeaky clean.

How and why do you think today’s teens will relate to your story? 

The storyline of The Dead Inside echoes timeless teen experiences: the yearning to feel included, the comparing of self to others, the 
cutting words and looks from bullies, the peeling away from one’s parents. Today’s teens in particular—with their zero-tolerance policy 
for social exclusion and fakery—will love the narrator, Cyndy. In her, they will find their no-B.S. patron saint.

What advice might you now give young Cyndy?

I love this question because the easy answers available to teens—“See something, say something!” “Just say no!”—don’t cut the 
mustard when a kid is in survival mode. My suggestions would be:

1. Keep your radar up for those adults—teachers, librarians, parents of friends—who really listen, without seeming to want anything 
in return.

2. Tell them, in a note if that’s more comfortable, “I need help. I don’t feel safe at home.” Make it that simple and honest.
3. If you are in a facility, like Straight, where it’s unsafe for you to connect with anyone, maintain your connection to an inner world. 

Prayer, communication with nature through a window, or dialogue with your own inner voice will get you through.

What do you hope readers will take away from your story?

A lifeline. There are so many kids who have no family, no support, no connection with humanity; they end up in foster care, psych wards, 
and juvenile prisons. Desperately hopeless, they are willing to do anything to escape the pain. I know from experience that a connection 
with just one other person can make the difference between life and death. My deepest hope is that my book finds its way into these kids’ 
hands, and serves as that vital connection.

Straight Inc. was a “rehab” program for teens that has since closed. Are there similar programs that exist today?

Straight’s legacy is alive and well. When the company was crumbling under lawsuits and government investigations, program staff and 
families opened carbon-copy programs with new names in new locations. There are direct descendants of Straight Inc. operating in both 
Utah and Canada today, and there are thousands of “troubled teen” facilities worldwide using many of Straight’s most punitive tactics.


