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Do you remember what it felt like leaving home for the first time? Were you completely ready, willing, and able? Or did you, like most, leave home for college or your first solo adventures with that umbilical cord still somewhat attached? At 18 to 21 years old, the world your oyster, didn’t you nevertheless run up the phone bill to home, write your parents for college spending money, or retreat to the family fold from time to time for respite and succor from the first lumps taken while gaining a toehold in the big bad world? 

If leaving home for the first time posed one of life’s signature challenges for even the strongest among us, how is that society expects broken and disadvantaged children to survive being abruptly dropped off at its doorstep the very day they turn 18? It doesn’t seen fair, but that’s the way it is for countless boys and girls in our social services system who must face losing support at perhaps the most vulnerable time in their young lives. It is therefore not difficult to see why many quickly find themselves back on the streets, in homeless shelters, or in jail, hamstrung from the get-go.

To be fair, there are services such as transition to independent living (TIL) programs available for late-teens in state custody. And let’s not forget that, troubled or not, no one can overcome challenges of any kind without self-motivation and effort. But all children need all the help they can get, and the biggest advantage any child can ever have is the family that cares for and prepares them, and remains there for them through their young adulthood. This is no less true for Penikese boys, many of whom tend to be in their mid to later teens and destined for independent living at too young an age. For them, Penikese represents not only the best and last family they ever had while in the program, Penikese will likely remain the only reliable resource they can turn to after they graduate. 

Aftercare  - be it for adult inmates leaving prison or adolescents graduating programs like Penikese - is a hot topic these days. Many believe (and research is quickly affirming) that aftercare is the key to successful treatment outcomes, almost whatever the model or setting. Aftercare can mean different things to different people, and each is no less vital than the other, although most are based on behavioral accountability and conformity, approaches modalities better suited to corrections and law enforcement.

Penikese, as you might expect, is trying something different: relationship-based aftercare that extends the Penikese family’s emotional, logistical, and financial resources to its graduates as they begin to make their way on their own in hopes of successfully supporting them though their most vulnerable first few months to a year when relapse is most apt to occur. A simple as this sounds on the face of things, a relationship-based aftercare model is every bit as messy and art-not-science as a relationship-based program treatment approach. It is for the same reasons why behavioral treatment models are in such current vogue: behaviors are easily quantifiable and lend themselves well to checklists and forms, treatment and discharge plans are simpler to write, follow-ups simpler to record, consequences for failing to be accountable are easier to determine and administer, and it is easier  (and cheaper) to hire and train administrative staff to implement and run the programs.

Of course, follow-through and accountability are essential to any successful rehabilitation, and tracking and monitoring are key elements of most successful aftercare plans. But, they only work in the context of an “or else” that many Penikese graduates do not have since, with their graduation and/or 18th birthday, have aged out of their obligation to the Department of Social Services or Department of Youth Services, or their juvenile court probation. Many are understandably quite eager to leave all of these institutions well behind, but when they do so, they and Penikese lose the “or else” that once before mandated their follow through. 

What’s left to work with is that same thing from whence all treatment blessings ultimately flow: the relationship. Fortunately, this is one resource in abundant supply on Penikese and, in the end, the only thing bound to make these historically intractable and uncontrollable boys respond and begin making better choices. The problem is, not many others that we know of are attempting to provide aftercare in this context, and as a result, Penikese is sailing uncharted waters, inventing and reinventing its brand of aftercare as it goes along. From the Board of Trustees on down, Penikese is committed to Aftercare, and thanks to this school-wide commitment and enthusiastic response from donors, Penikese now offers more services and supports to more alumni than ever before. With each new experience, we continue to blaze new trails in this art-not-science craft, as the following chapter samples show:

Example One: Driving home from work one Monday, Toby found Shawn sitting in front of his house, patiently waiting by the unlocked front door for someone to come home. He looked tired, hungry, and a little messy. He was carrying a small bag of laundry and personal items. As he explained, things hadn’t been working out at his aunt’s, he had lost his job and place to stay, and wanted to go to the island to regroup. Toby fed him dinner; Shawn ran a load of laundry through, and then crashed in the top bunk of Toby’s oldest son’s room at 8:30. The next day, he went to the island for a week before returning to his hometown with a little cash in his pocket to start over. Lesson: When circumstances fall apart, instead of throwing a brick though a window or stealing a car to get attention and cry for help, graduates are welcome to come “home” for respite and renewal.

Chapter Two: Arthur has stayed out of trouble since he graduated Penikese, but then, he hasn’t exactly lit the world on fire, either. Penikese managed to drag him out to the island for a weekend alumni reunion once, and he did attend public school most of the days he was supposed to, but he hasn’t been looking for a job let, alone working. Mostly, he hangs with his friends, drinking and staying up late, living off of handouts from his well-intending but enabling mother. Joanne Sykes calls him up two or three times a month to wake him up and stir the pot the best she can. “Wake up you lazy bum! Have you found a job, yet? No? Why not?” Brian Washington has been up to actually drag Arthur out of the house a couple of times, have lunch and talk. One time, Brian took Arthur to an A.A. meeting. Lesson: Keep knocking on his door, because if it were not for us, no one would be knocking on these boys’ doors. Someday he may answer, but never if we stop.

Chapter Three: Although Will and Ben didn’t attend Penikese at the same time, they live nearby each other. So, Shawn Barber rounded them up and took them hiking and snowboarding one weekend. Both were struggling with their parents and school, and had begun to get high again.  Although Shawn had an agenda in terms of finding out what was going on for each, his strategy was for the three of them to have a lot of fun, and, as usual, conversations about their lives and what had been troubling them bubbled up around the edges of their activities. Many months later, they graduated high school with Shawn and Joanne in attendance.  Lesson: Men sharing activities with boys is a valid and necessary form of intimacy from which many blessings will flow.

Chapter Four: Aside from rumors about this and that, no one had heard from Jason in over 18 months, and to Toby, the silence was deafening, especially after all the effort that went into his placement at Penikese. Building relationships with Jason proved particularly challenging, even for Penikese, and his graduation proved a tear-filled, epochal event. After all that, what happened to him? Finally after a few days sleuthing around Boston, Shawn Barber found him not far from where he’d last been reported, somewhat skinnier that we’d last seen him but otherwise but worse for the wear. He’d been working as a laborer for a plumber and a mason. The next Wednesday, Shawn took Jason out to Penikese for a little visit. After lunch, Pam saw Jason standing on cistern hill, looking out across the water. Later she asked him what he was thinking about. Jason replied, “How this place saved my life.” It has been 6 months since then, and it’s time for Shawn to go dig Jason up again.  Lesson: Those who are more comfortable with distance in relationships cannot be depended upon to initiate and maintain contact. It’s nothing personal!

Chapter Five: Gary has been in jail at MCI Shirley for a year, with another year to serve for being an accomplice to an armed robbery (Gary drove the getaway car). Gary writes about once a month, his letters always illustrated in pen with his fine artwork. Pam answers his letters and throws in $20 for Gary’s canteen at the jail. Gary, who has been estranged from his adoptive family for several years, always shares his hopes and plans for bettering his life when he gets out, and never fails to express his gratitude for Penikese. Most recently, Gary wrote again, and along with his letter enclosed a copy of his GED diploma. He wrote, “I passed the exam a while ago, but I wanted to wait until my diploma came before I told you.” Lesson: Hope for better things often springs from knowing that there are people in the world that care about and believe in you.

These chapters are only a small sampling of the endless examples of Penikese’s Aftercare Program in action, an effort Penikese has been working on for many years, especially so for the last five.

