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Alternative             
Sentencing Makes                               
All the Difference 
As the oldest child in his family and grow-
ing up in a rough neighborhood, John was 
the defender of his younger siblings.  When 
his parents separated, the children went to 
live with their grandparents.  John’s grand-
father was a former Green Beret and a 
strict disciplinarian and John moved out at 
fifteen to live on his own.  While he was 
distracted enough to fail some high school 
classes, he realized he needed his diploma 
so he enrolled in and paid for summer 
school, in order to graduate.         
 After high school, John enlisted in 
the USMC, 2nd battalion, 3rd marines Fox 
company, was based in Kaneohe Bay, HI, 
and served two tours in Iraq and Afghani-
stan.  An 0311 rifleman, designated marks-
man, team leader, squad leader and            
V-sweep team commander, John physically 
walked in front of vehicles to visually 
search for IEDs.                                              
 But following his service, he 
battled deep depression and anger which 
he attempted to manage on his own for 

five years by reading on-line about psychol-
ogy.  He was aware he had PTSD, but did 
not seek help because he felt the diagnosis 
on his record would affect how others saw 
him, professionally and socially.        
 In a violent flashback, John 
blacked out, choked his long-time fiancé, 
Shannon, and nearly killed her.  It was a 
terrifying moment for him, his fiancé and 
their two daughters, ages four and six. It 
was also a turning point.  Facing jail, John 
was referred to alternative sentencing 
through Plymouth Mental Health Court. 
 John felt supported by his 
treatment team in Mental Health 

Court.  “This was an opportunity 
for me,” he said, “a chance to get 
some help, to get to know Grafton 
County MHC Coordinator Shelly 
Golden and Case Manager Mike 
Owens.”                       
 “There were times when 
I was homeless, living in my car, 
isolated from my family.  But the 
[treatment] team kept me from 
losing hope.  The gas cards and 
food cards that Shelly gave as 
incentives meant a lot to me,” he 
recalls.  He also appreciated Judge 

Thomas A. Rappa, Jr., who, “acknowledged 
my service, encouraged me to follow the 
rules, to keep my appointments and to stay 
motivated.  I felt respected as a person.”                                                       
 During the year John fulfilled his 
MHC contract, he met regularly with his 
psychologist at the VA in White River Junc-
tion and completed an additional VA 13-
week program.  “I learned what triggered 
my anger and how to talk about it;  rather 
than blocking my problems, I learned to 
deal with them.”  When he had difficulty 
finding employment, his case manager en-
couraged him to apply to the Heavy          

 

Like many women, following the birth of 
her first child, Jenn experienced post-
partum depression.  She was given 
Percocet, an opioid pain reliever that gen-
erally provides a sense of calm and drows-
iness.   But for Jenn, the drug made her 
feel like a better mom, a better person.  
She had more energy than ever and felt 
like she could do anything!                 
 To maintain that feeling, she 
escalated to meth pills and alcohol which 
eventually brought her to her first treat-
ment at Valley Vista in 2006.  She would 
have periods of sobriety for six months 
and then relapse. At one point she mixed 
Suboxone with Klonopin and was found 
unconscious in her car.  Back at Valley  

Vista a second time, she was a patient for 
almost 60 days.                                        
 After her dad had a massive 
heart attack and died, Jenn stopped all 
medication and was sober close to a year 
but relapsed again.  She seemed to crave 
the drama and attention that went with 
drug abuse and over several years was 
admitted to The Brattleboro Retreat, Se-
renity Place and other facilities.  When 
she overdosed on heroin, it took defibril-
lation to revive her.                                
 Arrested for drug-related shop-
lifting, Jenn was sentenced to jail and re-
ferred to Grafton County Mental Health 
Court (Halls of Hope), with a diagnosis of 
depression and Bipolar 2.  Continued page 2 
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gram. “There is so much help out there, 
and good people like Jeannette from 
West Central and Bill, who I hated at first!  
And [GCMHC Coordinator] Shelly who is 
just an amazingly caring person!”                                             
 Jenn has also come to under-
stand that, “it is better to talk about our 
problems and to own them.  And, that no 
one is perfect and it’s okay not to be per-
fect.”  The youngest child of parents who 
struggled with alcohol addiction, Jenn 
grew up in an unreliable environment 
where her parents were often out and 
sometimes there was no heat or electrici-
ty because the money went for alcohol. 
She worried when her parents left the 
house that they might never return.  Still, 
she and her siblings felt loved.           
 When her mom passed away in 
July, Jenn surrounded herself with family 
and her Halls of Hope support team and 
did not turn to drugs or alcohol.                 
 In December of 2018 Jen was 
attacked on the patio of her home by a 
rabid bobcat that terrorized others in the 
Upper Valley before it was shot by police.   
Bitten badly on her arms and legs, Jenn 
was taken to DHMC by ambulance where 
she had stitches and received a course of 
anti-rabies treatment.                           
 She was given a pain killer in the 
ER and was concerned about taking it, but 
followed the directions, took care of her-
self and rested as ordered, surviving that 
traumatic experience with no relapse.            
  Asked how she now manages to 
stay stable and healthy, Jenn is matter-of-
fact, “I go to AA meetings, to Headrest, 
and stay true to my goals.”  Her marriage 
is stronger, her children are doing well 
and she feels, “Things are going to be 
okay.”  Jenn and her family enjoy camp-
ing, hiking, and kayaking.  They cheer at 
their older son’s basketball games and 
play with their four-year-old.  Jenn  would  

When she did not comply with the alter-
native sentencing program, Jenn went to 
jail for 16 days.                                        
 Realizing that jail would not help 
Jenn, the Halls of Hope treatment team 
gave her a second chance at alternative 
sentencing, but only if she took the pro-
gram seriously.  And she did.  Completing 
her contract with the court in 2017, Jenn 
was able to continue working, caring for 
her sons, remaining sober and drug free.                
 She speaks passionately about 
the support she received in the MHC pro-
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     Mental Health Court participants, encouraging their success and independence. 

also like to help others to see what recov-
ery looks like and has offered to tell her 
story to current MHC program partici-
pants.  “The earlier you realize you have a 
problem and do something about it, the 
better.” She emphasizes. “You may think 
you’re the only one facing the demons, but 
you’re not.”  It is clear that Jenn has recon-
ciled with her demons, her family and her 
past and she is feeling very hopeful about 
the future. 

New Advocates Board Member                   

Director of Perioperative Services at DHMC, 
Laurie Heels served five years as an active 

duty US Army Captain 
at Fort  Devens, MA, 
and Fort Jackson, SC, 
where she developed 
her leadership skills.  
Her education includes 
a B.S. from the Univer-
sity of Southern 
Maine, M.S. from Indi-
ana State University 

and post graduate certification from The 
Dartmouth Institute.  An active runner and 
hiker, Laurie has two adult children and a 
new granddaughter.  She and partner Mark 
Franklin live in Lebanon.                                                          

Construction Academy in Brentwood which 
he did and which was a natural follow-on 
from his earlier background in mechanics.  
Upon graduation, he was immediately hired 
by Pike Industries.                                           
 Currently an at-home dad while 
his fiancé studies to be a physical therapist,  
John plans to work nights until she achieves 
certification, then return to heavy equip-
ment construction. He enjoys this time with 
his young daughters as,  “They  were  my 
motivation to complete the program and 
get my life sorted out.”                    
 John and his fiancé continue to 
work on their relationship, re-building trust, 
understanding boundaries, anticipating 
triggers and coping with past trauma.                                                                    
 “From a chaotic childhood, I went 
to war twice, I came home with PTSD and 
isolated myself.  But Mental Health Court 
gave me a chance to prove I am not a crazy 
veteran criminal.  It gave me hope for hu-
manity,”  John looks back.                                           
 The pride and smile in his voice 
when he speaks of his daughters and his 
fiancé radiates from a man feeling positive 
and at peace, who says of the year ahead, 
“I hope to put a ring on her finger.” 
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