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Greenville, ME- Recently a close relative of mine traveled from her home to a state university where she will begin her first year of studies.  Her family is not wealthy, but is “comfortable.”  Both parents have good jobs, they own a home (with a mortgage) in a safe, quiet, residential neighborhood, and have three cars.  One of those cars belongs to the daughter headed to university.  In other words, they have few, if any, wants.  There is never any question about having sufficient food, clothing, or basic necessities.  If they decide that they need, or want, something in these Covid-19 times, a few clicks on their multiple iPads will have it arriving in a day or two.  Compared to many Americans, “they have it good.”
When the daughter arrived at her dorm room, she found that it was new.  Even though she is a freshman, she has her own designated parking spot within a few hundred yards.  She texted me a photo of the room, and when I looked at it, I was astounded.  She already had it decorated in a designer fashion with a large framed photo, a set of custom-made initials of her name above her bed, and the obligatory sound system.  I also saw a mini-fridge, a microwave, a coffee maker, and a blender.   In short, this soon-to-be 18-year old lacks essentially nothing in her new digs.
I contrast this setting with a family that I got to know several years ago when I was living in Pascagoula, Mississippi.  I had volunteered to work with the local court system in a program called “Volunteers in Probation.”   The intent of the program was to provide an alternative to jail for youthful offenders who had been convicted of various crimes.  They would not be incarcerated if they agreed to spend 4 hours each week over a 12-week period with a designated adult who would be a positive role model - hopefully to show the youngster that there are alternatives to crime.  After going through extensive training and background checks, I was certified to be one of the designated adults.
I received the name and address of the young man to whom I was assigned.  There was no telephone number, only the address.  I located his home in a trailer park on the west side of the Singing River.  It was a dilapidated trailer, with a yard filled with weeds.  When I knocked on the door on the following Saturday afternoon, the young man’s mother came to the door.  She seemed to be in her early 30’s and was White.  I saw no evidence of a man.  She was polite and thanked me for providing an alternative for her son.  After I was invited in, I surveyed the situation....it was not pretty....clothes strewn everywhere and best described as a total mess.  There were four young children, all apparently under the age of 12, but I did not see the teen, Jim (not his real name), to whom I was assigned.    She yelled to a back room, “Jim, the man from the court is here to see you.”  Nothing happened.  She yelled two more times, and finally he appeared.   I introduced myself to him, and told him that we would be spending the next four hours together.  I told his mother that we would return between  5 and 6 P.M.
Once in my car, Jim chose not to talk - at all.  I tried to initiate conversation several times over the next hour as we drove around, but nada, zippo....just a blank stare ahead.  Finally I said, “Jim, I’m going to go bowling, whether you want to or not.  If you don’t want to bowl, you can just sit there, but I’m bowling.”  Inside the bowling alley, I rented pairs of bowling shoes for both of us.  He did not tell me his size, so I just guessed.  After I had bowled a few frames, Jim suddenly got up, found a ball, and joined me.  Still no conversation.  However, by the third game, he started to talk.  
The remainder of the afternoon went reasonably well.  We chatted, but most of his answers were one or two words.  When I returned Jim to the trailer park around 5:30, I took him inside and thanked his mother.  The family was having dinner:  a very large bag of potato chips and a 2-liter bottle of Coke.
Over the following four weeks, Jim and I spent the mandated hours together, always including some bowling.  We talked about his future, and I felt that some progress was being made.  However, when I went to the trailer for Week 5, Jim was not there.  His mother told me that she had no idea where he was.  “He’s been gone four days now,” she told me with some apparent concern, but in a manner that suggested that this was not the first time.
On Monday I telephoned the contact person in the court system to report that Jim was nowhere to be found.  The woman replied, “Oh, we know where he is.  He stole a car here and went up to Arkansas with some girl.  They tried to rob a bank with a gun.  He got caught.”
I relay this anecdote to emphasize the disparity in lifestyle and opportunity for American youngsters.  Although my Mississippi experience with Jim took place many years ago, I am certain that the same level of poverty and despair continue to exist throughout the U.S. in countless families of all ethnicities.  When I compare Jim’s dire situation to that of my teen relative, I realize that they exist in different world’s.  I do not know a solution.
I thought you might like to know.
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