
Lowell Drug Court turning lives around 

By Amelia Pak-Harvey  

Updated:   02/24/2016 01:31:54 PM EST 

 

 

 
Drug Court graduate Katie Mullin, 22, of Lowell, with her grandmother, Gertrude Bailey, a 

retired Lowell school principal who had an elementary school named after her. Bailey now lives 

in Tewksbury.  

LOWELL -- Two years ago, Kailene McInnis was crying when she got off the phone with her 

grandmother to let her know she was in the state correctional facility in Framingham.  

She faced a choice -- do jail time or go to Drug Court.  

"I was at my rock bottom," said McInnis, who grew up in Billerica but did not want to disclose 

where she lives now. "I had never been to jail before and it honestly changed my life."  

Two years later, McInnis is among the five first graduates of Lowell Drug Court, launched in 

2014.  

Roughly 100 family members, local officials and court officials packed into Lowell District 

Court to celebrate the graduation on Tuesday, hailing Drug Court as a program that works and 

approaches addiction as a disease. 
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Patricia Barbarossa of Billerica, grandmother of Drug Court graduate Kailene McInnis, hugs 

another graduate from the first class, Nick Hussey, of Billerica. SUN/Julia Malakie  

 

Sun staff photos can be ordered by visiting our SmugMug site.  

"Don't doubt yourself that you can do it," McInnis told the crowd in a teary speech. "Because 

there's five people here that are the direct result that you can."  

Lowell Drug Court is one of 22 across the state that provides a different path for defendants with 

substance-abuse problems.  

It offers an alternative to jail time, intensively monitoring qualified particpants on a journey to 

hopeful recovery.  

Participants go through three phases of the 18-month program, attending weekly check-in 

sessions with a judge in the first stage while going through a residential treatment program.  

Participants must submit to random drug testing and not commit any crimes. 

As the program continues, check-ins occur every other week until eventually, participants are left 

unsupervised in the last three months.  

Nationwide, 75 percent of Drug Court graduates do not have arrests at least two years after 

leaving the program, according to the National Association of Drug Court Professionals.  

The first graduates of Lowell Drug Court all had probation violations and faced time in jail, yet 

turned their lives around years later. 

 
Drug Court graduate Kailene McInnis, formerly of Billerica, celebrates outside Lowell District 

Court with her grandmother, Patricia Barbarossa of Billerica, who helped her get through the 

Drug Court program by giving her rides. Watch video on this story at lowellsun.com. SUN 

photos /Julia Malakie  

 

Sun staff photos can be ordered by visiting our SmugMug site.  

And part of the success -- in some way -- came down to support from others.  

McInnis' grandmother, Patricia Barbarossa, drove more than 150 miles each way every week to 
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get her granddaughter to and from Drug Court, and then get back home herself.  

Even court workers know her as "Gram."  

"It works, it really does," Barbarossa told the crowd about the program. "I tried, if love could've 

saved her it would've."  

The ceremony included a moment of silence for Debra Silvestri, who was enrolled in Drug Court 

when she died. She had collapsed on the bathroom floor of Lowell District Court.  

Yet officials still stressed the positive, noting the tremendous obstacle that these graduates 

overcame. 

"I don't think anyone can really appreciate what it took, day to day, hour to hour and maybe 

minute to minute, to get here," said Judge Thomas Brennan, Drug Court's presiding judge.  

"When it's all said and done, bottom line, it was your determination, grit, courage that enabled 

you to be here today," he said. "You can be very proud of yourselves."  

Middlesex District Attorney Marian Ryan has included recovering addicts like McInnis in her 

public forum series held throughout the county, an initiative to determine effective ways to 

address the opiate epidemic.  

"We hope that you will continue to teach us, you will continue to spread this message," Ryan 

said. "And most importantly, you will take that moment to think about all that you have 

accomplished."  

The road wasn't always easy.  

Graduate Wendy Lebrasseur, of Lowell, had been in and out of the criminal-justice system since 

age 14.  

When she ended up in Drug Court, she said she was angry and still wanted to use drugs.  

She was one month into the program, praying in her bathroom when "Stairway to Heaven" came 

on the radio.  

"At that moment, I knew my life was going to change," she said. "I started to believe in myself 

after that, take suggestions from people in meetings."  

She has since rebuilt relationships with her family, including her daughter.  

Through Drug Court, she told the crowd, she has found a life that is measured and with purpose.   

"Drug Court has made me realize that the lowest point in my addiction was the first stepping-



stone of my recovery," she said.  

Follow Amelia on Twitter and Tout @AmeliaPakHarvey. 
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