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Gas
Water
Sewer

• Water Heater
Specialist

• 24/7 Service

(925)377-6600
www.LeapFrogPlumbing.com

*Labor & materials provided by
LeapFrog Plumbing. Exp 2/14/16.
Cannot be combined with any other offers.

CA Lic
929641

green solutions!

Family-owned and serving
Lamorinda since 1993

We Hop To It!

See www.LeapFrog
Plumbing.com for more
coupons – plus SAVE $25
just for mentioning this one!*

$150 OFF!*
Toto Washlet Bidet Seat

Pure luxury

LeapFrog Plumbing
Who’s your Valentine?
Give your honey (or yourself!)
the gift of comfort with the
Toto Washlet’s warm seat,
warm water, and soft air dry.
(I love mine!) It’s self- cleaning
too. Can you say, “Ahhhhh”?!

Head Frog Mo Williams

One Orinda Student’s Passion for Paper
... continued from page B1
It can take him several days folding a
small square – he starts with a grid
and every fold must be lined up pre-
cisely. But the most amazing feature
of these beautiful pieces can be seen
when the finished tessellation is
placed on a light board. Suddenly,
hidden shapes and patterns appear
that were not seen before; flip the
paper over and a whole other array of
shapes and patterns show up. 

      
Art and creativity fill Meckes. He

loves both acting and singing and par-
ticipated in the Lamorinda Idol com-
petition for three years (winning the

K-2 category in first grade). He is a
drummer and last year taught himself
the glockenspiel, which he now plays
in the school band. 

      
While it is likely that not many

young boys are spending their time
constructing origami objects, as
Wendy Meckes explained, “once you
start doing something a lot, you find
a whole subculture of people doing
the same thing.”  There’s an organi-
zation that meets monthly in a San
Francisco library – BARF (Bay Area
Rapid Folders) – where people of all
ages and all levels of expertise gather

to quietly fold paper, learn something
new and sometimes talk about what
they’re creating. Meckes, who said
these meetings are fun, attends these
gatherings when he can.

      
The Orinda Library’s art gallery

is organized and curated by the Lam-
orinda Arts Council; it is believed that
Meckes is the youngest independent
artist who has ever been an exhibitor.
Experiencing his talent and dedica-
tion, it is likely that Meckes will have
other exhibits in the Lamorinda area
well into the future.
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 • French Drains

 • Underfloor Drains

 • Downspout Systems
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 • Sump Pumps

 •  R etaining Walls
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Are You Ready For

El Niño?

First Class:  Jan. 20, 2016 @ 10:30 AM -12:00 Noon
As one of our first Japanese Arts and Culture programs, we are offering a six-
week course on the background, culture and tradition of the classic Japanese tea
ceremony and how this centuries’ old tradition and experience can be enjoyed even
in today’s contemporary world, with friends and at home.  No previous experience
or study of the tea ceremony is necessary to participate.  Seasonal Japanese sweets
and green tea from Japan will be prepared and enjoyed at each class session.  For
further information, cost details and to register for the class, please contact Tea
Ceremony instructor Yufuko Kurioka at: thenogatetea@gmail.com. Class to be held
at the BDK America office location noted below.

BDK America Moraga Office
1675 School Street, Moraga CA 94556

Ph: (925) 388-0067

BDK America presents

Discovering the Japanese Way of Tea
Youth Homes Celebrates 50 Years
of  Service 
By Adam Blake

As I sat down with Youth Homes
CEO Stuart McCullough in his

office he warned me that I was about
to enter a world much different than
my own. He painted a picture of a
teenager who has grown up in a trou-
bled, often abusive home, is then re-
moved by the court as a teenager, and
dropped into the foster care system
where his/her world is turned upside
down. Many find themselves strug-
gling in this system, running away
and getting bounced from home to
home. “These are the kids we get,”
says McCullough

      
The organization of 100 employ-

ees oversees four homes: one in
Lafayette, two in Concord, and one in
Pleasant Hill. As the latest in a line of
good doers, Youth Home’s views its
first job as to help the kids understand
they are in the clutches of adults that
know what they’re doing. “In a short
time were going to help them heal
some of the profound shame, anger,
and loss they feel and create some life
goals,” McCullough said. 

      
This year Youth Homes cele-

brates its 50th anniversary, the last 23
helmed by McCullough. In that time
the organization has transformed
from “dead broke” with a “spotty rep-
utation” to financially stable and
highly regarded. Most important
however are success rates of the
clients who come through Youth
Homes. “We’re fiercely committed to
real tangible, measurable, time bound
outcomes,” McCullough said. The
outcomes are positive: 70-75 percent
of clients leave Youth Homes accord-
ing to their treatment plan; 82 percent
graduate from high school (outper-
forming California public school
graduation rates); and 42 percent of
their Aftercare program participants
are in college or vocational school.  

      
Residents of Youth Homes spend

up to 90 days at the short-term shelters
and no more than a year at the long-
term ones. “It’s a very short time to try
and turn around a lifetime of family
abuse and system inadequacy,” Mc-
Cullough acknowledged. To accom-
plish as much as possible in such a
short time frame, Youth Homes imple-
ments a variety of programs to help
their clients achieve long-term suc-
cess. These include 24-hour care, ther-
apeutic behavioral services, a
mentoring program and a garden sum-
mer job program, among others. 

      
McCullough, set to retire at the

end of 2016, reflected upon several
key turning points in the organiza-
tion’s history. He remembers getting
their first mental health contract in
2002, revamping the organization’s
fundraising approach, and most re-
cently earning national accreditation

in 2014. At the end of the day, how-
ever, he attributes the organization’s
sustained success to an extremely
dedicated and highly skilled force of
staff and volunteers. 

      
The unwavering dedication to

quality care became evident when I
toured the homes myself. McCul-
lough first took me to an all-girls
long-term shelter in Concord called
Andersen house. What struck me
most was the homey atmosphere with
inviting living spaces, colorfully dec-
orated bedrooms, and friendly adults.
“I wish you have seen the Christmas
tree we had up,” exclaimed the house
supervisor showing me around. 

      
As the girls trickled in from

school I returned to the dining room
where McCullough was chatting with
the girls, trying to convince one that
she should be saving more of the
money she earns for college. After we
left he tells me one of them had re-
cently gone back to her parent’s home
and returned to the shelter with a tat-
too. “She said she’s getting back on
track just now, though I loved it,” he
said glancing back at the house. 

      
Next we headed to one of the

short-term shelters called “East Bay.”
The children here cycle in and out fre-
quently, the most recent one arriving
one week prior on Christmas Day. In
the living room I noticed a white
board with all the resident’s names
and next to it their “level,” which is
determined by behavior and describes

their privileges. McCullough offered
a sincere congratulations to a girl we
talked to on “gold” who proceeded to
show me around the house starting
with the dining room. “Even if we
don’t eat, everyone must stay there for
at least 10 minutes every night,” she
explained. 

      
On the drive back McCullough re-

called a story when he took his then
teenage daughter on a short drive into
an impoverished neighborhood instead
of their routine Sunday brunch. He de-
scribed her shock at the abject poverty
she observed from the car window.
“This is 15 minutes from our door and
it is a world completely different from
our own,” he remembered saying. 

      
Before going our separate ways

he flipped open to a page in a book he
had handed me earlier titled “A
Framework for Understanding
Poverty.” He opened to a couple sec-
tions he suggested I read, part of his
determination for me to gain a nomi-
nal understanding of the issues these
kids face. 

      
Driving home I reflected on the

different homes, faces, and stories.
While undeniably a chilling experi-
ence, I remembered a comment he
made earlier how he felt there was a
“vortex of good stuff going on” at
Youth Homes. In the daunting world
of foster care, this organization pushes
forward with an unremitting desire to
learn, improve, and make a difference
only 15 minutes from our doors.

Youth Homes staff at their annual summer barbecue Photos provided

Youth Homes CEO Stuart McCullough




