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​Before the Story Begins: The Why Behind the Words


There are two versions of every kid who grows up in the foster care system.

The one the world sees and the one history tries to hide and silence.

This book breaks that silence.

I didn’t write this book solely to tell my story. I wrote it to tell the truth about a life that doesn’t make it into headlines. A life built behind case numbers, intake forms, and revolving doors disguised as homes.

This story follows portions of my childhood through foster homes, group homes, stations of waiting, and places that were never meant to be permanent. It follows the after because the foster care system wrote my early chapters, but emancipation handed me the pen.

This book opens a door into the world behind the case files. A world taxpayers unknowingly invest in but never see. Our tax dollars build more than homes, paychecks, and paper trails. They build childhoods shaped by case numbers, midnight moves, and doors that lock from the outside. And quietly, the questions that hold the truth sit unanswered in the shadows:

Where does the child land when the system signs off and walks away?

Who safeguards them when the home meant to heal them, fractures instead?

And what support waits for the ones aging out, stepping into adulthood with nothing but hope in their pockets?

We’re told foster care is about protection but for many of us, being a ward of the court meant learning how to pack instead of play, how to comply instead of wonder, how to survive instead of belong.

This is a story of pride and collapse, of joy found in the wrong places, of hope misplaced, then rediscovered. This is a girl who kept running not from life but toward something she didn’t have words for yet.

I share this story not to condemn but to reveal.

To spark consciousness. To invite accountability. And maybe, just maybe, to stir change because systems only shift once they are seen.

This story drifts the way memory does, out of order, in fragments, surfacing when it’s ready. The past doesn’t disappear; it waits. It circles. It finds its way back to the future it helped create.

People vanish, only to return.

Doors slam shut, only to reopen when no one is looking. A mystery, a map of moments waiting to align. Walk with me through the chaos, the ache, the rebellion, the becoming  and you may find yourself feeling something entirely new.

Because even in places carved by hardship, something stubborn survives. Something dangerous. Something divine. Something that grows anyway, even in the dark.

If you came here looking for the truth about the foster care system, I will give you mine.

This story does not begin with a birth. It begins with a run into a night that would change everything.

It begins with a run not because I knew where I was going, but because standing still had become impossible.

It begins in motion. In instinct. And that is where I will meet you, in the moment my life split open and the story truly began.

​A Note for Youth in The Foster Care System Right Now:

If you are reading this from a group home, a foster house, a friend’s couch,

or a place that still doesn’t feel like yours...

I see you.

If your life feels like paperwork instead of possibility...

If your future feels more like a rumor than a promise...

If no one has ever told you how strong, how rare, how extraordinary you are, let me say it now.

You are not broken. You are not disposable. You are not invisible.

This book is not here to romanticize what you’ve been through.

It’s here to remind you that your life has weight. Your story has value and that your future is not decided by a file.

At the back of this book, you will find a Resource & Emancipation Guide

created specifically for you. Real tools. Real steps. A real safety net you can begin building for yourself.

Just getting by is not enough. You deserve a future, not just freedom from the past.

So if no one has told you today:

You matter. You are allowed to dream. You are allowed to grow. And your story does not end where they told you it would.

Reaching the end of “the system” is not the end of you. It’s the doorway.

Emancipation is stepping through it.
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Sitting home alone in Fort Wayne, Indiana my heart was pounding. I heard the garage door open, my grandmother was home. This was a surprise, as she worked the graveyard shift and never came home early, not for anything.

I knew she was coming home early for a reason, because I was going to be in big trouble. Earlier that day, at school, a teacher asked me why I was unable to straighten my elbow and asked about the bruises I had on my arms. I told her the truth. I told her that my grandmother hits me when I’m in trouble and that I get in trouble often. I was immediately taken into the principal's office, and my grandmother was called to confirm that my story was true.

I heard the conversation on the speakerphone. My grandmother yelling, “She's a fucking liar and a thief, just like her mom don't believe a word that comes out of her mouth. She climbed a tree the other day and fell from one of the branches."  A few more questions were asked during the call, to which my grandmother responded too in a dismissive tone reassuring the principal, this was all my fault.

The call ended, and just like that, I was sent back to my 6th grade class and back home later that day. My grandmother was usually at work by the time I made it home, so when I heard the garage door open, my eyes darted to the clock; it’s 4:15 pm. My grandmother's car pulled into the garage and my hands started getting clammy as I began to walk down stairs. “Can I face her?” “Will she hit me?” I dreaded taking another beating with an electric cord in the shower, dreaded another unexpected backhand strike to the face. I panicked! My intuition kicked in; I took a huge leap and bolted towards the door.

I heard the kitchen door open that led from the garage, and I darted out the back sliding door. Leaving in such a rush that didn't allow me to close the door behind me. My grandmother owned guns. She had already shot one of her husbands years ago. I had seconds left to live, if she saw me before I escaped.

I fought through the pine trees scratching at my skin, stumbled over the ditch that sliced the yard in two, and kept moving toward the distant hum of a main street I couldn’t see yet. Escape pulsed somewhere deep in my bones, just out of reach.

Where was I going? I didn’t know. All I knew was this: Anywhere but here.

My breath tore at my chest as I pushed my legs harder, go, go, don’t stop now. The ground blurred beneath me. Thirty minutes in, my knees began to buckle, the world tilting as if it, too, was trying to outrun something. But momentum carried me forward, a kind of desperate gravity, like if I slowed down for even one second, the life I was fleeing would swallow me whole.

The sun was sinking fast, bleeding orange across the sky, and I was still running, knees shaking, breath ripping in and out, heart pounding so loudly it felt like it was coming from outside my body. Eventually my legs gave up before my fear did. I staggered to a stop, chest heaving, swallowed by the kind of silence that only exists in the middle of nowhere.

I turned in a slow circle, scanning the trees, the brush, the shadows stretching longer by the minute. Wilderness. No streetlights. No houses. Just me and the creeping dark.

Okay. Think.

Maybe I could curl up at the base of a tree for the night. Kids slept in the woods in movies all the time, right? I could just wait for morning, go to school like nothing happened.

School.  The word snapped something awake in me.

Shelby.

I pictured her house, warm, tidy, safe in a way mine never was. Shelby with her soft laugh and her mom who always asked if I wanted a snack. They would let me stay. They’d open the door, no questions asked. I could sleep over, borrow one of Shelby’s big t-shirts, and just go to school with her in the morning.

This is it. My best option. My only option.

I looked around until the world settled into a direction I recognized. East where the sun does not set. Toward the neighborhood with the cracked sidewalks and the blue house where Shelby lived. I started walking, each step cutting through the thickening dark. The woods behind me swallowed the last of the light, but the thought of Shelby’s front porch pulled me forward like a lifeline.

I pictured her opening the door, her face soft with surprise, not judgment and the kitchen behind her smelling faintly of dinner. She’d hand me a plate without asking why I showed up so late, breathless and scraped up. She always knew when not to ask.

Shelby was the only person I ever trusted with my truth. She knew the things I never said out loud: that I lived with my grandmother, not my mom. That my grandmother’s voice could cut sharper than any belt. That rules in that house weren’t rules, they were walls. No sports. No after-school friends. No exploring. No breathing unless she said so.

Shelby knew the kind of lies I told. Little ones. Big ones. The ones I whispered to staff at school, to neighbors, to myself. Lies that kept my world from collapsing, lies that kept me from collapsing.

And still, she never treated me differently.

So I kept walking toward her house, toward the place I believed might still hold some version of safety.

She knew everything, every bruise that wasn’t on my skin, every rule I lived under, every secret I swallowed. But most of all, she knew the truth I never dared tp say out loud: I was terrified of my grandmother. Not the kind of fear you confess lightly. The kind that shapes who you are, how you move, how quietly you learn to exist.

With her, I never felt judged. Never felt small. She didn’t flinch at the things I carried, didn’t repeat them, didn’t weaponize them. She held them gently, like pieces of me she intended to keep protected.

I trusted that if I showed up at her door tonight, she wouldn’t let her parents call my grandmother. She wouldn’t let them send me back. She’d stand between me and the storm without a second thought.

All I had to do was make it to her house.

If I could just get there.

About thirty minutes later, after cutting through fields and side streets I barely recognized in the dark, a warm glow finally broke through the shadows ahead of me. Shelby’s house. The porch light flickered the way it always did, like it was waving me closer.

Relief hit me so hard my knees softened. I stepped onto the edge of the driveway, gravel crunching under my shoes, and followed the narrow path toward the front door. Each step felt heavier, like my body knew it was finally allowed to stop running.

I stood there for a moment, heart pounding, staring at this door in the world I believed might open for me. I raised my fist and knocked, two quick taps.

Pause. Two more.

My signal. Shelby and I always did it that way.

“Hello?” I called out, trying to steady my voice. “Hi... it’s me. It’s Enjoli.”

The lights were on. Shadows moved inside. I knew they were home.

But no one came to the door.

“Please open the door,” I whispered, then louder, “Please open the door.”

Each second stretched thin. My throat tightened. Maybe this was a mistake. Maybe I should turn around, disappear back into the woods, find a ditch or a tree or anything to hide behind until morning. Panic buzzed in my head like a swarm of bees, too loud, too fast, too much.

And then, everything stopped.

The lock clicked. The door creaked open. Shelby’s dad filled the doorway.

“Hey, Enjoli... are you okay?” he asked, voice soft in a way that made my chest ache. Before I could answer, he said, “Hang on, I’ll get my wife.” He stepped aside, his hand gently motioning me in, like he could see the fear I was trying so hard to swallow.

I crossed the threshold, the safety of their warm house wrapping around me before I could decide whether I deserved it.

I had no idea what time it was when I finally made it to their door. All I knew was that the sun had vanished behind the rooftops, leaving the world ink-black. I kept glancing over my shoulder, convinced the darkness itself was following me.

Shelby’s mom appeared, her face shifting instantly from surprise to concern.

“Hi, Enjoli... is everything okay? Shelby’s in the shower, getting ready for school tomorrow. Did you come by to see her? It’s a bit late.”

I tried to answer, but my body was shutting down after the run, after the fear, after everything I had held in. My knees felt like water. My hands wouldn’t stop shaking. My heart had dropped so low it felt like it was lodged somewhere deep in my stomach.

I opened my mouth, but nothing came out.

A single tear broke loose, carving a warm line down my cheek.

“Oh, sweetheart...” she murmured. “It’s okay, it’s okay. Can I get you some water?”

I nodded, but still no words. My voice was trapped somewhere behind the fear.

“Come sit,” she said softly, guiding me toward the couch like someone guiding a frightened animal. “Take a few deep breaths. I’ll get Shelby. You can tell her what’s going on, and then we’ll figure out how to help.”

She stepped away, but my panic rose again, hot and fast. I grabbed the glass she handed me and drank the whole thing before she even reached the hallway. My body was trying to calm itself, but my mind was spiraling.

This was a bad idea.

My grandmother was going to kill me. Not metaphorically, literally. The fear hit me so hard I started crying again, silent and shaking.

Why did I do this? Why couldn’t I stay quiet? Why couldn’t I be stronger?

Shame wrapped itself around me like a second skin, and I sat there, shoulders trembling, waiting for something, anything, to save me from the mistake I was sure would ruin everything.

"Shelby,” I jumped up and ran towards her as she walked up the hallway.

Shelby: “Are you okay? What happened? What the heck is going on?”

“I ran away, Shelby; I didn't know where to go. I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.”

Shelby nodded at me and opened her arms to give me a hug.

Shelby: “You are okay, I promise you. I’ll talk to my mom about you staying here for a few days.”

I stayed in the kitchen while Shelby and her mom disappeared down the hallway. Their voices floated back to me in soft ripples, urgent, muffled, impossible to decipher. I strained to catch even a word, but the house muted their conversation.. All I could hear was the clock ticking and the sound of my own breath, uneven and shaky.

Then the hallway door opened.

Shelby’s mom emerged first, her pace quick, her face set with a kind of fierce tenderness.

“Come here, sweetie,” she said, opening her arms.

The hug landed like warmth after winter, unexpected, almost painful in its gentleness.

“You’re welcome here until all of this gets sorted out,” she said, pulling back enough to look me in the eyes. “I’ll make sure the school knows everything. And listen to me carefully... you are never going back to that home with your grandmother.”

Her words hit me like a punch, not sharp, but deep. Never going back?

Never returning to 6316 Langwood, to the house I had lived in for the past six years?

If not there... then where? My mind spun in circles, trying to grasp the idea of a future I had never let myself imagine.

Shelby’s mom softened her voice. “We laid some pajamas out for you in Shelby’s room. You can use her bathroom to freshen up for the night. Okay? Are you hungry?”

I nodded, small and slow, the sadness still clinging to me.

“I’ll make you something to eat after your shower,” she promised, like nourishment was something I deserved,  like care was something she could give freely.

I stood there, wrapped in borrowed safety, unsure whether to cry or collapse at the realization that my life had just changed and I had no idea what came next.

“Hey,” Shelby said softly, appearing beside me. “You can use my bathroom to take a shower. You remember where it is.”

I nodded. And for the first time that day, a thin ribbon of relief loosened something inside me.

I stepped into the bathroom and closed the door behind me. Just that quiet click of the latch felt like a shield being lowered between me and the rest of the world.

But the relief didn’t last.

Almost instantly, panic began crawling back through the cracks. What if my grandmother followed me? What if she came here? She had picked me up from a friend's house in the middle of the night before. What if I dragged danger right into Shelby’s home? My stomach knotted. What am I going to do at school tomorrow? What if she’s there waiting?

I turned on the shower, letting the hot water roar to life and rush over me.

Knock, knock.

“You okay in there?” Shelby’s voice came through the door, gentle but worried.

“I’m coming,” I managed to say, though my chest was tight.

I must have stayed under the water longer than I realized. Time had dissolved somewhere between the pounding spray and the tears that blended into it, one long river of fear, exhaustion, and grief. The steam wrapped around me until the air felt heavy, like it was trying to hold me up, pushing me forward.

I hadn’t looked at a clock since 4:15 pm, since the moment my world cracked open.

When I finally opened the door, a wave of steam rolled out like I had released a ghost. And there was Shelby, waiting. No questions. No judgment. Just her hand reaching for mine.

I took it.

We walked down the hallway together, the soft glow of the kitchen lights lighting the way.

On the table sat a plate of leftovers, warmed and waiting, the simple kindness.

Shelby’s mom turned from the counter. “You should eat and get a good night’s rest,” she said in a voice that made me feel seen, not scrutinized. “My mom is going to take us both to school in the morning and talk to the principal. You can wear one of my outfits to school if you want.”

I ate slowly, even though I was starving. My body needed the food, but my mind was too tangled to register hunger. After dinner, Shelby and I lingered in the living room, pretending to watch TV, pretending everything was normal. Eventually, we made our way to her room, the familiar posters on her wall suddenly feeling like a whole different universe, one where kids were allowed to be kids. Sleep didn’t come.

While Shelby drifted off beside me, breathing steady and soft, I lay awake, staring at the ceiling. My thoughts spun without mercy.

Where do they send a twelve-year-old with no parents?

Will I stay with Shelby’s family? For a night? A week? Maybe forever?

What if they can’t keep me? What if I end up somewhere worse?

The questions kept multiplying.

I turned onto my side and looked at the nightstand. The digital clock glowed in the dark, its numbers sharp and red against the stillness.

11:48 p.m.

The number eight flickered against the darkness.

Eight, my grandmother’s favorite number. She always said it brought luck.

And lying there in the quiet of someone else’s safe home, wrapped in borrowed blankets, still damp from my tears, I realized how much luck I was going to need.

Because whatever came next would change everything.​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2: Finding a Place to Hide


[image: ]






	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2: Finding a Place to Hide

[image: ]




The night blurred into sleep, and in what felt like a single blink, morning arrived.

Sunlight spilled across the bed in warm, gold patches, stretching across the blankets as if it had been waiting for us to wake up. It was a bright spring morning,  the kind that should’ve felt carefree and for a moment, it almost did. The panic that had kept me awake for most of the night softened into something gentler, like a bruise fading beneath the skin.

I picked an outfit from the pile Shelby left for me, one of her cutest tops and a pair of jeans she’d outgrown. She always had a style I admired, the kind of outfits that made girls whisper, Where’d you get that? I just knew I’d get compliments at school. The thought gave me a moment of brightness. The clothes I wore that day became my shield.

Shelby’s mom cooked breakfast, pancakes, bacon, eggs, the smell weaving through the house like some kind of miracle. She packed two lunches, putting sandwiches and snacks into matching brown bags. I watched her hands move, quick and practiced, and something inside me shifted. No one had ever packed me a lunch before. It felt strangely thoughtful, a small gesture that carried more weight than she knew.

We all climbed into the car together. I slid into the back seat, the seat fabric warming under the sun, I felt, ease. A moment where I could pretend I was just another kid being dropped off at school.

This was the life I had always imagined during all those evenings curled up on the floor in my grandmother’s house, the TV glow flickering over my knees as sitcom families laughed and wrapped their arms around each other. I’d sit there silently wishing myself into their homes, wishing for someone to call me to dinner, to pack me snacks, to notice if I didn’t come home.

Maybe, just maybe, life could feel that simple now. Maybe this time, things would stay steady.

But that fragile hope shattered the moment we pulled into the school parking lot.

As the tires crunched over gravel, something in my chest snapped back into panic. My heart started pounding so fiercely it drowned out the sound of everything else. I gripped my seatbelt, knuckles whitening, until red bloomed back into the spots where blood had been squeezed out of my hands.

Shelby’s mom turned around, inhaling slowly before she spoke, her voice gentle but sharpened with concern.

I only caught fragments of what she says:

“Class...”

“...principal...”

“...Is your grandmother home?”

The rest dissolved into a buzzing blur.

My brain felt distant, unable or unwilling to process her words. Anxiety pains twisted through my chest, familiar and unwelcome. My grandmother used to call them “growing pains,” but they always felt more like panic trying to claw its way out.

We walked into the school together, our footsteps echoing down the hallway, filling the silence between us. As we reached the main office, Shelby’s mom slowed and looked at me, steady glance. She gave a tiny nod, almost invisible.

A silent promise: You’re not alone. I wanted so badly to believe it.

“I’ll walk you to class,” Shelby whispered. “Come on, we have a few minutes until the bell rings.”

When I stepped into the classroom, the first thing I saw was a large TV rolled to the front of the room. For a split second a thought crosses my mind.

Maybe it’s movie day. Maybe today would be easy.

I slid into my seat, laid my head on the cool surface of the desk, and let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding.

The teacher’s voice cut through the room.

“Attack... New York City... covered in smoke.”

The words didn’t make sense at first. They blurred together, my brain too overwhelmed to latch onto them. Anxiety fogged everything, thick and suffocating.

A few seconds later, the TV flickered on.

And then I understood. It wasn’t movie day. It was 9/11.

That morning, myself and classmates watched as the planes crashed into the Twin Towers. The devastating and heart wrecking images flickered across the screen but I couldn’t fully understand what was unfolding. It felt too big for my twelve-year-old mind to make sense of.

I glanced around the room, searching my classmates' faces for some kind of anchor, some sign that they understood more than I did. But the same confusion and unease mirrored back at me. The silence stretched out, heavy and unmoving.

My eyes drifted to the window. A police car had pulled up outside, the flash of blue lights reflecting off the glass. Two officers stepped out and walked toward the entrance of the school, their faces unreadable. The knot in my chest grew tighter.

I'd never seen police at my school before. Were they visiting the school because of what we just witnessed in New York?

The minutes stretched into what felt like hours. The room was heavy with an unspoken weighted sadness for all we witnessed. The flash of the TV screen was the only movement in the room.

The door creaked open, breaking the silence. A staff member from the office stepped in, holding a piece of paper. She moved quickly, placing it in the teacher’s hand without a word. Her eyes never looked at the class as she turned and slipped back out into the hallway. That absence of connection was notably strange as all teachers at the school were quite friendly.

The teacher unfolded the paper and glanced over it before speaking. ‘Enjoli, the principal wants to see you. Head down to the office.’

Every head in the room slowly turned toward me. My pulse quickened as heat rushed to my face, the weight of their stares pressing down on me like a weighted blanket. I swallowed hard, trying to steady my breathing as I pushed back my chair. The legs scraped against the floor, amplifying the tension in the room. I forced myself to stand. The walk to the door felt impossibly long.

My thoughts raced as I walked to the Principal’s Office. Were the police here to arrest my grandmother? What was the principal thinking? He probably believed I was a liar after yesterday’s call.

The office secretary glanced up as I entered. 'Enjoli, right this way,' she said softly, sliding open the door that led to the Principal’s Office.

As I walked in, the low crackle of walkie-talkies filled the air, familiar, but out of place in the quiet school office. I took another step forward and stopped as two officers turned to face me.

“Hi”, one of them said. “Go ahead and have a seat”.

I sat down slowly, barely breathing. There was a hesitation in the room none of us could ignore.

The officer’s voice was calm, but unshakeably firm.

“Enjoli,” he began, “we’ve received calls over the past few months... about markings on your body, and concerns about your behavior. We’re here to make sure you’re safe.” He paused, giving the words space to land. “But you need to understand, you can’t go home with Shelby today. And... you can’t go back to your grandmother’s either.”

The words floated toward me slowly, almost weightless, until they hit something inside me and sank straight to the bottom.
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