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DEDICATION

 Dedicated to kids in the system who think they are forgotten,


to my mother who was brave enough to seek help when she could no


longer help us, and to my foster mother, Grace Mary Wise,


who stepped in and took over when we needed it most.


May she rest in peace.






SPECIAL THANKS

To Zane for seeing the vision I had with this book and giving me the forum to live out this dream I’ve had for a while. It’s a small step in changing the way the world views foster kids, but it is a start. Also to Glenda Clare for all of your help in tracking down the organizations that appear in the resources section of this book; Leslie Robinson and Loretta Chan for making me aware of Represent magazine. To all of the people who participated and shared their story in these pages, especially my siblings who are not writers but told their stories more eloquently than I ever could. I literally could not have done this without all of your input. Thank you for your honesty and willingness to help others by sharing your experience.






INTRODUCTION: WHY I’M DOING THIS



My journey to compiling these stories began in the fall of 2000. While passing a newsstand, I was greeted with the face of a sad, indigent child whose large eyes and withdrawn appearance instantly drew my attention and forced me to stop and take notice. Upon closer inspection, I could see fading bruises on his frail body, and a look of hopelessness on his face that no child that young (he appeared to be four or five), should ever have to experience. Though this image grabbed me initially, what I saw next hit me harder still. Under his picture in big bold letters was the statement: “The Shame of Foster Care.” I rolled my eyes and shook my head. Here we go again, I thought. Not the reaction I’m sure the publishers were going for, but their efforts did have one desired effect: I ended up purchasing the magazine. Not because I believed I would be enlightened by the story, but because I needed to know why. Why is it that the foster care system doesn’t seem to exist to the world as a whole until a child dies? Why does everyone wait until after the fact to examine the problems most ignored all along, hoping they’d go away on their own? My biggest why, is why doesn’t anyone highlight the kids who do survive? Where are their stories? We all know the problems, but little is offered in the way of solutions. I don’t claim to have any, but upon seeing the problem in the face of a little boy on a national magazine because of his extraordinary death, I decided to make it a point to celebrate life. This book is my celebration.

As a former foster child, I’ve never found much reason to disclose how I was raised to those around me growing up. Questions about my “parents” were often dodged or cleverly disguised to give an appearance of normalcy. How could I explain that I’d never met my father, and that while my mother was alive, she was seldom around? I was fortunate to still have contact with my family while in foster care, but make no mistake, my full-time home was with my foster mother in rural Maryland. Because of my proper speech and assumed “uppity” upbringing, no one every questioned that I’d received anything but a privileged, sheltered existence during childhood.

While my childhood wasn’t extremely hard, I can say it wasn’t exactly idyllic. I was taken care of, but I still missed being with my real family. In spite of this, the bottom line is: foster care saved me. My worst memories from childhood occurred before foster care, yet when probed about my upbringing, I’d intentionally neglect to mention that my “aunt” and “uncle” were actually my foster mother and father. Because of the stigma on foster care in the media, I was afraid to come clean. Afraid I’d be branded as “unwanted,” or “unloved.” Afraid of having two strikes against me before I even got up to swing the bat, I’ve finally come to the conclusion that saying nothing was the worst thing I could have done. This is why I’ve chosen to speak up and have asked others to do the same.

I’ve managed to accomplish some things in life that I am very proud of: I’ve finished college, self-published my own book a few years ago, and I am now working for a very well-respected film company, Lionsgate, in Hollywood. I owe a lot of what I’ve become to the opportunities provided to me by the system. To continue to deny that the system helped me, would be a travesty on my part, and a disservice to other foster kids currently in the system who may feel shame about their plight as I did. As a child you can’t control where you came from, but as you grow, you can control where you go. Because of where I’ve come from, I also feel as though I have nothing to lose, so I live my life to pursue my dreams. I’ve already seen what can happen when you deny yourself that opportunity and I’ve vowed not to deny myself the right to try just about everything I’ve ever wanted to do. This book is one of those things. I’ve always wanted to speak out for the foster kids who have managed to not only survive, but to thrive, and now I have that chance. I believe that where you come from does not need to dictate where you can go. Living that reality has kept me on the path to always reach for and attain more in my life. I could have stopped growing or could have stopped pursuing a higher education or status in my life, but there was no need. I still have a lot more to do. I survived the system, and have even thrived because of it, and I’m not alone.

In this book there are many stories. Some are full of hope, some of fear, triumph, and love. Some are from foster kids, some from adopted kids; others are from biological kids of adopted and foster parents. I wanted to include as many different stories as I could since foster and adoptive care stories touch many different lives. People who you thought you knew you may discover anew: successful writers like Deborah Gregory, creator of the wildly popular Cheetah Girls book series; and actors such as Christian Keyes, star of several of Tyler Perry’s hit stage plays. There are also kids currently in the system, and adults who found their way out and on to success. Whether we may realize it or not, most of us have been touched in some way by a former foster or adoptive child. It is time to acknowledge our gifts and contributions, as well as our never-ending fight to show that in spite or where we came from, or maybe because of it, we’ve pulled through, persevered, thrived, and most of all, survived.
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WALTER DEAN MYERS

Walter Dean Myers is the author of over eighty books for young adults and children. Honors he has received for his books include several American Library Association Best Books for Young Adults Awards and Citations, as well as several Coretta Scott King Awards for Fiction. Though never formally adopted, he was taken in by the Deans at the age of two, and remained with them until he entered the army at seventeen. In his essay “My Life with the Deans,” Myers examines the differences between himself and his foster parents that divided him in his youth, yet ultimately informed who he would become as an adult. While in foster care, Myers admits he often felt doubts about himself that he thought had to do with his situation. He says, “I wish I had known my doubts were universal and had little to do with my foster family. Children with their natural parents also have doubts. My accomplishments as an author are grounded in the security, love, and discipline I enjoyed in foster care.”






MY LIFE WITH THE DEANS

BY WALTER DEAN MYERS




As a child living with the Deans in Harlem I didn’t think much about my biological parents. I knew my mother had died when I was an infant and that my father lived in another state. I had no memory of either and no real reason to wonder what they were like. Mrs. Dean, the woman I called “Mama,” was a loving woman. It didn’t bother me that she wasn’t African American because I wasn’t sure what that meant anyway.

Occasionally, I did imagine living with different parents, walking into a room and seeing someone who would be a large image of me. There would be the shock of recognition as I saw my own features in another face. Perhaps the imagined parent would smile the same way that I did when I was pleased, or find the same kind of joke amusing. There were no regrets about being a foster child because I had never really known any other state.

As I grew older I knew the Deans were not like me in many ways. I was considered “bright” by New York City School standards and neither of my parents had completed grammar school. My mother read sparingly and I never saw my father pick up even a newspaper. The differences, I felt, were due to the times when we grew up. My father was a black man growing up in the era of strict segregation. His father was a tall, forbidding man with ideas more suited to the nineteenth than the twentieth century.

The Dean side of the family was a colorful, but rather rough, bunch. Herbert Dean had been raised in Baltimore, Maryland and had been working to support himself since he was nine or ten. My Uncle Lee, Herbert’s older brother, was in prison somewhere in Maryland. One of his sisters was a marriage broker and had been in a series of fights that I knew about. There were cousins galore. Most of them were Garment Center workers and firmly entrenched in New York’s underclass.

Florence Dean was the daughter of a German immigrant mother and a white Native American father. She had been ostracized as a child for being partly “Indian,” and later for marrying a black man. I remember being terrified about being taken to visit the Indian and was greatly relieved not to be scalped or otherwise manhandled.

My identity suffered a great deal during my teen years. By then I had been taught and accepted the American value system and had come to the logical conclusion, which I was meant to understand by the school system, that African Americans—we were actually Negroes at the time—were less valuable than Americans with a European Caucasian background. My Harlem environment supported this thesis. Except for the few musicians that lived in my neighborhood, there was no one whom I would find in books. No George Washingtons lived on Morningside Avenue, no General Eisenhowers or Winston Churchills, either.

By the age of fourteen I had discovered books and had decided that my true identity would be in the inner intellectual life. This pleased my foster parents, although their ideas of what I could do with this intellectual life did not coincide with my own.

“You work hard and study your books and you can get a good job in the post office,” Herbert Dean often said.

Mama was proud of everything I did and showed it, but when I began to have trouble finding myself she didn’t have a clue about how to communicate with me. With typical teenaged arrogance I dismissed her as being old-fashioned, overly conservative, and completely out of touch with the current trends of the intelligentsia. When I was sixteen and my grandfather came to live with us, placing an enormous burden on an already hopelessly stretched janitor’s salary, I realized that I would not be able to go to college. I became increasingly alienated from my parents and dropped out of school at fifteen, then again at sixteen. On my seventeenth birthday, I joined the army.

My subsequent development was as different as I imagined and wanted it to be. After some years in the military at the beginning of the Vietnam War, I knocked around a bit and slowly began a writing career. In time I reconciled with my parents, more than a little ashamed that it had been their poverty, and not their lack of sophistication, that had been the root of the differences between us. That and my own lack of maturity.

My parents never changed my name to Dean. Taking in children who needed a home was common in both the white and black communities when I was a child. There was no need for a great deal of formality. So I remained Walter Milton Myers and my first book, Where Does the Day Go? was published under that name. But by then I was understanding that it was not my parents’ fault that I had stumbled so through adolescence, and I mentioned to an editor, Miriam Chaikin, that I wished they had changed my name to Dean.

“Why don’t you change it on your books?” she asked.

So I became Walter Dean Myers for the next eighty-four books. Still, I was thoroughly convinced that I was radically different than these well-meaning people who took me into their home so many years earlier. I was, after all, an intellectual, a successful author earning many times more than my father ever dreamed of having as an income, and totally self-assured of my place in society. I was even trying to rectify some of the omissions in literature that I had suffered as a child. Then came the day when I was chastising my youngest son, Christopher, and my entire perspective changed. Christopher was twelve, nearly six feet, and, in a peak of anger, decided to answer my complaints with one of his own.

“You sound just like Grandpa!” he hurled at me. “You say every thing that Grandpa says.”

I dismissed him at first but when I mentioned his statement to my wife, she grimaced slightly and repeated the charge.

“If I hear you say, ‘If you want something done, get up and do it yourself,’ one more time…”

My invitation to continue the conversation led to a flood of recited “Grandpa-isms” of which I was being accused. I began to rethink how really different I was than those poorly educated folks who had found their way from Baltimore and rural Pennsylvania to Harlem.

What I discovered was that my foster father’s philosophy, the idea of action being the core of life rather than dreaming or hoping for improvements, was well ingrained in me. Herbert Dean had no sympathy for people who looked to others for help when they could have affected positive changes for themselves. Now, when I look at what I have done with my life, I see an intellectual side, but I know that most people are as bright as I am, and many have as strong an academically shaded bent. There are even more who are artistically inclined and vastly more gifted than I am, but few who are as prone to action. In my household in Harlem you were expected to pick up any papers on the floor, to sweep up any dirt, to replace anything that needed replacing. In that Harlem walkup there was no other way considered. You did what you knew needed to be done and it was everyone’s job to see the need.

My father’s idea of “manliness” was to provide food for the table and to maintain a decent place to live. Whenever he saw anyone, men in particular, failing in this aspect or relying upon government help when they were able-bodied, he would call it to my attention as someone who was failing and would restate his reasons. As my wife and son repeated these reasons as coming from my lips, it brought Herbert Dean’s words back to me.

My father died without learning to read and that formed a barrier between us that brought him shame during his life and me shame that I didn’t realize it until after he had passed. The man who raised me died intestate, and because I was never officially adopted I didn’t get any of his possessions. Not the house, not the furniture, not even a memento of our relationship. But what I did receive from Herbert and Florence Dean was a philosophy that has served me well, that has been a source of strength to me throughout my life. What’s more I have had a career in the arts that they would have been proud of even from the distance created by their deprived childhoods. I know that it was their love for me, their teachings of self-respect and self-reliance, that form the base for my successes as an author.

Whenever I autograph my books and sign my name as Walter Dean Myers, it is with enormous pride and gratification. I am proud of my own accomplishments and proud and grateful for all that I have been given.











DEBORAH GREGORY

Deborah Gregory is the author of the highly successful Cheetah Girls book series which won a 2001 Blackboard Children’s Book of the Year award, and has become a popular movie on the Disney Channel, spawning an equally successful sequel. Ms. Gregory is also a freelance writer who was a frequent contributor to Essence magazine. A product of the New York City foster care system, she entered at three years old, living in four foster homes and one children’s center until she aged out of the system at eighteen. During her time at Essence, Gregory often wrote about the foster care experience. In her essay “Savasia’s Story,” originally published in Essence magazine several years ago, the story of a child aging out of the system and the challenges she faces are timeless and still relevant today as no real solution has materialized to make it easier for children transitioning into living on their own. Ms. Gregory feels there is at least one possibility that could make this transition smoother. She says: “Every kid in foster care needs a mentor, a constant person in their life who provides emotional support. There is nothing anyone can say unless they are part of the kid’s life. That’s what foster kids need and often don’t have.”






SAVASIA’S STORY

BY DEBORAH GREGORY




On the surface, Savasia Simmons seems like your average teenager—lively, friendly and full of effervescent chatter when she talks about her boyfriend, Michael (“The first time I saw him I got whiplash, I turned my head so fast to look at him!”) But look closely and you notice something different about Savasia, a spiritual depth that belies her eighteen years and an inner resilience that is an odd mix of courage and emotional vulnerability. One often sees these traits in soul survivors, those whom life has called to walk through fire and drink from a well deep within in order to keep on walking. In Savasia’s case, that has meant surviving the destruction of her family, living through a childhood spent in nineteen foster homes—and making sense of the aftermath.

Thousands of teenagers, like Savasia, are living with the complicated legacy of foster care. New York City’s foster-care system alone has more than 18,000 children (as of 2005), the vast majority of them Black and Latino. There are more Black foster children now than when I aged out of the same system more than thirty years ago—the result, officials say, of the rise of a drug called crack and the deterioration of the Black family structure. Savasia’s young life is a case in point. I found Savasia through a family-services agency in New York City. My request was simple: Put me in touch with an African-American girl who has recently aged out of the system.

On the day that I am to meet Savasia, I wait for her at the Patchogue, Long Island train station. I realize I have no idea what to expect. Will she be disheveled? Will she seem broken or hostile? The faces of foster kids I lived with in four foster homes race through my mind. I think of Jimmy, that surly teenager who didn’t speak to me for the entire eighteen months we lived under the same roof. And I still burn at the memory of that conniving klepto, Princess, and the unmitigated gall with which she pillaged my toiletries.

Imagine my surprise when a poised young woman, with sunglasses perched on her braided hair and a Chanel-style, pearl-handled bag clutched in her hand, approaches me and asks, “Are you Debbie?” She’s so well spoken, so graceful and pretty, I think, then realize that this is the same reaction caseworkers had on meeting me when I was a teenager. Unwittingly I, too, have harbored the stereotypical image of the poor, damaged foster child who just shuffles along in life. I share my thoughts with Savasia, and we laugh and hug each other, then walk to a nearby restaurant. I notice how well put together Savasia is: her smooth, ebony complexion is powdered to perfection, burgundy lipstick accents her brilliant white teeth and she’s sporting hazel contact lenses. Wearing a striped minidress that flatters her petite figure, silver bangles on her wrists and white sneakers without socks on her small feet, she is a picture of urban chic. Over pizza and Coke, Savasia tells me that her fashion sense comes from her mom, Queen Esther Simmons, who was originally from Savannah.

“My mom loved to dress nice,” she says. “No one can say Queen Esther was a bum, even though things got really bad toward the end.” Savasia was one of three children born to an alcoholic and drug-addicted mother. She has an older brother, Derrick, and a sister, Stephanie. Stephanie and Savasia lived with their mother in a drug-infested apartment building in the South Bronx; Derrick lived with their grandmother in East Harlem. “My mother was heavily into drugs; she tried everything,” Savasia shares. “And when crack came out, she went a little crazy.” She delivers these details matter-of-factly. Between bites of pizza, she adds, “My mother used to blow smoke in my face and say, ‘Here, baby, you want some?’”

Queen Esther had a steady stream of tricks traipsing throughout the apartment to support her habit. Ronald Bailey, Savasia’s father (but not Stephanie’s), who was originally from Nigeria, spent most of his time in jail. “I used to love visiting my dad in Riker’s Island,” Savasia says, pulling out a picture of her mom, dad and herself at age six—the last time the three of them were together. I observe how carefully Savasia puts the photograph, a crinkled Polaroid, back into her wallet. I do not mention that I, too, carry in my wallet the only picture I have of my mother. That photograph has developed magical powers for me: Although I haven’t seen my mother since I was three, I find that staring at her image evokes ancestral spirits at moments when I feel so lost I don’t remember where I’m from. Savasia hasn’t seen her mother since she was eight, but it’s obvious that her mother’s image, too, has taken on a mystical, almost saintly quality.

Not an ounce of anger or resentment surfaces in Savasia’s voice as she talks about her tragic life with her mom. She tells me how, when she was six, it was her job to clean the apartment, cook meals and take care of her mother. Prone to physical violence, Queen Esther once hit Savasia in the face with a belt buckle, permanently scarring her right eye. After this incident, Savasia’s baby-sitter, a neighbor, contacted child-welfare officials. Savasia’s eyes glint with anger. “As soon as I found out those people were coming to our house, I cleaned, cooked and made everything look normal,” she says.

The child-welfare workers were fooled. They came in, asked Queen Esther a few questions, then cornered Savasia. “They asked me if my mother hit me,” Savasia remembers. “I told them no. They asked me if my mother used drugs. I said no. I denied everything. I didn’t want them to take me from her.” The caseworkers left, and it wasn’t until Savasia was eight that they returned. By that time there was no covering up that something was very wrong in the Simmons’s household. Queen Esther had withered to seventy-five pounds, and she was smoking five or six vials of crack a day. Strange men were in and out of the apartment all the time, and one of Queen Esther’s drug tricks had raped Savasia. The same concerned neighbor again called child welfare, but the act earned her no thanks from Savasia, who says bitterly, “I blame that nosy woman for ruining my life.”

Savasia describes the day that two caseworkers showed up at her school with Queen Esther in tow: “Right in front of my mother, this psychologist asked me, ‘Savasia, do you want to stay with your mother and get beaten, or do you want to leave?’ My mother was standing so close to me I could feel her trembling. The whole scene was devastating,” says Savasia, who doesn’t recall what she told the officials. She does recall that she and her mother were dragged away screaming and crying—in different directions. The last time Savasia saw her mother was in child-welfare court several months later. Feelings of pure powerlessness and foreboding about her future filled her.

“The last place on earth I wanted to go was to a foster home, but I didn’t feel I had a choice,” Savasia says. There weren’t any known family members who could take her. Her grandmother had died of a heart attack, her uncle of a drug overdose and her aunt from a brain injury. Somehow, Savasia says, it’s easier to accept that she was placed in the system because she had no extended family. I know what she means. One of the pains I still harbor is the knowledge that my mother’s large family in Henderson, North Carolina, was contacted when she was institutionalized—yet none of them would take my two sisters and me.

Savasia and her sister were separated. Until an appropriate group home could be found for her, teenage Stephanie was sent to stay with their brother, Derrick, who had returned from a stint in the army and was living in Montana. Savasia, after a brief spell in a holding station, was placed in her first foster home, in the care of a Jehovah’s Witness named Mrs. Vance (the names of foster parents have been changed.) “Mrs. Vance was a beautiful, dignified-looking woman,” she recalls. “When we would walk down the street, people used to stop her and ask, ‘Are you Diana Ross?’ She was a very religious woman, and she took me to church regularly.”

Shifting her gaze, Savasia adds hesitantly, “There was another foster child in the home named Natalie. It was clear Mrs. Vance favored her because she was light-skinned and had long hair. I felt dark and ugly because I knew I was only there to be Natalie’s playmate.” Savasia claims Mrs. Vance was also physically abusive. “The only difference between my mom and Mrs. Vance was that she beat me under the pretense of religion,” she says. “What I don’t understand is, if you take a child out of an environment you consider unfit, why put her with someone else who does the same thing?”

After three years with Mrs. Vance, Savasia got tired of the beatings and ran away. Upon her return after a two-week disappearance, she was removed from the care of Mrs. Vance, whose license was subsequently revoked. (Savasia says she recently discovered that this woman has divorced, remarried and obtained foster children in another state.)

Savasia next went to live with Mrs. Herndon, an elderly widow. “She was such a nice older lady,” Savasia says. “But I stayed there only for seven months until they found a permanent foster home.” Almost thirteen, Savasia was then sent to her third placement, with Mr. and Mrs. Daniels, who were also Jehovah’s Witnesses. By this time, Savasia had entered a rebellious period and could be provoked to fits of anger. Her hopes of returning to her mother vanished when her social worker told her that Queen Esther had died in a city shelter six months after Savasia was placed in foster care. Foster care had become a permanent situation, and Savasia wasn’t happy about that.

One day Mrs. Daniels reprimanded her for disobedience, and Savasia snapped, “You can’t hit me! You’re not my mother!” Mrs. Daniels retorted, “That’s right, I’m not your mother. Your mother is a crackhead.” Says Savasia: “I felt all the rage build up inside me, and I began scheming a revenge.” She waited until her foster parents went to bed, then poured gasoline in the living room and lit a match, setting the house afire. No one was seriously hurt, but by the time she made it to the group home where her sister, Stephanie, was staying, the police were waiting to arrest Savasia and place her in a juvenile hall.

Even a hardened Savasia was no match for the rigors of juvenile hall. “That place scared me to death,” she admits. “They put me in a dark room and hit me while saying, ‘You think you’re a bad ass; we’ll show you.’” Savasia was referred to therapy and readily agreed to go. After several more brief foster-care placements, she went to live with the Jeffersons in Queens, where she was required to attend regular therapy sessions. But Savasia soon grew wary of the therapy provided by foster care. “I spilled my heart to the therapist, and she betrayed my trust,” she says. “One day I came home and my foster mother said, ‘You want to go running your mouth to a therapist? You can go sit by yourself in the corner.’ It was as if I wasn’t a part of the family anymore. I couldn’t handle it.”

Savasia did eventually master the art of survival in foster care. “I got more control over my emotions,” she explains. “So once I had left a foster home, it became a memory. If I had let all the trauma and abuse affect me, I’d be in an institution by now.” Not all of the families have been forgotten, however. There were the Mitchells with whom Savasia lived for five months. “There weren’t fathers in most of the foster homes, but Mr. Mitchell became a father figure to me,” she says. “He treated me like a person. He would ask me what I thought and praise me for being strong. I loved him to death for that.” Savasia still calls him “Daddy” and sends him cards on Father’s Day. Unfortunately, she didn’t get along with Mrs. Mitchell. “I don’t think she understood my relationship with her husband,” Savasia muses, then shrugs. “I had a lot of personality conflicts with people in the foster homes.”

The other placement Savasia recalls fondly was with Mrs. Loomis, the only White foster parent she lived with. “I called her Mommy, and I know she genuinely loved me, so it was very hard for me to leave her.” But her foster mother shared a one-bedroom apartment with her sister and brother-in-law. “One night I woke up and her brother-in-law was on top of me trying to rape me,” recalls Savasia. “I’d already been raped once, but now that I was older I wasn’t going to let it happen again.” Afterward Mrs. Loomis begged her to stay, but she says, “I couldn’t live there anymore—I was afraid to go to sleep at night.”

Nineteen foster homes later, Savasia can look back and admit a simple truth: “I lost my family, and none of these people could give me back what I really wanted—to be with my mother and sister again.” For the past year, she has lived with her boyfriend and his family in Long Island. She met Michael while in a foster home in Riverhead. It was his idea that they live together, and Savasia says his family has been very supportive of their union.

Since her “emancipation” (aging out of the system), Savasia says she has contacted most of her foster parents and tried to make amends. “I’ve apologized for any pain I may have caused them,” she says seriously. “I found it very scary to live with people I didn’t really know, and I think that foster parents are scared, too. They are worried about the emotional or behavioral problems that a foster child may bring into their home.”

Savasia says she never became accustomed to being called a “foster child”: “I hated those words. They made me sound like I was somebody else’s hand-me-down.” I ask her if she thinks being adopted would have helped her. Savasia seems repelled by the idea. “Adoption is fine for babies, but not for young children or teenagers,” she states. “Why would I want to be adopted? I had a mother. Nobody was ever going to take her place.” This, oddly enough, is where my experience differs from Savasia’s. As a foster child, I secretly pined for two things: Either my mother would return or I would get adopted, acquiring the foster child’s ultimate proof of status. After all, I reasoned, adoptive parents don’t get paid to take care of you so they must be doing it for love, right?

At the age of eighteen Savasia decided to tie up loose ends. She sought access to her mother’s death certificate and learned that Queen Esther died of a drug overdose two years after her daughters were placed in foster care. This information infuriated Savasia. “The caseworker who told me my mother died six months after I went to foster care lied to me,” she says, her eyes flashing. “I don’t know if it was out of carelessness or just to make placement easier.” With her mother forever lost to her, Savasia wonders about her father: “I would like to find him. He could be in jail or dead—but it’s important for me to know.”

There are still so many stray threads from her past, but Savasia says, “As the questions come up, I will seek answers in therapy.” These days she is intent on finishing high school. After that, she hopes to receive a scholarship to attend college in Atlanta, a few hours away from the Georgia town where Queen Esther was born. The desire to trace her mother’s footsteps is apparent in some ways. Savasia’s career goal is to become a paralegal, a profession her mother had been trained in. But one thing Savasia says she won’t do is drugs. “I don’t know what happened to my mother in her childhood,” Savasia says, “but nobody helped her, and she deteriorated even further after we were taken away. I will never forget what I saw drugs do to her. Never.”

The idea of starting her own family appeals to Savasia, and she announces that she’ll name her first daughter Queen Esther, after her mother. “Even though my mother is gone, her spirit is with me,” she says quietly. She admits the longing for her mother has been more intense lately: “I’m really missing her now because I will be out of high school next year and facing my future.”

On this particular day, the very young Savasia Simmons has finished school for the summer and is due to report to her part-time job at a nearby law firm. Our meeting has proved to be a healing experience—and a sad confirmation of the legacy of pain that is randomly bestowed on too many children, in foster care or otherwise. Sometimes I still feel incredibly hurt by not having a family, and my heart breaks for the thousands of children who have known the same helpless sense of not belonging that Savasia and I have lived through. Not all of us survive—but Savasia and I did. As we embrace before we part ways, Savasia tells me we’ll be keeping in touch. “I’m never letting you out of my life,” she says firmly.

When I suggest that we attend together a meeting of the National Association of Former Foster Children, Savasia’s intense eyes brighten. She hadn’t known of the organization but is eager to participate. Her reaction brings into focus an image of myself I’d long forgotten: At Savasia’s age, I was hardened, bitter and filled with rage. I rejected everything and everyone associated with foster care, no doubt cutting off a few lifelines in the process.

Savasia, on the other hand, has already learned life’s most liberating lesson: If you run from your past, it will catch up with you. Better to make peace with your story; better to walk bravely through darkness and into the light.
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