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For all the children in foster care, those who are entering the system, and those who are aging out





INTRODUCTION


I always wanted a traditional family. This didn’t necessarily mean we all looked alike, or had the same blood, or even the same name. Just that we were a family bonded through love. That vision I carried seemed like something that so many others had, through no doing of their own. But for me, a family remained out of reach for a long time. It took work. It took a choice.


I grew up never feeling safe, never thinking of a single place as home, carrying the few things I could call my own in a trash bag. I suffered abuse at the hands of my biological parents, my stepfather, my foster father, neighbors, cousins, boyfriends, and strangers. It all took a toll, making me feel worthless, like I deserved to be treated poorly. As I grew up and struggled through depression, homelessness, and battles with drug addiction, I never felt anything resembling love. I dated men who were abusive because I thought that’s what love was. I hadn’t learned any other way.


Despite my longing for a family, I was certain I’d never find love, positive I would never be married or be able to become a father. My path seemed clearly laid out for me: dropout, convict, addict, forgotten, homeless, and alone. A tragic story, a life ended too soon, not even worth covering in the newspaper.


I spent decades carrying demons, baggage from my past that weighed me down and never let me be free. I am fifty-one years old now, and I still feel them.


But something in my spirit refused to die, refused to give up hope. I had no evidence, but something more like faith that life had very different plans for me.


Though I was kicked out of my foster home soon after my eighteenth birthday, forced to sleep in my car and public bathrooms, I made it through high school. From there I went into the military and then into a series of office jobs. I diligently worked my way up and found a measure of stability, but I never shared what happened to me. I kept my story wrapped up tight and to myself. A feeling latched onto me that I couldn’t shake, of fear, of shame, of low self-worth.


Then I met Reece. I fell in love with him, and we decided to start a family. We adopted our four children and made a home. I changed my story. I became something else: not a victim, not a statistic, not a cautionary tale, not a pity case. I became a loving husband and father and someone who was able to—and wanted to—give back.


Though I was the product of a broken family and a shattered system, love changed the course of my life. It is my hope that in telling my story I might be able to help others.


I had first been set on adopting overseas, not willing to again face the system that broke me, but Reece convinced me it was my duty to seek out those kids who were experiencing what I had. To change their story.


We took in four foster kids from the DC system—who all showed up with their minimal things in trash bags. The sight of those trash bags brought back all the pain of my childhood and my time in the system. I never wanted the children to go back in there, so we petitioned to adopt them. The system and courts felt that because Reece and I were white, we couldn’t be suitable parents to African American children and because we were gay we shouldn’t be allowed to be parents at all.


But our children just wanted love. I just wanted love. We needed each other.


•


All of us are constantly reinventing ourselves. We have that opportunity each and every day.


We are a combination of all our choices in life, and I made the choice to never let a horrific childhood become a tragic adulthood. I can do nothing about my past; but every day, I make a point of living as best as I can, as kindly as I can, and with as much grace as I can.


I can’t teach anyone how to be gay, or how to be a white father to black children. We’re all made of a different cloth; it is our love that binds us all together.


In 2013 I started Comfort Cases, an organization that makes sure that foster children never have to suffer the indignity and inhumanity of living out of trash bags. We pack backpacks for these children that let them know that we, as a community, love them and we want them. It’s a message I would have given anything to hear during my difficult years growing up.


•


My hope is that A Forever Family will inspire all those out there who feel stuck or as though no one cares for them. If you are out there, I assure you that you are not alone. I am here. We are here. Maybe this book can also empower all the others who want to help but feel like they can’t or don’t know how. And of course, I would love to live in a world where our story—the story of my family and me—is no longer rare.


It is my mission to give hope and comfort to those currently struggling with many of the issues I dealt with: abuse, foster care, drugs, living in the closet, the pain before and the thrill after legalized gay marriage, and the trials of adoption. These are things that need to be part of a national conversation. Those who suffer should never feel alone or do so in silence.
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WHAT WE DON’T TALK ABOUT


June 2008


One Saturday morning, Reece and I were sitting on the leather couch in our living room, drinking coffee and rubbing the sleep out of our eyes. Bailey, our liver-spotted Dalmatian, was next to us on the rug. We had been at a cocktail party the night before that had gone well past midnight. In those days, we were sociable creatures who went out quite a bit with our wonderful group of friends. We’d go out late, stay out late, and sleep in late.


Reece sat across from me, with a shiny bald head, piercing blue eyes, and silver hoops in his ears. Gentle and nurturing, fashionable and independent, he is the love of my life. We had been together for two years, living together for six months in a beautiful brownstone, which we had gutted down to the joists and joints. We picked out new cabinets, floors—everything—and Reece, who was working on his master’s in interior design, redesigned it.


Our neighborhood was in an up-and-coming area of Washington, DC, called Eckington, with a very mixed population: straight and gay, white and black, old and young. There were some lingering gang activities, including a shooting in front of our home that Reece and I witnessed from our bedroom window. I had grown up in bad neighborhoods, places with bars on all the doors and windows, so I wasn’t too affected by it, but Reece, who is from the Midwest and had only known nicer areas in DC, had been alarmed.


When Reece and I met, we both knew we wanted kids, but I’d always been adamant about adopting from overseas. I was ready to start right away; I was forty-two and had wanted a family for as long as I could remember. But Reece was insistent about finishing his master’s first. In June, after Reece’s graduation, we began planning in earnest.


That Saturday morning, we were flipping through the channels until we landed on a local program called Wednesday’s Child with Barbara Harrison. It was a five-minute segment on the news they reran on Saturday mornings, which profiled a local child in the DC foster care system. The morning’s episode was another heartbreaking story of a child whose parents had abused and neglected him, a child who was thrown into the system through no choice of his own. Before it was over, we were both wiping tears out of our eyes.


When the segment ended and the blare of commercials came on, Reece muted the TV and turned to me.


“Now,” he said in that soft voice of his—direct but gentle—“explain to me again why we don’t want to adopt locally?”


He was touching a finger to the stove. Reece didn’t know every detail about my history yet, but he knew enough; he knew how much it weighed on me. He knew about my biological dad and stepfather and foster parents, things I carried from my past like heavy bags from place to place.


“I told you we would not talk about my past,” I snapped, getting up to get more coffee. “I know what those kids are like.”


“But, Rob,” he said, following me to the kitchen, “you were one of those kids.”


“Exactly, and I . . .” Just talking about not talking about it took superhuman strength. I didn’t even want to turn around from the kitchen counter and face him. As though not looking at him meant I wouldn’t have to discuss it anymore.


I had been telling myself a convenient story for many years. Not a lie, exactly—more like a cover. That story was that adopting overseas was both a quicker option and a way to avoid what I thought of as “the gay issue.” But that wasn’t really the complete truth, and Reece knew it. I probably knew it, too. There was a deeper reason I wouldn’t even consider, one he drew out of me that morning. And he did it in that way that made me remember why I love him so much: not with force but with compassion.


I had been writing off these kids because I didn’t want to address that part of my life. The last thing I wanted was to bring someone into my home who would every day remind me of my past. I refused to open that door.


“Do you realize the disservice you are doing to these kids by shutting that out? By shutting them out?” Reece said. “You’re so worried about making sure what our friends think of you. But you haven’t stopped to think about what those kids need.”


I turned around, and I’m sure Reece could see that I had started to tear up.


“Rob,” he said, stepping forward and taking my hand. “Remember the other night? That boy outside?”


Of course I did.


A few nights before, we had been jolted awake around 2:00 a.m. by a noise from one of our neighbors’ houses. We looked out the window and were struck dumb to see a toddler playing in front on the sidewalk, the adults getting high and laughing on the porch. The whole scene just drove home what should have been so obvious.


I was being selfish, but until Reece brought it up, I hadn’t seen it that way. It was a light bulb moment that opened something in me, but I was mad at him for making it happen. Why rock the boat now? For the first time, I was finally happy. We had great friends, lived comfortably, ate well, and drove nice cars. As someone who grew up extremely poor, these were not small things to me. Except for a child, I had everything I wanted.


But Reece didn’t care if I had a brownstone or slept in my car. He didn’t care if I had a PhD or was a high school dropout. He just loved me. This love felt like something I had wrapped around me at all times. Reece would be across the room and look at me and I could just feel it. And I’d never felt that certainty before, that safety. So part of me was mad at him for opening my eyes. But once they were open, I could see no other way.


“I failed them. I failed them,” I said, crying. Reece put his arm around me and held me. The dam broke and it all just kept coming out. I had been so focused on what I had escaped from that I didn’t think about all those who were still there. And what I could do about it.


•


Two days later, on a beautiful spring Monday morning, I took the day off from my job at the mortgage company. The easy light pushed through the windows as I got dressed, taking my breathing one inhale at a time. We were starting. Reece was working as a hairdresser at the time, with clients in the afternoon so, as on every step of this journey, we would go together.


We drove over to DC Child and Family Services, a cold and bureaucratic building downtown.


“This is it?” Reece said when we stepped inside the lobby.


“Well, what did you expect?”


He looked around—linoleum and tile and horrible fluorescent lights. “I don’t know. Something homier. Warmer.”


“Uh, no,” I said as we searched for the right office. We found it, signed in, and waited on plastic chairs.


When it was our turn at the counter, I got straight to the point. I felt like I had been waiting forty-something years, so I wanted to get going. “We want to adopt a baby,” I told the administrator. Even just saying the words felt like flipping a page in my life.


She was a stoic woman who eyed us up and down but said little.


On the drive over there, and in many conversations before, Reece had challenged me on this. Now he did it again. “Hang on a second, Rob. Why a baby?” he asked. “Are you going to be changing diapers?” He could just tell that I would be allergic to the whole idea of it, that my obsession with cleanliness and neatness wouldn’t mesh with the down and dirty parts of babies.


I waved him off. “Oh, I’ll get used to that,” I said.


Reece playfully rolled his eyes. He knew he’d be the one diapering.


He gestured to me, and we took our conversation off to the side of the room.


“I want a baby,” I said under my breath. “Then we don’t have to worry about what it went through.”


“But, Rob,” Reece said, “that’s who they were. That’s who they are.”


The conversation got cut off once the administrator there gave us a dose of reality: there was a two- to three-year waiting list to get a baby. I wasn’t the only one who wanted a child without a past. No way I was going to wait that long—and even then, who knew what would happen? In fact, there was a long waiting list to adopt any child.


“But if you do foster-to-adopt,” she said, “there’s a good chance that you would get a child sooner. Much sooner.”


“A baby?” I asked.


She shrugged. “Could be a baby.”


A foster child. The idea again scratched at my own issues—of abandonment, of separation, of the unknown. I was reluctant to bring in a foster child, too, because when the child ultimately reunited with the family, the loss would break me into pieces.


But we had come this far. She gave us a schedule of the orientation classes, handed us a pamphlet about foster parenting, and we went home. That night over Rachael Ray’s Lazy Bolognese-Style Lasagna, which I had just learned to make, we continued the conversation.


I set up our TV tray tables in the living room. “You know,” I said to Reece, “a foster child probably won’t stay here for very long. They’re going to go back to their mom’s or their dad’s. That’s what happens to foster children. Trust me—”


“I know, Rob. But that doesn’t matter,” Reece said. “If we can change a child’s life, even for a day, don’t you feel like we should do that? What if somebody would’ve done that for you?”


I had absolutely no response. He was right again. That’s the thing about Reece—he’s always right. More than just the voice of reason in our home, Reece spoke to what I knew in my heart was true but was often too hurt or selfish or scared to admit. Reece is the smartest person I know; he always looks at the big picture. I tend to zero in on the problem at hand. And I miss so many things that way.


Since we first agreed to adopt, I had just been thinking about me—how it would affect me, how it would remind me of bad memories. Reece kept forcing me to step outside myself. My attachment issues ran deep, and this journey was going to be hard for me no matter how we moved forward. I could not shut out those feelings. It seemed I would never shake the fear of being left behind, which hovered over every close relationship I ever had. It followed me around like an ominous cloud.


After talking about it some more, we agreed that we’d take a child under the age of five. Every step along the way, Reece turned me forward. When we were filling out the forms, I kept angling for the perfect child, and Reece kept shutting that down. “As a parent you don’t get to decide whether your child is blind,” he said. “You don’t get to decide if your child is deaf. You don’t get to decide whether that child has any handicap.”


“Yeah, but—”


“We are not getting a designer child, Rob.”


The way Reece said it made me ashamed about being picky. It was obvious: we’d take any child who needed a home. We made plans to begin orientation in a couple of weeks and that was that. We were two city guys—madly in love—embarking on a journey that we thought we knew something about. But we had no idea.





· 2 ·


WHAT I REMEMBER


I am three years old. It’s the middle of the night, and I’m sleeping on a big, hard mattress with my sisters in a hot room, wearing just a diaper. I’m being lightly shaken—once, twice—and then I’m awake. My eyes adjust to my mother’s face hovering over me. She puts a finger over her lips. “Shhhh.”


My big sisters, Fran and Beth, aren’t in the bed next to me. They are standing in their pajamas by the rectangle light of the door frame. Mom is wearing a ragged nightgown, old-fashioned and once white. “Terry,” she whispers. My first name is Robert, but everyone calls me by my middle name.


Fran comes forward and picks me up in her arms. And we go.


We all quietly begin to walk down the creaky stairs. The moldy and musty smell covers everything. Then we’re all tiptoeing out the door and down the two concrete steps to the yard.


Hitting the fresh air, we all run behind the house, through the backyard, and into a nearby field, where we crouch down in the tall grass. Behind us, up the hill, I can see the train tracks. For fun, we sometimes roll big brown barrels down that hill. Fran warns me all the time never to walk on those tracks. It is too dangerous.


No one warns me about the danger inside our house.


“Frances!” The sound of my dad’s ragged voice calling my mother cuts the muggy night like a thunder crack. “Frances! Frances May!” His voice is deep and angry, worn harsh and mean by decades of smoking and drinking, the sound of something ugly and dark.


I hold on to Fran’s shoulders, petrified, and shake at the sound of his screaming. Fran holds me tight. After the yelling stops for a bit, she puts me on my belly down in the grass. When I try to stand, she gently pushes me down.


The four of us stay out there for hours. No sounds but my dad’s voice, the chirp of crickets, and the occasional roar of the train in the thick night.


“Where the fuck are you?! Frances May! Get the fuck back in this house!”


Mom stays quiet. It’s summertime and there are mosquitos in the muggy air, but it’s safer out here. She’s putting it off as long as she can, but once Dad finds her, he is just going to beat her up or hit all of us. Everyone knows how this is going to end.


Once the screams go silent for long enough, my mother knows he’s asleep.


We sneak back into the house to find him passed out on the couch, his prematurely white hair mussed and a loud snore bellowing from his nose. Dad is in nothing but a pair of old boxer shorts. He wears them all the time, no matter who is around, always making sure people can see everything. This is who he is, wearing his ugliness front and center, out for all to see.


I think about that night a lot—the pain and the fear, the uncertainty—but there is also my mother’s and sisters’ love and impulse to protect: two sides of the same coin. Abuse and affection tied together. It would take more than thirty years for me to learn to separate the two.


•


My parents are having one of their shared drunken, drug-fueled rages. My father, beer and cigarettes wafting off him, has lined Fran, Beth, and me up in a row. We are kneeling on the kitchen floor right in front of the white refrigerator. It’s an ugly and dingy kitchen—dirty dishes piled up, filled ashtrays on the tabletops, a layer of grime on everything.


My father is holding his gun, taking turns pointing the shiny metal at each of our heads.


He and my mother are laughing.


“They’re scared, Frances!” he yells over to my mom. “They’re pissing themselves they’re so scared.”


We are scared. I look over at Fran, the oldest, who usually takes things in stride, and even she looks scared. She’s staring straight ahead, her lips a straight line.


I don’t hear what my mother says, but I hear the laugh in her voice. The drinks are slurring her words and clouding any last bit of good sense she might have.


“Which one do you want me to shoot first?” my father asks her.


We’re all silent; the loud hum of the refrigerator is the only sound. My knees are starting to hurt. I want to squirm, change my position, but I don’t want to set my father off.


He reaches on top of the refrigerator for what I think are bullets. He takes some out of a white box and tries to shove them into the gun. He’s so drunk he drops a few, picks them up from the floor, tries again to jam them into the gun, muttering to himself. He’s sloppy and dangerous and terrifying. I hear the sound of something snapping shut. He looks over to me and points the gun right at my head. He pauses for an extra few seconds, and I close my eyes.


He pulls the trigger. Click. Silence. The click sends a cold current through my whole body.


Sometimes, when things are dark, I feel that shiver again.


•


There is yelling behind my parents’ closed bedroom door. My mother walks out, and I see one eye swollen shut. Her face is a mask. She is quiet and stoic, and I don’t know what she is thinking. Sometimes she takes the beatings to protect us. But she’s human and worn down, so she gets tired of it. There are rages she doesn’t feel like bearing, so she lets him beat us.


Sometimes she lets him do other things.


•


I’m in the kitchen with my sister Beth. “Terry!” I hear my father yell from the living room. He wants me to get him a beer from the refrigerator. I either don’t hear him the first time he asks or am not fast enough, so he gets angrier.


“Get your ass in here!”


When I get close to him, in comes that smell, God, that nauseating smell like a heavy presence around him. He brings me closer and puts the lit part of his cigarette into the bare flesh of my leg, the cherry burning my skin. There’s a brief sizzling sound, and it hurts so much I want to scream. He has done this a few times, sometimes for no reason. But even the reasons aren’t reasons.


•


I am five years old on my way to bed. As I pass in front of my parents’ door, I see it is cracked open. I peer in, like peeking at a movie I’m not supposed to watch. My mom is on the floor crying, wailing. My father is screaming, pointing a gun at her head.


I think this is what families do. Everyone who comes around is just like them. How am I to know any different?


•


Mom is usually quiet and reserved, though with a couple of drinks in her she comes to life. Alcohol smothers whatever fear she usually hides. She has hazel eyes like mine, behind cat-eyed glasses, and a soft face. Her smile is lopsided but perfect. I think she is the most beautiful woman in the world.


At night I watch her tease her hair up with hair spray, twirl it in soft curlers. She wraps it in toilet paper before she goes to bed, a long Salem cigarette burning a trail of smoke in the ashtray. I watch it wisp upward in curlicues.


My mother is like a gypsy; there’s just no other word for it. We are constantly living here, moving there, leaving my dad, going back to my dad, staying with this man, leaving that man. We have so many uncles—who I later learn are boyfriends and ex-husbands. Fran, Beth, and I all have different fathers.


All told, my mother will be married seven times and bear ten children.


I can’t imagine what her life was like before all of us. She is like a blank slate, reemerging each time with a new man and new children, hitting reset on her life so many times she doesn’t know which one she’s living.


Fran is eight years older than me, not yet a teenager, but more like a mother than our mom is. Fran makes sure Beth and I are always fed and dressed. She barely goes to school because she takes care of me.


We move around so much and those houses and rooms all blend together; there’s nothing linking one with the next. No friends, no teachers who know us, nothing sturdy to build a childhood on. There is not a thing in any house that makes it feel like a home. We are always one box away from having to move—nothing on the walls, temporary furniture covered in dust.


We might as well have picked up the same empty, lifeless house and moved it around Virginia, Maryland, and North Carolina. No turkey dinner for Thanksgiving, no present or tree for Christmas, no basket of chocolate for Easter. Nothing. I never even have a birthday party. We live in so many different places that I don’t start school until first grade.


After my father breaks her arm, my mother leaves us all for a while. While she’s gone Dad has sex with the neighbor woman in front of Fran, Beth, and me. We are right there on the couch. I don’t know if he doesn’t realize we are there or if he likes it. We don’t ask.


Our lives are a steady series of unsteadiness. Mom leaves Dad a few times, sometimes leaving us with him, sometimes taking us with her. We live with an earlier husband of hers and her children from that marriage. Another time Mom’s brother and his wife, and their twelve children, take us in, an appendage to another family.


My sisters and I are constantly going back and forth to my uncle and aunt’s house, to the shelter, to my dad’s house, back to my mom’s boyfriend’s house, back to a babysitter’s house, back to my aunt and uncle’s house. That’s what life always is—floating.


•


We go to church on Sundays—Southern Baptist—where old women wear hats and people lose control of their bodies. Sometimes they say made-up words, speak in tongues. Like they are taken over by the Holy Spirit.


Dad plays his holier-than-thou routine in his tucked dress shirt and jeans, his ears sticking out from his neatly slicked hair. People call him “Mr. Chasteen” and he acts like an upstanding member of the community, but we’re never fooled. He brings along his mother, the meanest woman alive. Her stern face never breaks. Though he beats us over and over again, like a Sunday ritual, right in front of her, she never says a thing.


My father goes through phases in which he finds religion. Or pretends to. He puts them on sometimes like a new hat, but it always feels fake. Sometimes Dad forces us to go to these big tent revivals that come to town. He makes some money helping to raise the tent and set up the service.


Under the tent, I sit, wearing shoes that don’t fit and hand-me-down clothes. The preacher pulls out a snake, and I’m scared so I look away. I see my dad walking down the aisle with an offering tray, collecting money for the church. Or that’s what he’s supposed to be doing.


•


At some point both of my parents are working in the same cotton mill but different shifts. Dad works days so we are home with him alone at night. That’s when he takes me into his room. It happens mostly when Mom is out of the house, but she knows. She is there sometimes.


My father is in the shower. I hear the water running through the thin walls of the house and my stomach clenches like a fist. Then I hear him yell, “Frances! Frances, bring Robert Terry in here!” I start crying. I know what’s going to happen.


My mother grabs me and shakes me. “Just stop crying, Terry,” she says. “Just stop crying.” She walks me into the bathroom. Steam fills up the room, and my father whips the shower curtain open and brings me in. She leaves and shuts the door behind her.


•


I am a scared little kid, so I pee in my pants all the time. Every time, my father beats me even worse for it. He uses his belts, but also his fists, punching me in my gut, hitting me in my groin. He makes me hold in my pee; I do it for so many years that one day, when I am older, my bladder will rupture.


There is abuse and then there are the emotional scars beyond abuse. I am so terrified and confused that being molested by my father isn’t even the worst thing to me. Everything is backward, but I don’t know this. At least he is giving me attention. How can he love me unless he hurts me?


This is the only type of family that I know. I don’t know why my mother had us at all. We always feel like we are a burden. We are a burden—there is no other way to feel.





· 3 ·


COMING BACK


July 2008


On a muggy Saturday morning, Reece and I traveled out to DC Child and Family Services for our first orientation meeting to be foster parents. We were both anxious—I was talking too much, as I tend to do from nerves, while fiddling with the radio and the windows. Reece usually does the opposite when he’s nervous, so he was quiet. When we walked in, we noticed we were the only gay couple there, but that wasn’t an issue for me. The problem was the memories, and the second we walked in, they came back ferociously.


That whole morning was a flashback of the system and everything I knew about it. In an overly air-conditioned conference room, prospective parents crowded around the instructor before we even began. And it had nothing to do with giving homes to needy kids.


“When do we get our check?”


“How much is the check?”


“If we get a bigger house, can we get more kids and a bigger check?”


It seemed that every discussion went back to what was in it for them. I stayed silent, but I was fuming the whole time.


Four hours later, when it was over, I was enraged. On our way out the door, before we even hit the parking lot, I told Reece, “There’s no fucking way I’m coming back here.”


“Yes we are, Rob,” he said, calm but defiant. “Every Saturday until we’ve completed it.”


“Wait a second,” I said. “Were you not just in there with me? Did you not see what just happened in there?”


“I was there.”


“Those people could not give a damn about any kids, Reece. They just wanted to get paid.”


“Well, that’s all the more reason—”


“Sorry, I just can’t,” I said, getting into the car. “I can’t. Let’s do the overseas route. Let’s start that up again.”


“Rob, take a breath. Just breathe. It’s not about that. It’s about the difference we can make in a child’s life. We’re not giving up.”


“It’s too hard, Reece. It’s just . . .” I said.


“Think about when you were a kid. What if someone had invested in you? Everything you say is more reason we need to be doing this.”


Reece is an optimist, but he is also forceful when necessary. He said exactly what I needed to hear at that moment, while I was still having trouble untangling my own experience as a child from what we were going through. Reece was there to keep me grounded.


The following Saturday, the room was weeded down to maybe fifteen people, each of whom was a bit more committed than the previous week. We all sat at a big conference room table and for eight straight Saturdays learned what DC thought a parent should be.


A few sessions in, the instructor was going over foster care rules and procedures when all of a sudden we heard a snap, the sound of a metal can opening. We all looked over, and at the end of the table, a man had opened a beer.


“Uh, you know, you can’t have that here,” the instructor said.


“Why not?” he asked, taking a big sip. “This is what I do on Saturday. And this is taking up my Saturday.”


“No, we’re not having a beer,” she said, somehow less surprised than I thought she should be. “This is neither the time nor the place.”


He placed the beer back in the cooler and grumbled under his breath. Reece and I met eyes. He was shocked, but I was not. It was revolting but par for the course.


During another class, we were talking about proper discipline and what boundaries were important.


“Every once in a while,” one man said, “the only thing that’ll get through to these kids is a good ass whipping.”


A few others nodded and chimed in their yeses, like it was the most obvious parenting philosophy in the world.


These people should not be parents, I thought. Every father, every older man in my life had hurt me. That was how every conflict had been handled in every house I’d grown up in. When I started to raise my hand like I was going to respond, and furiously, Reece put his hand over mine. I stayed silent, letting my feelings stew.


Sitting there, listening to how this cycle was just going to continue, drove home to me the problem with the system. It’s not about quality care—it’s about beds. That’s the ball game. The more beds the state and the county get, the more money they get. Period. Because of that, they have to keep the floodgates open. Outside of having a criminal record, nothing will get you rejected as a foster parent. The economics of the state is dependent on it. The states need to keep the number of kids in care up because that keeps the federal money rolling in. It’s a system of self-interest.


Those classes were brutal, and I bit my tongue constantly, but it reinforced what Reece already knew: we were doing the right thing. Kids out there needed people like us giving them a home—if only so they wouldn’t go to one of these other homes.


We wanted to be parents so badly that within two months we had already finished everything they needed from us. We had to get complete physicals, our finances checked, CPR certification, our home inspected by a fire marshal and tested for lead paint. They also checked us for HIV, something no other foster parents I spoke to had to be tested for.


We were so under the microscope during all this that Reece and I didn’t even question the HIV testing. I had come out of the closet in the 1980s, when that kind of discrimination was common. In 2008, gay people were still not allowed to give blood, and I was used to people not sharing a bottle with me. That was the behavior I knew and I certainly wasn’t going to rock the boat by complaining.


Once we completed our orientation, there was not a single piece of additional paperwork we needed to complete. The rooms at our home were all set up: a baby’s room and a toddler’s room—because we didn’t know the age we were going to get—both filled with toys.


Everything in our lives was ready for that call to happen. So Reece and I waited to receive a placement.


And we waited.


And waited.


•


By September we had everything approved. October unfolded into November. Not a word. December at our home was quiet and devastating. When I was growing up, holidays were never acknowledged, much less celebrated. Since getting together with Reece, I had embraced the holiday spirit, so my expectations for that Christmas were vivid: we’d be watching a child opening presents under our Christmas tree. That was a picture I played in my mind over and over again: baking cookies, singing carols, decorating the house. But that Christmas ended up feeling like a slap in the face, a reminder of what we didn’t have. The upstairs rooms remained empty and the longer we waited, the more the whole house started to feel empty.


Every week, dumfounded and enraged, I phoned DC Child and Family Services. I had educated myself on the number of kids flooding into the DC foster care system. What became clear over time was that the woman in charge was not interested in giving a child to two white gay men. Every other parent from our orientation class had already been given a kid by this point; we were the only ones left waiting. Reece has always been trusting, willing to give people the benefit of the doubt, so it took some time for him to see it. But eventually the evidence was overwhelming: they just didn’t want us to have a child.


When we had finished orientation, we wanted to make sure the city knew we took the process seriously. That a child could walk into our house and not want for a thing. The home study assessor told us she had never seen parents so well prepared for a child to enter their home. We were not being picky about what kind of child we brought in. We just wanted to be foster parents.


Meanwhile we saw what other foster parents in orientation class were like; the fact that they were getting kids before us made me sick to my stomach. This dreadful wait was the first time—but not the last—that we dealt with people, agencies, and institutions who felt that Reece and I shouldn’t have children in our lives.


“It’s never gonna happen,” I said to Reece one night, in tears. “It’s just never gonna happen.”


“It’ll happen. Just let it play out,” he said.


“It doesn’t make any sense. How can this be? It’s been five months.”


I was close to giving up, but Reece held out hope, assuring me that these things take time and we’d get a call soon. And I had no choice but to believe him.


•


During the first week of the new year, I called DC Child and Family Services again, at that point just going through the motions. My hope had been sapped, and merely making the call was a punishing process. Then a new voice answered the phone.


“Hi,” I said, thrown off. “Does Diana still work there?”


“No, she’s been transferred somewhere else. This is Cheryl. How may I help you?”


“Oh, well, my name is Rob Chasteen. We’ve had our application in since last summer to be foster parents, and you know, I’ve probably been everybody’s thorn, but I’m calling again to get a placement.”


“Hold on a sec.” She was gone for a few minutes. When she came back on the line, she apologized. “Mr. Chasteen, I am so sorry. Your application has been at the bottom of the pile.”


“You’re kidding.”


“No, honey, I wish I were. I don’t know why this has been passed over.”


But it was no mystery to me. We were lucky—the new woman didn’t care who we were, just that we were prepared and that we wanted to be parents. She was thinking about the well-being of the children, which is the only thing she should have been thinking about. It seemed like no one else had been.
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