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To My Amazing Children


PROLOGUE

In the spring of 2008, my husband and I adopted five high-risk children through the foster care system in New York City. At the time, Dan was forty-five and I was forty-three. I was childless, excited, and unprepared. Our children, aged five to ten years old, had been neglected and abused, and diagnosed with behavioral, cognitive, physical, and psychiatric conditions, none of which could be treated medically.

I read a lot of books about adoption before becoming a parent, but none came close to describing what we went through when adopting a large sibling group of older, special-needs children through foster care. I wish there was a book that could have shared some of the systems that worked, given me a heads-up on a few issues I had not seen coming, and put some faces to the devastating effects of early trauma, abuse, and neglect on developing brains.

Maybe this memoir can be a remembrance for my children of our first years together, a baby book of sorts, a mark in pencil on our kitchen door frame to show them how little they were, and how far they have come.

Maybe this story can reach out to someone like myself, someone in a position to act and make a difference, but who had never considered special-needs adoption. Before I started this journey, I had been completely unaware of foster care; I’d never known anyone who had gone through the system and had no idea of the enormous need for permanent homes. I didn’t know that I, as an adult, could make all the difference in the world to a child. I could be a parent to someone who didn’t have parents. I could make a family for children who didn’t have a family.

Love can make a family, but a family is not love. It is a container for love. It is a secondary womb where love can do its slow work of growing and nurturing a child’s heart and brain. And it doesn’t end when you grow up and are ready to leave. A family misses you, waves from the porch until you’re out of sight, then waits and hopes for your return. It loves you when you feel unlovable, accepts you when the world turns away, and hugs you even when you don’t hug back.

I always had it. But not until I loved my own children did I understand what it means not to have parents, a family, a home. Not everybody has a family—but every human deserves one and every child needs one.

Author Note: Please be advised that this book speaks candidly about violence and severe mental and physical abuse.
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CONCEPTION

Jake lay staring up at me by the river, lying there, grinning ear to ear like a boy with a secret. “Hey cousin,” I said, “what’s buzzin?” Jake yelled back at me, his voice distorted and strained. He stiffened his arms and legs and yelled again. My first cousin Melanie had adopted Jake as an infant. She was sitting ten feet upstream and I looked over at her for help: “He’s hard to understand,” she said, “but if you listen carefully, he has a lot to say.” I knelt on the smooth rocks and put my ear near his mouth.

He spoke again, arching his back. It sounded like, “I have to pee.” I pulled my head back, “You have to pee?” Jake rocked his body side to side, excited. “All right then,” I said. I called to my husband, knee deep in the river, “Dan! Jake needs to pee!” I smiled down at my cousin, “I don’t see you for five years and the first thing you say to me is ‘I have to pee’?” He laughed, rocking back and forth. Dan splashed to the shore, “I gotcha, buddy.” Dan rolled Jake onto his arm and, lifting him up, pointed him towards the reeds. Jake yelled something at me. His mother translated, “Jake says no peeking!” I yelled back at Jake, “Not peeking!”

At nine years old Jake was maybe three feet long, and very thin, with stiff blond hair and lazy blue eyes. His body was limp from cerebral palsy; he couldn’t stand or hold up his head. His speech was thick, but consistent, like a dialect. Once I caught onto his speech patterns, he was chatty and engaging. “My mom is trying to get me to use the bathroom,” he said. “She gives me a quarter every time I don’t pee my pants. But it’s hard for me, so she gives me a nickel if I can get most of it in the toilet and just have a little spot on my pants.”

“That sounds like a money maker right there.”

I love my family. I have fifty-two first cousins, each with an average of six kids. It’s hard to foster family tensions with so many bodies looking alike, so many humans growing so fast. We come from the Intermountain West, Mormon Country: wide streets and narrow paths. I am no longer active in the church, but with a last name like Ellsworth, I enjoy a cultural affiliation with my religion; faith and family are synonymous and my worldview remains awash with that hallmark Mormon optimism.

My life, however, was taking a very different path. I was thirty-seven, childless, enjoying a career as a classical musician, and the first ever in my family to get divorced in her twenties. I considered myself a pioneer in this regard. I was recently remarried to a lapsed Lutheran from South Dakota. He loved and accepted my family as his own and, except for our wildly differing doctrines, I felt at home in Dan’s congregation, sitting in his hometown church, watching him sing in the choir.

Dan and I were hosting my family reunion at our lodge in the Adirondacks, an old YMCA camp with a big field stone fireplace, bunk rooms, and a twenty-three-foot dining room table. It was rare for my family to gather so far east, but the lodge was big enough to hold everyone and in close proximity to the Mormon Mecca: Palmyra, New York, the birthplace of our faith. Jake and I were enjoying some quality time with our loved ones. We lay on our backs, watching the clouds while Jake shared with me his adoption story. “When I was born, I had cerebral palsy and my birth mom couldn’t take care of me, so one of the doctors in the hospital called my Dad, and my Dad says he knew right then I was his son. He told my Mom, ‘Our son is lying in a hospital in Seattle and I am going to get him.’ He got in the car right then and drove six hundred miles to pick me up.” There was pride in Jake’s voice. He belonged to someone.

Jake was four the first time we met. I was on a road trip and stopped to visit Melanie and her family on their little farm in Idaho. The kids were outside chasing chickens when I pulled up, Jake screaming with excitement. I had to smile as Melanie’s husband, Max, grabbed his tiny son by the waist and dove with him head-first under a bush after a chicken, just like any other kid. These are good people. I wasn’t like them, but I was proud to belong to them.

* * *

I had met Dan two years earlier on an online dating service. My brother helped me with my profile: solidly non-smoker but not particular about age, race, religion, or income. Dan and I spoke on the phone and he told me he was an FBI agent. I said, “Well, that’s hot. Are you sure you want to go with that? Have you tried race car driver or astronaut?” He laughed, “I’m going with it.” I met him the next night for dinner. He was serious-looking and clean shaven, with a military buzz cut. I stared at him, trying to reconcile his strange appearance with the fact that he seemed so familiar. I felt like saying, “Oh, it’s you! Thank god!” But we’d never met. He asked me about my family and what it was like growing up in Northern California. He asked about my big life choices, what my music career meant to me and, after dessert, he asked if I would walk with him through Times Square. I said, “Sure, I’ll show you where I work.” I took him through the stage door of the broadway show I was currently playing. I showed him the orchestra pit and costume rooms. It was Sunday night, so we had the place to ourselves, talking as we walked, the acoustic of our voices changing as we walked onto the stage. We stood there for a few minutes looking out into the dark, empty seats. Taking my hand, he gently kissed me. It was wonderful. I closed my eyes and my head dropped slowly onto his shoulder. I rested there, surrounded, feeling quietly terrified, lost and happy in the middle of our embrace. His slow breathing brought me back and I took his arm as he walked me home.

For our next outing, Dan invited me to a sentencing. What does one wear to a sentencing? “It’s not the most conventional date, but,” he said, “you might find it interesting.” Why not?

Dan sat in front with the prosecution and I sat behind him, staring at his shoulders beneath his wrinkled grey suit. Dan was living on a boat in the Hudson River at the time, directly across from my apartment in Hell’s Kitchen, so his dress clothes were all a little wrinkled and had a sort of musty boat smell. The case involved a child kidnapping, and the judge spoke harshly and at length to the convict before pronouncing the sentence. The court adjourned and the mother came up to Dan, crying, hugging and thanking him for saving her child. I had never seen a mother’s look like that before. I got chills.

After, I invited him for a ride up the Palisades on my motorbike. He climbed on behind me, put his arms around my waist, his helmet tipping slightly right of mine. I accelerated out of the rest area, shifting fast, and was in fourth by the time we merged with traffic. Dan was hiding his weight, leaning when I leaned, turning when I turned, bracing his feet on the pegs when I braked so there was no pressure from him as the front shock compressed. His face shield clicked against the back of my helmet and I started blushing. Oh, Ann, really?

* * *

But the moment of truth soon arrived, the moment when my partner wanted to hang out with me, but I wanted to practice without being interrupted. Dan invited me to come over to the boat. I said, “I wish I could but I have some work to do, maybe another time.” He said, “Come practice out here, I promise I won’t bother you.” I went out and set up in the forward cabin. I could see him on the dock working on a project, walking back and forth, sawing and drilling things. For two and a half hours he did not speak or look at me. No solicitous waves, winks, or annoying, “Can I get you anything?” When I was done, I packed up and walked out onto the dock. He put his drill down and smiled, “How was it for you?” I laughed, blushing, “I like it.” He pulled me to him, “Me, too.” We made out in the afterglow of our compatibility.

Around that time, I was traveling to Austria for a week on a study grant and Dan invited himself to come with me. This was huge for me, to travel together to Vienna, my musical Mecca. But he came with me and he stayed with me. He listened with me, watched with me, and gasped with me in the thin air of high art. Ears to Mahler, eyes to Klimt, we dressed in duvets for days and days, the horizontal, sideways view. “You are my choice,” said the moist lower lip of his kisses. “I choose you.”

Communication under these circumstances is the stuff of life: nonverbal, rich in meaning, short on specifics and ripe with promises never made. I lay there with him, still with love, unable to discern my feet from his, two now four, nesting alone in their own close meeting. I was floating in the thought that there might be nothing else to life but this moment when a shadow flicked across my conscience, and I heard myself whisper aloud, “If I get pregnant, I’m keeping the baby.” Wait, what? Is this you trying to be responsible? Because as family planning goes, it’s a little short on planning. Oh my God! It was your mother voice! You’re mothering! Dan interrupted my self-talk with a compelling, nonverbal confirmation that not only was he was fine with me getting pregnant, he thought it was an awesome idea. I did not get pregnant but for the first time in my life, I conceived of myself as a mother. It was huge for me and an opening into imagining having children.

We got engaged shortly after our trip. My brother was concerned: “He’s a great guy, Ann, but I just don’t see it.” Nobody could see it; everybody thought it was going too fast. “Where’s the magic? Why him?” I said, “He makes me feel like a woman.” My brother, bearded, 6’3” and 200 pounds, laughed and said, “He makes ME feel like a woman. Not good enough!” I sighed, “I’ll tell you but you can’t tell anyone. Promise!” John held up his pinky for pinky swear. I blushed, “. . . he sings to me.” John’s jaw hit the floor. “No way.” I nodded, “He sings to me. Country music songs.” My brother took a deep breath and sat back in his chair. “Marry him.” I do.

Dan and I bought the lodge and invited our families to the Adirondacks for a week of canoeing, barbecue, and roof repair. Then one day after breakfast, Dan told everyone to leave their plates on the table. “We’re going to the waterfall.” And with all our loved ones near, Dan and I eloped, right there at the edge of the falls. His sister, a Lutheran minister, made it legal.

Flying back to the city, I thought to myself, It doesn’t get any better than this. And I was right. It didn’t. It was September 9, 2001.

* * *

After 9/11, Dan’s work went into overdrive. Months of twenty-hour work days, relocations, and just as things finally started settling down, the Marine Corps called wanting Dan to come back in. He was an officer before joining the Bureau, and an expert in the coordination of close air support for ground troops.

* * *

We were separated for almost two years. When Dan finally came home we had to get to know each other again. We held hands a lot, didn’t talk about the past and spoke softly about the future. These things take time. Three years passed.

* * *

The 2005 reunion was held at Fish Lake in southern Utah. Dan and I had started talking, still softly, about starting a family. Ours was a second marriage for both of us and we were both heavily into our careers. I had never felt strongly about having kids and certainly not my own—with such a large family, there were certainly enough Ann molecules on the planet. Independent of the reproductive imperative, we asked ourselves what having children was really about. In the end we agreed: having a family was about giving something to someone else.

Jake was twelve now and handsome, giving rides to his cousins on the back of his new bright red electric wheelchair. “Jake!” I called out, “Sweet ride, cousin!” He motored over to me, spinning around, showing off his wheelies, talking me through the specs. I asked Jake about his trip to Ecuador, where his parents, Melanie and Max, ran a program organizing college students to volunteer in the orphanages. Jake struggled as he spoke, “Ecuador was fun but also intense. I love the kids but it makes me sad. I mean, I have the one thing they really want: parents. I don’t think we can really know what it’s like not to have parents.” I turned away from him and pretended I was looking at something far away, blinking to keep my tears back. I nodded, “That’s a tough one.” Jake was quiet.

That night after the barbecue, Dan and I sat on a bluff overlooking the picnic area. I told Dan about my talk with Jake. “He can’t sit or stand, can’t feed himself, and he’s watching these kids out there playing soccer feeling sorry for them because he has parents and they don’t.” Dan took my hand and we sat for a while. Above us the sky was turning pink and grey, that southwestern sky, so big it rounds the horizon. Below us, a water balloon fight was in high gear. “We should step up,” Dan said. “The need is there.” I felt a chill. My head tipped back and, looking up, I felt I might slip off this earth and fall into the vacuous universe. And in that moment, on that quiet bluff, an adoption was conceived.
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THE ADOPTIVE INDUSTRIAL COMPLEX

Dan and I flew back to New York, quiet and expectant. I didn’t want to tell anyone we were going to adopt. I wanted to keep it inside, this strange, slow calm I felt in the days after our decision. This was new for me, feeling ready. I had always feared having children: the change, the loss of control, the loss of self. I’d had scares before, times I thought I might be pregnant. Gripped and panicky, all my emotions firing at once: hope, fear, ecstasy, despair, until my fate in a pale pastel would surface on the pregnancy test and release me, exhausted and childless, into a pile of sadness and relief. Our decision to adopt was not that. I wanted this. I felt grounded and strong, as right as rain.

I called my cousin. “Melanie! Dan and I have decided to adopt!” She was excited for me. “That’s wonderful, tell everyone you know.” I wanted to ask her about special needs. “What’s it like raising Jake?” Melanie paused. “It’s very physical,” she said. “Very physical and very spiritual.” I could hear the weight in her voice. “Jake has been an enormous gift to our family, especially to the other kids. Huge lessons there. If you are open to adopting special needs, be sure you know what you are signing up for. It’s a great service if you can do it. Those kids are hard to place.”

Her husband Max got on the phone, “Wow, Ann, it’s great news! I wished I’d known a week ago. I got a call about a two-year-old South American who needs heart surgery. You guys have health insurance, right?” We did indeed. “And you’ve got your home study done, right?” Hmm. I cringed a little, “Nope, never heard of it.” Max paused. “Well, you have to have a home study and get approved. You might want to get on that. You’ll need it for domestic or foreign adoption. Best bet is to get in touch with an agency.” I was writing this down. “Home study. Agency. Thanks, Max. I’ll let you know when we’re all set.”

I called my social worker cousin at Columbia and she recommended an agency on the Upper East Side. I made an appointment for Dan and me. The social worker was all smart and businesslike in her red, rectangular glasses. “It says here you are open to special needs, micro-preemies, cystic fibrosis, etc. What do you know about these conditions?” We gave her an overview, throwing in a few personal stories that would make us seem more credible, personable.

She was not impressed. “No religious affiliation . . . would you consider yourselves religious or spiritual, just not attached to an institution?” Neither. She was not encouraging. She shuffled our papers and shrugged, “I don’t get it. You don’t fit the profile. Both professionals, double income, no kids, no religious affiliation . . . it doesn’t make sense. Why special needs?” There was a pause. Dan said, “I grew up in South Dakota.” I jumped in, “I was raised Mormon!” She leaned back in her chair and nodded slowly. “So you’re both from out west. That’s where most of our special-needs kids get placed: big religious families with cultures that value life.” Value life? Her choice of words seemed out of place on the Upper East Side of New York City. “You’re going to need a lot more information,” she said. “Read these,” and handed us a list of books. She stood up and thanked us for coming. We were being shown the door! I couldn’t believe it!

“Can you recommend someone to do our home study?” I asked as she walked us into the hallway. She handed me a list of names and numbers. “Anyone in particular?” I asked as she shook our hands. “Anyone of them would be fine.” The elevator closed. I was incredulous. “That’s not at all how I thought this was going to go! I thought she was going to hug us, have us sign something, and walk us down to the nursery.” I felt dismissed. Why was I being dismissed?

Brushing my teeth that night, I gave myself a good stare in the mirror. The real question was, why would anyone want to give me a baby? I had no experience: Hell, my biggest parenting cred to date was being Melanie’s cousin. Why would anyone want to give me a child to raise? The answer was easy and sad: money.

* * *

Armed with a checkbook and high-hopes, Dan and I entered what we called “The Adoptive Industrial Complex.” Many of the agencies that make up this enormous infrastructure were, like us, well-intended. Nonetheless, they were businesses and most of the meetings I attended were an uncomfortable mix of high emotion and enormous fees. The persons who ran these meetings wanted to know what we were looking for: color of hair, curly or straight, race, color of skin and eyes, age and disposition. I could buy a photograph, a video, get a list of a child’s characteristics on the Down syndrome rubric or a deluxe examination by a physician. “Would you like a boy or a girl?” I was concerned that we were getting off track. The process was overtaking the product. “Would you like more than one? There is a rebate if you get two and of course you save on airfare!” What do I want? I want to give! They were selling me a noun and I wanted a verb.

Like nausea, the paperwork came in waves: personal essays, fingerprints, references, every address since 1970, finances, and medical histories on both sides of both families. This was so different from a pregnancy. There was no weight gain, no sonograms, no life force driving its miracle through your body. With adoption, it is all on you. You have to manually grow your baby every day, call by call, check by check.

Four months into our adoption process, which I tried not to think of as the first month of our second trimester, we chose a foundation that facilitates adoptions from Eastern Europe as an arm of its child advocacy work. They had a reputation for being both ethical and politically connected. Wait, is that possible? At one point, they told us that a man holding a sign would meet us at the airport, “and you will need to give him five-thousand dollars in cash which we suggest you carry in your shoes.” Dan was already in bed when I got home from the meeting. “I just keep thinking how that five-thousand dollars would be better spent on, oh, I don’t know, maybe raising a kid?”

There was no easy answer. We’d been warned against domestic adoption, the potential that it held for heartbreak is enormous: biological relatives can appear years into your family life and take your child. Or you finally find someone who wants to give you their child and at the last minute, they change their mind. It’s devastating. Nobody wants to go through that.

I started hashing over our remaining options when Dan looked at me and said, “Foster care.” WHAT? I froze. We had never spoken of foster care. He said, “I checked it out.” I gulped. The only stories I’d heard about foster care adoption were disastrous.

“Dan! That is so hard core!”

“That’s where the need is.”

“But the horror stories . . .”

“Horror? A horror for the adults or the kids?”

“Did you say ‘kids’? Plural?” I was almost yelling.

“Sibling groups are considered special needs.”

I felt a chill. “It would be really, really hard.”

“It’s harder for them.”

He was right. I called my sister, Michelle. Michelle had agreed to be our backup, the person to take our kids should anything happen to us. “So, we’ve decided to adopt through the foster care system,” I told her. Silence “. . . Michelle? Are you there?” Silence. She sounded stressed when she finally answered, “I’m out. I can’t take that on. Oh my God, Ann! I’ve heard terrible stories. I have my own children to consider. I have a friend who adopted a foster kid, it was horrible!”

I called my brother John, my kid brother, my best bud. “Dude, you have to sign this form.” John said, “Ann, I can’t raise your kids, my life is not set up for that.” I assured him, “You don’t have to raise them, you just have to decide what to do with them if we both die at the same time. Come on.” Silence. Then finally: “Fine. I’ll sign.”

We were back on track.
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ARE YOU MY MOTHER?

“They want to know if we would be okay with the behaviors listed here below, please mark in pen the boxes yes or no.” Dan and I were lying in bed filling out forms for foster-to-adopt parents. I read aloud:

Masturbation, masturbation of other children, masturbation of other children of the same sex. Yes? Check.

Lighting matches, lighting matches to start fires, starting fires. Check yes.

Defecating in public, defecating in his or her clothes, smearing his or her own feces on bathroom walls and environment. “Wow,” I said, “it kind of makes you wonder what the hell happened to these kids.”

“I’m okay with it,” said Dan.

“Good. Check. Schizophrenia? I didn’t know you could diagnose a child with schizophrenia. Down syndrome? Fetal alcohol syndrome? Autistic? I’m going to say no. I think we could further a child who is not topped off intellectually, maybe go with emotionally disturbed, but not mentally ill. ADHD, ADD, check, check, all good.”

“I agree.”

Cystic fibrosis, multiple sclerosis, cerebral palsy, muscular dystrophy, birth defects. Check.

“Copy.”

“Blind, check yes. Here’s one: Deaf. I don’t know if I could do that. I don’t know how I would communicate. Sign language of course, but in terms of relating to the child, it would be difficult for me. I don’t know if I could do it.”

“I feel that way about sight.”

“You could do deaf, but not blind?”

“You’re a musician, I’m a pilot.”

“I never thought of us that way. You perceive the world visually whereas I can imagine a world without sight but not without sound.”

“We can learn.”

“Right. Check. Sibling groups.”

Dan was interested. “What do you think?”

“Well, it would be hard in our apartment but we could definitely go more than one.”

“How many?”

“Let me think. Two? I would have the laundry sent out. Three, I would need the groceries delivered and part-time help. Four? All of the above, plus live-in help. We’d have to move.”

“We could do it.”

“Sounds good. And just to reiterate, I will be the primary caregiver, but I am not a stay-at-home mom. Just something to keep in mind.”

“Copy.”

We were in agreement then.

* * *

Through our research, we’d discovered that there is an online database of children all over the country, legally freed for adoption and awaiting a permanent home. There were over 2,500 children waiting in New York City alone. We typed in our preferences for children six years and younger, twelve years and younger, and then eighteen years and younger. There was an exponential rise in numbers as the kids timed out of their formative years. And I thought online dating was ageist and cruel. Preadolescent? Teenager? Good luck with that. Do teenagers need a family? Yes. Is it fair? No.

There are laws limiting what an agency can reveal about a minor online, so main interests were often listed. But really? Eighty-five percent of all foster children like the Yankees, watching television, and eating pizza? The real information is between the lines. “This child should be placed in a caring home with no other children,” or “This child needs a loving home with no pets.” Profiles can mention a disability but not what the disability is, or the need for medication but not what the medication is. Flag words are, “challenged,” “special,” “potential,” and “winning smile.”

When searching, Dan and I both found kids we instantly fell in love with. If we could have adopted them in that moment, we would have. I bet a lot of people would have. But it doesn’t work that way. We had a long way to go.

* * *

Before adopting through foster care, we first had to become foster parents. We needed thirty hours of instruction through a city-sponsored program for foster-to-adopt parents and then, with adoption as the goal, we would match with children whose biological parents no longer had parental rights. The kids would be placed with us as foster children and then six to eight months later, we would legally adopt them. Our class, consisting of four other couples and two single women, met Tuesday nights in a building on West 39th Street.

The instruction involved group discussions, class participation, and role playing. In one exercise I was assigned the role of a mother in a scenario showing how children get taken into foster care. My character had two daughters, ages ten and two, and she and her husband had recently moved to a new city where he had a job in a factory. They lived in a small house about five miles out of town, far away from family and friends.

In this story, my husband of ten years loses his job, we run out of savings, tensions mount, and we begin to argue. The baby starts screaming, my husband starts yelling, and I tell the ten year old to take her sister outside. I push her towards the door, she trips and hits her head on the coffee table and goes to school the next morning with a black eye. She gets flagged by social services. My husband, depressed, drives drunk and crashes the car, punches the cop who arrives on the scene, and spends thirty days in prison.

I have no money, no car, and no one to help with the two year old during the day. So I take a night shift at the convenience store, walking into town after the girls are asleep and walking back before they wake up. One night the baby wakes up crying and the pre-teen older sister doesn’t know what to do. She walks to the neighbor’s house, they call social services, and the children are gone before I get home.

This was the example they chose for the class? I could not believe it. These children didn’t need our help, the parents did. They hit a rough patch and needed a hand. They needed support. I broke with my character and spoke out in class, “Hey, here’s an idea! What if our social safety net had sent someone to help this woman with the kids for a week or so? Brought some food in, asked her what she needed? It would have cost what? $500? $1,000? That’s still less than the $580 per month per kid stipend we give the foster parents. Now we’ve got trauma to two children, a stressed marriage bent to the breaking point.” I looked over at Dan and he dropped his eyes as if to say, “Shh.” I sat down. “Sorry.” Our teacher observed a moment of silence and continued. After class, she took me aside. “You’re right. This system is broken. I’ve seen kids taken for less than that.”

I laid low for the rest of the classes. Our instructor was talking about how to deal with some of the behaviors of children who have been traumatized. “They may not be able to appreciate what you are doing for them. They may not trust you right away, and even lash out as they deal with feelings of loss and helplessness.” One of our classmates, a young man in his thirties, said, “So let’s say we turn my office into a kid’s bedroom, paint it, fix it up, and buy him a bed. And you’re saying he may not thank us for that? How does that make us feel?”

Dan responded quietly, “Don’t expect gratitude.” Silence.

“He’s right,” said our teacher. She went on. “If a child is hitting and kicking, you may want to get him a punching bag or karate lessons, something to help him focus and channel his anger.”

The same man answered, “But if a kid is hitting, why would you give him karate lessons? It would just make him stronger.” Well, that was one way to look at it,

On the walk home I said to Dan, “I guess foster care isn’t for everyone.”

“It can be for anyone who wants it.”

“That couple is going to be eaten alive.”

“They can learn.”

“Do you think they will?”

“No.”

The guest speaker at our training graduation was Andrea, a young woman in her twenties, a foster care success story, a survivor of the system and a triumph of the human spirit. Articulate and poised, Andrea spoke candidly about her experiences in foster care, never making a burden of her emotion as she described being bumped around with her sisters before landing in the home of a preacher. “At church he held us up before the community as an example of his charity, but at home we were treated like servants, cooking and cleaning for his biological family with no possessions of our own. At fourteen, I ran away. It was a hard to leave my sisters, but I could no longer stay.”

“Did something happen that made you leave?” Andrea answered the question from the audience, “I was sexually abused for four years by the foster father. I documented the abuse but the social workers wouldn’t believe me. When he started abusing one of my sisters, I told the foster mother and she beat me. Then the foster father beat me and I ran away. I was placed alone with a single mother who had three of her own children. Back then you could no longer be adopted after you were fourteen, but this woman said, ‘I don’t care. From now on you’re my daughter.’ She introduced me to everyone as her daughter. She paid attention to me, did what she could for me. She loved me, even though I couldn’t see it at the time.”

After some trials, Andrea turned her life around, got her grades up, and went to college. She was currently working on her second master’s degree and serving as a spokesperson for the foster care system. “I have been back to my old neighborhood where I used to live with my biological parents. I see the kids I used to play with still living there, and I realized that foster care gave me the chance to break out of that cycle. Not all my experiences were positive but even the homes I was in for a short time showed me there were different ways to live, other paths I could take away from the violence and poverty that defined my childhood.”

Dan and I slipped away from the party. As the doors of the elevator were closing, Andrea caught it and rode with us to the lobby. I thanked her for sharing her story—I was moved by it. She smiled, tired, “Thanks, but I’ve got a long way to go.” Her voice was about a third lower than it had been during the ceremony. There was a small oxygen tank with a mask in her large purse. Health issues? She seemed fragile, exhausted. “I’m doing it, you know, but I have issues. I haven’t even begun to deal with some of the things that happened to me.” The elevator slowed. “Good luck, Andrea,” Dan said, and we got off.

* * *

There are thirty institutions in New York City that oversee the foster care of some 16,000 kids. Members from each of these agencies are mandated to attend monthly meetings with potential adoptive parents to find permanent homes for the children in care. These meetings are held in the morning, when adoptive parents are supposed to be working at the gainful employment required to qualify them as such, and begin with ten to twelve hopeful parents introducing themselves, passing out copies of their one page profile and stating briefly what they were looking for.

“Hello, my name is Ann, and my husband and I are looking for a sibling group. We live here in midtown in a two bedroom apartment and have been married for seven years. My husband is in law enforcement and I am a music teacher.” I thought “music teacher” sounded more maternal than “musician.”

The agency reps took turns introducing their children to the group for placement, speaking in loving tones and passing around photos. “This is Sarah. She’s seventeen, her favorite food is pizza, and when she grows up she wants to be on American Idol. This is Robert. He is fifteen and I can tell you he is a really special kid. He has a brother who has some aggression issues but can be adopted separately.” I looked at the picture of Robert, a handsome young man with curly hair and linebacker shoulders, about a hundred and eighty pounds. “Robert is doing well in school, he is at grade level, and wants to be a professional athlete.”

The next representative introduced Lucy. “She’s nine and has some major medical issues. She’s very sweet, nonverbal, but has a great sense of humor and a wonderful smile. She can operate her electric wheelchair but she would definitely need a family in an elevator building.” Lucy was the only one that agency presented. Five more agencies presented a total of twelve more children and one five year old who was celebrated for being “under six.” The formal part of the meeting ended, coffee and butter cookies were served, and the conversation between interested agencies and parents began.

I turned to the woman sitting next to me, Nina, a single, African American investment banker about my age. “I don’t get this,” I said, frustrated, “they tell us there are 2,500 children waiting to be adopted and show us fifteen photos. Where are they? Where are the children?”

Nina nodded, “I know. I’ve been coming to these meetings for months and there’s nothing. I’m looking into interstate adoptions at this point.” We ate butter cookies and watched a gay couple clearly getting blown off by the representative from the Catholic agency.

Nina and I sat together month after month while the same agencies talked to the same adoptive parents about the same children. I told Dan about Robert, the fifteen year old with the problematic older brother. Dan said, “Give it a shot.” I approached the agency representing Robert and his brother Brian. The woman looked at me, surprised. “Really? You would take a fifteen-year-old male?” I nodded. “My husband is a former Marine officer.” She said, “Oh, I see. Well, actually, Robert is in the matching process right now with a family in Long Island. It’s really wonderful, he is so deserving of a forever family.” What the hell? I gave a weak smile. “I see. Thank you.”

Over four months, I was introduced to twenty-five photographs of children, all but three well over the magic age of six, and the only child in a sibling group was already in the matching process.

I caught up with my advocate. “We need to talk.” She led me into her office and sat down. “I need to know. How does this work?” I felt I was being played. “The short answer?” she said, “It doesn’t. Our organization is here trying to get these kids to parents, and the agencies won’t give them up.” If a child becomes free for adoption, the current foster parents can choose to adopt them, but in most cases, once a child is adopted, the state no longer provides a subsidy once the foster parents become adoptive parents. Losing that income can be a deterrent to adoption. “If it gets as far as arranging a meeting with potential adoptive parents, I’ve seen foster parents deliberately bring the kids in dirty and sick looking because if the kid is adopted, the foster parents lose the subsidy.” I sat back in my chair. “It’s about money.” Our advocate nodded. “Yep. And the agencies get paid by the city of New York based on the number of kids they have.” I asked her what we should do. “Hang in there.”

At the next meeting, a woman from a different agency approached me. She said she’d overheard me asking about Enrique. “You’re looking for a sibling group, is that right?” She smiled, “I think we have a sibling group that would be a perfect match for you guys, eight and ten years old. Let’s set up a meeting.” I called Dan. “Finally!”

* * *

Jimmy and Ruby were waiting for us in a large room at the end of a long hallway. The social worker introduced us, “Hi guys! I have two people here who want to meet you! This is Ann and Dan!” Eight-year-old Jimmy stood playing with some action figures at a toy cupboard in the corner, and pretended to ignore us, an oversized T-shirt hanging over his thin broad shoulders. Ruby, his older sister, was ten years old and extremely nervous, running back and forth along the walls of the room, her back hunched over, like a little fly buzzing along a windowsill trying to get out. I felt for them. I am sure they knew why we were there and had even less idea than we did what was going to happen next.

After the brief introduction, the social worker left the room. Dan and I sat down at one of the low tables. I caught Ruby’s eye and smiled. She shrieked and giggled in response. She was beautiful, with almond-shaped eyes, dark skin, long arms and legs, her hair pulled back in loose cornrows. I waved at her. She shrieked again. Dan and I smiled at each other. Dan walked over to Jimmy with his digital camera and took Jimmy’s picture. He held up the image so Jimmy could see it. Jimmy sneaked a look and quickly turned away. In response, Dan handed his camera to Jimmy, pointed to the button, and Jimmy pushed it. Click.

Ruby was watching from the other side of the room. I am a French horn player and had brought a little miniature horn to play for them. I pulled it out from a bag, shiny and reflective in the low fluorescent lights. It caught her eye and I quickly put it back in the bag, making a face as if I’d been caught. She came over. I made a sound on it, and she laughed. I handed it to her and she took it. Jimmy took pictures of Ruby playing the tiny horn, scaring herself every time she made a noise. Then Dan showed Ruby how to use the camera, while I taught Jimmy to make loud sounds. We broke out the Rice Krispies treats, while Dan showed them pictures of our dog, Charlie. “Would you like to come visit us sometime? We have a playground nearby.” The kids seemed interested. We left for the day, encouraged by the initial positive first visit. It seemed like things were finally starting to happen.
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