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The heart of a foster child that dared to say “That hurt”
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Orphans.  Wards of the court.  Foster children.

Just a few of the names they’ve been given through time when their existence required attention to serve their collective needs.  Otherwise, except to those who are in some way directly involved in the daily efforts to hold together the fragile pieces of their individual lives, they’ve more often remained a homogenous group of nameless, faceless children who silently share a common need for safe and permanent homes in which someone will be there for them every day to safeguard their right to hope, to be valued and to be loved.

For some foster children their troubled birth family origins stemming from challenges that left those who bore them unwilling or unable to care for them are more likely to provoke a ready disregard for them rather than the compassion and commitment they need.  Others among them are the product of very different circumstances beyond their control; circumstances that nonetheless separate them from their birth families and leave them alone and vulnerable.

And alone and vulnerable as they wait, their individual identities can be further obscured within their numbers.  For while statistics have modestly shifted over time, as of this writing in the United States alone, children officially in the foster care system waiting to be reunified with their birth families or to be permanently placed in adoptive homes continue to number around 400,000.  Additional data, or the absence thereof, further reveals that the number of children needing services but not in the system is unknown.

Finally, if not by consequence of their sheer numbers, the personal identities and the lives and plight of foster children can be buried even deeper in the confidentiality of the closed legal proceedings designed to serve and protect them, all outside of the public eye and solicitude.

~
[image: ]


My Days of Loving Tom is the story of one child whose hope for a forever home – and with it a home for his heart – were lost as a foster child.

Relinquished at birth, he was he called Tom by his caretakers at the infant home where he spent the first year and a half of his life, but until he aged out of the foster care system the first name on his birth certificate remained Baby Boy.

And having been born a mixed race child to a mother of white European descent not married to an alleged Filipino father in an era in which such circumstances became a stigma impeding final placement in a permanent home, Tom entered the system in the care of a charitable social services agency when he was born and he was legally discharged from it when he turned 18.

As a result of that fate, having been shuffled through the system in the home for abandoned and relinquished newborns, in five foster homes and in a boarding school, in all those 18 years the memories preserved of Tom’s childhood were either scant and sealed foster care records or recollections of his own, many of the latter marred by a sadness he longed to forget.

But unlike the least fortunate children who spend segments or all of their childhoods in foster care, Tom wasn’t a victim of the worst horrors of intentional abuse or neglect at the hands of birth parents, foster caretakers or a system that was never able to find him a permanent home.  Nor, aside from his inability to bond with a family as a result of the deepening wounds of being shifted from placement to placement, was he considered a problem or lost cause child. 

Tom’s story, though, is one among those that reveal how a child’s heart can be damaged by prolonged experience in foster care.  It’s similar to others in the depth of the emotional trauma of abandonment and constant instability foster children experience in the absence of a forever family and home.  But while his story may differ in its outward appearance of the veneers of a successful post-foster care life, Tom’s wounded heart remained unhealed until he found the courage to say “that hurt”.

~
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My days of loving Tom and the privilege of sharing his journey searching for a home for his heart were as simple – and as complex – as the words that describe them:

To love Tom was to love the challenge of loving Tom.  And I did.
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Bless the beasts and the children for in this world they have no choice, they have no voice
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Novel by Glendon Swarthout (1970); music and lyrics by Barry DeVorzon and Perry Boskin (1971)

Narrating the story of the life of a child in foster care shares many of the daunting challenges of trying to hold together the real days of a life in which memories are dimmed against the backdrop of trauma, uncertainties, sadness, and the constant threat of upheaval.

Such became the challenge of telling Tom’s story.  For despite efforts to recount it in a simple way, there was no straightforward chronology to recreate, there were gaps that were lost in time, there were experiences that should never have to be part of a child’s life, and there were reflections too painful to remember.

The story told within these pages is nonetheless the best recollection from the tattered pages of Tom’s memories of the makeshift life he called his foster care that set the stage for a home for his heart to slip away.
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It began on the day of Tom’s birth when he was relinquished by his mother and it continued in all the days ahead as he carried on his own the weight of trying to make sense of a life filled with uncertainty and sadness.

~
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Questions about his birth mother first arose for Tom at the end of his initial foster care placement around the time he turned six.  He was told he would be going to a new home, that indeed he had a mother of his own but she didn’t want him, so he was going to have different mothers.

Tom, though, wouldn’t accept that his real mother didn’t want him so instead he turned those words into his secret dream that his mother was somewhere looking for him.  He had no photo or description of her and no one ever spoke of her but he imagined in both his most hopeful and in his loneliest days that she would find him and take him home with her.  And she would call him “son”.

Through the years that passed Tom clung to his dream, going so far as to make a pact with himself that his birth mother would be the only person he would ever call “mother” and to do everything he could to make his mother proud of him so when she found him she would want to take him home.  And that plan became his armor against the longing for something foster care could never give him:  his real mother and a home of his own.
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In the reality of foster care, Tom’s memories of his childhood were filled with other unanswered questions that weighed heavily on him about things over which he had no control.  They were many and these are but a few:

––––––––
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Why no one explained to me anything that was happening when I was in foster care, like where my mother and father were so I could talk to them.

––––––––
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Or why I should have to worry all the time about where I was going to live.

––––––––
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Or why I was expected to know the rules in every home where I stayed and in every school I went to when no one ever explained them to me.

––––––––
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Or why no one ever told me what to do when I was dropped off at a new foster home to make a new family think I wanted to be there.

––––––––
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Or why it isn’t a rule that every foster kid should be told immediately where the bathroom is in a new foster home.

––––––––
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Or why it isn’t a rule that foster parents should be required to teach a foster kid how to tie his shoes so he wouldn’t be laughed at when his shoes kept coming untied.

––––––––
[image: ]


Or why me and other foster kids at my schools were sometimes treated like we were dumb and didn’t belong there.

––––––––
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Or why no one ever explained to me why some kids and grownups didn’t like me because of the color of my skin.

––––––––
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Or why nobody seemed to care about how confusing and scary life in foster care really was.

––––––––
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Or why I couldn’t stop worrying about what was wrong with me and why no one wanted me.

––––––––
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Or why no one told me that everything I was afraid of and worried about wouldn’t go away when I wasn’t in foster care anymore.

~
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And the common denominator to the questions shared by Tom and other foster children like him?  

Beginning early in their lives and never ceasing while in care, they must remain on constant high alert ready to deal on their own with the upheavals, the rejections and the changes that others make about their lives over which they have no say.  And when no one tells them otherwise, they themselves bear the burden and guilt of what they can’t understand.
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But scattered among Tom’s unanswered questions were also painful experiences that would remain unaltered in his heart:

I don’t remember a lot about my first foster home.  But there were other foster kids like me living there.  I have some memories that we kids shared a bed and there was a bed wetter who got us all in trouble sometimes.  But I remember being told after I was moved to another home that the first foster parents wanted to adopt a baby girl of their own and when a baby girl came along, I had to move to a new home.  It was one of the first times I remember wondering why no one wanted me.  I don’t know what happened to the other foster kids in that home when I was there.

~
[image: ]


I remember one day being picked up by my caseworker at my foster home.  I had a paper bag with all my things stuffed in it and when I was sitting in the back seat of her car she told me we were going to meet
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