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	Foreword

	When I was almost sixty, I decided it was time to get a bit more serious about helping others. After a lifetime of experience as an occupational therapist and entrepreneur, as well as mother to five wonderful children, mentoring young adults emerging from foster care came as a natural choice for me. My husband of forty years encouraged me to make this happen. I began volunteering in a group home, where ten young men between fourteen and eighteen years old lived in a beautiful four-bedroom home in Mesa, Arizona. The young men I met were victims of abusive and negligent households. Many had acted out and were returning from juvenile detention. Now over a decade later, I have been inspired by countless stories of young people who have had to navigate life beyond foster care.

	I wondered what became of these young adults when they aged out of the system, and was saddened when I found out foster children often receive little support once they leave their lives in group homes behind. They are given bus tickets, a duffel bag full of clothing, and a small amount of pocket money before going off and being expected to conquer the world. Most do not have the critical documents it takes to secure a job or rent an apartment, such as driver’s licenses, Social Security cards, and other necessary forms of ID. Twenty percent of foster youth become homeless as they exit the system. Half will be incarcerated within the first two years of living on their own, and another half will be jobless by age twenty-four.

	These grim statistics may cause some to lose faith in the future of the hundreds of thousands of children existing within the foster care system every year in the United States, but my work has proven to me time and time again that children are not statistics. Foster Your Future now supports over seventy young adults each year, including program participants that have gone on to find success in international trade, law, healthcare, technical services, and many other industries, as well as businesses and charitable organizations of their own.

	Together we can give the stories of young people who have navigated the foster care system the respect they deserve. The book you are about to read is based on months of interviews with one of the adult members of our program. Events, locations, people, and organizations have been recreated from memory. In some cases names have been changed to maintain anonymity.

	Please join me in honoring this true story of strength and resilience.

	 

	—Virginia “Ginny” Paulsen

	Founder of Foster Your Future

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	To Audrey, who never stopped fighting for home.

	 

	To Stephanie, who made me into the man I am today.

	 

	And to anyone living in foster care whose voice still needs to be heard.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	One

	A person can lose a lot of things. You might lose your home, or you might lose control. One of the worst things a person can lose is their cat.

	I go straight into panic mode when I realize Pumpkin is missing. I’m in the kitchen opening up his can of food like any other morning, expecting the usual sounds of him mewling around me. Only this time, he’s not there. My chest tightens, an invisible weight crushing inward, squeezing until every breath comes out fast and shallow. It feels like my lungs have forgotten how to hold air

	“Pumpkin?” I call out into the empty room, but the silence only deepens, pressing in on me from all sides. My heart slams against my ribs, sending adrenaline racing through my bloodstream as I scan the living room, my eyes darting to every dark corner, under the couch, beneath the coffee table. I tear the curtain back from the sliding glass door into my backyard, but I don’t see him there either.

	Losing your cat means losing a member of your family, and family means everything to me. Some people might think it’s strange for me to care so much about family, considering neither my biological or adoptive parents ever took proper care of me while I was growing up, but if you ask me, that’s even more of a reason to care.

	Stephanie, my fiancée, comes down our hallway to join me in the kitchen, her hair bedraggled and eyes tired with sleep. She can immediately tell something is wrong. Besides Pumpkin, Stephanie and I have a Yorkie, a Husky, and two other cats. I’ve always had a lot of pets. I like to care for things, especially small things.

	My cat, Pumpkin, is an orange tabby. I wouldn’t say he’s the nicest cat in the world. In fact, you might say he has a bad attitude and can be hard to live with. Running away is only the most recent thing Pumpkin has done to annoy me. Before today he mainly sat in the corner of our kitchen glowering at me and Stephanie during the long hours outside breakfast and dinnertime. But I love Pumpkin all the same.

	I tell Stephanie the news, panic creeping into my voice.

	“Have you checked the backyard?” she asks. A lot of the time, Pumpkin will sit in our backyard if the weather is nice. He can stay there for hours sometimes. But I’ve already checked the backyard, and he isn’t there. I let Stephanie know, then sit next to her on the couch, my breath continuing to escape me.

	“What if he’s hurt?” I’m shaking now, and my mouth has gone so dry I can barely form words. “I was supposed to protect him.”

	“You can’t control everything, Cory,” Stephanie whispers. “Just breathe. You’re here, I’m here. We’ll look together.”

	I get anxious sometimes. Anxiety feels like trying to run with frozen legs. My heart races, sweat runs down my palms, and my stomach starts churning. My thoughts take over, imagining the worst and finding ways to blame myself. You could say that’s a little dramatic, but a lot of the time there’s no stopping my brain.

	Former foster kids like me are around five times as likely as the rest of the population to have post-traumatic stress disorder. This is one of many facts I have learned over the years to help make sense of how the way I was raised impacted my mental health. Even if math isn’t my strongest subject, I’ve always been drawn to facts, and I’m full of statistics. Around eighty percent of foster kids experience issues with mental health.

	Growing up in Arizona group homes and boarding schools during the 2000s gave me an intimate view of how things work, even during a time the Department of Child Safety was supposed to be going through a major interior overhaul meant to address my state’s buildup of uninvestigated welfare cases. In practice, I’m not sure how much really changed. I can say from firsthand experience that kids can get overlooked.

	I’ve come a long way from where I was only a few years ago. I’m finally happy with my job, I have a nice place to live, and Stephanie and I are planning our wedding. Besides Pumpkin going missing, things are better for me these days than ever. But even if I’m a lot better at managing my negative emotions than I used to be, I can still blow things out of proportion at times.

	Later that night, when Pumpkin still hasn’t turned up and Stephanie and I have finished our sweep through the neighborhood, talking to neighbors and letting them know to be on the lookout for a dumb orange tabby, I follow my normal bedtime routine, showering and brushing my teeth, but sleep will be impossible tonight. Pumpkin is still out there.

	When I wake up around midnight, I creep through the house in my socks to look at the sliding door Stephanie and I have left cracked open to see whether Pumpkin has returned. There’s still no sign of him. I stare out the window. I’m always having trouble understanding how seriously to take things, including the surprise disappearance of my cat.

	In the night, my dog Athena pads over and rests her huge furry head on my knees. She can tell the day has upset me, and must be wondering where Pumpkin is too. Like the goddess behind her namesake, Athena is clever and brave. I’ve had her in my life longer than Pumpkin, even longer than I’ve been dating Stephanie. She was a puppy when Pumpkin was adopted, so they were babies together. That was only a few years ago but feels like a lifetime now. As a Husky, Athena has always been a lot bigger than Pumpkin, but they’re still best friends. I wish I could tell Athena what’s going on, only I don’t know how. I’m able to tell Athena things that I haven’t been able to tell some humans, but being able to explain Pumpkin’s disappearance isn’t one of them.

	There are too many things I don’t know how to tell anybody, even if I think it’s best to get difficult truths out in the open where they can be talked about. I don’t always know what to tell people about my childhood. I want to allow myself to become close to people in ways that didn’t feel possible to me when I was a little kid, but the story of my life isn’t an easy thing to tell. If I were to say that it was a happy little story where everything always worked out for the best, if I were to tell you that I was a regular guy without a care in the world, I would be lying. But I’m here to tell the truth, no matter how hard it might be.

	One thing I can tell you right from the start is that like any true story worth telling, my life is really a whole series of stories about other people. The people who’ve hurt me, the people who’ve helped me, the people who took me from one place to the next, the people who stood in my way, and the countless people somewhere in between. I feel like I’m a collection of so many people, I carry all of them inside me. Really, I’m only one person, but all the things that have happened to me worth mentioning only came through other connections.

	I don’t think every bad beginning deserves a bad end. In fact, I think my story is going to end a lot better than it started. The way I was abused as a child is something that remains with me today, but so is everything else that happened to me as a child. Everything that’s happened to me as an adult too, come to think of it. The people who’ve helped me the most have shown me that you don’t need to be a big hero to make a difference in somebody’s life. You only need to be there to listen.
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	For both better and worse, my adoptive dad made more of an impact on me than any other adult while I was growing up. My dad has an intensity about him not only apparent in the abuse he subjected me and my siblings to over the years, but also in the relentless work ethic he held as a plumber and businessman.

	Some of my earliest memories are of when he would ask me and my adoptive brothers, Christian and Remington, to go to work with him on marathon sessions installing pipes and other fixtures into small businesses around where we lived in Casa Grande. I remember the feeling of the cold, hard floor beneath my knees as I crouched over pipes, hands coated in a mixture of rust and dust. The quiet of night was occasionally interrupted by Dad, a looming figure giving orders.

	“Christian, check those joints again and see if they’ll connect using an elbow fitting. Remington, hand me those channel locks.” Fluorescent lights lit the cramped interior of the construction site, dully shining off my dad’s sweat-soaked forehead. It was hot even though it was night. Where we lived out in the desert it stayed hot six months out of the year.

	Dad was a total beast when it came to jobs like these, stoic and determined, but you didn’t want to disappoint him either. All of us were afraid of disappointing Dad.

	“Cory,” he said, looking at me, “run to the toolbox and bring back a hacksaw.”

	My two brothers and I had been working on refitting the pipes in the restaurant for around the last twenty-four hours. The building was 50s-themed, with black and white tiles on the floor that matched a checkered pattern on the countertops. A diagram of a roast chicken on the wall showed the separation between white meat and dark.

	The faces of my brothers reflected exhaustion that must have also been obvious by my own tired eyes. I couldn’t tell if they were as tired as I was or if we were all gaining a second wind. Or a third wind. It could be hard to keep track with such a rush of cutting and fitting PVC pipe to size. Sometimes I felt my energy crashing and I’d get shaky, hungry, and like I could throw up all at once.

	Remington fumbled as he passed the channel locks to Dad, his hands trembling. The air felt suffocating as we all moved to keep up with Dad’s pace. Sweat dripped from my forehead, stinging my eyes, but I didn’t wipe it away. I focused on the pipes in front of me, doing my best to mimic Dad’s relentless efficiency. The metallic clang of tools echoed in the confined space.

	I would run tools for everybody, going back and forth between where my father worked with the pipes and his toolbox, carrying pliers, hacksaws, tubes of sealant, push-to-connect caps, valves, and couplings. Dad’s hands moved with a precision born of years of experience, manipulating tools like extensions of himself. Like my father’s collection of tools he had gathered over the years, we were a makeshift family.

	Mom and the girls never had to do work like this. Sahara and Isabella weren’t adopted like my brothers and I. They always seemed to be doing something fun while the rest of us worked. They had cell phones and new clothes, but when it came to putting in hours of work at a time, that was an activity specific for boys only.

	Our relentless cycle of work is the rhythm I remember from the first years of my life, the way tightening a nut has a rhythm. Dad was the best-known plumber in Casa Grande because he was willing to work hours like these, coming up with a turnaround none of his competitors could match. Sometimes we would work multiple overnights to fulfill contracts; a full twenty-four hours fitting pipe, then six hours of sleep before doing it all again the next day. We wouldn’t work like this every week, but when Dad insisted, we had no other choice. Sometimes I would take a nap for an hour or two in the middle of the night, but then it would be back to work. Eventually I would stop feeling tired.

	As the night wore on, the fluorescent lights seemed to grow dimmer, casting long shadows that danced all around us. Despite the grueling hours, there was an unspoken understanding among us that this kind of commitment to work was a fact of life, and it was good to push the body to the limits of human ability. Surrounded by the clatter of tools and the dusty construction site smell of drywall, a sense of unity emerged. We were a family bound by more than blood, and at times I couldn’t help but be amazed at our strength.

	Dawn was breaking, and the job would be complete in a few more hours. After that my brothers, Dad, and I would all cram into the pickup together, changing the radio from pop to country and back again only to tease each other. The pipes groaned as we brought them to life, water coursing through them like blood through veins.

	“Hear that, boys?” my dad asked. No matter how rough he could sometimes be, he always pushed us to take pride in our work. “Water’s running. That’s the sound of a job well done.”

	Tired and satisfied, my brothers and I helped my dad collect his tools.
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	Oh Lord, my God

	When I, in awesome wonder

	Consider all the worlds Thy hands have made

	I see the stars, I hear the rolling thunder

	Thy power throughout the universe displayed

	 

	From there I knew the hymn better, chiming in with, “How great Thou art!” along with the rest of the congregation sitting on folding chairs in the living room where this particular week’s Sabbath took place.

	Sabbath was always held in a living room somewhere around town. As the longtime members of our congregation would say, our church wasn’t any actual specific building; church was an idea, a philosophy. Our church didn’t even need a name. Week to week, we would meet at different houses. The shifting location of our church meeting place was all the exposure I had to different members of our tight-knit community, the only other people outside our immediate family who were going to heaven.

	There were a few reasons our church needed no name. If you were to ask the elders, we were the first church, the only true Christian church, descended from the apostles led by Christ Himself. To follow any other Christian teaching outside our small insular community would have been to go against the word of God. Or at least that’s what I was raised to believe.

	Sometimes we would call the other congregants our friends, or more often, workers, a title signifying the constant labors of missionary love that we were tasked with. A living witness had to preach the doctrine to another person in order for them to accept it, so nobody outside our church could be saved unless one of us converted them. The elders in our church preached about a coming judgement day, when the small number of true believers would be brought to heaven, and all the sinners of Babylon would be cast into hell. As members of the faith, it was our responsibility to save as many souls as we could. This made all of us ready to talk about converting anybody to our ways of thinking quicker than you could say Jehovah.

	Rules and ideas like these dictated every part of life, from the prayers said day and night, to the constant deference I had to make to any elders. All workers were supposed to be of equal standing. At least, that was the idea. In practice, certain members of the church had a lot more to say than others. During Sabbath, the Holy Spirit compelled our church elders to speak while the rest of us listened.

	“There is no greater damage done than the seed sown by false prophets,” one would say, words coated with contempt for the heretics hell-bent on leading our flock astray. Blame was always cast in the direction of the unknown social world outside our belief system. “There are false prophets not only in other churches but also in our government and in our schools. Babylon everywhere you look.”

	Despite the radical language that could occupy service, my siblings and I were expected to remain reserved as the long hours of preaching dragged into the afternoon. My sisters’ dresses were always freshly ironed, while my brothers and I seemed unable to ever tame our hair and tuck in our shirts the right way. Dad’s critical eye would sweep over us, making sure we were all presentable.

	“Button your collar, son,” he said, noticing where I had loosened my shirt. As morning turned to afternoon, the whole living room would get hot and muggy with bodies swaying and chanting in worship. I did as I was told, despite the heat of the room. My brothers and I never wanted to make Dad angry by being disobedient while gathering for the Sabbath. That was something that might set him off later once we got home.

	Sabbath began with morning meetings at rotating houses of members of our congregation. Then we would all stay for gospel gatherings. In the afternoon, the focus shifted to personal testimonies of faith. Inside, the living room would be circled with chairs around a small table, grape juice and a piece of bread arranged on top as emblems of our faith. We’d sit quietly, listening to the elders speak about faith and salvation, air heavy with the smell of incense.

	“We must always grow in faith,” one congregant said. “Your faith is either growing or shrinking. We are granted victory in our hearts as we destroy the sin within ourselves.”

	The room murmured with agreement and the occasional Amen. People who had already professed their faith to the church got to speak one at a time about what they’d read in the Bible throughout the week and how they thought everybody could take that wisdom into their own lives. Our church believed the Holy Spirit could manifest itself inside people to talk through them, which meant that when one of the elders was talking, failing to give full respect and attention was the same as failing to listen to God. When service ended, we all drank from the same cup, and an elder would tear off a corner of bread for me to dissolve in my mouth.

	To me, the contradiction of the religion of my childhood were the blind eyes turned to the constant abuse I faced daily, justified in Proverbs 13:24: “Those who spare the rod hate their children, but those who love them are diligent to discipline them,” or what history would later paraphrase as Spare the rod, spoil the child. My father liked to quote scripture like this now and then as an explanation for his behavior, but I think the truth is that sometimes he got angry, and my brothers and I were the easiest targets to lash out at.

	Our church elders were always preaching that salvation was the mastery of oneself. I can see how this appealed to my dad’s sense of success and entrepreneurship. He was always trying to grow as a Christian, like he was always trying to grow his business as a plumber.

	“All of us have what it takes to be successful,” my father would say, sometimes giving advice as we drove back from church in the truck, referencing one of the inspirational self-help books he was always reading or listening to on audiobooks from Zig Ziglar or Tony Robbins. “I’m only hard on you boys because you need discipline to succeed. We don’t need you growing up like those others in Babylon.”

	His words, meant to be motivational, felt more like a justification for the harsh way he could sometimes treat us. I would stare out the car window at the cotton fields that grew all around Casa Grande as he spoke about the virtues of obedience and discipline. Was this really what God wanted? I would pray for an answer but never felt anything come to me the way some of the elders in church talked about.

	Any reason to feel good bounced right off me. Instead, what was drilled into my mind was that while I was a child of God, I was also a child of Adam, the one who ate the forbidden fruit offered by Eve and whose original sin I had inherited. I learned to hate myself, that I needed to punish myself every moment of every waking hour of every day for my sinfulness. Good people were humble, quiet, and meek. If I didn’t want to disgrace myself, I needed to make sure nobody ever paid too much attention to me.

	I felt scared to talk about myself. If I talked about myself, the person I was talking to might find out that I was as bad of a boy as my parents said I was. More than anything, I was afraid of all the other people around me finding out what a loathsome little sinner I was. Then a million fists would come down from all around, telling me that whatever I got coming to me was for my own good. Because I was bad. The word repeated in my mind. I didn’t really think I was bad, but I said the word to myself all the time. Bad. Bad. Bad.
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	Our family shared a small two-story house in Casa Grande. It had bright blue blinds and a shifting menagerie of pets. I couldn’t tell you how many cats, dogs, fish, snakes, lizards, and other animals passed through our doors during the first decade of my life, only that our family always somehow had room for one more. The shrill sound of chirping would come in intense bursts every sunrise and sunset, as well as throughout the day whenever some ruckus only birds could understand shook through the house. Even without the pets, the house was always creaking with life and activity

	My brothers and I lived in one bedroom, while Sahara and Bella had their own room separate from the chaos that came with me, Christian, and Remington sharing the same small space. I’d wake up in the morning in my middle bed and see the distinct blue blinds of our bedroom filtering the early light.

	Our home always felt overcrowded. After one of our cats had babies in the garage, for a while we had at least a dozen kittens in the house, along with all of our dogs. Buddy was my favorite of all our pets. He liked to sit at my feet below the dinner table, thumping his tail eagerly against the floor, hoping for a dropped crumb or bit of sausage. But besides the comfort and companionship I received from our constant crowd of animals, I also lived in a state of constant fear of what my father was about to do to me or my brothers.

	My brothers and I were overall pretty well-behaved, but I don’t think my parents ever wanted to realize that. No matter how much my dad tried to justify how he hit us as a way of building character, there was no denying that sometimes he lost control. I was around eight years old when my father started hitting me. I would usually get spanked, but Dad, being a plumber, had his own set of tools. Pipes, two-by-fours, and any other object could turn into a torture device in his hands. By the time I was nine he would leave me bloody and bruised. “Spare the rod, spoil the child,” he would say, and “This hurts me more than it hurts you.”

	More than anything, I think my dad always wanted to do what his wife told him to do. My mom ruled him, and as my mom would say, Jesus was her only authority. But did God actually want children to be treated the way I was treated? The God I learned about in church seemed to want to punish everybody all the time.

	Like my father had an assortment of tools he used to beat us, the toys my brothers and I were allowed to play with were monitored and restricted by Mom. I remember when Dad had us all take a hunter safety class. It was one of the endless small programs he was always suggesting that my brothers and I take part in to improve ourselves. In the class we learned the basics of proper knife use and storage before
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