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  FOREWORD


“Your mother should have drowned you!” 
I was not even ten when the only person I ever called Mother said this to me. 
I was crushed, scared into silence as she snarled at me with her lips curled in a menacing twist, so close I could feel tiny drops of spit on my face. What had I done that was so wrong? Was I rude? Did I forget to make the bed? Why did I deserve such hateful words? Even as I write this, I can feel a knot in my stomach.
How could she be so mean? This was the same woman who would make sure that I ate well, would take good care of me whenever I was sick, would rub my chest with Vicks, and bring tea and lemon spiked with a bit of rum when I got bronchitis. The same woman who braided my hair, meticulously ironed my school uniforms, and sent me to Girl Guides and piano lessons.
I didn’t recognize the damage those words had caused until I was a grown-ass woman. They made me question my self-worth, my place in the world, and my right to be loved. It took years of introspection to realize that those words were not an indication of my worth as a person, but rather a reflection of her pain and insecurities. 
During my own personal growth, I became curious about what my mother’s life was like back in Barbados. Who were her people? Was she loved the way she needed to be? What shaped her beliefs and behaviours? Even though I knew that I would not get answers, asking myself these questions helped me find forgiveness. Forgiveness and understanding that opened me up to truly loving her. 
Sometimes I think about my past and wonder what it would have been like to be raised by my biological parents. Would I have been happier? How differently would I have viewed the world? 
But I’ve chosen not to be imprisoned by my past. 
That doesn’t mean I’ve forgotten where I came from. I was born Black. I was born a woman. And I am an alumna of the foster care system. This is my story.
My past is made up of wounds, scars, and healing. I’ve worked my butt off learning to let go of everything that kept me stuck.
I embraced the memories that made me strong. I learned to reframe the negatives whenever possible, and I came out on the other end stronger, more resilient, and accepting that my journey and choices are mine to own. 
OutRaised is about how I found my voice and built a life for myself despite the real and perceived obstacles in my path. It’s a story of resilience, perseverance, trials, and tribulations. It’s the story of where I came from. Each chapter chronicles my journey toward becoming the woman I am today—a woman I’ve grown to truly like and respect. 
I do not consider myself a victim. Like everyone, I had to learn to find my own way in life—to make mistakes, recover, and make some more. 
I wrote this book not only for my own healing and reflection but also with the hope that sharing my story might help others to heal and know that they are not alone—whether they grew up in foster care, as adoptees, or were displaced due to family separations. Or for those searching for home or belonging. To believe in their own empowerment and not wait on others to empower them; to be less fragile but not less empathetic to themselves. 
No matter what life throws your way, you have the power to shape your destiny and find strength in the face of adversity. Life will still kick your butt from time to time. But hopefully, you can become more resilient, compassionate, and loving toward yourself. 
When we see somebody go through the worst and still stand strong, we should recognize them as a beacon of hope. As author and motivational speaker Jim Rohn says, “Your life, my life, the life of each one of us is going to serve as either a warning or an example.” 
Every choice you make is just that—your choice. Life is a journey and a test. But you don’t have to go it alone. It takes a village to raise a child, after all.
This book is for everyone who grew up with people other than their birth parents. I don’t intend to preach. We all have our unique journeys. We all have a story. And my life is no more exceptional than anyone else’s; I am not a superstar or a household name. There are countless alumni, including those transitioning out of the system into adulthood, who share similar experiences regardless of when or where they grew up. And I’m sure that, like me, they’ve all had many questions but no one to answer them.
To those with so many unanswered questions and untended emotions, who feel that it was their fault or wonder what they did to deserve a life like this, know that it is alright to have these feelings, to feel angry, to feel sad. But you can feel joy and hope and possibility, as well. You are meant to be here; you are meant to see the possibilities and to dream and be loved for who you are and who you are becoming.
I daydreamed a lot during my not-so-fun adolescent years, mostly losing myself in music and turning to creativity as a means of escape. This led to me finally finding my true voice and place in the world. And I went on to become a performer, singer, songwriter, and author. And, most importantly, a proud mother. 
And now, as a successful entrepreneur, I use my voice to empower others as a transformational leader and facilitator. As the creator and host of OutRaised Voices TV, I’m still learning and reaching for my North Star! 

[image: ]
On the set with my VA, Marsha Watson, for OutRaised Voices.
I want everyone who feels like they don’t belong to understand that no matter where they are, they too can bloom. Lick their wounds and heal. Find their own voice and turn their mess into their message. We’ve all faced challenges and obstacles that other people might not understand. But when you can get to the other side of it all, you might see just how resilient you’ve become and how some of the life skills you learned in care helped you to cross those valleys and climb those mountains. 
Don’t let the voice of impossibility win!






  
  Why I Came Here

by Sharon Lee Williams


I came here to fall

I came here to rise

I came here to shine

I came here to love

I came here to be loved

I came here because I am loved

I came here to disrupt

I came here to believe

I came here to be

I am here

I came here because you are here

I came here and I am blessed

I came here whole

I came here

 I am here

I came here to teach

I came here to learn

I came here to become

I came here to laugh

 I came here to cry

I came here because you asked

I came here because you wanted me to

I came here unannounced

I came here to know pain

I came here to know joy

I came here to live life

I came here to see the snow and rain

I came here to see the leaves fall and come back again

I came here to look at the stars and the moon and the sun

I came here because you asked me to

I came here because you prayed for me

I came here

I am here

Where are you








  
  CHAPTER 1

A Messy Beginning


I, Sharon Lee Williams, was born on December 4, 1949, in beautiful Montreal, Quebec. I was born to Betty, a tall, striking, twenty-two-year-old Black woman from Bermuda who fell in love with Dave, a cute, much shorter Black man from Montserrat. Betty had come to Montreal to study accounting, and Dave had served in the army and had settled in Montreal. Betty got caught in the Love Tide—that tidal wave of emotion that comes with first love. She was convinced that Dave was the one. She believed in a happily-ever-after.Betty was duped. She thought that her Prince Charming would give her a fairy tale ending. By the time she realized that Dave was not going to marry her, it was too late. Fairy tale over! And Baby Sharon Lee was born. 
I’m sure it was never Betty’s intent to be pregnant, at least not as a single woman. She had a plan for her life and I wasn’t in it. She didn’t get her dream life, and realizing she would have to raise me on her own, in a new country, she decided instead to give me up and place me into the foster care system. From what she told me years later, she thought that she was doing the right thing—the best thing for her and me. We were both in the system, destined to carry our shame and blame through the decades.
[image: ]
Army discharge papers for Dave Fenton, my father.
[image: ]
Dave Fenton, my biological father.
My beginnings were filled with questions. The longing to know where I’d spent those first nineteen months of my life before I came into the care of my foster mother, Iris. Was I in an orphanage? Who was soothing me when I cried? Was I a good baby? 
Did those months shape my being in any way? Studies have been done about the importance of babies bonding with their parents—attachment theory—and how the lack of attachment in those early months affects us. I have read books like Kelly McDaniel’s Mother Hunger and reports on how critical the first few months are for a baby’s physical and cognitive development. As quoted in the London Journal of Primary Care, “Neglect, parental inconsistency and a lack of love can lead to long-term mental health problems as well as to reduced overall potential and happiness. Without a good initial bond, children are less likely to grow up to become happy, independent and resilient adults.” 
Mental health wasn’t a part of the discussion in the days of my youth. I believe that more awareness would have made a difference.
As a mother, I can’t imagine the pain of being separated from my child. As a child, I knew the pain of being separated from my mother. 
Did my birth mother, Betty, get to smell me and touch me after delivery? Did she place me on her chest, skin to skin, as I did with my baby after giving birth? Did she sing to me when she carried me, or was she stressed, hurt, and angry the whole time? What did she feel the moment I entered the world? I wonder if abortion had crossed her mind. In those days, it was probably someone who knew someone who did that sort of thing in the shadows. 
These were just a few of the questions that hijacked my curiosity. My lifelong quest to understand the who and why of me led to many more. All I truly wanted was to have those questions answered.
Growing up in the foster care system became my normal. Standing in line at the department store waiting for my voucher to be approved. The disgruntled tellers eyeballing us because vouchers slowed down the lines. The embarrassment each time I used them. A deep sense of shame. I wanted to hide. I didn’t want to be that child everyone stared at with pity and annoyance for holding up the line.
I used Iris’s last name. The teachers were aware of my situation—all the adults knew the truth—but the kids at school were none the wiser. Foster care was my sense of “home”, and I never expected to experience anything different. But there were days when I hoped that Iris would adopt us, officially making us family and, more importantly, fulfilling my need to feel wanted.
I can still feel that sad little girl in her darkest moments. When I see myself in old photos, I wonder what I was thinking. Was that a happy day? Reality sometimes presented itself as the kind of horror movie that would make me pull the sheets over my head. I felt sorry for myself then, and not quite normal, whatever that meant. I would often bury my face in the pillow and cry. My pillow was a safe space.
When things were really bad with my foster mother, Iris, I thought about what it would have been like to grow up with Betty and Dave. I imagined that things would have been so much better. In my dreams, life was a beautiful movie with a happy ending. 
I prayed that one day they would come. One day, I would open my eyes and be greeted by the sight of my parents looking at me as if they had gone to the ends of the earth to find me. I could imagine their arms squeezing me, the warm kisses. They would apologize for leaving me and finally whisk me away to their beautiful home, maybe in Hollywood, where I would live happily ever after. I would be loved the way I was meant to be loved; I would be wanted and cherished. All my pain and hurt would dissolve. 
I refused to give up hope for my fairy tale ending for a long time. But no one came to my rescue. Slowly, I came to terms with my situation. But the older I got, the bigger the pain grew, and the deeper the hole in my heart. I hoped that someday I would find my real parents and the hole would be filled with love. That picture of love I watched on TV shows in the ‘50s.
I wanted to know everything about them. I wanted to learn and be given the chance for closure. I wanted to know what kind of life I could have had, what kind of beginnings. I used to fantasize about who I could be. I spent hours dreaming up all sorts of scenarios about my birth mother being a movie star, or one of the beautiful women at our church, which most of the Black community attended. I would search their faces, looking for any features that could somehow link them to me—a similar shade of brown skin or a sneaking telltale look. Did Betty know who I was? Did Dave know? Who in that church knew? Maybe I had been placed with a family from the church for those first nineteen months. Who knew the answer?
Curiosity was always there in the back of my mind—the pledge I had made with myself that I would find out who it was that made me… well, me. 
It took thirty years for me to see that pledge through: the face-to-face meeting with Betty and Dave—The Biologicals! They weren’t together, of course, but I was cool with that. In fact, they hadn’t spoken to each other for years. Not surprisingly, my first meetings with both my biological parents (about
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