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    For every child who was taken too soon,and every parent who never stopped fighting to bring them home.
For the survivors, the fighters, and the hearts that refused to break.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "He heals the brokenhearted and binds up their wounds."— Psalm 147:3
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​Part One: The First Move
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Mariah Elena learned how to leave before she learned how to stay.

She was five the first time they moved her, old enough to remember the smell of someone else's house and young enough to believe it was her fault. A woman she barely knew—Ms. Patricia from the county office—knelt in front of her on the worn linoleum floor of her grandmother's apartment, tying her shoes too tight while stuffing Mariah's clothes into a black trash bag. The sound of it—that plastic crinkling, swallowing her favorite shirt with the purple flowers, the pajamas that still smelled like home—would echo in Mariah's nightmares for years.

"Be good," Ms. Patricia said, the way people always did when they were done trying. Her breath smelled like coffee and cigarettes. Her hands were cold.

Mariah nodded. She always nodded.

Her grandmother stood in the doorway of the bedroom, crying silently, one hand pressed against the doorframe like she needed it to hold her up. Mariah wanted to run to her, to wrap her small arms around her grandmother's legs and beg to stay, but Ms. Patricia's hand was already on her shoulder, firm and final.

"Say goodbye, Mariah."

"Bye, Grandma," Mariah whispered.

Her grandmother's lips moved, but no sound came out. Just tears tracking down her weathered brown face, catching in the lines around her mouth.

The car ride was quiet except for Ms. Patricia's phone calls. She talked about case numbers and placement availability while Mariah pressed her forehead against the cold window, watching familiar streets disappear. The corner store where Grandma bought her candy. The park with the swings. The church with the white steeple where they went every Sunday.

All of it sliding away like water.

Mariah didn't cry. She'd learned already that crying didn't stop anything.

The first foster home belonged to a woman named Mrs. Chen who had three other foster kids and a husband who worked nights. The house smelled like bleach and something cooking that Mariah didn't recognize. Mrs. Chen showed her to a bedroom she'd share with two other girls—bunk beds with thin mattresses and a dresser with drawers that stuck.

"You get the bottom two drawers," Mrs. Chen said, pointing. "Dinner's at six. Homework before TV. Lights out at eight-thirty. Bathroom's down the hall. Don't waste water."

She left Mariah standing there with her trash bag.

The other girls—one about seven, one about nine—watched her from where they sat on the top bunk, their legs dangling. They didn't say hello. They'd learned, too, that new kids rarely stayed long enough to bother learning their names.

Mariah opened her trash bag and started putting her clothes in the bottom drawers. She folded each item carefully, the way her grandmother had taught her. When she found her stuffed rabbit—the one with the missing eye that she'd had since she was a baby—she held it against her chest for a moment, breathing in the last traces of home.

"That's a baby toy," the older girl said from above.

Mariah put the rabbit in the drawer and closed it.

That night, lying in the unfamiliar bed with unfamiliar sounds all around her—the hum of the refrigerator, footsteps overhead, voices through thin walls—Mariah pulled her knees to her chest and whispered questions into the dark.

Where is Mama?

Why can't I live with Grandma?

What did I do wrong?

No one answered.

She would ask those questions in a dozen different beds over the next thirteen years. The answers never came.



By the time Mariah was seven, she'd lived in four different homes.

The second placement lasted three months. A couple in their fifties who wanted to "give back" but weren't prepared for a child who woke up screaming from nightmares. They returned her to the system with apologetic faces and words like "not the right fit" and "more than we can handle."

The third home had six kids crammed into a three-bedroom house. The foster father watched TV all day while the foster mother worked double shifts. The older kids ran wild, and Mariah learned to make herself invisible, to eat quickly before the food was gone, to hide anything she cared about.

She lasted there eight months before a surprise home inspection found violations. All the kids were removed in one day, loaded into vans like cargo, scattered to different addresses across the county.

The fourth home was with a single woman named Ms. Diane who seemed kind at first. She had a nice house with a yard and a dog named Buster. She made pancakes on Saturday mornings and let Mariah pick out new school supplies.

But Ms. Diane had rules. So many rules.

They were posted on the refrigerator, written in neat handwriting on index cards:

No snacks after 7 PM
No talking back
No asking about your mother
No crying at the dinner table
No leaving your room after bedtime
No, no, no
Mariah tried to follow them all. She really did. But she was seven years old, and sometimes she forgot. Sometimes she was hungry after seven. Sometimes questions bubbled up that she couldn't swallow down.

"Ms. Diane, do you know where my mama is?"

"We don't talk about that, Mariah. You're here now. This is your home."

But it wasn't her home. Mariah knew the difference. Home was where people loved you even when you forgot the rules. Home was where you belonged, not where you were placed.

One night, Mariah wet the bed. She was so ashamed she tried to hide it, stripping the sheets and stuffing them in the back of the closet. But Ms. Diane found them.

"I'm disappointed in you, Mariah," she said, her voice cold. "You're too old for this. Big girls don't wet the bed."

Mariah stood there in her damp pajamas, face burning, wanting to explain that she'd had a nightmare about her grandmother, that she'd woken up confused about where she was, that she was
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