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Jillian graduated with a B.A. in Human Services and has over 30 years experience working with abused children and educating parents, including Parents Anonymous and CASA (Court Appointed Special Advocates). She is a published author, speaker and professional photographer.
After foster parenting Jillian also received Hypnotherapy Certifications and began meeting with clients. After seeing such positive results she wrote several published articles and in 1996 her book titled Soul-Level Healing was also published. It gives her great pleasure to see children and adults begin to heal their lives and move forward.
Twenty-five years later Jillian was offered an opportunity to become a newspaper columnist writing about her foster parenting experiences. It was then she rewrote her journal into column/chapter form and decided the information needed to be shared. She has received excellent feedback from the columns and has learned Carlos has quite a following.
Jillian may be contacted at lakewatcher@me.com or 21schools.jjs@gmail.com
21 Schools is based on my daily journal and updates of five foster children spanning 25 years. This book is written to assist in preparing people to become foster parents, to be a case study resource for the training or continuing education of professionals engaged in the foster parent system and to make the general public aware of the desperate situation of so many of our precious children.
As the stories are told difficulties in the system will become evident.
In addition to the account of five years of parenting the conclusion of the text contains a follow up twenty-five years later of the lives of these children...the successes and the heartbreaks. All names and locations have been changed.
My dad was always telling us that he was going to kill my mom. Once when he was drinking, he threatened to run over her with the car. She was already drunk and laying in the driveway. She screamed at me and my brother to lay down next to her so dad wouldn't run over her. My mom said if we really loved her, we'd do it. I was in kindergarten. I was so scared and I didn't do it because I was afraid of him...but my brother did. Later she told me I wasn't good for anything. I'm not sure if my mom is alive. She left my dad and me when I was little. I don't really blame her. My dad was real mean to us. I heard she was murdered, but I don't really know for sure. Darryl (age 17)
My grandma would beat me with a board for no reason. Then she would tie me up. Once she tied me to my bed for two days and I had to eat off the floor. I didn't know where my mom was — probably drunk somewhere. Carlos (age 10)
When I was 5 years old, my daddy told me he had a present for me. He gave me a doll, but it didn't have a head. I asked him why it didn't have a head, and he said that's what can happen to little girls that don't do what they are told. Rosa (age 12)
My mommy let me stay in the room while she and her friends put rubber bands around their arms. She always had lots of friends. The drugs would be on the table, but she made me go away before they put needles in their arms. Addy (age 8)
Once when my mommy was in jail, I stayed at her friends’ house. It was Christmas and I was going to be in a Christmas play at church. Before the play, he did things to me and it hurt real bad. I felt icky all over. He took me to church, but I really didn't want to go because then my little brother would be alone with him. I was only 4 years old and I was scared he would do something to him, too. (He did.) Danneli (age 10)
No one wants to believe these things happen to our children, but they do.....everyday. This is reality.
All we wanted to do was raise kids. Since it was medically impossible for me to have children, my husband Hal and I started exploring the world of adoption vs. foster care. Our search ended at the Copeland Agency, a long-term foster care program. Copeland offered care for children whose parental rights had been severed, meaning they would not be returning to their birth parents. Out of the five foster children placed in our home, one was African-American (Darryl, age 17), Hispanic twins (Carlos and Rosa starting at 10 years old) and Bi-racial siblings (Addy and Danneli at 8 and 10).
I am not going to tell you Hal and I were the perfect foster parents. We made a lot of mistakes. Parenting was a constant education for us and we grew from this experience in ways we never thought possible. It took a deep, personal commitment and a willingness to take risks to help stabilize these children. It was a very overwhelming and frustrating 24 hour-a-day job. We were expected to be their parents, but we were not their parents. We were expected to take care of them, but some of the children resisted all efforts to be parented. Some of the children were so angry and hurt inside we thought they would never accept us. We believed that by the time the children placed with us were 5-years-old, they all had seen and experienced physical, mental, emotional and sexual abuse. They came into our home as older children without previous counseling services.
Besides parenting the children, our life became a parade of professionals that included the agency director, caseworkers (there were three different case workers in and out of our home), doctors, teachers (daily calls), principals (daily calls), psychiatrists, psychologists (weekly appointments), family therapists (weekly appointments) and various consultants and tutors (weekly basis). Two of the boys that were in our home at the same time (different families) had been diagnosed with ADD and ADHD, and Addy's psychologist described him as “clinically fascinating.” Hal and I both worked full time outside the home, as well.
We were totally unprepared even with several hours of specialized training.?It was an everyday learning experience. We had to come up with the right words to tell a child he was too young to cut his meat with a sharp knife, when that child had knife scars all over his body because he refused to have sex with a family member. We also had to try to teach the children to trust when all they had ever known were lies. And, we tried to teach the children to love after they had been beaten into submission by their own birth parents. Sometimes with these children — love just never seemed enough, at least in the beginning.
One year, Hal and I were sent to the National Foster Parent Convention in Chicago. The speakers told several more stories, two I remember clearly to this day.
One speaker, a psychologist, told about a little 6-year-old girl who had been sent to him for therapy. Apparently, when the child was four, she was playing in the living room. Her mother went into the bedroom and shot herself in the head. A few days passed and the husband (birth father) could not bear the thought of losing his wife, also took a gun to his head. The child went to live with her grandparents. When she misbehaved, her grandparents made her sit on the couch and listen to a tape they had made of her parent's suicide notes.
On a brighter note, a little 8-year-old girl was placed in a home (her fourth placement) and her new foster parents encouraged her questions and made her feel good about herself. One morning, a neighbor stopped by for coffee and began talking with the child. She said to her, “My aren't you an intelligent little girl.” Beaming, the child answered, “Oh, I'm a LOT smarter here than I was when I lived with my parents!”
So you see, not all the stories are horrible. Small, positive steps do take place and that is what keeps foster parents parenting. The speakers stressed that successful outcomes may not happen when you expect them to, but rather in time.... in time. That is something all parents need to know and accept.
Many individuals have asked me what I learned most from parenting challenging children. I have broken it down into nine lessons I learned — the hard way. These are also good guidelines for all parents.
Lesson One: Remember, the child's behavior really is not personal, even though most of the time it may feel like it is personally directed.
Lesson Two: Treat the problem — not the behavior. Easier said than done. This is one of the most difficult because it takes a lot of time, patience and understanding to look beyond the behavior to the real issue. Most children are capable of keeping the parent so busy dealing with outward behaviors that often the core issue causing the disruption never gets addressed. Once the core issue is identified and brought into awareness behaviors often improve.
Lesson Three: Learn to distinguish who has the problem.?Lesson Four: Maintain constant communication with spouse and children.
Lesson Five: Practice consistent discipline. This is one of the most?important lessons. Foster parents are not allowed to spank or touch the children in any disciplinary way. My husband, Hal, and I attended a training given by a woman from Texas who had been a foster parent for several years. She related a story to us about the “soda machine.” It went something like this: suppose one day you were very thirsty and you came across a soda machine. You put the last of your change in the machine, pushed the button, and no soda can appeared. Your first reaction might be to give the machine a little push. If that didn't work, maybe you pushed a little harder. If that tactic didn't work, maybe a few swift kicks or hits, and then of course, the curse words. On the last kick, the can of soda appears. The next day you are thirsty again and put your money into the same machine and the same thing happens. The day before you learned if you pushed, kicked, shoved, hit and even swore at it — a can of soda would magically appear and you got what you wanted. If a parent gives in to the child when they misbehave and does not show consistency with house rules, the child quickly discovers to get what is wanted all one has to do is to act out in the same manner that worked before. The speaker stressed these children are survivors and have developed incredible survival skills and it is unrealistic to expect them to change overnight. “After all,” she pointed out, “they don't know you — they don't know what you are going to do to them. It wasn't THEIR idea to come live with you. They had no choice.”
Lesson Six: Possess a sense of humor. Laughter often helps the most frustrating or embarrassing of situations. I will admit, though, sometimes I had to look very hard and deep to find the humor in some of our situations.
Lesson Seven: Resolve your own past issues. Hal and I had many unresolved issues from our pasts that were triggered by the behaviors of the children and from each other. It seemed we were in a highly reactive emotional cycle all of the time. A very wise person once told me that the greatest gift you could give your child(ren) was your own happiness and peace of mind. Parenting troubled youth has the potential to trigger some of the deepest, darkest and ugliest secrets of our own lives. Resolving personal issues before a child is placed in your home is ideal and will allow adults to become more effective parents. Unfortunately, it is usually after the child's placement when old emotions are dredged up and begin interfering with current family dynamics.
Lesson Eight: Discuss parenting styles and what roles will be expected in your family.
Lesson Nine: Believe the unbelievable. I don't think any of us want to believe some of the experiences children in our society, and around the world, endure. When you enter the world of an abused child...you will begin to believe the unbelievable.
Several years ago I was asked to speak to a group of about 30 potential foster parents. I watched them come in and choose a place to sit. After introductions were made, I stood in front of them and pretended to act like the seating was all wrong and that I was uncomfortable. I asked the first row to all go the back, and the back row move to the front, telling each of them exactly where to sit. Still not satisfied, I uprooted a few more people telling them where to sit so I could begin. I even tried to split up one couple asking them to sit in different rows. They absolutely refused. This went on for a few minutes. I began to feel the anger building and could hear them whispering to one another. One man walked by me and loudly said, “Who do you think you are talking to — your kids?”
Another man stared at me with actual hate in his eyes and absolutely refused to move. I politely encouraged him to move and singled him out so that the others would notice him. He finally moved but continued to stare angrily at me the entire evening. Another man shuffled by me and mumbled under his breath that he felt like he was in the army again. After all were seated, I said, “Now you have just an inkling of how foster children might feel when they are continuously uprooted, have no control over their lives, possibly separated from their siblings and dropped off at some stranger's home with all of their belongings in a paper bag.” There was complete silence, and then we began to talk.
Most of us don't realize what it is like moving from home to home and most times not having a choice in the matter. I believe that out of all the emotions needed to be a good foster parent and role model that empathy is the most important.
I offer my insight in the hope of giving all a glimpse into the reality of daily life foster parenting children whose lives have been shattered by years of abuse and the struggle to pick up the pieces. I am often asked if I would ever again become a foster parent. My answer is always “Definitely maybe — but next time I will be better prepared.”
Foster parenting was absolutely the hardest thing I have ever done in my life and challenged me to my soul. It was also the best thing I could have ever done — and it was the right thing to do.
Six months into our marriage, the Copeland agency placed our first “child” in our home. Darryl, an almost 17-year-old African American youth, was to be with us on an interim basis until a home was found that could also take his older brother.
Maria, director of Copeland, pressured us into taking him, even knowing we had requested younger children. “It’s just to get your feet wet before we place younger children with you,” she said.
Darryl was to be our introduction into the devastating world of child abuse.
This may be a good time to give you a physical description of Hal and myself. I’m 5’2”, blonde hair, blue eyes. Hal is 6’3” and African American. I worked at a large university athletic department and Hal was an undercover narcotics officer. A mutual friend introduced us and we became best friends before marrying five years later.
We felt we could offer a home to children who might otherwise fall through the cracks. I attribute our long friendship and keeping a daily journal for helping us survive as long as we did.
It was a cold day in January when we opened our door to Darryl. He stepped into the front hallway carrying a worn-out cardboard box stuffed with dirty clothes. His caseworker, Denise, carried in another box. A third box appeared with schoolbooks and a worn out backpack.
Denise only stayed a few minutes. As Hal and I stood in Darryl’s room he looked at us with a small glimmer of hope in his eyes. Our new family.
Darryl was a handsome and polite young man. He had an athletic appearance and wanted to be a professional boxer. He ate a lot! When he smiled it was from ear to ear.
He had been living in a shabby apartment complex with a woman (alcoholic) and her son. It was several weeks later when Darryl told us that our home was his 16th and that he had attended 21 different schools.
He called us “mom” and “dad” right away and later told me he called all of his foster parents this because it was just easier than having to remember all their names.
One morning after breakfast he suddenly said, “You know, my dad used to tell me that all I was ‘was a wasted —‘” A look of pain immediately washed over his face and quickly disappeared. I tried to hide my shock at his statement. He continued.
“My dad had a bad temper. He was always beating one of us up. Sometimes it was my mom, sometimes my brother. Most of the time, though, it was me.” We sat in silence for a while, a small bond beginning to form between us. That night Hal and I talked for hours about what it must have been like to grow up with an abusive parent.
A few days later Darryl was not feeling well. He seemed depressed and I asked him if he wanted to talk.
In a burst of emotion, he started telling me about how his father used to be in the Marine Corps and how he ran the household like he was still in the military. My mind raced back to the previous day when Darryl asked Hal if he had ever been in the military. Hal replied — “the Marines.”
“My dad would come home in the middle of the night and get us out of bed. He would make me and my brother stand in the corner and bend over and hold our ankles.
“Sometimes he made us stand there for hours. We were scared of him because if we didn’t do what he said, we’d get beat bad.
“A lot of times he would order us to hold our ankles and then tell us he was going out. He said not to move until he came home. The first time, as soon as he left, we stopped doing it. We didn’t know he was outside watching us. He came racing into the house and really beat us bad. From then on, every time he told us to do something, we did. Sometimes he was out all night, but we stayed in that position because we really didn’t know when he was coming back, or if he had even gone anywhere. In the morning we would be so sore and cramped we could hardly move. I hated it.”
My arm now around his shoulders, I quietly asked him about his mother. With absolutely no emotion in his voice he answered, “I’m not sure if my mom is alive. She left us when I was little. I don’t really blame her. He was pretty mean. I heard she was murdered, but I don’t really know for sure.”
Sometimes the best thing to do or say...is nothing. Just being there is everything.
The “honeymoon phase” of our first foster parenting experience ended when Darryl was asked to change to a neighborhood school.
He had already attended 21 other schools and only had a few months until graduation.
We didn’t want him to have to do this, but our house was not on a bus route and Hal and I took turns dropping him off. My boss was as accommodating as possible, but I was continually late. Hal’s schedule was erratic and we could not make plans in advance.
Darryl retreated into a world of silence. He took several long showers each day, only coming out for meals.
The agency hired Don Moore, a motorcycle riding African American psychologist to help Darryl through the transition period. Much to Don’s credit, office visits were not always necessary. He preferred to observe kids in their home environment and always had a basketball strapped on the back of his motorcycle. He had a very tender way about him.
Don was in our home so often (just wait until we get to Carlos, our second child) that he seemed like family.
Don spoke to us about some of Darryl’s feelings. He told us Darryl didn’t think he had another school in him. “Darryl’s tired, and I think at this point in his life he shouldn’t have to change schools again if it can be helped.” But he also stated if it couldn’t be helped, having a good home and good parents were more important than a high school and he would help Darryl work through the shift.
Hal and I were not a “therapeutic” home where foster parents are not required to work outside the home. We had to have jobs. I explained to Denise, Darryl’s caseworker that even though we lived within city limits we still had to drive six miles to a bus stop. Darryl would have to change buses three times and have to leave for school earlier than when the buses began running!
She shrugged her shoulders and we realized we were on our own. To make matters worse, the school started calling about Darryl missing classes. When we asked Darryl about this, he replied, “Oh, they must have made a mistake. You know how those computers are...I’ve been there, really.”
With Hal’s police officer background he could not let it go and began to do a little “investigating” on his own. He found even though the school classified him as a senior, he only had four credits toward graduation!
With new knowledge in hand, we started talking to Darryl again about the advantages of changing schools and catching up. We assured him we would do everything we could to help him. His face remained rigid and his hands tightly curled into small fists. Denise, we found out, was not aware of his academic standing.
Hal picked Darryl up at school the day report cards were issued. They were almost home when Hal asked him if he had his with him. Darryl turned his face toward the window. Hal asked him again and this time received a quick “No.”In the midst of rush hour traffic, Hal propelled the car through four lanes of traffic, made a U-turn and headed back to the school.
Darryl tried every excuse he could think of to get Hal to turn back. When they finally arrived home Darryl looked as though he expected to get beaten. He received one D and failed the rest of his classes. He lowered his head and ran to his bedroom.
We let him calm down and later gently spoke with him that we were here to help and that he could catch up, but he would have to be willing to help himself. Silence. I left after a few more attempts at conversation and Darryl headed for another long shower.
It’s so easy to get caught up in the behavior instead of uncovering the cause.
The first time Darryl missed curfew I was sure he had been in an accident. Don’t all mothers?
It was midnight when someone in a car dropped him off. He had a house key, but had forgotten to take it with him. We kept peering out from behind the curtains to see what he was going to do, and were both surprised when he curled up on the narrow porch ledge right outside the front door. He didn’t knock or ring the doorbell.
Hal and I knew the importance of handling this situation correctly and tried to think of the parenting skills were learned (they really didn’t cover this situation). After much deliberation and working through entire scenarios of “what if this,” and “what if that” we decided we would allow him to remain outside. The weather was comfortable and he had on sufficient clothing.
We went back to bed and, of course, couldn’t sleep. We took turns getting up to see if he was still there. Not only was he still there, but in the same position. I couldn’t stand it anymore and opened the door and told him to come in and that nothing would happen to him.
No response, no movement.
I made sure he knew that the door was unlocked and when he was ready he could come inside. It was as though he was expecting his father to be watching and stayed on that narrow rough ledge all night.
Hal opened the door in the morning and Darryl silently came inside and went directly to his room. Hal talked quietly to him and asked him not to miss another curfew and that we had been concerned something had happened to him.
Darryl had his keys with him the next time he was late. Hal and I didn’t wait up for him this time. We had called Denise, his caseworker, and she said to call her at work the next day if he was not home in the morning.
When Hal opened the door to retrieve the newspaper, he found Darryl had spent another night on that narrow porch railing. (We had spoken to Darryl after the first time that if he didn’t want to come into the house he could at least go to the backyard where he could be comfortable in a lounge chair.)
Darryl came into the house yelling, “I WOULD RATHER BE IN AN ACCIDENT AND BE DEAD THAN HAVE TO COME HOME TO YOU GUYS!”
Later that morning he told us the key wouldn’t work so he just threw it out?in the yard. It was hard to understand how things had gotten so out of control. We were doing everything we could to help him.
The third time Darryl missed curfew we were advised by his caseworker and therapist to call the police and report him as a runaway. Hal and I didn’t want to make that call. But we did.
Darryl didn’t come home until I was leaving for work the next morning. Hal immediately put him in the car and drove him to school. The last thing I said to Darryl was, “The police are looking for you.” Later that day the attendance officer called to inform me Darryl was not in school and sarcastically asked, “Don't you know where your son is?” I began to feel both physically and emotionally sick.
Darryl’s caseworker found him at his gym and then took him to a children’s shelter. Three weeks later Darryl moved in with his boxing coach.
Don, his therapist, gently told us we had gotten Darryl too late. If he had been a little younger, or maybe with fewer foster placements, Don was sure Darryl could have become a member of our family.
“Darryl really liked you a lot and desperately wanted to become part of your family. But, he just couldn’t cope with all the new unfamiliar emotions about family, warmth, caring and love. It wasn’t your fault about what happened. That’s a risk you take when you bring an older child into a family situation when they have never been in a decent, stable home before.”
It was nice to hear those words, but it didn’t make the experience any less painful.
Darryl left in April, only four months after he came to live with us. But, Darryl’s story does not quite end here.
I next saw Darryl at the agency Christmas party. I went over and gave him a big hug and the first thing he said was, “Are you still mad at me?” Surprised, I told him I could never be mad at him, and that I had missed him. I wanted to talk to him more, but was interrupted and when I turned back he was gone.
Another year passed before I saw him again. This time he was with his Marine Corps recruiter. Darryl looked so grown-up and proudly informed me he had signed up and would be leaving soon for boot camp. I couldn't help but think about both his father and Hal being former Marines.
I asked Darryl if he would come out to dinner before he left and that beautiful ear to ear smile told me he would. Darryl came out the night before he left for boot camp. It was a wonderful evening. We learned after he left our home he was placed in a shelter.
He also told us that he had begged Denise, his caseworker, to call and ask that we take him back. He knew he had messed up and wanted a chance to talk to us in person. She kept telling him she would contact us, but never did. Darryl eventually gave up.
In a quivering voice, he said, “When she wouldn't tell me anything, I thought you didn't want me. I thought about suicide and really came close. It was the worst three weeks of my life.” Tears rolled down his cheeks. I told him Denise had never contacted us and that we had asked her about him frequently, but all that was said to us was that he was “fine.” I made sure he knew he was welcomed in our home.
Darryl told us he had dropped out of school and then proudly stated he earned his G.E.D.
At the end of boot camp Darryl mailed us several photos of himself in uniform. We were so proud for him when he wrote it was the first time he ever really finished something. “I didn't want to write to you until I graduated. I wanted to write to you as a successful graduate, not as a failure. This was the hardest thing I've ever done...but I did it!”
Several weeks passed and when we didn't hear from him I contacted another foster parent who had taken Darryl in for a short time. He informed us Darryl had been dishonorably discharged for fighting after just three weeks. The last he heard Darryl was working at a fast food place.
It would be two more years before learning he had been arrested for selling drugs and was in jail. No one who knew Darryl believed he was using drugs because he respected his body too much, but selling drugs...we weren't too sure. Hal knew all to well how fast things can change on the street when you are left alone.
Darryl never contacted us again.
Simple, honest, open and nonjudgmental communication among all of us could have easily given him another chance.
A couple of weeks after Darryl had gone to a shelter, Copeland contacted us about “temporarily” taking in a 10 year-old Hispanic boy who had just been kicked out of his foster home after being caught trying to hit his four-year-old brother over the head with a 2x4.
The day Carlos came to us he was under the impression that after a few days in the shelter he was going back to his other foster home, but instead his caseworker, Valerie, brought him to us.
It was to be a much later before Carlos told me, “My grandma would beat me with a board for no reason. Then she would tie me up and sometimes she would throw me in the closet. Once she tied me to my bed for two days and I had to eat off the floor. I don't know where my mom was, probably drunk somewhere.”
Carlos was very small for ten-years-old. Bones protruded everywhere. Actually, he looked a lot younger. His black shiny hair set off his dark flashing eyes and he was really quite a handsome kid. He was pleasant, considering this move was a complete surprise to him.
Valerie stayed a short time and then Hal, Carlos and I sat outside and became acquainted. Initially, Carlos was to be placed with us on an interim basis until Copeland recruited a Hispanic placement. Later he was placed in our home on a permanent basis when recruiting efforts failed.
A few families came forward, but once they heard about his history and current behavior problems, they backed off. It was a big deal because Hal and I were already a bi-racial couple and this would make us a tri-racial family. The agency's policy was such that a home of the same ethnicity has priority over others, but this was a special case, and Carlos was certainly a very “special” little boy.
As we sat and talked, both Hal and I noticed numerous scars on his arms and legs. They were jagged and puffy. I wanted to ask about them, but it wasn't the right time. Hal told me later they looked like knife scars.
Suddenly Carlos piped up and said, “My twin sister has Chicken Pox.” Coming back from the bathroom he had a strange look on his face...pulled up his shirt...sure enough...red spots. I took his temperature and put him to bed. Hal and I couldn't imagine how scary it must feel to be dropped off in a strange part of town with people you have never met, taken away from your siblings, and then breaking out with Chicken Pox!
Needless to say, what followed was a frantic search for a babysitter willing to sit with a sick child during the day while we went to work. We were still fairly new to the neighborhood and didn't know anyone. Several hours later we finally found a teenage girl.
After completing all the arrangements I plopped down on the couch and tried to remember everything Valerie told us when she called the day before asking if she could bring us a young boy. Valerie had stated that Carlos' father was in prison and his mother, an alcoholic, surfaced once in awhile, but was mostly out of the picture. There were a total of nine children in the family. One sibling with Cerebral Palsy died while choking on a piece of food while in a new foster placement. The foster parents were not at fault, but the death made their birth mother even more distraught over her children being placed in foster care. We later learned the child was four-years-old at the time of his death and weighed only 17 lbs.
The story of Carlos' mother continued to unfold. Valerie stated, “She's a little easier to deal with when she's sober. The two oldest kids are from another father, and the oldest boy is considered to be a slow learner. The father is in prison because he got caught molesting both the older girl and boy. Five of the eight children were placed in the Gomez home (also a Copeland placement) and three of them were adopted and live in another city.” She took a deep breath and added, “Oh, by the way, Carlos does not want anything to do with any of the members of his family.”
Hal and I thought Valerie had told us everything she knew about his family history. As the years went by it became apparent she left out a “few” details. It was only when we asked questions and sought guidance that other bits and pieces of information surfaced. It was the same story when his twin sister Rosa was placed with us a few years later.
I quickly came back to the present when Carlos (looking worse by the minute) meandered out into the living room to ask if we had any food in the house. We were grateful he was in such good spirits considering everything he had been through in the last three hours.
That moment was to be our last moment of peace for a very, very long time.
It didn't take long to learn that Carlos, our second foster child, was a loud child. Did I say loud? I meant to say LOUD!
It became quite obvious Carlos liked getting his own way all the time. In fact, on the babysitter's last day (after we paid her), she stated firmly, “I will never play checkers or babysit for you again as long as I live. Your kid cheats and if I start to win, he throws the board across the room and starts to cry. He demands everything and it's like he's laughing at me at the same time. I always liked coming from a large family, but now I don't think I even want kids of my own anymore!”
With that, she quickly escaped...and our hearts sank.
We enrolled Carlos in YMCA day camp. Valerie, his caseworker, said he also needed to attend an additional camp at the Children's Home which was designed to work with emotionally disturbed children. Each day Carlos spent the morning at the Y Camp and the afternoon at the Children's Home camp. Needless to say, Carlos was not a happy camper.
He hated the Children's Home camp with a vengeance because they asked him questions about his past. He was quickly labeled as “uncooperative.” I had the unpleasant task of dropping him off every morning on my way to work, and he screamed and cried the entire way. Sometimes Carlos cried so hard his little body shook. Between sobs he told me how stupid each of the camps were, and how stupid I was.
By this time, I was catching on that this child belonged on stage. His performances were incredible and he could make his eyes flow with tears in a second, and then without so much as a blink, turn right around and start laughing.
“It's just his way of getting attention,” Valerie stated. Several weeks later she agreed to let him drop out of the Children's Home camp (I think mostly for my sake). At that time they were still searching for a Hispanic family and I found myself wondering (guiltily) how fast they could find one.
Carlos was also in therapy and it was our responsibility to take him to sessions with Dr. Rosenthal. He hated therapy. He hated Dr. Rosenthal.
The two of them played checkers each week and during that time Dr. Rosenthal asked him questions about his past. Carlos would field the questions until his patience was gone and would then throw the board across the room. Each time this happened Dr.Rosenthal immediately ended the session. Quick to catch on, Carlos began upsetting the board almost as soon as he walked into his office.
My husband, Hal, and I had never been in therapy or dealt with therapists before (except when Don was working with Darryl). We really didn't understand how this type of counseling could be beneficial. Valerie switched him to another therapist at our request, but explained that Dr. Rosenthal was bilingual and it was important Carlos have that cultural advantage.
Hal and I wondered why it was so important the therapist be bilingual and offer a cultural advantage when (1) the sessions were in English, (2) Carlos didn't know any Spanish except for unacceptable words, and (3) the therapist was Jewish!
One particular evening we were in the family room and Hal and Carlos were sitting on the floor playing checkers. All of a sudden Carlos pointed to the television and exclaimed, “Did you see that 'n——-' do that?” Immediately a confused and horrified look crossed his face when he realized what he had said.
Carlos quickly glanced at Hal who calmly continued to play checkers. Thinking this situation could be turned into a learning experience, I calmly asked Carlos what he thought 'n——-' meant. He put his head down and replied “a bad Black person.” I asked him what bad white people were called and he said “lazy.”
Hal showed no emotion and neither of us lectured or disciplined him. It was important Carlos learn this lesson on his own...and he did. He never used that word again in our home and I considered it a success story for cross-cultural placements.
Still learning a lot about each other, I took Carlos grocery shopping one afternoon. In my “BC” days (before children), I had always believed kids under the age of thirteen should not be allowed in grocery stores, let alone behind a shopping cart...but, I couldn't leave him home alone and decided to chance it.
My belief proved correct.
Carlos looked up at me with those beautiful dark flashing brown eyes and long black eyelashes and nicely asked if he could “drive” the cart for me. I took a deep breath and before I gave him a nod of approval, he grabbed the cart and raced off down the aisle, terrorizing all who stepped in his path.
Several minutes after his disappearance he came to a screeching halt behind me and loudly said, “You probably don't allow me to say the word s—-, huh?” I looked at him and said, “You're right. That is an unacceptable word in our home.”
In a split second he replied, “Well, can I say 'shoot' instead?” I told him shoot would be acceptable. Excited, he then said loudly, “Well, you should see that old shoot head over there in the next aisle!”
His remark caught me entirely off guard and I have to admit I thought it was a little funny, although the people around me didn't seem to have the same sense of humor. It was one of those times when you just knew what other people were thinking of you as a parent.
Trying not to show any emotion whatsoever, I looked down at his little beaming face and eyes sparkling with mischief giving him yet another exasperated look. To this very day this event is replayed in my mind every single time I enter a grocery store.
Hal, Carlos and I went on our first outing on the Fourth of July. Carlos acted out from the time he got up until the time he went to bed. It was very difficult not to take his negative behavior personally, especially since he directed all of his anger toward me.
Unfortunately, it was usually when Hal wasn't within hearing distance. Then, when Hal wasn't looking, Carlos would shoot me daggers with his eyes and made horrible intimidating little faces.
I told Carlos I did not appreciate his behavior (a line I learned in training), and he shouted, “BUT I DIDN'T DO NOTHIN' WRONG!” This line was to be his trademark, one I heard several times every single day for the next four and one-half years. However, I did manage to get him to change “nothin'” to “anything” for a brief time and considered it a personal victory.
I took Hal aside and told him what Carlos was doing, but since Hal never saw him do anything to me, it was hard for him to intervene. “He's just a little kid, Jill, what do you think he's going to do to you?” By this time I was sure this troubled little child could think of something very creative to do to me, but I kept my mouth shut.
I found myself in an impossible situation and wished we had just stayed home. I tried to keep in mind holidays can be triggers for children in foster care because that's when family members are usually home and drinking and drug use is considered a “holiday activity” for many families. Unfortunately, children are the ones who suffer the most abuse and neglect on holidays, and many carry the scars with them the rest of their lives.
Learning not to show any emotion and to not take things personally was one of the hardest lessons I had to learn in order to survive and be a good parent.
Side note: It would be 25 years later on the Fourth of July weekend that Carlos and I would come full circle.
Carlos continued to make life miserable on a daily basis. For only ten-years-old his survival skills were finely tuned. Unfortunately, everything turned into a power struggle between the two of us.
It was sad to see this little boy so abusive and be able to deliver that abuse with such finesse. I knew he was modeling his father's actions and it made him even angrier when I wouldn't buy into them.
One afternoon I arrived home later than usual because I stopped for groceries. I pulled into the driveway and Carlos came storming out of the house, stopped, put both hands on his little hips, and with a scowling expression on his face, demanded I tell him why I was late.
As I struggled to get the sacks of groceries out of the car, I told him calmly I was getting groceries. He then blocked the entrance to the door of the house and accused me of cheating on my husband, Hal.
Somehow I managed to maneuver around him and he shadowed me into the kitchen. I turned and looked Carlos in the eyes (which were about three inches from my face), and again calmly explained I had been to the grocery store. I pointed to the bags and politely asked him to help put the food away.
I admit my insides began to shake a bit and I didn't know how much longer I could maintain the appearance of being calm. We looked at each other for what seemed an eternity, and all of a sudden he flashed a contemptuous smile at me as if to indicate the interrogation was over and left the room.
Helping Carlos break the cycle of abuse was our main goal, but it was not easy, and it did not happen overnight. It also did not happen while he lived with us.
I kept thinking about what we learned in training and how parents needed to know about themselves and how past experiences can still affect present day behaviors. I had been in an abusive relationship before marrying Hal, and Carlos' behaviors were triggering some of my unresolved emotions.
Trainers also stressed many times parents don't realize something has traumatized them until a child comes along and manages to push all the right buttons. The parent then discovers they are repeating dysfunctional behaviors from their own childhood/adult life. A little complicated perhaps, but at the same time — very simple — and most definitely true.
It has been said that the greatest gift you can give your child/children is your own peace of mind and happiness.
The next time Carlos and I played checkers I brought to his attention he was not playing fair. (Since checkers were about the only thing Carlos liked to do, we used the game as much as possible as a learning tool.) He threw the?board over and started yelling and crying. I sent him to his room for a “time out” (something else we learned in training) and he said “NO!”
It quickly turned into yet another power struggle. Hal was in the other room and overheard our exchange. He then ordered Carlos to his room. Of course, Carlos obeyed him immediately. He was inching his way into Hal's heart and he wanted me out of the picture.
I kept telling myself Carlos was taking out his hatred for his mother, grandmother and aunts on me. Actually, on all women. There had also been incidents at the camps he attended early after his arrival and all had to do with disrespecting female counselors.
But then Valerie, his caseworker, shared yet another family story about Carlos. When he was just three-years-old, both of his parents were drunk and his father was screaming at his mother that he was going to take her out into the country and kill her. Little Carlos went outside and laid down behind the tire of their car. He knew his father liked him best, and that he would not run over him, possibly saving his mother's life.
One day Hal was playing checkers with Carlos. Carlos got angry, but did not throw the board across the room. Progress! But when Carlos asked me to play next and I started to win he got angry, threw the board across the room and began screaming at the top of his lungs. I immediately left the room.
Later there was no answer when he was called for dinner. I found him curled up in his closet quietly crying. As soon as he saw me his quiet crying turned into loud sobbing. I explained he didn't need to hide in our house and after quite a bit of coaxing he crawled out. I put my hand on his shoulder and he jerked it away.
Each night I would check on him before going to bed and quite often found him sleeping on the floor either next to his bed or in the closet. When asked if his bed was uncomfortable, he replied, “Oh, I guess I just fell out.”
A major breakthrough occurred several months after Carlos came to live with us. I asked him one night if I could give him a goodnight kiss on the forehead. Of course he shouted “NO.” As I walked toward the door, he said in almost a whisper, “I guess if I was asleep and didn't know about it.” From that point on when I went to check on him before bed he always pretended to be asleep. I would lightly kiss him on the forehead, whisper “I love you,” and left. That was acceptable until, of course, the teenage years.
It was about this time we learned Valerie, his caseworker, used to be Carlos' father's caseworker at another agency until his father went to prison for molesting the older children (who were not his biological children). She then began working for Copeland and as luck would have it — inherited all 9 of his children on her caseload. She had a good sense of humor and took it all in stride.
Valerie was a middle age, dark-haired Caucasian with an infectious laugh and was always the first to admit how disorganized she was. She carried her calendar/planner with her which gave her the appearance of being organized, but it didn't take us long to figure out if we needed something right away to go through the agency secretary or the Foster Home Developer.
When Hal and I were admitted into the program we were told the relationship between caseworker and foster parent was a lot like a marriage. In the years ahead, there were many times Hal and I wanted to divorce Valerie. It was a peculiar relationship. We really liked her as a person, but as time went on we never completely trusted her as our caseworker. She did, however, go to bat for us on several occasions with Carlos.
Valerie was divorced, no children and had never been a foster parent. For that matter, neither had Denise, our first caseworker with Darryl.
One of the hardest struggles for Hal and I was having to helplessly accept bad decisions and suggestions from people in charge who were college educated but had no hands on experience as a foster parent. I have been on both sides of the fence with this issue and living in it day to day can completely change a person's perspective of the situation....and fast.
Making decisions for the children's sake and not just for the convenience of the professional is crucial. What happened between Darryl, our first foster son and his caseworker, Denise, is a good example. And, unfortunately, what happens to Addy and Danneli, our soon to be 3rd and 4th foster children is another excellent example.
As Carlos' birthday drew closer, he informed us he was going to be twelve-years-old. Valerie told us he was going to be eleven. He insisted he was going to be twelve and was furious when we tried to tell him differently. Carlos then told us a story about his grandmother having a friend at the hospital who changed all of his siblings’ birth certificates, “because she was mean.”
It would be two years later when we received paperwork from the hospital showing Valerie was correct about the birth year, but we were all surprised to find out that the day of the birth was not the birthday Carlos and his twin Rosa had been celebrating each year!
Carlos reluctantly accepted the news and on his eleventh new birthday we had a pool party for him and invited a few of our friends who had children about the same age. He was definitely the center of attention and everyone in attendance was soaked with “accidental” splashes — and all went exactly the way he wanted it to be.
When Hal, and I decided to become foster parents we bought a home with more bedrooms on a lot large enough to keep two horses. The property was located on the outskirts of town, approximately one mile from the nearest intersection where there were various stores, a bank and a McDonalds.
One day our horses got loose (“someone” didn't lock the gate properly). I received a call at work from one of our retired neighbors who frantically told me our horses were running up and down the highway and were last spotted at the McDonalds drive through window!
I left work and by the time I arrived home the neighbor had the horses in the corral and luckily no one was injured. That night we had a family meeting and before anyone spoke, our second foster son, Carlos, yelled, “BUT I DIDN'T DO NOTHIN'!” We calmly stated we would all be responsible for double-checking the gate to make sure it was closed and locked properly. End of meeting.
I had to admit Carlos' behavior was beginning to wear me out physically, mentally and emotionally. There were no breaks in the day to recoup. When sent to his room he talked loudly to himself and banged on his desk, walls and whatever else was in his line of fire. Hal was always away or outside when he exhibited this behavior. We were hopeful that a weekend visit from his twin sister, Rosa, might settle him down.
Rosa seemed like a very nice little girl, and it didn't take us long to discover how completely opposite they were. Carlos was loud and outgoing and Rosa was shy and withdrawn. Carlos performed poorly in school and was barely passing. Rosa was a straight “A” student.
The four of us went for a drive, rode the horses, spent time in the pool and treated ourselves to a movie. The kids seemed to get along with each other and the weekend was actually enjoyable.
It was about this time Copeland approached us about being a permanent placement for Carlos as all recruiting efforts had failed to produce a Hispanic home. In order to keep him, we would have to sign a “Cross-Cultural Contract” stating we would honor his heritage, take him to Hispanic activities, subscribe to Hispanic magazines and learn Spanish.
Maria, the director of Copeland, even stated they would pay for us to travel to Mexico to absorb the culture. I didn't know what to think about this. It was so exhausting being the target all the time at home and I was still working full-time outside the home.
Hal gave me a pep talk and in the end we decided it was the right thing to do. Besides, there was a part of Carlos that I loved and admired and I had actual glimpses of that Carlos...just not very often. It was up to me to change, and after all, I had to remember his behavior toward me was not personal. But it sure felt like it!
A few days later I received another call at work. This time from the YMCA informing me eleven-year-old Carlos had gotten into trouble for not listening to his counselor and needed to be picked up immediately. He quickly added something else about him having an “older” girlfriend that was getting to be a problem.
Having to leave work again, on the way home I was talking with him about his behavior when I noticed he kept holding his hand. When asked if something was wrong he replied, “Some stupid kid tripped me and I fell on a stupid rock.”
Thinking it was just another attention getter I kept driving and when he shifted positions I saw that his hand was very swollen. We then turned around and rushed to the emergency room for x-rays. Fortunately no bones were broken. The strange part was that this very loud child who complained about absolutely everything did not complain once about being actually hurt!
Many years later Rosa made a comment to me that if the kids in her family cried or yelled out while being beaten, their abuser punished them even more. That explained a lot.
Carlos' “older woman” of sixteen kept calling him and made the error of leaving her phone number on our answering machine. I took the liberty of calling her mother making sure she knew Carlos was only eleven-years-old.
She was very pleasant and said she would take care of it. When I told Carlos what I had done (I was prepared for war), he didn't seem to mind at all and flashed me a big smile and left the room.
That weekend while serving his phone restriction for being disrespectful to the camp counselor, the three of us went to town to look for a truck. The salesperson approached us upon arrival and asked us our names. Without hesitation, Carlos spoke up and told him his first name, both of our first and last names, our address and loudly recited our phone number (which all salesmen within hearing distance were furiously writing down).
Carlos then quickly added, “You can call anytime you want to, but I probably won't be the one answering the phone for awhile.” Then he looked over at me with a forlorn expression on his face. I've said it before and I will say it again...that kid never missed an opportunity. Ever.
I promise, only one more “checkers” story.
Carlos and I were playing checkers and again I caught him blatantly cheating. I warned him if he cheated one more time, I would not play with him until “next year” (3 months away). He seemed surprised.
A few days later he was caught cheating again. I calmly got up, smiled at him, and promptly left the room. I kept my word even though he tested me every single day. On January 1st at 5 a.m. I was awakened to loud knocking on the bedroom door. This time a polite voice called out to me. “Jill, it's next year now and you can play a game with me!” I got up and we played checkers.
Carlos never cheated again. A very major lesson learned. Mean it when you say it, make it attainable, and stick with it no matter what. Victory! (It was really hard, though.)
We were delighted when Carlos had been assigned to a new male teacher. His total disrespect for women was becoming quite obvious to all of us. We spoke to the teacher at length about his behavioral “challenges,” and he assured us he had a strong counseling background and even taught parenting skills classes. He looked me in the eyes and said, “Don't you worry now, I know what I am doing.”
Within six weeks this teacher was calling me for help.
Some days we saw progress, other days Carlos would slip back into his old routine. Sometimes he would let me give him a slight hug, other days he scoffed when I told him we cared for him.
I was the one who went to him in the middle of the night when he started screaming in his sleep. On those occasions (and there were many) he did let me hold him for about 15 seconds “before he realized” I was touching him. He would then dramatically pull away from me yelling at the top of his lungs how stupid I was. His exact words were “YOU DUMB STUPID MOTHER!”
This phrase became a new mantra and I was to hear it over and over and over again on an almost daily basis for the next year. I knew it was going to take a long time to earn his trust and prayed one day he would wake up and everything would be fine. I was praying for a miracle. But then, I believe in miracles.
The bad news came when Hal told me he was going to be working out of town for a couple of weeks. Shortly after our marriage he left the police?force and undercover narcotics work and went into the construction business. Several of the jobs were out of town and lasted weeks at a time.
Carlos was just as upset as I was about Hal leaving, and understandably so. All the men in his short life had abandoned him, including his previous foster father. According to Valerie, his caseworker, Carlos had a very close relationship with this man. That relationship ended when the foster mother found her husband with another woman and dragged the mattress out in the yard and burned it while all the kids watched. He was banned from the house and ever seeing the kids again.
Later that evening Hal wrote down a list of telephone numbers of friends to call in case I needed anything. Carlos quickly glanced at the list and said, “Where's YOUR number, Hal?” Hal explained he wouldn't have it until the next day when he checked into a motel (before cell phones and text messaging). “Well, I don't like the sound of THAT one bit!” he bellowed, and stomped off to his room.
The first evening Hal was gone, Carlos loudly announced he was glad Hal was gone and that he didn't miss him one bit. Just then the phone rang and he almost knocked me down trying to get to it first.
Somehow Carlos and I managed to get through those weeks without anything major happening. He stayed by the phone every night until Hal called to tell him he was okay and would be coming home soon.
Giving children contact information these days is simple and fast. It just takes a few moments to make them feel important, comforted and safe.
One night shortly after Hal came home, he reprimanded Carlos for not doing what he was told to do. Carlos started sobbing to the point where he could hardly catch his breath and his eyes glazed over to a vacant look. His whole body was heaving in and out, almost like a seizure. He didn't realize we weren't going to harm him and it was several minutes before he calmed down.
I was really concerned this time because it did not appear to be an act. We made sure he was okay and just let him be in his room. When I said goodnight, he was huddled in his closet crying. I explained again that he didn't have to hide in his closet and that he was safe now.
He took my outstretched hand and crawled out. We sat on the bed for a few minutes, my arm still around him. Suddenly he blurted out, “My grandma would beat me with a board for no reason. Then she would tie me up and sometimes she would throw me in the closet. Once she tied me to my bed for two days and I had to eat off the floor. I don't know where my mom was, probably drunk somewhere. My aunt would come into my room sometimes and pour water on me and it would get on the bed, then she would go tell my grandma that I had wet the bed. My grandma would beat me because she thought I really did wet the bed.”
Just as quickly as he said this, he stopped and jerked away from me, immediately sorry he gave so much information. He demanded I promise not to tell anyone what he just confessed. I told him we were a family now, and healthy families shared feelings with each other and that there would be no secrets between the three of us.
In training we learned threats of abuse often kept children from telling anyone they were being abused and the abuse could go on for many years. We wanted to make sure we helped Carlos break that cycle. He became visibly upset again and began yelling “YOU DUMB STUPID MOTHER” over and over at the top of his lungs. The longer I stayed the more agitated he became and his anger quickly elevated to a point where his eyes glazed over again and he was completely uncontrollable.
Much later when he had calmed down Hal talked to him and reinforced the part about not keeping family secrets. Carlos listened quietly to him. After Hal left his room, I went back in to say goodnight. If looks could kill...
A few weeks later we received a phone call from the Copeland Agency that bi-racial siblings had come into the program and asked if we were interested in meeting them. Without hesitation we answered, “YES!”
Along came Addy and Danneli.
“Our caseworker gave my mommy two years to straighten herself out. She isn't supposed to take drugs or drink and has to stay off the streets. She didn't, so we have to live somewhere else until she can take care of us again.” Danneli, age 10.
Innocent children are born to alcoholics, drug addicts and prostitutes every day. Unfortunately, Addy and Danneli's mother was all three. The good news was that the children had been referred to long-term foster care by a concerned caseworker after only one placement in the state system. Otherwise, they probably would have been separated and moved from home to home.
We were about to become a family of five.
Bi-racial siblings (African-American/Caucasian), Danneli (age ten) and her little brother Addy (age eight) were accepted into the Copeland program and placed in our home nine months after the arrival of Carlos.
The children had been living in a foster home with nine other children, all of whom were physically and/or mentally challenged because there weren't any other foster homes available.
Their birth mother was in and out of jail as much as she was in and out of drug rehabilitation clinics. The father's whereabouts were unknown, but he was originally from Africa and supposedly a professional athlete. We were told he also abused alcohol.
The children were assigned to Denise, who had been the caseworker for Darryl, our first foster son. Hal and I were unhappy with this arrangement because she had proven to be untrustworthy in Darryl's placement with us. As a result, Darryl had slipped through the cracks and was never heard from again.
Denise explained Addy and Danneli had been repeatedly left alone in sleazy hotel rooms without food for days at a time and it was thought Danneli had been sexually molested. She also informed us both children were honor students and loved school.
Denise arranged a pre-placement visit and Hal and I went to see them a few weeks before Christmas. It was about a two-hour drive and we were looking forward to meeting them. We located the small house in a depressing part of town.
A woman about 70 years old opened the door and invited us inside. The house was dark and it took several minutes before our eyes adjusted to our surroundings. The first thing we noticed were children everywhere! Some were unable to speak, some unable to walk and some were laying in the middle of the floor while others were running in and out of the house yelling and banging doors. An addition had been added next to the kitchen and a giant size picnic table filled the entire room. It could easily sit 20 people.
We followed the woman, affectionately called “grandma” by all the children who could talk, into the living room. I still could not believe how dark and dreary it was inside. Rooms had been added wherever there was enough space. Some of the bedrooms were no bigger than a closet and bunk beds filled every space imaginable.
We visited for a few minutes with the woman and her husband. She talked a little bit about Addy and Danneli in general terms, but then added, “Well, you'll see.” When Hal and I discussed this comment later, we both agreed that the tone of her voice was a little strange, almost like a warning.
Soon the children appeared in the doorway. I was taken aback at how beautiful they were. Danneli was incredibly gorgeous and very mature looking for ten-years-old. She had a medium complexion like Hal's. Her black hair was in a hundred beaded braids, and her almost black eyes were expectant. Danneli smiled at us shyly and I could feel the excitement in the room. I turned to look at her brother, Addy, who was quite tall for all of his eight years (about the same size as eleven-year-old Carlos) and had a lighter complexion and hair than his sister.
I managed to get a look at his eyes behind his scratched, smudged and crooked glasses. His eyes were the most extraordinary color I have ever seen to this day. It was as though a thin layer of shimmery gold satin covered his light cinnamon brown eyes.
When I finally tore myself away from them, I began noticing the scratches and bite marks all over his face and neck. My first impression of his wounds was that he probably was quite good at defending himself (then again, maybe not). Hal and I took the children out to lunch to get acquainted and we were completely amazed at what happened next.
Danneli and Addy were shy about ordering food and had permission to order whatever they wanted. We sat down to eat and what followed was one of the most incredible moments Hal and I had ever experienced.
Addy quickly tore off the wrappers and began to gorge himself on fried chicken, fries, salad and everything else within reach. Food flew?everywhere! His little cheeks were bulging from the enormous intake of?food and he ate like he was starving. When finished, he wiped his hands and mouth on his already filthy stained t-shirt and looked up at us with a huge greasy grin on his face. He was a complete mess! Danneli ate quite a bit, too, but with a little more control.
We spent a couple of hours with them and wished we could have just taken them back home with us that day. Food mess and all, I already felt these children belonged with us — no matter what. It was depressing for all of us to have to take them back to their dark and dreary current foster home.
We soon found out, Valerie, Carlos' caseworker was against placing other children with Carlos because she thought he wouldn't tolerate the competition and start to verbally and/or sexually abuse them. Even I didn't think he would sexually abuse them, but verbal abuse...probably.
A few days earlier, Carlos had a visit with his birth mother and he came home with a renewed sense of anger toward me. Valerie mentioned his mother had been drinking before she arrived at their office and “smelled like a brewery.”
The Copeland Agency believed even though all parental rights had been severed, the children should still visit with birth family in a controlled setting. I couldn't understand why Valerie allowed these visits when his mother was always drunk. Our experience with all the children visiting with family members was not good.
Addy and Danneli's mother, IF she showed up, kept telling the children they weren't going to live with us very long because she was getting better and she would come and “steal them away any day now.” It was hard for them to settle permanently into our home when statements like this were made.
With Carlos, it was like having to start completely over with him after each visit. It's a hard call, but one that needs to be made only in the best overall interest of the child.
Having been through this, I strongly believe giving children a chance to first heal and grow, without additional negative birth family influence, can make a huge difference in their development and adjusting to their current living environment.
Judges always have very good reasons for terminating parental rights.
After Carlos' visit with his mother, he told us Valerie had spoken to him about the two children coming into the program. She asked him how he felt about the children coming to live with us as his “brother and sister.” Hal and I exchanged “warning” glances.” Valerie was the one who told us in the beginning that Carlos didn't want anything to do with the rest of his family. We were alarmed she would refer to the little kids as his new “brother and sister.”
We had already discussed, as a family, having the two kids come to live with us and Carlos was looking forward to having someone to play with. Carlos then told us Valerie said that the kids looked like they could be our own children. She then added, “You don't have to answer now, but just take some time and really think about this.” Hal and I again exchanged glances.
Carlos' only concern at this time was sharing his toys with them. Hal and I were shocked Valerie would try to sabotage this placement before the kids were even living with us.
When Hal and I talked later about this we realized Valerie knew we specifically had asked for bi-racial children when we first became foster parents. She also knew it would be next to impossible to find a foster home willing to take Carlos not only because of his behavior issues, but because the Hispanic community knew his family and were afraid of his father. What better placement for Carlos than with a policeman? She wanted Carlos with us and saw the siblings as a threat.
So now we have two caseworkers assigned to our family: Valerie, with motives to keep Carlos an only child and Denise, previous caseworker to Darryl, our first foster son, who had withheld vital information which almost caused Darryl to commit suicide.
Hal and I looked at each other and took a long, deep breath.
After Thanksgiving Hal, Carlos and I brought Addy and Danneli to our home for a two day pre-placement visit. Carlos tried to be nice, but it was difficult for him at times.
During one of his “nicer” moments, the kids were sitting on the couch and Carlos looked at Danneli, put his arm next to hers and exclaimed, “Hey look, Valerie's wrong! There's no difference — we're the same color!”
Valerie already seemed to be undermining this placement by talking to Carlos alone and planting seeds that he would feel left out if the siblings came to live with us. Hal and I were glad Carlos was so open with us about his conversations with Valerie.
As I prepared the evening meal, I asked Addy what his middle name was and he very proudly said, “CHIHUAHUA!” Hal and I looked at him in surprise and he started to giggle and said, “My mommy gave us some pwetty funny middle names, but I kind of like it.”
Addy's pronunciation of the letter “R” came out like a “W”. Instead of rabbit, it sounded like wabbit. Carlos' name sounded like Cawlos.
Carlos began acting “normal” for him and after a few hours of the three kids being together Addy came up to me and asked, “How come Cawlos always gets in so much twouble?”
The second day of the visit Carlos calmly walked by me and suddenly yelled “GO AHEAD AND HIT ME, I KNOW YOU WANT TO, GO AHEAD!”
Absolutely nothing had led up to that. He just wanted to scare the little kids into thinking we were going to abuse them. Carlos lived for the shock factor. I told him even though I may not like his behavior at times, I certainly did not want to hit him and that no one gets abused in our home. He flashed that famous grin of his and took off.
One of our jobs as parents was to teach alternatives to physical punishment so when they have children of their own, the cycle of violence can be broken. Foster parents are not allowed to physically discipline children and can?easily open themselves to legal matters.
Several years later I worked for Parents Anonymous and one of my duties was to teach parenting classes to parents who were court ordered to attend. I will never forget the man who had recently been released from jail. When we got to the “no spanking” part, he stood up, loudly pushed his chair out of the way, slammed his hands down on the table, looked me right in the eye and loudly exclaimed, “Well — I don't agree with you one bit! I was always spanked hard when I was a kid and I turned out okay!”
You could have heard a pin drop. Seeing the looks on all the other faces in the group was one of those “priceless” moments.
I took Addy and Danneli aside and explained Carlos had some “challenges” in getting along with others. Carlos was the very least of their concerns and all they wanted was to move in with us as soon as possible.
Each child had their own bedroom, dogs to play with, horses to ride and a neighborhood full of kids their age. To them it was a fairy tale come true.
I took all three kids to the grocery store and on the way home Carlos told Danneli to pull his finger. She did. Carlos burped. Everyone giggled. Then, Addy told “Cawlos” to pull his finger. He did. Addy farted. Everyone giggled. I was just relieved they were acting like normal kids.
Danneli asked Hal and me when they would be able to come and live with us for good. She stated, “Our caseworker gave my mommy two years to straighten out. She isn't supposed to take drugs or drink and has to stay off the streets. She didn't, so we have to live somewhere else until she can take care of us again.”
For only ten-years-old Danneli was very mature for her age. She knew her mother was not capable of taking care of both of them and that was the reason they were in foster care.
The visit over, Hal and I had no choice but to take the children back to their other foster home. They didn't want to leave us and we didn't want them to leave. About twenty minutes into the two-hour drive Addy threw up all over the back seat and himself. The smell was a little overwhelming and gave Carlos the perfect excuse to complain the entire trip.
That was another important lesson I quickly learned about parenting — always leave a roll of paper towels in the car. Make that two rolls.
Valerie continued to drill Carlos each time she saw him regarding Addy and Danneli's pending placement. Carlos was angry that she was trying to get him to say things he “wasn't even thinking.” She also wanted him to write down all the times he got mad at them and show it to her. Carlos told her he liked playing with them and didn't mind if they came to live with us. I felt this was another major breakthrough for Carlos to have positive feelings for the little kids and that he was open enough to tell us about his conversations with Valerie. Just as I was thinking Carlos was showing a bit of maturity, he then added something very unflattering about Valerie, which I will not disclose here, and took off.
Addy and Danneli officially moved in and their friends at school and church had going away parties for them. They excitedly told us all about the festivities. Addy especially elaborated on all the food he got to eat. A few days after getting settled, Denise, their caseworker, called and told us the children would have to go back to their former foster home for a few days because they didn't have all of their belongs and the paperwork had not been completed. This time Hal and I decided to be assertive and challenged her. We won. Denise picked up the rest of their belongings, which turned out to be a few dirty broken toys and some old clothing that was obviously not their own, and the completed paperwork.
We soon discovered Addy had a severe case of athletes foot. All of his socks were toeless and the few shoes he brought with him were about four sizes too large. As in many homes with several children, clothes and shoes got passed down from child to child whether they fit or not.
It was fun taking the kids shopping for new clothes and shoes. Copeland was very generous in giving the children anything they needed. Danneli couldn't believe she had new dresses and jeans she picked out for herself. Addy had his heart set on a pair of British Knight tennis shoes. Not being able to take his eyes off them he promptly walked into a wall when my head was turned. I had to take his hand and lead him out of the mall and through the parking lot because he was in such a daze over having those shoes. The looks on their faces that day are forever ingrained in my memory.
Carlos asked to speak to us in private. We were then informed that Addy was just pretending to take showers and that he smelled. Hal, the detective, waited until it was time for Addy to shower and when he heard the water running, went in and found Addy standing full clothed waiting for a decent amount of time to elapse before turning off the water. Needless to say, Addy received instruction on how to take a proper shower. Addy also had some other bathroom habits that were not pleasant, which Carlos was all to glad to point out to us. Danneli told us that in their last home with all of the disabled children she was called upon to assist them in their daily care, including Addy.
We decided to take out all of the hundreds of braids and wash Danneli's hair. It was then she informed me that she was only allowed to wash her hair once every six weeks, and allowed to bathe once a week. We began washing her hair and the water ran dirty for over twenty minutes. The filth was appalling. I had to remember, though, there is always a shortage of foster parents and most homes won't accept physically and/or mentally challenged children, and the homes that do will often become overburdened.
Both little kids, squeaky clean now, came out into the family room to watch television. Danneli turned to me and said, “Addy and I watched a program once about how foster parents beat and kill kids.” Addy started getting visibly upset and said, That pwogwam was vewy, vewy scawy.” Hal and I assured them they were safe with us and they never had to worry about violence in our home. Both sighed, deeply relieved.
Hal and I gave each of our three foster children a photo album with photos I had taken of them. Being a photographer I always had a camera in my hand and no one was safe. Carlos' had a few more pages because he had been with us longer. Addy and Danneli were thrilled and carried the albums with them the entire day.
Carlos, not even looking at his, tossed it aside. I had added a photograph of him when his hair had been longer and innocently said, “Look Carlos, you look like a hippie in this picture.” He exploded. “YOU CALLED ME A HIPPIE!” His outburst, again, took me by suruprise. I explained I meant nothing horrible by the comment and tried to tell him what a hippie was, but he kept interrupting me repeating, “You called me a hippie, you called me a hippie. I left the room after telling him we would talk about it later when he calmed down. He continued to yell for fifteen more minutes.
It had finally reached the point where I started to evaluate everything I thought of saying in my mind before saying it out loud. I just never knew what would trigger his anger. This method of communication required extra time and energy, two commodities in short supply.
Parenting three children also took a toll on our relationship with friends. It was too much for other people to handle having our children over, and when Hal and I were able to be alone with friends (not often) all we did was talk about the kids. My relatives, who had initially been very supportive of us, stopped inviting us over for holiday gatherings. I couldn't really blame them. The one time we were invited to my cousin's expensive new home for Christmas dinner, Carlos spilled cherry kool-aid all over their new white carpet. To this day I am sure he did it on purpose.
Holidays became a lonely time for us. Between Hal being a “no frills” kind of guy and the kids acting out from remembering their past holidays with their parents, holidays seemed like every other day of the year. Actually, that was probably for the best because whenever we had something to look forward to, Carlos' behavior esclated to the point where he became uncontrollable. I found myself not getting excited about going anywhere or doing anything just to keep him from picking up on my energy and spiraling out of control.
A few weeks after Addy and Danneli moved in, Danneli started experiencing stomach aches every evening. Our trainers warned us that it was common for foster children to often visit the school nurse and anyone else who would offer some attention.
One Saturday Danneli complained about having a stomach ache and I gave her the choice of staying inside in bed all day or playing outside. Suddenly she felt much better and chose to go play. Sometimes all kids need are “choices,” especially if they know the parents will follow through with them.
We began noticing that Addy had difficulty writing and copying down sentences, which seemed unusual as we were told he was an honor student at his previous school. One evening I wrote a sentence at the top of a page and asked him to copy it. I left the room and about thirty minutes later went to check on him. He had written the sentence three times and had misspelled several words. I made a mental note to speak with Denise, his caseworker, about a possible learning disability.
Springtime finally rolled around and Carlos went next door to ask Mr. Roberts if he could “help” with his back yard. Mr. Roberts was quite proud of the winding rock trails which filled his entire lot. The delightful rock maze contained several points of interest including feeding stations for birds, rabbits and ground squirrels. Mr. Roberts disclosed to me later that Carlos was “helping” but wanted to do things HIS way. Finally, Mr. Roberts said to him, “Carlos, I'm going to let you be my apprentice. That means I assign you work to do and then you do it my way. “Carlos was quiet and worked along diligently for a few more minutes, then turned to him and inquired, “How long do I have to be an apprentice? Until you're dead?” Fortunately, Mr. Roberts had a sense of humor.
One sunny afternoon we took our three foster children to the Circus. It was one of our more “normal” family outings. Once ten-year-old Danneli finally decided which new outfit to wear, she was worried all day something would happen to it. Her eight-year-old brother, Addy, on the other hand, ended up with cotton candy all over himself, his seat, the man in front of him and the bottom of his shoes. Then there was Carlos who complained about everything all day and tried to pretend he wasn’t with the rest of us.
The next weekend I took Addy and Danneli to the library while Carlos was attending Little League baseball practice. We later learned Carlos had played on a league when he lived with his other foster family. Apparently, the coach had informed his foster parents he would see to it Carlos would never be allowed to play on ANY league in the city because of his horrible behavior and temper. I had never heard of any child getting kicked out of Little League.
The following Saturday I bravely loaded all three children into the car and headed once more to the library. A fight ensued over who got to sit in the front seat. W quickly established a house rule that the oldest child in the car always had first choice where to sit.
As soon as the car stopped, Carlos quickly jumped out and headed across the parking lot. I called to him to wait, but he started walking faster. I then firmly told him to wait for us. He slowed down until we caught up and once inside he took off for the stacks.
I situated Addy and Danneli in the children’s section and found Carlos in one of the aisles. I lightly put my hand on his shoulder and whispered he was not to run away from me again and pointed out that he ran off before we set a meeting time.
Carlos immediately began whining and tears flooded his eyes as he shouted at the top of his lungs, “STOP IT! YOU’RE HURTING ME!” “YOU LIKE THEM BEST! YOU ALWAYS HAVE LIKED THEM BETTER THAN ME!”
Dramatically he pushed my hand off his shoulder and began loudly sobbing. People were staring and the woman behind the reference counter looked as though she was debating calling the authorities. With a stream of tears still falling from his eyes he looked like a totally lost and abused child.
When I thought it couldn’t get any worse....with the finesse of a seasoned actor he bellowed, “YOU’VE NEVER BEEN A REAL MOTHER TO ME!”
With that he quickly disappeared into the stacks leaving me with my mouth open in front of a room full of strangers shooting daggers at me. I have no idea how long I stood there, but it felt like an eternity.
When the shock started wearing off, I checked on the little kids and they were doing fine. In search of Carlos again, I found him in the stacks with the reference lady who had been ready to call the authorities. I peered around the corner as she took a book from the shelf and leaned over to hand it to him. In a very concerned voice she said, “Well dear, do you think you would like to read something like this?” Carlos turned his sad, teary-eyed face to her, sniffed loudly a couple of times and said in a tiny voice, “Well...maybe.” That was the last straw for me.
As the little kids and I stood in line, Carlos pushed his way in front of us. I asked him what book he was checking out and he proudly held it up for all in line to see, “Can You Sue Your Parents for Malpractice?” I was again speechless. Absolutely nothing was going through my mind. Total blank. I then started to laugh....a bit hysterically. Then Carlos started to laugh and soon the whole line was laughing. Once again — that kid never missed an opportunity.
Having a good sense of humor can go a long way...
Right after we were married, my husband Hal brought home a beautiful and “spirited” paint horse by the name of “Sal.” The first time he rode her after bringing her home, Sal threw him in the dirt and he landed on his shoulder. After months of excruciating pain, he finally went to the doctor and was immediately scheduled for surgery. Carlos, our second foster child, was living with us at the time of this surgery, as well as Addy and Danneli.
While Hal was in the hospital, Carlos was the star of the show at home. He was so out of control yelling, pounding on walls, throwing books and rattling shelves in his closet that I had to call Hal the first night after his surgery. He was still quite groggy, but managed to speak to him about behaving himself.
Carlos continued his rampage.
The next day I sneaked Carlos into Hal’s room so he could see for himself that he was indeed really in the hospital. He was Mr. Polite. Carlos calmly explained to Hal that I was the one starting everything and HE was trying very hard to get along with me, and it was my fault because I was making him mad. Highly medicated, Hal seemed to be buying into his story.
When I phoned Hal later that evening he could hear Carlos yelling in the background. He spoke with him and gave him an early bedtime. I didn’t want to put this on Hal, but he would not allow me to call his caseworker in fear of having Carlos put into another home for a few days. Personally, I didn’t think that sounded like such a bad idea.
Early bedtime for Carlos meant slamming closet doors, jumping up and down on his knees and pounding his little fists into the mattress while screaming at the top of his lungs.
Addy and Danneli were both being very good staying in their rooms coloring and playing games.
Carlos didn’t let up. Becoming concerned he might hurt himself I entered his room. I found him standing on his desk reaching over to grab the metal shelving in his closet. When he saw me, he immediately pulled the metal shelving with all of his strength and it crashed to the floor, leaving large holes in the wall.
I quickly scanned his room and saw he had demolished everything in sight and putting yet another hole in the wall.
His face had a “wild” look and his eyes were glazed over. He started in with more verbal abuse and when I left his rage continued to elevate. I stayed just outside his room. Much later he finally quieted down and nicely called my name. He was hungry and asked me to please fix him a sandwich. He ate quietly and I thought the eye of the storm had passed.
After getting what he wanted he returned to his room and another burst of anger ensued. He began threatening me and started screaming his mantra “YOU DUMB, STUPID MOTHER. At this point I had no idea how to handle this situation and Hal was still adamant I not call his caseworker. Needless to say, m feelings toward Hal were not positive.
After 4 hours Carlos' last outburst was, “YOU DON’T DESERVE TO BE MY MOTHER!” In one of my lower moments, I silently agreed with him.
After witnessing Carlos’ behavior while Hal was in the hospital, I contacted Valerie, Carlos’ caseworker, and told her I needed extra training on how to deal with his anger.
Valerie chose this opportunity to share a little more about Carlos’ father.
She stated he was a nice looking man and got whatever he wanted by being very charming, manipulative and evil. Valerie stated he could even completely change his appearance. When she described what he could look like, I immediately remembered seeing a similar expression on Carlos’ face. He sort of crossed his eyes and tilted his head to one side while he slanted his mouth downward. He could totally change his appearance in a matter of seconds. I later asked Hal if he had ever seen Carlos making that expression and he looked at me like I was crazy.
I was convinced Carlos would be an abuser of women when he got older. In fact, he had shown abusive tendencies from the very beginning of his placement with us.
We noticed Carlos was unable to watch talk shows dealing with incest and child abuse. It was as if he wanted to watch them, but it bothered him too much. However, he would make an appearance at every commercial and ask what they had been talking about. Knowing some of the abuse in his birth home, we were careful with our words. We stressed child abuse was never the child’s fault, but he could only listen to us for a few seconds before taking off again.
Copeland selected Hal and I to go to Chicago, IL to attend a National Foster Parent Conference. Six days without kids, plus learning additional parenting skills!! I was ecstatic! The children were allowed to stay with a neighbor who had a key to our house.
Since we were leaving early in the morning, the kids spent the night at the neighbors. Hal was outside about 10pm when he heard a little voice calling his name. He went across the street and Carlos immediately jumped on his lap. He was scared Hal wasn’t coming back. After much reassurance, Carlos went back inside. Apparently he was awake most of the night because at 4:30am when we left for the airport, he was at our door until we departed.
After arriving we called the neighbors to let them know how to reach us (before cell phones) and within minutes Carlos called — from inside our house. Apparently, Hal had given him a key stating Carlos would feel more secure. A meek little voice said, “Jill?” Then he started to cry and said, “I miss you guys.” We talked to him for several minutes and he settled down. We then had a peaceful evening and a good night’s sleep!
The conference was great and we both learned a lot of new information. I made it a point to attend a two-part anger workshop and felt better prepared for the “next time.” It felt good to reconnect with Hal again, but our conversations were always about the kids. It seemed as if our personal life as a couple was disintegrating quickly.
Six quick days later we arrived back at the house around midnight. We pulled into the driveway and noticed our front door was wide open. Hal made sure no one was in the house. In the morning all three children were questioned “separately” (something we learned at the conference and made a huge difference in our home) about who had been the last person in the house.
Carlos, of course, had been there many times for “things.” As the story unraveled, Danneli had been there very early that morning to get her shoes for Sunday School and forgot to close the door behind her. That made our front door open for approximately 16 hours. I spent a few sleepless nights imagining all kinds of poisonous creatures lurking underneath the furniture.
It didn't take long for the school to start calling about Addy. His teacher stated he switched friends constantly and there had been some name-calling. His bathroom “etiquette” was also not too good.
His teacher also told us she had never seen a child so gifted in drawing. Addy often drew me pictures at home and was indeed very artistic and creative. His teacher stated she believed Addy possessed learning disabilities and that she had worked with many children who had emotional problems. In her opinion, Addy was a very disturbed little boy. She also mentioned she had known kids who were chemically dependent and that he exhibited a lot of the same symptoms. She asked if his mother had been on drugs when she was pregnant with him. We didn't know, but it was certainly a good possibility. We made a note to call Denise, his caseworker.
Danneli and I were able to have a conversation without anyone else around a few days later. She commented they were left alone quite often and didn't get too much to eat. She said, “Sometimes my mommy was away for a couple of days at a time, and all we had to eat was a bag of chips.” When she was five-years-old, she remembered making pancakes for Addy when they were living in the projects. She said she had to stand on a chair to reach the stove.
I asked if she remembered anything else from when she lived there. She took a deep breath and said, “Some older boys grabbed me and held me down on the ground. They were trying to take my underpants off, but Addy came outside and chased them away with his roller skates. One of his skates got broke, and he got in a lot of trouble for not taking care of them. But then when my mommy found out the whole story she said she was sorry she got so mad at him.”
Danneli continued, “Another time, boys got me down on the ground again, but my mommy came outside and chased them away, but not before they touched me all over.” She had never told anyone these stories before, and feeling that she was in a safe environment, continued. “Once when my mommy was in jail for taking drugs, I stayed at her friend's house. It was Christmas and I was going to be in a Christmas play at church. Before the play, he did things to me and it hurt real bad. I felt icky all over. After he hurt me, he took me to the church, but I really didn't want to go because then my little brother would be alone with him. I was only four, and I was scared he would do something to him, too. I think he did.” (Side note: he did.)
We sat there silently for several minutes, my arms around her. She had spoken softly and her eyes filled with tears. It broke my heart to see her in so much pain. I chose my words carefully, knowing a lot depended on how I handled this situation, and how my words could impact her the rest of her life.
I told her I was very sorry she had to go through something scary like that, and the man who did that to her should not have done that. I also emphasized that it was not her fault. I asked her if her mother knew and she said somehow her mom found out and took her to a doctor. “The doctor looked at my private parts, and my mommy was really mad at her friend for doing that to me,” she said.
Danneli also confided to me about the times she and Addy were staying in motel rooms and were told that if anyone came to the door, they were to hide. Once the police came and they hid in the closet. Danneli stated, “Another time my mommy had been gone for a really long time. Somebody started pounding on the door so we ran and hid again. A deep voice said, “I know you kids are in there, come out here right now!” We were really scared, but when we opened the door, it was just our mommy playing a joke on us.”
I called her caseworker and told her what I had learned and we decided it was time to get Danneli started in therapy. Denise mentioned again she had suspected sexual abuse, but now it was confirmed. It was a good feeling knowing Danneli trusted me and that she felt safe now.
That night I laid in bed and cried. I thought about what was going on in my life at the same time this was being done to her. It seemed I was just working, having fun, not even thinking things like this were happening to innocent little children. It was an awareness that made my soul very, very sad.
Not only did our foster children experience physical, sexual, emotional and mental abuse at the hands of their own families/friends/unknowns, but they also had to contend with constantly changing schools, strangers in control of their lives and in some cases, even starvation.
Unfortunately, there was something else they experienced on a daily basis.... prejudice.
Sadly, our family was a target. I recall taking Darryl, our first foster son (African-American) shopping. He was the boy who called all of his foster parents “mom and dad” because it was just easier than remembering all their names. He had picked out some clothes and turned to me and said “Thank you, mom.” We both saw the people shopping near us stare coldly at us in disgust.
Most times when I took the children out together, we would get very dirty looks and sometimes horrible comments were made to our faces. The children could not understand why people seemed to hate them and it made them very sad. We had many talks about prejudice in our home and it actually drew us closer together.
Carlos, always quick to catch on and who never called me “mom,” chose to do so whenever we were in public and knew someone had a problem with our multi-cultural family. I will never repeat the comments people whispered to me in passing and there were many times I felt we could have been in real danger.
Danneli, our 4th foster child, had made new friends in our neighborhood and was very excited to have been invited on an outing hosted by a well known and respected organization for girls. She filled out the form, got up early to pack her lunch and rode her bike to her friends’ house. I left soon after to get groceries and when I arrived home Danneli was in her room sobbing. The beautiful little face that had been so radiant a short time before was now all red and swollen, tears streaming down her cheeks.
Hal told me Danneli had called to have someone pick her up because she didn't have $4 and was not allowed to stay. He told her he would bring the money right away, but they asked her to leave anyway. Something wasn't right.
A couple of days later I ran into Danneli's teacher, an African-American woman. I mentioned this incident and she remarked she knew the leader of this group, and was not surprised. Apparently, it was common knowledge at the school this particular leader was prejudiced.
Maria, Copeland agency director, just happened to be on the board of this organization and I informed her of this incident. Soon after, a young African-American woman representative was sent to our home to talk with Danneli and me.
When I opened the door she looked visibly surprised to see me. She glanced around the room and focused on the pictures of “our family.” Call it a sixth sense...but she definitely had a problem with our marriage.
We sat down at the table and she immediately began ignoring me. During the conversation she harshly demanded Danneli tell her why she thought she was sent home because of the color of her skin.
Danneli nervously looked over at me for direction and I told the woman what had happened. She looked at Danneli and exclaimed, “She is wrong! I don't know why she (meaning me) would tell you something like that!” Danneli and I sat there in shock.
The woman started to hand some membership forms to Danneli and I intercepted them. I began reading them and came to the part that included “Bring a friend.” The woman saw me reading that part and quickly stated (as she grabbed the forms out of my hand and began blacking that part out) that new forms were in the process of being printed that read, “Friends are allowed IF they are already a member.”
The woman then demanded I tell her the person's name that told me that leader was prejudiced. I refused and showed her the door.
In summary — Danneli was not allowed to attend a function because the leader was prejudiced. The organization sent an African-American woman to our home to make up for it, but instead this woman had a problem with me being Caucasian! Ridiculous. Who suffers most? The children.
Through all the hectic days and nights, foster siblings Addy and Danneli existed in their own little world. The comment from their previous foster mother, “Well, you'll see...” became more meaningful to us as time went on.
Hal sent Addy outside to water the horses. Later he checked and found Addy had only filled one bucket. Hal asked him why he didn't fill both buckets since both were empty and Addy replied he couldn't remember which one he had filled. When he saw Hal’s expression he quickly followed it up with a big smile and said, “dis kidding”.
Almost every single remark by both children was followed up with “dis kidding”. They were extremely good at reading people's reactions, so when they thought they might have done or said something wrong, this remark and a smile was always made in hopes no one would notice they had no idea what was going on.
Here are just a few examples.
After dinner one evening, Addy took his plate and walked past the kitchen, opened the glass sliding door, and went outside and stood by the pool. Once outside, he looked down at his hands and realized he was still holding his dinner plate. He then returned to the kitchen. He turned to look at us and said, “dis kidding”.
One afternoon I took Addy to the store and he asked if I would buy him a water gun. I asked him what happened to his other water gun and he said it had “thorns” in it. After thinking about it for a moment, I really didn't want to know any details and just bought him another one. This same incident repeated itself two weeks later.
Each child was assigned specific chores in our home and every Saturday one of Danneli's chores was to water our orange tree. One Saturday it was pouring down rain and I was inside doing housework. A flash of color caught my eye through the window and I saw Danneli with her bright red Mickey Mouse umbrella over her head, filling up the watering bucket so she could water the tree. I grabbed Hal when he walked by and we both watched while she then filled her bucket up a second time all the while trying to stay dry beneath her umbrella.
One of Addy's chores was to feed the dogs every night. He never remembered, so we reminded him each day. One day I sent him out to feed and watched from the window to make sure the dogs were really fed. He did a great job. About twenty minutes later I was fixing dinner and saw him playing in the yard. He suddenly stopped, smacked the palm of his hand against his forehead, mouthed the words, “I fowgot” (remember his “r” sounds like a “w”) and ran to feed them again.
Carlos couldn't wait to tell us the toilet wasn't working and that he had nothing to do with it. Something was stuck and we called the repairman. Eventually he was able to pull up the item, which was one of Addy's socks filled with rocks. Several months later this incident repeated itself. The same repairman came out and when another sock filled with rocks appeared he said “Oh, I remember you guys now! The kid with the rocks in his sock in the toilet — hey, good to see you again!”
There were many daily incidents and Hal and I documented them for Denise, their caseworker. She would always reply the children were just having “adjustment issues.” We realized these children basically raised themselves the first few years of their lives and adjustment issues definitely played an important part. Danneli, only two years older than Addy, was a full time mother figure to him at the age of five-years-old. They were taught next to nothing and developed their own survival skills. However, Hal and I knew it was far more than adjustment issues, and this was one time we wished we were wrong.
Some children need reminders, and reminders given in love and with a smile can make all the difference in the world. Exasperating at times? Absolutely. But the end results can make all those extra efforts worthwhile.
By now Carlos had been living with us a little over a year. He was uncontrollable both in the classroom and at home. I was in the kitchen fixing lunch one Saturday and he was in his room. We had some workmen doing yard work outside near his window. All of a sudden he began yelling at the top of his lungs, “STOP IT! LEAVE ME ALONE. YOU’RE HURING ME. HELP ME, HELP ME! I DON’T WANT TO BE IN THE HOUSE WITH YOU!”
Thinking one of the men had come inside and was harming him, I rushed to his room and found him calmly standing in front of his window. I asked him what he was doing and his reply was, “Nothin.”
Fortunately, the men did not respond to his pleas. Grateful I wasn’t going to be falsely arrested for child abuse, I tried talking to him about the incident. He stared at me and in a calm, cool and quiet voice threatened, “I wish I could beat you up and you were dead.” He just stood there staring at me with a glazed and distant look in his eyes. I left the room.
Again, Hal got an earful when he came home. He talked with Carlos but somehow Carlos convinced him I was making a big deal over nothing and Hal just laughed it off.
The school called almost every night that week to report Carlos’ behavior was uncontrollable and that he wasn’t doing his homework. Even the baseball coach ejected him from games because he wouldn’t listen. It was also during this time Carlos told me he wished his teacher was “dead.”
One evening Carlos called me into his room and started crying softly. He said he missed his dog (first I had heard of a dog) and actually laid his head in my lap. I held him for a couple of minutes and rubbed his back and asked if something had upset him about the same time as last year. (We were taught in training about anniversary dates triggering traumatic events.)
He couldn’t think of anything and I asked him if maybe it was someone’s birthday. He thought a minute and said, “Yes, it is! My dog’s!” I patted his little shoulder and said how sorry I was he missed his dog and that I was glad we had two dogs for him to play with. He then told me he wanted his “own” dog. I smiled at him on my way out.
Toward the end of that month, Carlos was still having trouble at school and was frequently sent to the principal’s office. Each time he got in trouble, I was the one who received the phone call while at work.
On the way home from picking him up he looked directly at me and deliberately chose his next words, “I WISH YOU WERE DEAD! YEAH, SOMEDAY I’M GOING TO BUY A SHOTGUN, YEAH, A 12-GUAGE, YOU’RE GONE!” He then pointed his finger in my face like a gun and “fired”. This time I was really concerned.
When Hal arrived home, I relayed the incident. I felt bad always meeting him at the door, but it seemed like Carlos would do something major right before Hal arrived home, not giving me enough time to collect myself. This daily ritual was certainly not helping our young marriage.
Hal presented Carlos with four options: (1) go to juvenile hall, (2) call his caseworker and be sent to another home, (3) go to a shelter for the weekend, or (4) he could straighten up.
I admit I was angry Hal gave him option 4, which of course, he chose.
After Hal left the room, Carlos looked me in the eye and again wished me dead. Hal talked with him a second time. Carlos waited until Hal left for work and calmly wished me dead again. This time, however, he added that I better not leave my bedroom during the night because he would be waiting in the hall for me with his baseball bat when I least expected it.
Hal had just been hired to work nights at a Juvenile Detention facility while he was healing from his surgery and I would be alone with the kids all night. When he arrived home in the morning I told him about the latest incident and he told me, “Jill, don’t worry about him.” Discussion closed.
Just four days after Carlos wished me dead, we had another “incident.” My cousin and her new husband were visiting for a few days. I knew trouble was brewing when Carlos asked if he could go outside and play and when I said, “yes” he screamed “YOU NEVER LET ME DO ANYTHING I WANT TO DO!” This was a line he would often use when I gave him permission to do what he asked. I always knew it would get worse before better.
Soon he appeared and demanded some tape and would not tell me what it was for. Before I could respond he became angry and started pounding the hallway walls. I tried to let it go and turned back to my relatives. We finally had to stop talking because we could not hear over the noise.
Carlos appeared in the doorway again and yelled, “NOW THAT YOU AREN’T TALKING YOU CAN GET ME THAT TAPE!” His anger was escalating and I decided to just give him the tape and explained I wanted his behavior to improve. I started to leave the room and he blocked my path. I managed to get around him long enough to get into the hallway. It was then I noticed he had punched a hole through the hallway closet door. He saw that I knew about the hole and his eyes suddenly became glassy and wild looking.
Carlos held out his arms and would not let me pass. The anger made him physically strong. I tried talking calmly. That didn’t work. I tried humor. That didn’t work. I racked my brain trying to remember any anger management tactics that would be helpful in this situation. The only thing that came to mind was a trainer saying “defuse the anger and deal with it later). Carlos went to 0-100 immediately and stayed there. That didn’t leave much of an opportunity to try that tactic. Finally, I lucked out and with one quick maneuver managed to get around him and went back to the family room. Carlos continued to scream.
My cousin’s husband asked if we had a telephone book (cutting their visit short), and the phone book was in my bedroom (along with the tape). Carlos shadowed me down the hallway and again blocked the door. There was no way I could get around him this time. His anger had escalated to a point of no return. I gave him the tape and he said it wasn’t the tape he wanted. I found another kind and he dropped it, breaking the dispenser. I told him to pick it up thinking that when he bent down I would make my escape.
When he reached for the tape I made my move. Unfortunately, he was quicker than me. By this time he didn’t care about the tape anymore. He was in it for the power struggle. I didn’t want to get my cousins involved because Carlos could accuse them of abuse. I didn’t know what to do.
Just then Hal came home and saw Carlos had me cornered and ordered him to his room. Hal gave me that “what now” expression. I summarized the incident and ended the story by saying I was finished with that child and that he needed more help than we could give him. Hal pleaded with me to reconsider, but this time I didn’t give in. To this day I have no idea what I would have done if Hal hadn't come home exactly when he did.
Hal reluctantly took Carlos to a shelter for the night. Carlos screamed, cried and begged me in front of Hal not to make him go and that he “didn’t do nothin’ wrong.” Hal was giving me puppy dog eyes, but my mind was made up and I told him I would not allow Carlos to come back.
After Hal returned, Addy and Danneli, who had been quiet as mice, put on a little talent show for my relatives. Danneli went first and after she finished her singing performance, looked at Addy. He said, “Who’s next?” She replied, “Addy, we’re the only two here.”
We tried to salvage the rest of the evening, but Hal wasn’t talking to me and there was a definite tenseness in the air. My relatives decided to stay in a motel and left.
I was exhausted.
The next day with Carlos in the shelter I took Addy and Danneli to the zoo. The three of us had a great time. When we arrived home Hal and Carlos were in the house. I was surprised because I wasn’t expecting to see Carlos — ever again.
Hal took me aside and said he couldn’t stand the thought of him being in a shelter any longer (one night). “You didn’t see that place, Jill. It was horrible!” At first I felt resentful toward Hal, but somehow he managed to make me see things his way. He also was quick to point out that too many people would be displaced just because I couldn’t cope with one little eleven-year-old boy. I then felt like a failure.
As soon as Hal headed outside toward the horses, Carlos started mouthing off to me again. I took him outside and as soon as he saw Hal he said in a charming voice,” “Hal, I didn’t do nothing. SHE was the one who started it.” Hal gave us both a disgusted look and turned away.
Later Hal commented to me, “My mother never had any problems raising all of us, and SHE did it without a lot of help from my dad.” Well, that certainly explained part of Hal’s behavior! We had never really discussed how each of us was raised.
Trainers stressed how important it is for couples to talk how they were raised in advance of becoming a parent, and what kind of parenting expectations couples had for each other. In our case, that would have been extremely helpful.
As a compromise, we agreed to find Carlos another therapist.
Carlos was expelled from the last few days of the school year because no one could control him. This was to happen every single year. The excitement energy of the last few days of school, as well as before major holidays, always made him uncontrollable.
One day Hal took Carlos with him to his physical therapy appointment to give me a break. He told me later Carlos had been intently watching the therapist work on his shoulder and seemed quite interested in all of the machinery and gadgets. Carlos asked several questions. When another physical therapist came into the room and began hooking up another patient to one of the same machines, Carlos said, “You hooked that up wrong and the numbers aren’t set right.” The therapist looked and said, “You’re absolutely right!”
Carlos was intelligent. No one ever doubted that. All he needed was time and a way to heal.
After Addy and Danneli came to live with us, Carlos did not pretend to be asleep anymore when it was time for a round of goodnight kisses, which he now insisted on every night. I felt this was significant progress until one morning we were sitting at the table joking around with each other. (Yes, joking!) Carlos commented he played a lot of little games on me. At first he refused to tell me but then blurted out, “I try to think of different ways to get you to bend over so you’ll hurt your back more.”
Flashes raced through my mind of bending over every night to give him a goodnight kiss and tuck him in. He knew I was still having problems from a previous back injury prior to his arrival.
One instance came into my mind when my back was really hurting one night and instead of bending down I touched my fingers to my lips and kissed them and put them on his cheek. He started to throw a tantrum because he wanted me to “bend down” to give him a real kiss.
Everything started to make sense...how he dropped a shirt in front of me on the way to the washer and asking me politely to pick it up for him. I remembered thinking his hands weren’t that full, but he had asked so nicely I wanted to reward his behavior. He did this in the kitchen, too, with various objects. One thing he often did that I was the only one who saw and experienced, was that he would start to hand me things and then ever so slightly bring them back toward himself so I had to reach a little further. The extent of his intentions never ceased to amaze me.
The Copeland Agency scheduled an evaluation for Addy with a listening/sound program. The assessment reported he “lacked stamina,” had to “work hard to maintain auditory vigilance,” and suggested he “erected barriers against listening.” Hal and I thought this was very interesting, especially the part that said, “Considering English may be his second language...” We expressed our doubts about the program to Denise, his caseworker, but we were not given a choice.
The sessions consisted of three to four hours five days a week for three months over the summer. During this time he wore headphones with different sounds emanating from them in order to teach him to listen more closely. We were hopeful it would help Addy, but we were not thrilled about providing most of the transportation to and from appointments. Hal and I still worked full time outside the home. It took a great deal of time and some creative scheduling on our part, but we were glad to do it IF it was going to help Addy.
After three months, Addy did not make much progress and the program staff wanted him to go through the program a second time. We voted “No,” and this time Copeland agreed.
With all three kids on summer break from school, Hal and I were getting exhausted having to discipline one or all of them every time we turned around. We all put our heads together and came up with the idea of “Family Court.” Hal was the judge. I was the court reporter and the kids were the jury. The jury decided the discipline for the “offender”. (Within reason of course, and the judge always had the last say.) I hoped it might help my relationship with Carlos since somebody else would be doling out the discipline besides me.
The concept of Family Court was good. We covered things like Carlos bribing the babysitter 50 cents because she allowed Addy to get out of bed after bedtime, Addy getting out of bed after bedtime, lying, etc. Unfortunately, Family Court only lasted two weeks because of how often we had to meet. Good concept — just not for our family.
Carlos’ uncontrollable behavior was increasing. I always chose to try and deal with it as early as possible because if it went on too long he escalated to the point of glazed eyes and no return.
Hal never saw this happen and told me I was making too much out of it. He thought I should just “ignore” him. I could not make him understand it wasn’t possible for me to ignore him as he was usually within 3 inches of my face. In a previous abusive relationship I quickly learned when eyes start to glaze over the situation can become very dangerous.
I was not only losing every battle with Carlos, but with Hal, as well. Nobody, including the professionals, seemed to understand what I was going through. I began doubting myself thinking maybe I was just a really bad parent. But then another anger episode would explode over absolutely nothing and I would realize his behavior was not my fault.
We still had a long way to go before Carlos was referred to a woman who specialized in ADHD and ADD. It was just the very beginning of that diagnosis. He was also referred to a medical doctor who started him on medication. The first medication made him sleep all the time and I found myself almost breathing normally again. Carlos was then switched to several other medications until ones were found that helped him the most. Eventually, Addy was also diagnosed with ADD. We found ourselves parenting two boys from two families, two cultures, both sexually abused, one with ADHD and one with ADD. Hal and I decided our diagnosis was PGC (parents going crazy).
Hal wanted to take a trip back East to see family and friends. Copeland agreed to pay Carlos’ expenses so they could spend some quality time together.
Before they left, Carlos had a visit with his birth mother. She had been drinking again and was weepy and emotional and upset when she heard Carlos was taking a vacation. She insisted the plane was going to crash and told Valerie to make Hal promise to call before and after the trip. This time Valerie agreed to call Carlos’ mother first to see if she was coherent enough to talk with him.
Hal and Carlos’ trip was uneventful. Everything went smoothly while they were away and the little kids and I had a great time together. Carlos even bought me a souvenir charm bracelet with the Statue of Liberty and other little charms. (I still have it.) I was beginning to think I might be a decent parent after all.
About this time we learned Carlos’ older brother (the one who Carlos’ father was caught molesting), had molested his youngest brother (age five) and had received a slap on the hand and was “moved to the other end of the Gomez home.” Hal and I were appalled he wasn’t completely removed from the home immediately. The little boy was an easy target for him, but apparently Hal and I were the only ones concerned for the boy’s safety.
The little boy visited us once and begged us to let him stay. He was just the sweetest little child and clung to both of us. He looked exactly like Carlos. We had spoken to Valerie about it and she told us that would never be a possibility. And now this incident. We were still open to taking him, but Valerie stood firm for reasons unknown to us at that time.
I made it a point to attend the Foster Care Review Board meeting when they were reviewing the Gomez family and Carlos’ siblings to make sure Valerie told the Committee about this incident. I believe she would not have mentioned it if I had not been present.
Valerie quickly, and with a smile on her face, glossed over the incident and that the oldest boy had promised never to do it again. The board members just smiled pleasantly and nodded their heads in approval.
I started to protest and was cut off because of “time constraints.” It seemed no one really cared about the opinions of foster parents. For the most part professionals just tolerated us, patted us on the back, talked about their credentials, and showed us the door.
Another veil of ignorance was lifted allowing me to see the hardcore reality of the foster care system. And Copeland was supposed to be the best of the best!
Several years later, Rosa, Carlos’ twin, was in touch with some of her siblings. It had been several years since any of them had spoken to each other. Rosa’s sister told her the last she heard was that their little brother was living on the streets, sometimes with their mother, abused alcohol and drugs and had AIDS.
Summer camp season started off with Hal and I taking Addy and Danneli to catch the bus. We watched as the kids stood next to the bus stop with their luggage. As the buses began loading, I called to them to get their bags ready to load. I turned to talk with Hal for a second and the next thing I knew, Danneli instead had brought all of her suitcases to where we were standing. Without saying a word, Hal picked up the bags and took them back to the bus.
The kids were going to be gone for two weeks. The second week my sister and I went to visit them. Addy looked like a walking disaster. His shirt was so dirty and food stained it looked like he hadn’t taken it off since arriving. He had just eaten lunch and had ketchup, mustard, crumbs and some strange greenish stuff (that I decided not to ask about) stuck all over his face. He was in a daze. Danneli looked nice. Actually, too nice. She now had a “boyfriend” and he followed her around most of the time we were there and didn’t let her out of his sight. We had a short talk about him before I left.
The kids were allowed to take us on a tour of the camp. Addy led the way to his cabin first and my sister and I followed along. Suddenly a camp counselor yelled out to us, “Hey, where are you going?” Apparently, Addy was leading us in the opposite direction of his cabin and into the woods!
Carlos left for camp three days before Addy and Danneli were due back. Hal and I actually had some time to ourselves. The peace and quiet was a welcome relief and we seemed to get back on track with each other.
Addy and Danneli arrived home on separate buses. The temperature was over 100 degrees that day and Addy was wearing an unrecognizable long sleeve knit shirt, blue jeans and both his shoes were untied. He also sported a maroon baseball camp with the bill turned up and his glasses were smudge and crooked.
Their suitcases had been divided between several buses and we had to wait for all the buses to arrive. Addy somehow had lost his pillow and had several items (clothing, toiletries, etc.) that didn’t belong to him. He also had a deep cough, but no temperature. Hal and I knew we would have to start all over with him.
Carlos arrived home from camp #1 and had four hours to get ready to leave for camp #2. I had baked him some cookies and we dropped Addy and Danneli off at friends while Hal and I took Carlos to 4H camp. He was in a good mood and I jokingly told him to tell the girls to leave him alone at camp. He immediately broke out in song, “Let me tell you ‘bout the birds and the bees....” I groaned, he smiled, Hal laughed. Ah, the good ’ol days.
Carlos managed to write one letter from camp. To me!! Sometimes it was as though he wanted to get close, but whenever he felt that way it seems like he pulled back even further.
Summer camp time was enjoyable for all of us.
Addy and Danneli were given a Thinking Style Analysis. This test indicated personality types by the way the kids created pictures using odds and ends of items (string, glue, different seeds, beads, etc.) The evaluator analyzed organizational characteristics and observed the interaction between the children.
The evaluator informed us Addy copied other children’s behaviors and would be quite lost without specific direction. She added he could run into trouble carrying out tasks alone and that he might need to re-learn several behaviors and processes.
We were encouraged to provide a clear and predictable environment for him. Chores were to be broken down into smaller parts. She also suggested sending him to a school specializing in learning disabled children, but we would have to be careful of the behavior of the other students since he mimicked actions of others. I immediately thought about his previous foster home where he spent two years living with children who were both physically and mentally challenged and wondered if any of his behaviors were patterned from that experience.
Analysis of Danneli’s test revealed she also developed ideas from past experiences and that she would be agreeable to tasks as long as she thought they were useful. “She prefers clear and specific directions and will follow them in a literal manner.” The evaluator stated. “She learns from success, not failure.” It was recommended we provide a variety of situations to build her experiences and give her short-term tasks so she could take something to completion. She stated Danneli preferred group activities where she could get positive reinforcement from her peers. We were also told to screen her friends carefully because she would want to be an integral part of any group.
A few days later Hal called me with the results of the Developmental Visual Exam Copeland scheduled for Addy. The news wasn’t good. One eye crossed when Addy read, which is why he always held his book one inch away from his face. The doctor giving the exam stated Addy was a “very rare and extraordinary child,” and prescribed bifocals.
Hal told me how embarrassing it was when Addy was told three times to put down the eye chart before the doctor yanked it out of his hands. Hal stated the doctor gave him one test of repeating numbers back to him and Addy could only remember two numbers in sequence. The doctor told him to repeat the numbers backward and he didn’t know what that meant. When he finally understood what to do, he couldn’t do it. The doctor said we should start seeing improvements in five to ten years!
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/152319 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!