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3% battery, no charge, car as home, phone as lifeline — these are the details

that defined life for me after foster care.

I remember counting down the minutes until the campus library opened at

7, hoping to sneak in and wash up before my 8 AM class. February mornings

in California have a way of chilling you that most people don’t expect. This is

especially true when you’re trying to sleep in your car parked in the far

corner of the student lot where campus security rarely patrols.

The windows were so fogged up I could barely see, but that was a blessing

really — nobody could see in either. I had gotten pretty good at this routine —

curling up in my back seat and using my backpack as a pillow. The thin

jacket I got at DD’s Discount Store didn’t do much against the cold, but it was

better than nothing. “Better than nothing” became the measuring stick when

I was kicked out of foster care at 18.

That morning, watching my breath make little clouds in the darkness, I

thought about how different this was from what I imagined college would be

like. In the foster homes, they always talked about college like it was this

magical solution. “Just get your education,” they’d say. Nobody mentioned

what happens when you have nowhere to go during moments like this. Or

how you’re supposed to focus on midterms when you’re not sure where you’ll

sleep next week.

You know what they don’t tell you about aging out of foster care?

It’s not just about losing a place to live. It’s about navigating a world that

assumes everyone has someone to call when things get tough. It’s about

learning to find pride in survival, even when that means turning your car

into a home and the campus gym into your bathroom.

That morning in 2008, shivering in my makeshift bedroom, I didn’t know I

was part of a larger story — one that would stretch from my solitary struggles

to a future where I’d fight to ensure no other foster youth would have to

count down the minutes until sunrise just to feel safe enough to sleep.

The Art of Performing “Normal”

My makeshift study setup — statistics homework and Red Bull. Turning my GPA around meant learning the

language of equations after years of avoiding math. Photo by author.

People say college students are always sleep-deprived, but they don’t know

about the kind of exhaustion that comes from keeping up appearances. I got

pretty good at the performance — flashing bright smiles in the hallways,

chatting about assignments before class, laughing at the right moments.

Nobody needed to know that the same girl discussing Psychology theories

had spent the night trying to find the perfect parking spot — not too visible,

but safe enough to actually sleep.

I learned to budget in ways my Intermediate Algebra professor never

covered. Why spend $3.75 on laundry when you could get a whole new outfit

at the $5 store? It became a twisted kind of math — one load of wash plus

dryer sheets and detergent could buy me two new shirts instead. Who cares

if they only lasted a few wears? It was cheaper than trying to maintain

anything worth keeping.

The nights required their own careful calculations. I trained myself to drink

less water after 6 PM — bathrooms aren’t exactly accessible when you’re

trying to stay invisible in a parking lot. And sleep? That came in whatever

fragments I could grab between security patrols and the rumble of early

morning delivery trucks. But I got good at it, falling into the deepest kind of

exhausted sleep that only comes when you have no other choice.

These weren’t the college life hacks I expected to master. But survival has a

way of teaching you lessons that never show up in course catalogs.

Navigating the Unknowable

Nobody tells you that the hardest part of college isn’t always the classes — it’s

the thousand little things you’re just supposed to somehow know. Like the

time I confidently signed up for Astronomy, thinking I’d be learning about

horoscopes and zodiac signs.

Imagine my shock walking into that lecture hall, facing a sea of 40-plus

students and a professor talking about actual science — the kind with

equations. There I was, clutching my “clicker” — this weird white remote for

quizzes — realizing that studying the stars meant math. Actual math. The

one subject that terrified me more than anything.

That fear of math wasn’t unfounded. The entrance exam for college

placement felt like a gate keeper to my entire future. Three chances to prove

I belonged in college-level courses. I failed. Then failed again. On my last

attempt, I scraped by with just two points to spare. Two points between me

and remedial classes, between staying in college or watching that chance

slip away.

Try focusing on study guides when you’re also counting coins for dinner and

mapping out safe parking spots for the night.

Survival Skills They Don’t Teach

Author performing as Monae via The Possibility Project, bringing visibility to foster youth experiences through

theater. Photo credit: Agnes Mays

Food was always a complicated thing for me, even before foster care. I had

learned early how to get creative about meals — blending into Chuck E.

Cheese birthday parties for a slice of pizza I could share with my mom and

sister, approaching families at beach picnics with practiced politeness. I still

remember one family who gave us their entire picnic basket — one of those

pretty brown ones with the checkered lining like you see in movies. Inside

was an unopened package of Oreos — a luxury that felt almost unreal. So

when I got to college with financial aid money, I went a little wild.

No one had taught me how to budget for groceries, how to plan meals, how

to resist buying everything I’d been denied for so long.

And yes, I had a car — but these weren’t the reliable vehicles other students

drove. These were Craigslist specials, $800 cars I’d talk down to $300 or $400

with practiced desperation. Each one came with its own quirks — like my

first car, the one where I didn’t know about oil changes until the engine blew.

Or the one without shocks that bounced like a lowrider over every crack in

the road.

My favorite was the car that would randomly shut off while I was driving. I

got pretty good at running to pop the hood, jiggling the engine back into

place, and revving it back to life.

The car was shelter, transportation, and storage unit all in one — worth every

adventurous moment of keeping it running.

From Survival to “Success”

These daily challenges — from astronomy class surprises to keeping a

temperamental Craigslist car running — weren’t just obstacles to overcome.

They were lessons in persistence that would shape my entire journey. After

initially flunking out, I didn’t give up. Instead, I started over at community

college, where I discovered something unexpected: I could actually excel at

school when I had the right support and understanding.

That realization led me from the Phi Theta Kappa Honor Society and an

associate degree to a bachelor’s degree with an award for “overcoming the

odds,” and finally to my dream school for a Master’s in Social Work. But

here’s what most success stories don’t tell you: I wasn’t just studying social

work — I was learning to translate my lived experience into a language the

professional world could understand. I got tired of hearing “that’s just your

story, but the statistics say…” So I learned their language, their statistics,

their frameworks, while never losing sight of the truth of my own

experience.

My career path has been as varied as my foster care journey — from

interning at Warner Brothers in social media to grassroots advocacy for

homeless resources and spoken word poetry. Each role taught me different

ways to tell our story, to fight for change. I even played Monae in “The

Possibility Project,” a character leaving foster care with just a trash bag at a

bus stop.

The irony wasn’t lost on me — how many real bus stops had I sat at? How

many times had my unreliable cars, for all their problems, been the only

thing between me and those bus stops with their final calls and closing

doors?

Beyond the Success Story Algorithm

Some successes can’t be measured by algorithms or degrees. Photo by author.

Now, I have a full-time career, a loving marriage, and three beautiful

children. But this isn’t a simple “happily ever after.” My journey from foster

care to college graduation was fraught with challenges that no young adult

should face alone.

Aging out of foster care at 18 thrust me into a world where survival competed

with education. For every success story like mine, countless others never got

the chance to attempt college. When you’re choosing between attending

class and finding your next meal, it’s not really a choice at all.

Education gave me more than degrees — it gave me space to dream beyond

immediate survival. But I didn’t succeed merely because I tried harder. I

succeeded because of a combination of determination, support from key

individuals, and frankly, a bit of faith. Many of my peers, equally deserving

and driven, didn’t get the same opportunities.

The foster care system must do better in preparing youth for the next step.

Expecting kids to go into survival mode just to get a degree is not only

unrealistic, it’s cruel. Extended foster care policies, like those implemented

in 2018, are a start, but we need comprehensive support systems that bridge

the gap between foster care and higher education.

My story shouldn’t be exceptional. It should be the norm. Every foster youth

deserves the chance to pursue education without worrying about where

they’ll sleep or how they’ll eat. As I look at my degrees hanging on the wall of

my home — a real home, not a car’s back seat — I’m reminded of the work

still to be done.

The true measure of my success is not in my personal achievements, but in

using my voice to create change. It’s time to transform the system so that

future foster youth don’t have to master the art of invisible homelessness just

to get an education. Former foster youth deserve more than survival — they

deserve the chance to thrive.
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