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Voices of Our 2004 Parent Leaders 
In the interest of maintaining strong ties between 
CWOP’s East Harlem and Highbridge offices, 
our 2004 Leadership Curriculum includes par-
ents from both communities.  Nora McCarthy of 
Represent has returned to lead our parent writ-
ing workshop.  Here are some of our Parent 
Leaders’ stories.  More fully developed versions 
may appear in Represent  in the coming months. 

                   SYLVIA PEREZ 
 

I was removed from my mom and dad when I was five 
years old, in Bakersfield, California. I was placed with a 
White family and was adopted into their house and fam-
ily. I don’ t even know what my parents looked like. I 
have absolutely no memory of them. All I know is that 
my father abused my mother, and he was an alcoholic.  
When I was ten years old I was on the playground with 
my best friend.  Mrs. A. was coming to pick me up. She 
drove up in her blue Pinto, my girlfriend saw her in the 
car. Mrs. A. called “Lori!”  (when I was adopted, they 
changed my name). My girlfriend said, “Who is that?”  I 
told her it was my mom. She said, “No, it’ s not. She’s 
White.”  Later on I asked my older sister, Eileen, if it was 
true. She told me it was. My real mom gave us away. I 
asked Mrs. A. where was my real mom. She didn’ t an-
swer me. She called Eileen. “Why did you tell Lori I’m 
not her real mother?”  BAM! She slapped Eileen right in 
her face.  
 

I went through hell with my adoptive parents. Mrs. A. 
physically abused me and treated me like dirt. She hu-
miliated me so much. I was alone and never felt loved in 
a family of my own. I felt always alone and ashamed of 
what I was.  As a teen, I went through changes.  Who was 
I and why did my real mom leave me? At seventeen I 
came to New York City with my common-law husband. 
It was an abusive relationship. And we started smoking 
crack and dealing it as well… 
 

When Little Mama was born I made a promise to myself 
as well as her that I would always take care of her. And I 
knew it would be hard because my disease with crack 
was always in the back of my head. Two weeks later I got 

my tubes tied so I can’ t have any other children. I 
love her so much and I didn’ t want my last child ever 
to be given to the state.  Me and Hector knew she 
was the last child I would ever have. That is why we 
fought so hard to do everything ACS and the judge 
wanted. And we both want a family, and love her so 
much. It paid off. Little Mama finally got discharged 
March 25, 2004, after two years and 11 months in 
care.  I cherish every day I’m with her. I love her so 
much and I’m proud of her. I enjoy being with her, 
cleaning her room together with her, and her telling 
me she loves me and giving me hugs and kisses. I 
listen to everything she has to say, talking with her 
on the way home. On the train we plan what we will 
do together for the weekend. Saturday we go to Bible 
study.  I love being there with her. I let her know that 
God loves us, and if I’m not with her, she can talk to 
him. And just for the two hours we’re there, I feel 
that everything is OK. 
 

                KEVIN EDWARDS 
 

Who says there are not real men with real fatherly 
love for their children out there? Who says that a fa-
ther can’ t have the same bond with his kid that a 
mother has? Show me that person and I’ ll tell him 
this story about my son and me, and the best and 
worst days of my life.  I loved him from the time he 
was born, but now I love my son more than ever be-
fore. I found out that he’s a survivor. This past year 
has probably been real traumatic for him, but he still 
stands strong. You see, he was placed in foster care. 
And that became the worst day of my life.  He was 
placed in care because his mom passed out in the 
hospital and there was no one there to pick him up. I 
didn’ t know she went to the hospital.   I was twisted 
when I first found out what happened. I couldn’ t 
sleep at night and I definitely couldn’ t eat. My son’s 
mother was equally anguished and she worried I’d be 
angry at her. But I wasn’ t. She did nothing wrong.  It 
took two days for the agency to put me in touch with 
my son. The first thing he asked me was, “Why did-
n’ t you pick me up?”  I told him, “ I didn’ t know what 

                                      Continued on Page 2 



 
 

  TARA ROWLEY 
 

I was a college student. I wanted to be a policewoman. I 
finished high school in 1979. I went straight into college 
and played for Jersey City State Women’s Basketball 
team. I wanted to be a basketball player, however there 
were not professional women players in those days. I had 
different jobs. Then someone gave me a taste of dope.  
 

Later I lived in the Wagner Projects. You know how the 
projects are.  Everyone watched me go to jail when my 
kids got taken.  I went to court for a shoplifting charge. I 
came home. I felt like going over to the riverfront and 
jumping.  The people in the Wagner Projects would gossip 
about me. I didn’ t hear it, but I felt it as I walked past 
them. I would just let anybody stay in my three-bedroom 
apartment. I didn’ t want to stay alone. I didn’ t want to stay 
there anymore. And I just could not throw my kids’  
clothes away. I knew they would never wear them again. 
Many times I would say to God, “Please help me stop this 
madness. I just want my kids back home.”  And at times I 
would be in the house blasting my brains out. A knock 
would come from the door. Very scared, can’ t really 
speak, I would whisper, “Who’s there?”  And it would be 
my oldest daughter. She was in high school, a sophomore 
at that time. She would always come home and say, 
“Mommy, you need to go to a program so you can get the 
kids back home. If you keep getting high you’ ll never get 
them back. I miss my little brothers and sisters.”  
 

So I went into treatment to find myself and work on my 
low self-esteem. I went into treatment to deal with my is-
sues and to get help to get off the drugs. I went to my 
groups and talked about the frustrations that I had in my-
self. I talked about how frustrated I was that I didn’ t finish 
college. If I’d kept playing basketball I could have been a 
pro now. I look back and see all the time I wasted.  I have 
five years clean on April 13, 2004.  
 

My oldest daughter went to school at NYC Prep and 
graduated. Then she went to John Jay College. She will be 
22 on April 13 and she is also a NYC police cadet. And 
she is my 12-year-old daughter’s basketball agent and 
coach.  We go to the beach every summer and have fun, 
and take pictures to put in the photo album. We get to the 
beach by taking the train to Orchard Beach. The night be-
fore we pack lunch meat, make drinks, get the potato salad 
together, the ice in the cooler, get the bags together for the 
swimsuits and towels, get the flip flops, get the camera, 
pack the hamburgers and hot dogs plus the charcoal grill.   
At the beach, I sit and watch my children enjoy playing 
with one another. With the cool wind blowing and the sun 
shining bright and the beautiful sound of the waves, I love 
every bit of it. It is a wonderful feeling inside me to have 
this day. I take all the pictures I can. 

Kevin Edwards, continued from Page 1 
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was going on until two days later. But I never stopped 
looking for you until I found you.”  He stood there look-
ing at me with a stare that his mother used to give me and 
said, “OK.”    
 

He has been in foster care for a year now because his 
mother has to complete parenting classes. Since he’s been 
in care, I’ ve been there for him physically and mentally. 
Such as waking myself up at 5:30 A.M. every morning so 
I can go uptown to the Bronx and get him ready for 
school. After that I go on with my daily routine of receiv-
ing training as a Parent Leader at CWOP, and then by 
2:30 P.M. I’m back at his school to pick him up. From 
there we go uptown by train.  We engage in his home-
work activities and if the day permits we go outside to the 
park, my favorite being Central Park, because we get to 
feed the ducks. It’ s also his favorite because he gets to 
ride the train. My son loves riding the train. He likes go-
ing to the first car and watch the motorman drive it to 
each station. He likes it so much I recently took the test to 
drive trains myself. Whatever it takes to ease the stress 
that has been placed on him, I do. I had to make sacri-
fices for the sake of my son and his mother. Certain 
things that I’m used to doing, like hanging out, have now 
been cut to a minimum. 
 

While at the agency, planning for his return, the social 
worker asked, “Who is the father of this 6-year-old?”  I 
said, “ I’m the father.”  She said, “He’s unbelievably smart 
for his age.”  She explained how he wouldn’ t cry and how 
he was making sure his 4-year-old brother was all right. I 
said to myself, “Wow. I expected him to be scared, and 
here he was being a general, living out who he is, and I 
always looked at him as a baby.”  I tell him now, when-
ever we’ re having our father and son conversations, how 
I know there’s a man in his boy’s body. Now I can’ t do 
the baby thing with you anymore. He agrees with me 100 
percent. Now he wants more independence as well. Did 
they steal his innocence, or was it that my eyes were 
closed to the fact that he’s becoming a young man? What 
I do know is, whatever the case may be, he sure knows 
how to handle his own when tested. Just like his father. 
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East Harlem Neighborhood Center 

80 East 110th Street, 1E 
New York, NY  10029 

Phone:  (212) 348-3000 
Fax:  (212) 348-1605 

Website:  www.cwop.org 
E-mail:  terry@cwop.org 



 
 

 
                 MILAGROS SANCHEZ 
 

Before my mom died, our relationship had im-
proved. We were talking more about her mistakes in 
life when it came to me.  Also we made it a point to 
forgive one another. My mom never was taught how 
to converse with her children, but only to be physi-
cal. So I made it my business to change that pattern 
when I got my life together. My mom loved my boys 
very much. She gave them the love I didn’ t get when 
I was a child. They were her heart. I guess it was a 
second chance for her to make up for not being there 
for me when I was a child. I didn’ t have any ill feel-
ings about my mother’s love and devotion to my 
boys. If anything, I knew she had changed and my 
boys were safe with her.  There were a lot of things I 
didn’ t have a chance to talk to my mom about be-
cause of her death. But I have learned to let go and 
let God. She was the best mom she knew how to be 
and I was the best daughter I knew how to be at that 
moment. At the end she changed, and that’s what 
matters. I love my mother dearly. 
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                                        LEILAA HILL  

 

All I wanted to do was just take a nice hot bubble bath. That’s 
it. One bubble bath, for about an hour and a half. In a moment 
of rage I denied my son the thing he most wanted, but he got 
it anyway—Christmas at Grandma’s house. The only thing is, 
he got more than Christmas there. He got to live there for a 
while!   December 15, 1999 was the day my children were 
removed.  I’ ve never shared the moment to moment about that 
day.  I remember being so stressed out with my oldest son 
Vakeem, because he had skipped out of school. I told him, 
“You can’ t get anything for Christmas and you can’ t go to 
your grandmother’s house.”  I believe that he was rebelling to 
the fact that his father disappeared. Vakeem’s father had re-
cently moved down South. My son’s father leaving actually 
was kind of hard for me, but it was worse for my sons. The 
morning that they were removed I put my youngest son Jaq-
uan down to a mid-morning nap, and I remember crying to 
God that I was so stressed by Vakeem’s behavior that I just 
needed some time from my son.  
 

It seemed once I did that it was like a roller coaster. It was 
about 3:10 and my boys were not home yet so I called the 
school to speak to the principal. She said “hold on.”   The next 
voice was unfamiliar to me. It was an ACS worker. He ex-
plained that my son had told him I threatened him and he was 
afraid to come home. Before I could say anything the worker 
said that he and the police were on the way to my home to 
question me and my other sons, and to remove them. I was 
scared and confused.  I could not think of anything I could 
have done to be put in that situation. My understanding of 
ACS was that they took children from mothers on drugs, or 
who physically abused their children, not because of a misun-
derstanding. 
 

My sons were placed with my mom. I had to do parenting 
classes and Vakeem and myself had to do family counseling. 
After sixteen months my children were returned to me. Six-
teen months was long and sometimes frustrating, but I got 
through it. My mom is a big part of my support group now.  
My mom actually takes all of my boys almost every weekend 
now, so I can get that bubble bath in. (Smile.) Everyone in my 
support team knows that I am strong as a  mother and a 
woman and when I made the choice to have children I had no 
choice but to be the best I could as a parent. And if my team 
needs me, I’m always there, too. Islam is about peace and 
unity and the consistency of praying and bonding as one fam-
ily unit. When one person is going through something, we all 
feel it.  There are still struggles, especially with my oldest two 
becoming teens, and once in a while I become overwhelmed 
with some of the issues, but I make Duah (prayer) to Allah for 
my strength and to keep me focused and in control. 
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@ The Highbridge Community Life 

Center Storefront 
156 West 164th Street 

Bronx, NY  10452 
Phone:  (718) 681-5212 

Fax:  (718) 588-1965 
Email:  Rosa266@aol.com 

 
CWOP Highbridge Staff: 

Philip “Dom” Arnold, Parent Organizer 
Ana Guzman, Parent Organizer 

Violet Rittenhour, Parent Organizer 
Rosa Rosado, Assistant Director / 

Highbridge Coordinator 
 

We are offering weekly Highbridge 
Parent Self-Help / Support Groups  

from 6—8 PM on Thursdays, and we 
are recruiting for a Highbridge Parent 

Leadership Curriculum. 
To learn more about these and other 

activities, call (718) 681-5212 and ask 
for Rosa Rosado. 
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“The Child Welfare Fund has based much of its work in child welfare on the principal of democracy 
that people have a right to participate in the decisions that affect their lives.” 

 

                                                                                                                          David Tobis  
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For further information contact Mike Arsham @ (212) 348-3000 or mike@cwop.org 
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CWOP is suppor ted by the Child Welfare Fund, the Community Resource Exchange Reality Checks Fund, the Daphne 
Foundation, the Edna McConnell Clark Foundation, the Fund for  the City of New York, the Highbr idge Par tnership for  
Family Suppor ts and Justice, the Hite Foundation, the New York Foundation, the New York Women’s Foundation, the 

Nor th Star  Fund, the Open Society Institute, the Valentine Perry Snyder  Fund, a var iety of individual donors, and a 
Member  I tem Grant from New York State Assembly Member  Roger  Green administered by the New York State Office of 

Children and Family Services 
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Through organized client involvement and collective advocacy both inside and independent of the system, the Child 
Welfare Organizing Project will change / transform the quality of services provided to New York City families through 
the New York City child welfare system. 
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A través de la participación organizada de los clientes y la acción colectiva ambos dentro de y afuera del sistema, el 
Proyecto cambiarán / transformarán la clase de servicio provisto por parte del sistema de protección de niños para las 
familias en la Ciudad de Nueva York. 
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