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At the start of her life, Nacirema McFarlane bore the bruises of her mother’s smacks. Later she shouldered the burden of caring for her siblings while she watched her

mother sell food stamps and family furniture for drugs.

McFarlane, now 19, is a survivor of child abuse and neglect. She’s a senior at DeSoto High School with an eye for fashion and art, and she’s focused on her future. She

wants to be a chef or a broadcast journalist. Maybe an artist.

As for her past, “that’s the part I don’t like to talk about,” McFarlane said. “I just like to keep looking forward.”

Early this month, advocates and Child Protective Services workers marked the start of National Child Abuse Prevention Month with a downtown event, during which

McFarlane spoke. She said people like them saved her life nearly 10 years ago when they helped her navigate the child welfare system and moved her into a safe home.

“I know it’s so hard for you all,” she told them. “But without you guys, my life wouldn’t be as great as it is now.”

McFarlane’s first name is “American” spelled backward, but she goes by Nasa. Her mother and grandmother are from Jamaica and she was the first born in the United

States. As a young child, she lived with her mother and younger brother and sister in Dallas.

Her mother was an addict and left her eldest daughter to care for the home. The young girl found ways to feed her siblings with the little food they had but often went

hungry in order to do so, said McFarlane’s court advocate, Tim Sexton.

But during McFarlane’s fourth-grade year, someone filed a report with Child Protective Services, and workers rescued the three children, McFarlane said. Sexton was

assigned to their case as a volunteer for Dallas Court Appointed Special Advocates and helped the three throughout the proceedings of the CPS investigation and court.

“We’ve seen this before,” said Sexton, who is now employed by CASA. He has worked with about 150 kids like McFarlane. “Nacirema had become what we call

‘parentified.’ She was the parent, and she was in charge.”

The three children were removed from their mother’s custody and taken in by foster parents in Dallas before being adopted by their maternal grandmother. The woman

later decided she would move from Dallas to Florida and take the kids with her, but McFarlane wanted to finish school in DeSoto, Sexton said. She is living with friends.

McFarlane said she also hopes she can take advantage of going to college in Texas for free as a former foster youth. She has not had contact with her birth mother and

doesn’t wish to, she said.

“Nasa has all the right things in her head,” Sexton said. “We are so proud of her. She has the character and strength to keep going on the right path. She has a great

spirit.”

Sexton continues to keep tabs on her, McFarlane said, advising her with “anything I need.”

In addition to all her other goals, she hopes to one day help youths who “age out” of foster care, she said.

At the April 5 event, the 11 children who died of child abuse in Dallas County were remembered with a release of 11 blue balloons. A clothes line of children’s clothes

represented those lives lost.

“My brother and sister and I could have been one of those,” she said. “I am so grateful that I’m alive, that I’m here.”

AT A GLANCE: Toll of abuse

Despite success stories like Nacirema McFarlane’s, caseworkers and advocates know it’s the tragedies of child abuse that get the most attention. “We always try our
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best,” said Linda Gomez, a program director for CPS and a 101/2-year veteran. “The deaths always hit us very hard, because this is an emotional job, but there are

hundreds of children that we do help.” In 2012, 11 children died of child abuse or neglect in Dallas County. That’s down from 30 in 2011. Here are a few of their stories:

A 2-year-old boy drowned after being left unattended in a bathtub with three young siblings.

A 5-year-old boy drowned in an apartment pool swimming unsupervised.

A 2-year-old boy died after suffering severe head trauma, broken bones and bruises.

A 1-year-old girl suffocated on a plastic bag as she was sleeping.

A 2-month-old boy drowned when his mother took him into the bathtub with her and fell asleep. The mother had a history of drug use.

A 1-year-old boy died after suffering head injuries after he fell when he was left unattended.

A 1-year-old boy was beaten to death by his mother’s boyfriend.

Anyone who suspects abuse or neglect of a child can call 1-800-252-5400. Names of those who make reports are kept confidential.

SOURCES: Child Protective Services, Dallas police records
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