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The brutal murder of a troubled 18-year-old briefly catches our attention, but mentally ill young people on the streets is the sad, mundane story that keeps repeating.

Maybe it's just not as interesting to legislators as clamping down on junk food, recycling plastic water bottles or fighting with the governor about who cares more about property tax relief. 

Our often-vilified Department of Children and Families spends hundreds of millions of dollars annually on thousands of minors in state care. But when they're 18 and adults, somehow it's not such an urgent crisis anymore - until they kill.

They end up in prisons, homeless shelters and state hospitals - or maybe an apartment near you. Hopefully, a social worker is checking in.

Disturbed, traumatized children who spend years in institutionalized settings suddenly become independent young adults who must wake up on time, take showers without being told and use a city bus.

At worst, they become Alexandria Clouse-Desmond, stuffed in a cardboard box after a Monopoly game turned deadly. A runaway from a psychiatric hospital, Clouse-Desmond was at an apartment where mentally ill young people under state supervision were living.

"Look what happened with the kids that murdered my daughter," Gina Desmond told me. "How can we prevent any other children from going through this and any other parent from living this nightmare?"

One of the alleged killers, 18-year-old Tiara Dixon, had been discharged from a state facility to a supervised group home. Like Dixon, the three others accused had also been in state care.

Michael Davis, 21, and Leslie Carabello, 19, were living in the Laurel Street apartment subsidized by the state Department of Mental Health and Addiction Services. Another, Darzell Weinstein, 18, was - like Clouse-Desmond - a runaway from Cedarcrest, a psychiatric hospital in Newington.

The state spends $1,160 a day on each of the 30 young people at Cedarcrest. They still run away.

"It's one of the greatest tragedies we have in the state," said Anne Louise Blanchard, a lawyer with Connecticut Legal Services Inc., who represents mentally ill and intellectually disabled teenagers. "We spend hundreds of thousands of dollars on young people in the state's care and we have nowhere to transition them to."

"We can't be thinking about it at the age of 18 or 19," Blanchard said. "We need to be planning at the age of 12."

Reformers are backing a bill in the legislature to force DCF to begin planning years in advance for when children in their care turn 18 and the Department of Mental Health takes over.

DCF is "not doing a good job at providing the right services. They have all the money in the world," said Jeanne M. Milstein, the state's child advocate for the state. "These kids have not had caring and consistent adults in their lives. They go into a system that is supposed to care and protect them and the system does the same thing - inconsistent care."

So let's pass this important bill, beef up services and hold state agencies accountable. But Martha Stone, founder of the Center for Children's Advocacy in Hartford, reminded me that there's something else often missing from the lives of these young people.

"The kids," she said, "need somebody who says, `I love you. You are the most important person in my life.'"

That's our responsibility, too. I'm just not sure how laws or government programs make it happen.
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