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Tobias Lake is an aide to State Sen. Ed Hernandez. 
ERICK LEE 

 

Tobias Lake, who turns 25 on Sept. 30, looks, dresses and acts the part of a young state Senate 
staffer. He’s extremely well spoken, has a deep, authoritative voice and a sly sense of humor. But 
his back story doesn’t fit the pattern. The child of deaf parents who were in and out of trouble 
with the law, Lake spent most of his young life in more than 50 foster homes and group care 
facilities -- even “camping,” as he calls it, for a while. “You know what I mean by ‘camping,’ 
right?” he asks politely but with a slight edge. 

“Look, he was sleeping under freeway overpasses, he was homeless,” says Larry Bolton, Lake’s 
mentor, with civil but genuine exasperation, as though we’re all dancing around the subject. 
We’re not — but Bolton’s passion for the cause is nearly palpable. A semi-retired attorney for 
various state agencies, Bolton is president of the Foster Youth Education Fund, a Sacramento 
area nonprofit that, in its own words, is “dedicated to raising awareness about the needs of 
abused and neglected children who have been in, or are emancipated from, foster care.”  
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In brief, the FYEF raises money to help young people like Lake once they leave the foster care 
system — by helping them get into college, buy supplies, find jobs and apartments and learn the 
ins and outs of daily living. The latter are closely guarded secrets for most foster kids. According 
to Bolton, around 500 young people “age out” of the foster care system annually. “An awful lot of 
them wind up without a job or in jail,” he says matter-of-factly. 

Lake had a rough start as an “emancipated” youth of 18. “None of us like that word 
‘emancipated,’” he says. I suggest that it sounds as though the kids had been indentured 
servants or prisoners (to which Bolton nods and says under his breath, “Exactly”). Lake’s life 
began to change for the better when he met Bolton on a light-rail train. Lake says “I was 
practically pleading with my girlfriend at the time” to pick him up at the light rail station 
because otherwise he’d have a very long walk home in the dark. 

“I noticed he was carrying some materials from FYEF,” Bolton says, “and told him who I was 
and what I did. I offered him a drive home.” That began a relationship far more nurturing than 
any Lake had discovered in foster care (or, years earlier, with his parents). Bolton taught Lake to 
drive and helped him get off academic probation at a community college. He saw that FYEF got 
Lake a computer and even found someone to help Lake fix his busted moped (a favorite form of 
transportation for him). 

Today, Lake lives in an apartment in midtown. “I always wanted to live in an urban area with the 
hip kids,” he says. “I wanted to live in a place that would make me happy.” He’s worked for the 
state senate for five years — two for Darrell Steinberg, former California Senate President and 
majority party leader from 2008 to 2014, and the past three for State Sen. Ed Hernandez. 

I ask Lake how, growing up in such disenfranchised arenas, he learned how to simply conduct 
himself as a young adult. “A lot of my behavior is (what I learned) from watching TV,” he says. 
“I’d see people go into a store and buy some milk and eggs. So I thought, well, I can do that.” He 
says he loves science — “I’ve been erring on the side of nerdiness all my life” — as well as science 
fiction. But he says what he enjoys the most is public service. 

“I like going to sleep at night knowing I’ve helped someone,” Lake says. I shoot a quick look to 
his mentor, Larry Bolton. He’s beaming. 

Ed Goldman’s newest book, “And Now, With Further Ado: More Gravitas-Defying Profiles and Punditry from 
the Sacramento Business Journal,” is available at Amazon.com. 
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