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To the foster child, the youth-in-crisis, and

individuals who are striving to achieve positive change

A

s a former foster child, I began journaling at the age of sixteen in an effort to effect positive change after traumatic and life-changing experiences in foster care. At that time, there were many youths exposed to trauma, violence, or abuse, and many struggled physically or mentally to overcome it. The Search for Catherine, a sequel to Babygirl, spoke to the daily realities that foster children or youth-in-crisis were exposed to. Its poetry and prose highlighted the silence of loss, the fight for families, and the love for foster children.

It was written from the perspective of a youth-in-crisis and reflected a survivor’s foster care journey. The Search for Catherine, a sequel to Babygirl, is dedicated to raising awareness about the mental health of foster children—those who were in foster care and those who are aging out. To that end, this literary work supports the team and wrap-around concepts, as well as collaborations that serve to cultivate sustainable solutions. Youth, parents, social workers, teachers, and all those who found a connection discovered The Search for Catherine to be a tumultuous journey of faith and hope
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W

ith sincere appreciation, I acknowledge my children. They have grown into strong, independent adults. As they study and work hard to accomplish their own personal goals, they are also very supportive of one another and appreciative of family and friends. They are my inspiration to write, and I am blessed and honored to call them my own. Thank you, my beautiful children. I love you!

With sincere appreciation, I acknowledge my late mother, Carrie Jean Wilson, aka Belle Starr. Mom, you inspired my dedication to achievement. I remember, oh so well, how you encouraged us to go to school each morning; you would not allow your children to miss a single day, not if you could help it. I remember the bus rides and the long walks when we missed the bus. There were times when you would say things like, "Oh, you want to stay home today? Really now? You're going to school. Get ready because you're getting out of here." As I reflect on that, it brings a smile to my face. Today, I carry the same value for education.

Through small beginnings and the most basic of tools, we made it work. With reflection, I recall memories of scrub boards in tubs to wash clothes, on hands and knees. It was not a task that any of us looked forward to, and then one day, you purchased a new washing machine with a hand-ringer. We were elated! No more scrub boards or getting on our knees to do laundry. Then, there were tasks like pinning clothes to dry on the line outside. I still appreciate the freshness of the clothing when I held them to my nose. The clothing dryers of today get the job done, but not with the same freshness. Through it all, each life lesson taught us the value of hard work, and each memory served to motivate achievement today; it all paid off in the end. I earned college degrees and encouraged my children to do the same.

Moreover, your dedication to provide was amazing; it surpassed economic disadvantage and defied statistics that others may have endured experiencing similar struggles within their communities. Your resilience translated to a survival that spoke to perseverance through every challenge and every obstacle. It is this same resilience that your children and grandchildren carry to this day.

Thank you for your encouragement and love. My only regret is that your life with us was too short. There was so much sacrifice; the ultimate was your own. Yet, your passion for life influenced so many. Mom, you were my rock and my strength during those early years. Truly, the seeds you planted, God nourished them. You have touched so many lives in so many wonderful ways. I am certain that for every seed you planted, a flower blossomed. Thank you for the bouquet. I miss you and will always love you.
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I

n 1980, the Lord blessed me to become a foster parent to teenage mothers and their babies. At first, I was not sure of this calling because my husband had reservations about the possible challenges teenage foster care might entail. However, after I prayed about it, the Lord made it plain to me in a dream in which a child was on my shoulder, and she was pregnant. Shortly thereafter, Lorna Jackie Wilson came to me, and she was that child.

My lifestyle included church and prayer, so it was important for me to instill values and morals in the characters of the children in my care, and the church was a huge part of our lives. I took Lorna to church with me every time I went. Eventually, Lorna gave her life to the Lord, and we became close as mother and daughter. A few months later, she had her first child. After that, she went everywhere I went. I was proud to be her mother and grandmother to her daughter.

Lorna is still in my life; I love her, and I know she loves me. After more than thirty years, we are still close, and she visits me as much as she can. All her children call me Granny.

From 1980 to today, I continue to provide foster care for children, some with challenges and special needs. Nevertheless, God provides us with whatever we need to conquer challenges and build strong relationships. In this regard, Lorna has developed relationships with many of the foster children I provide care for, and today, they are a huge part of her extended family.

—Acie Spraddling


Acie Lee Spraddling made her heavenly transition on July 21, 2015. Her legacy lives on through her children. This Foreword is one of her last writings. 
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The Fight for Family!

Surviving the struggle and protecting the youth,

through courage and strength, coupled with truth.

Embracing the hope of reunion and peace,

for the children shall rise from the path of defeat.

The Fight for Family is the choice that she makes,

to right the wrongs and erase her mistakes.

Suffering loss, with danger so near,

searching for refuge from sorrow and fear.

Surviving the hardships with failure at hand,

through persistence and faith to finish the plan.

Embracing the burden of loss and despair,

for the load is too heavy for Mama to bear.

The Fight for Family is the air that she breathes,

to seek out His counsel and search for reprieve.

Suffering solace, depression no more,

removing life's thorn from the root of its core.

Through purpose to work toward a change of lifestyle,

surviving temptation to throw in the towel.

––––––––
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Embracing the peace that's found through remorse,

for the path is made clear, as it's fit for the course.

The Fight for Family as the tears flow like rain,

streaming forever its path through her veins.

The light of the sun cracks through the dark,

and the tears that remain are the tracks of her heart.
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C

atherine Hilton is a single mother of three: Michelle, Leon, and Tina. The children's ages range from eleven to sixteen, with Michelle being the youngest. The family lives in the metropolitan Detroit area, in a small bungalow home. Their neighborhood's appearance doesn't look too bad for a city that is overpopulated and high in crime. So, it comes as no surprise to passersby to find a neighborhood-watch sign at the corner of their block. To foster a sense of awareness and safety, residents formed a neighborhood watch club a few years ago.

Despite the statistics on poverty and inner-city crime, nearly everyone in the community prides themselves on checking on one another. This includes keeping a watchful eye on one another's children and their respective properties when neighbors leave their homes.

Catherine works hard to do her part, as well. She has taken great strides to beautify her home. The home's exterior has fresh brown paint on a wood-frame with beige molding. The lawn is trimmed nicely, and the hedges are well-groomed. Thanks to her son, Leon, she doesn't have to hire a landscaper, and truth be told, she couldn't afford one, anyway. For the interior, the living room windows are old-fashioned in design. The look is very classic, and Catherine wants to showcase this. So, to accent its timeless design, she purchased curtains that were light and airy, displaying triangular outlines of yellow and red. Each curtain is tied off to the side, and there is a sheer, eggshell-white curtain in the center.

From the living room window, it almost appears that there are no windows since the glass reveals the tell-tale signs of a Windex shine. Of course, Catherine wouldn't have it any other way. How else would she see the tall gladiolas in the front yard that sit directly in view of the window? Catherine loves gladiolas; they stand about three feet tall, and blooms are red, yellow, purple, and orange. Her daughters, Tina and Michelle, helped to plant them last spring, and the flowers liven up the front yard quite nicely.

Catherine intends to work in the yard today and searches her closet for appropriate attire. As she prepares for the task, she dons a pair of coveralls, a sunhat, and garden gloves. Stepping out into the yard, she glances at the flowerbed; the soil is nearly dry. Retrieving a water hose from the toolshed, she returns and starts watering the flowers. While doing so, she notices a few weeds. Turning the water off, she peers through the screen door and yells for Tina and Michelle. "Girls, one of you come outside and help me get these weeds out of the flowerbed!" With a sigh, she adds, "You know Mama's knees can't take it!"

Michelle is playing with her dolls, and Tina is on the telephone talking to her boyfriend, Gary. Hearing her mother's voice, Tina pauses and yells, "Coming, Mom! — Gary, let me call you back. I gotta go help my mom with something." With a chuckle, she adds, "Michelle's probably in her room with the door closed and can't hear her."

Gary replies, "That's cool. I'll talk to you later."

As Tina steps outside, she frowns and says, "Ma, you got water in the flowerbed! I can't get down there in that mud!"

"I know, but I haven't done the other side yet. You can pull those over there and do this side later, okay?"

"Okay, let me go get a gardening tool."

"Alright, I'll be right here when you get back."

Catherine is in her mid-thirties. She stands about five feet, six inches tall, which is considered average for most women. Yet, she feels extra tall when she steps into shoes with heels that are often two or three inches high. She has high cheekbones, caramel-colored skin, and shoulder-length, wavy black hair. She is a very curvaceous woman, whom most would consider pretty. Yet, most days, Catherine doesn't feel pretty in the least. She is in a relationship with Victor Sinclair, a man who is often cruel and very controlling.

As Catherine waits for Tina to return, she reflects on her last encounter with Victor and wonders what she can do to change her lifestyle. Not too long ago, he attacked her after a night out on the town where he allowed his jealousy to control his behavior. She remembered the humiliation of the attack being worse than the bruises he left on her face. She feels lucky the bruises didn't leave any permanent damage. With a careful touch, she touches her cheek to feel the area previously injured as if the bruise were still there.

At that moment, Tina returns with the gardening tool and kneels to dig up weeds in the area where it is dry. Turning to her mom, she smiles and says, "Yeah, this is murder on the knees. I'm gonna run in the house and get a pillow to kneel on. But I got you."

"Thank you, sweetie."

Before Tina returns to the garden, she notices dark circles under Catherine's eyes and frowns. "Mom, you look tired. You should go back to the house and rest. I got it, okay?"

Playfully, Catherine replies, "Thanks for the compliment. But you're right. I think I am a little tired."

As she returns to her bedroom to lie down, she considers her options. But what are they? She dropped out of school at seventeen when she found herself pregnant with Tina.

However, she is studying for her G.E.D. and hopes to pass all three tests. Maybe then she will be in a better position to gain employment. In the meantime, she must try and make the best of it with Victor since he provides the financial support the family counts on to make ends meet. Yet, she really doesn't want to be dependent on him anymore.

With that thought, she drifts off to nap and dreams of a better life for her and the children. In her dream, she is the provider. She works in the cosmetics industry at a major department store. She and the children are happy, and Victor does not exist. A short time later, she awakens with a start. Yet, it is a pleasant start, and she resolves to put a plan into action.

As she shifts her legs to the side of the bed, she sits up straight and turns her focus to the cosmetics line sitting on top of the dresser. Sometimes, she sells cosmetics to family and friends to help cover lesser expenses. Unfortunately, it barely scratches the surface as it relates to taking care of the bills. Nevertheless, she and the family seem to make it work, with Victor's help, financial assistance from the state, and through the loving support of Grace, Catherine's mother.

Catherine doesn't know what she would do without her mom. When times are tough and funds are low, she can always depend on the loving support of Grace. Grace has helped her out of numerous binds and has always been supportive; this includes caring for the children and providing for their needs during the tough times. Thankfully, the children never complain about having to stay with their grandmother when asked. Besides, they love her, especially her good cooking. Not only is Grace an excellent cook but a teacher as well. She has taught Tina a great deal about cooking, and Tina practices what she learns at home with her siblings nearly every time she cooks.
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AS TINA COMPLETES THE task of removing weeds from an area of her mother's garden, she thinks about what she will cook for dinner. After putting the gardening tool back in the toolshed, she returns to the house to look for Michelle and finds her playing with her baby dolls.

"Barbie, you need to put on this pretty dress and model on the runway today," Michelle says as she turns the doll from side to side.

Overhearing a one-sided conversation between Michelle and a Barbie doll, Tina teasingly says, "Barbie is going to have to walk the runway later; we need to cook dinner."

"Aw man, I don't feel like it today. Can't you just do it by yourself?"

"No, can do. You will never learn if you don't cook with me. So, come on!"

"Okay, okay. Here I come."

The siblings are very close and get along fairly well, despite the five-year age gap. Tina tries to set an example for her little sister by teaching her how to cook, just like her grandmother teaches her. However, since Tina is sixteen and Michelle is only eleven, the sisters don't have much in common with their personal interests. Tina is thinking more about adult things these days and doesn't have time to play games. In her role as a big sister who provides support to her mother, she finds herself accepting the responsibility of a parent more often than not. So, when it comes to playing, Michelle plays mostly with her aunt, Stacey, or by herself.

Michelle is closer in age to Stacey than she is to Tina. Stacey is Grace's youngest child. To Grace's surprise, Stacey came about when she was nearly fifty years of age. While the pregnancy came with its fair share of difficulty, Grace wouldn't trade the experience for anything in the world. Stacey is her pride and joy; she is energetic, playful, and competitive. Michelle shares the same characteristics. Therefore, it is no surprise that Stacey and Michelle genuinely care for one another; they try to spend as much time together as possible even though they don't live in the same household. Some of their favorite games are 'Jacks,' 'Hopscotch,' and 'Red-light, Green-light'. Whenever the two of them are together, they lose track of time, simply having fun.
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THEN ONE DAY, WHEN Michelle is on her way to visit her aunt, Stacey, she is hit by a car and hospitalized. Child Protective Services (CPS) becomes involved and discovers Michelle sustained other injuries a few months prior. In a previous incident, she was hospitalized for burns to her hand. CPS assigned caseworker, Ms. Saunders, to investigate both incidents. Therefore, Ms. Saunders and a few of her colleagues continue to follow the case closely. To Catherine's dismay, the investigation places a spotlight on her tumultuous relationship with Victor.

Victor is a drug dealer and has a terrible influence on Catherine; he does little to support a positive living environment. In one of his attempts to conceal drugs from competitors and police, Victor decides to hide two kilos of drugs in her home. Weeks later, the drugs are found and Victor is sent to prison, especially when it is discovered that he had a warrant out for his arrest. This makes the third serious incident in Catherine's home, one of which CPS cannot dismiss or ignore. Consequently, Catherine's children are removed from the home and placed in separate foster care homes.

Catherine is distraught and desperate to find help. As loneliness and a sense of loss begin to consume her, the first person that comes to mind is her best friend, Felicia. Catherine and Felicia are very close and share almost everything with each other. Their relationship dates back to childhood; they have known each other nearly all of their lives. So, it's no wonder she is more than a friend; she is a confidant. Desperately needing a friend to talk to, Catherine gives her a call.

While on the telephone with her, she confides everything to her, and the dialogue becomes very emotional, so much so that Catherine succumbs to tears. Of course, Felicia earnestly wants to console her; she doesn't like the sound of the pain she hears in her voice. So, she promises to come right over and is true to her word. An hour later, the two ladies embraced. When Felicia releases Catherine, she takes a good look at her friend. She can see that her eyes are swollen and red from crying. Grasping for solutions that might help her, she reminds her of someone they met on a girls' night out not too long ago; she reminds her of their night at Club Karaoke with Tony Lord.

Tony is the owner of Club Karaoke. As an African American businessman, he is a consummate professional who is generous with his time and resources. He is a servant leader who employs consideration with decisions that impact others. As a young boss in his late thirties, he is focused. Since work often consumes him, he is single with no children. Yet, he desires to have a family someday.

Tony keeps himself well-groomed at all times. He is of medium-brown complexion with dark brown, slanty eyes. He stands a little over six feet tall, with a square jawline and ruggedly handsome features. His short afro haircut is faded and tapered, and his facial hair displays thinly lined sideburns, shaped and designed to connect to a well-trimmed mustache. Today, he sports a gray Italian business suit, white dress shirt, and exotic-skin shoes. His suit jacket is open at the neckline in semi-formal attire, and his engraved cufflinks provide a nice finishing touch.

Tony is strong and muscular, but not overly so, and he carries himself with authority. His no-nonsense demeanor can come off as stern and rigid at times. Yet, compassion resides beneath the surface. When he and Catherine first met, there was an instant attraction, an attraction that Catherine wasn't ready for; Felicia noticed it right
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