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T h e  B u T T e r f l y

Silver chrysalis, a budding rhapsody 

breaking through in a show of simplicity 

the strength of unbending will 

mind over matter, instinct instilled 

a butterfly effect, inflicting a tempest 

yet a wondrous beauty, nature at her best 

Pure white wings emerge through a battle hard-fought 

gleaming in the sun, pure in all thoughts 

birth, renewal, genesis won through, 

a cycle of life, nature renewed. 

Within lies determination, perseverance and no stranger to pain 

that this butterfly turns her lack into gain.

Written by my daughter, Kayla Green
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Humble
Beginnings

“Before I formed you in the womb I knew you,
before you were born I set you apart.”

Jeremiah 1:5

EVERYONE HAS A story, but there are those who have a testimony. To have 
a testimony, one must go through and pass a series of tests. Of course while in 

the midst of it all, it is quite hard to see it that way – see that beyond all the trials, 
there will be a positive outcome and a meaningful testimony to give. Looking 
back on my life, however, I now see a beautiful story of the transformation of a 
caterpillar to a butterfly.

I was born in the middle of a snowstorm in 1976, but an even bigger storm 
was brewing. I was also born in the middle of a bitter divorce, so it comes as the 
utmost irony that I was named Katrina. I couldn’t have come at a worse time. 
That may have been an indication that more than a few challenges lay ahead of 
me. I was the youngest of three girls. Our parents had a volatile marriage; one 
with all sorts of dysfunction. My father was a truck driver who was on the road 
more than he was at home. He had issues with seeing other women, and he had a 
problem with drugs and alcohol, all of which caused friction in the marriage. The 
constant quarreling devolved into domestic violence, until finally my parents filed 
for divorce. My father disappeared, and my mother sank into a deep depression, 
following her family history of alcoholism and poverty. She and her sister moved in 
together, each having three children. Neither worked nor received child support. 
We lived in poverty, sometimes living in abandoned homes.

When I was four years old, my cousin, the youngest of the six children, 
stopped breathing in her mother’s arms. She passed away at five months old. The 
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autopsy revealed that she had died from dehydration and malnutrition, so my 
mother found herself in the midst of a homicide investigation. She pleaded guilty 
and was sent to prison for child neglect and neglect of a dependent, causing death 
as an accessory. It made headline news quickly, and my mother’s and my aunt’s 
personal lives were exposed for everyone to read. I barely have memory of those 
days, other than the flash of my mother screaming while we were put in the back 
of a car with my oldest sister’s arms wrapped around all of us. My cousins, sisters 
and I were sent to the local guardian’s home, where we would stay until we were 
placed in foster homes. Our cousins, the only boys, not only lost their little sister, 
they lost her at their mother’s and my mother’s hands.

After a time in the guardian’s home, I was sent to live with my paternal aunt 
and uncle, and my sisters were sent to our paternal grandparents’ home for a 
few years. The local newspaper wrote a story about the two boys, my cousins, 
attracting many interested couples but still the boys ended up prey to even more 
abuse.

I don’t remember much about my time at my aunt’s house, other than it was 
very clean, warm and cozy. The memory that is the clearest is the love that my 
aunt showed me. She was my aunt by marriage, as she married my father’s brother, 
but she treated me as if I were her own. After two years, the child welfare people 
thought that it would be better if I were moved to a foster home, particularly 
because my mother refused to relinquish custody rights as she has plans to regain 
custody and all things would be right again. When the caseworkers arrived to 
pick me up, they had to pull me from my aunt’s grasp, both of us kicking and 
screaming, reaching out for one another. My aunt had to go to a treatment center 
for depression to deal with the grief of losing a child, for in her eyes, I was her 
child and she was my mother. I don’t remember anything about that day or 
months afterward. I wondered why I couldn’t stay at a place that I felt loved.

My sisters later told me stories of mistreatment and abuse that they had 
experienced at our paternal grandparents’ home. Why was I spared of the abuse 
that my sisters suffered? I often was overcome with guilt, feeling bad for having 
been spared.

I don’t remember much about my childhood. In fact, my childhood is more 
like a slideshow than a series of memories; I only remember bits and pieces. 
Most of my thoughts were filled with confusion about why certain things were 
happening and why people were the way they were.

I remember the caseworkers. They were something to which we became 
accustomed. They would talk about us to whoever was our custodian at the time 
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as though we weren’t in the room. They would talk about our past and the odds 
that were stacked against us; then they would glance over at us, shaking their 
heads and sometimes ending the conversation with a heavy sigh. They labeled us 
statistics before we even got the chance to take a step of freedom.

Our dad was pretty much nonexistent. He’d had many opportunities to rescue 
us from foster care, but he never made any attempt to do so. My earliest memory 
of my father was seeing the back of his semi truck’s tail lights brighten as he 
pulled away, while I stood on a porch hearing someone say, “Wave bye-bye to 
your daddy, Katrina.”

After I left my aunt’s home and my sisters left our grandparents’ house, we 
were sent to live with an older lady in a mobile home for two years. All of our 
belongings were kept in trash bags as though we were garbage. She gave all of our 
games and toys to her grandchildren. She had very strict rules: Children were not 
allowed to sit on furniture, we would eat three square meals a day, no snacks, and 
we had to go to bed at 6:00 p.m. every night. Her brother lived with her, and he 
would gaze at us, leaving me with an unsettling feeling. It was much like the gaze 
that a vulture gives its prey as it hovers, waiting for the perfect moment to attack. 
She would allow her grandchildren to bully and taunt us, and if we stepped out of 
line, she would discipline us with a leather belt and call us little devils.

I remember when it was my birthday. I was sad not only because she did 
not acknowledge my birthday, but because she chopped off all of my hair that 
morning. All the kids told me I looked like a boy. The school counselor called me 
to her office and gave me a package of sparkled 3D stickers. I loved those stickers 
because they meant that she thought of me on my birthday. She sat me down and 
started asking me questions about my sisters’ and my living environment. I don’t 
remember what I told her, but whatever I said got me into trouble when I got 
home. Not only did my foster mother take my stickers and tear them up in front 
of me, but I also got a good beating.

A few months later, our mother was released from prison and eventually earned 
reunification custody. The first three months were the best memories that I ever 
had with her. She rented a nice little two-story apartment right across from a park 
and community center and just around the corner from the candy store. We loved 
living there. We would wake up and run across the street to play at the park. We 
felt safe and carefree and were happy to be with our mom. We would collect soda 
pop bottles and return them and buy candy with the change that we earned. Our 
mom would play records on the record player, and we would laugh, dance and 
jump on the bed. She would tell us stories and tuck us in bed at night.
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After about three months, her old habits and demons caught up with her. 
Financial troubles started setting in, which caused her to start drinking more. We 
also found out that our father had been sent to prison. He was sentenced to sixty 
years for murdering a woman he had been dating. He had committed the crime 
while he was intoxicated on a combination of alcohol and drugs. Our chances 
of ever getting to know our father were going to have to be during prison visits.

I developed an overactive imagination. I would rock on the sofa for hours 
at a time wondering about things like how the dinosaurs became extinct and 
why there were so many stars in the sky. My favorite place was the park. I would 
swing on the swing set all day, looking up at the beautiful clouds and dreaming 
about being a bird flying far away all over the world to cold and frigid places like 
Antarctica or warm places like the exotic beaches of Brazil. The neighborhood 
kids would tell me that I was a swing hogger and call me a freak, but there was no 
way I was giving up my swing. The swing set was my escape, my dream weaver.

About a year later, our maternal aunt was in work release, and she was making 
plans to get her boys back. Our mom would visit her to motivate her to stay 
focused. During her prison visits with her boys, my aunt would make promises 
that they would soon be a family again. That was until she met and became 
engaged to a man in work release. He was finishing up his sentence for child 
molestation. The case workers approached her and told her that she had a choice 
to make: end all ties with the man, because he could not be around children, 
or leave her boys in foster care and marry the man. Unfortunately, she chose to 
marry the man. After the news reached the boys, the older one became very angry 
and combative. It made it difficult to convince foster families to keep him for 
long, and he switched homes frequently. The abandonment and instability just 
made an angry kid angrier.

My mother found it difficult to find and keep a job due to her criminal record 
and lack of education. We lived in severe poverty and never stayed in one place for 
long, moving with our belongings in trash bags again and again. As a result, we 
switched schools quite often, moving from one underfunded school to another. 
The instability made it hard to make friends or focus on school. As for utilities, 
if we had lights, we had no heat; if we had heat; we had no water and so on. The 
light that she had when she first got us back started dimming, as supporting three 
girls all alone wasn’t working out as she had planned. I often looked at the stress 
on her face and wondered if my mother thought that she had made the wrong 
decision in getting us back. Did she regret it? Did she think we would have been 
better off if she had left us? Whatever the case, I could tell that the responsibility 
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was wearing her down, so I tried my best to stay out of her way. She had good 
intentions, but good intentions didn’t keep food in our bellies and a roof over our 
heads. There were times where I would attempt to lie on her lap, but her mind 
was so boggled with worries about how we were going to survive that she would 
push me away. I just wanted affection, but her mind was so clouded that she never 
noticed. Although I was a child, I felt sorry for my mother. I just wanted her to be 
happy. I would make wishes on stars and pray in my childish dialect that “she will 
get a good job so she won’t be so sad about money all the time.”

She dated a man who moved in with us for awhile. My oldest sister was fifteen 
and would challenge our mother. She was angry with her over things that had 
happened; as a result, she became rebellious. They often had mother and teen 
daughter arguments, after which my sister would threaten to run away, storm out 
of the house and slam the door. One afternoon, my mom’s boyfriend walked by 
my sister as she sat on the sofa watching television and stomped on her foot just 
because it was in his way. My mother was incensed. She pulled out a hammer, 
chased him out of the house and then ran upstairs. She gathered his clothes and 
threw them out the second-story window. I watched as they gently wafted to the 
ground in slow motion like snow-flakes falling from the sky. The homeless men 
from the alley behind us came to gather the heaven-sent jeans and shirts and run 
off with them. The police showed up, and my middle sister and I started crying 
and hugging each other, afraid that they were going to arrest our mom again and 
take us back to foster care. The police ended up taking a police report and told 
my mother’s boyfriend to leave but allowed him to gather up the remainder of his 
things. We never saw him again.

After about a year, our mother met a man through her brother. My mother’s 
new boyfriend had just been released from prison after serving fifteen years for 
shooting a police officer in the leg during a botched robbery. We liked him 
because he seemed to make our mother happy. But just like her, he battled the 
same demons of alcohol, a criminal record, and difficulty finding and keeping a 
job. He treated us nicely. He taught us how to play poker; we would play with 
beans instead of money. He also taught us how to crochet, a skill that he acquired 
while serving his sentence. He was never a sentimental man; when he showed 
affection, it was quick and brief. One time when I lost a tooth, he woke me up 
in the middle of the night, handed me a dollar and said, “I don’t believe in that 
tooth fairy stuff, so here’s your dollar.” I kissed him on the cheek and went back 
to sleep with a smile on my face.

One afternoon they were waiting to greet my sister and me after we came 
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home from school. “We got married!” they both declared, smiling and holding 
hands. They had gone to the courthouse and made it official. My middle sister 
and I smiled and ran into the kitchen and made them a candlelight dinner. It 
was a concoction of all sorts of things, including corn with cheese and macaroni 
with ketchup. We even played hostess and waitress, saying things like, “And what 
would the gentleman like to have?” They just laughed but still ate every single 
bite, raving about how delicious it all was.

Our mom loved that man. They understood one another, their souls 
entwined with sorrow and tribulation. They got along great most of the time but 
sometimes would get into drunken fights over differing views of such subjects as 
the Holocaust, the Battle of Wounded Knee, various conspiracy theories, secret 
societies and the assassination of John F. Kennedy. Although they had criminal 
records and alcohol problems, they were very intelligent people. Both had studied 
world history, and they would fiercely argue when they disagreed about certain 
historical facts or perspectives. Due to my mother’s tribal roots, if my stepdad said 
anything bad about Native Americans, he would get a plate thrown at his head 
quicker than he could blink.

Our mom had journals of writings, and we always admired her talent and 
were amazed at the beautiful things that she had written. She told us how her 
dream was to go to college, but the summer after graduating from high school, she 
got pregnant by our father and before she knew it, her life became entangled in 
domestic violence and infidelity. She somehow had a terrible habit of surrounding 
herself with toxic people. This brought her even more problems and ultimately 
led her to prison where she was beaten and called a baby-killer. She wore sorrow 
on her face as if it were a permanent tattoo. I’m certain that during her time in 
prison, she wondered how her life turned out so wrong after she had plans for it 
to go so right.

Our stepfather was an atheist and had no problem proclaiming it. When the 
Jehovah’s Witnesses would come by, he loved to argue and debate with them, 
telling them that he didn’t “reach for pies in the sky.” I often wondered what 
would make him think that there was no God. Did something terrible happen 
after he prayed for God to rescue him? While he was in prison for fifteen years, 
did he feel that God had abandoned him, or had he never felt His presence at all?

My stepfather worked odd jobs for years, hanging drywall or painting houses, 
but it was very difficult to take care of a family with an odd-job salary and an 
alcohol problem. Even though he had trouble providing for us, we still respected 
and admired him for staying and trying to raise children that weren’t his. He 
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would take us to visit his mother, and we just adored her. She raised ten children 
on her own after her husband left one night. She always had a beautiful smile on 
her face and appeared twenty years younger than she was. We would walk into a 
home that was filled with Bibles and art with Scripture, so I was puzzled by her 
son’s ending up an atheist. She would feed us, and before we could even eat the 
first plateful, she would have a second with dessert following.

We would then return home to an empty refrigerator and cabinets, so we 
would visit an old vending machine factory after hours to retrieve outdated food 
from the dumpster to eat. During the summer months, we would turn on the fire 
hydrants to bathe, and when it rained, we would wash our hair in the water falling 
from gutters. Oh, how I loved it when it rained. After a time, we noticed that our 
mom and stepdad became more careless and cold and seemed to drink more and 
more, which didn’t help their finances.

I often lived in a fantasy world, which were both a blessing and a curse. It 
created a vision and an escape to a better life, but it often made me naive due to 
the fairytales that brainwashed me into thinking that someday Prince Charming 
was going to ride up on his white horse and save me. I somehow believed that 
I was Cinderella and that one day I would marry a man who was tall, dark and 
handsome. I would often dream about what our house would look like, what I 
would name our children and even the wedding dress that I would wear.


