A Child’s

A Custody

BY Abam FIFIELD &
MICHAEL LESHER

Neustein Jast saw
dnughtcr. Inside
Manhattan Be
where she lives with her parents, en-
larged photos of Sherm cenly a(inm
the walls. Taped to the fircplace
mantle is a roughly scrawled note
b)'_thc then six-year-old girl pro-
clmming, “I want ro g0 home!”
"T.his fcels like 2 shivah? savs
_Ncustcm, who occasionally slibs
Into the grief-stricken nmm]éia of a
parent who has lost a child. Bur
Sherry is not dead. Now 16, she
lives with her Orthodox Jewish fa-
ther—whom Ncustein belicves h
sexually abused her.
In her father's care since 1988.
Sherry has suffered from anorexia
NCrvosa so severe that ar one point

.\hg was h(mpimlind with an arro-
phied brain. and what one
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c1an descnibed as “the worst case of
Cmaciatoon | have cVer scen”

v : .
Nceusrein received
hiled by Sherry’s father in carly Au-
EZust mdu.mng that Sherrv is still be-

ln\\.‘ her Appropnatc height and
W (’llgh(. She s isolared in her lather's
strictly Orthodox world In
Woodmere, 1.4 e Island
cut ofl from conracr with
Ler mict e cand mater o
grandparents. \

As Mayor Giuliani |
and his newly appoimted \
head of the Administra-
non for Children’s Ser-
vices, Nicholas Scoppetta, |
hegin to draft reforms for
the belcagucred dhild wel
fare system, it is important
that Sherry Neustan not be
forgotten. Her case 1s un
usual in the scruniny it has
recarved from a number of
ourside sources. But the re :
sults have been the same :
The dhld 1s snll Inang with
her acaused abuser, and her
casc file 1s lost somewhae in the vast
ncss of the duld wdlfare system

T'he Necustan case has imvohved a
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guagmure of ary and judiaal apenacs,

the internventon of several promncnt
polinazans, TV ralk show APPCIArances
and noesvspapcr columns, and cven a re
qucst for mosie nghts. In Oaober,
» -~
}1'7!*,":“.'( olians will publish 2 book n
mvestigamee reporier Raron Winne o
Y,');; )g‘;:j SUUSC Ol ssamnmcn mthacoom
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RICE. has Aooieg e ,u.ﬂ 1 ars 1
getnng her danghiter back and haping
other somen @ sumular STty s

When Noosicin’s mothor accused hor
son-an-daw. Dr. Ozzc Orbach, ol scau
ally abusing Shorry in 1986, NNecustcin
found horsall assaulted by ocvery arm ol
the duld sliare systcm

cven and a half yvears
have passed since Amy

her

the
ach house

In mid August, the 1
Dr. Orbach at the Vere
tration I-Iospiml in St. Albans, where
he is an mntermist, His demeanor was

dctachc.d, and I)c spoke in an almost
mechanical fashlqn, S

ice visited
ans' Adminis.

T : aying repeatedly,
I have nothmg to prove.” When asked
about ch

arges of abuse, he said, “No
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comment.”
When presented with his ex-wife's
claim thar he was a cold father, he re-
marked, “1 have custody of the child —
| think thar speaks for itsell, All T can
tell you . . L as that I've been cleared
He added, “Your story isn't ZOING to
change anything™
He may be nght. Appeals to child
protective agenaies by former City
Counal pressdent Andrew Stein, Con-
gressman Jerrold Nadler, and Srare
Scenatonr David Parerson have failed to
prosngd a2 reexamination of  the
’ Children’s Rights of
AMCIICA S .'xl‘p(‘.\l o \('nmx'((.\ in f\hy
10 relcase Shermy’s files has nor been
grantcd. Also in May, Congresswoman
Carolyn Maloney appealed 1o ULS., At-
torney General Janet Reno for a feder-
al review of the case (her office was in-
{rrmned i July that the marter had been
referred 1o the Department of | {calth
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been answered.

_ Amy Neustein
coominal consp

Ices). A Voice request
with Scnppcn.\ has not

: is the victim of a
McKenna fon‘nlcm(?;‘ A e

nna, r counsel to the stare
senatc's nNow-defunct Sclect Commit-
tcc on Crime for 17 years, who con-

..é‘;..'".

ducted an investigation of the
Neustein case for the committee in
1987, Senator Paterson, who has
held two sets of hearings into
Brooklyn Family Court’s handling
of the case in 1989 and 1993, has
deseribed “an ntensely ferocious
cllort made by judges, service and
law-guardian agencies, rabbis, and
clected ofhicials to protect the father
from an investigation” Paterson,
McKenna, and others believe that the
handling of this case may be linked to
powerful players within Brooklyn’s Or-
thodox Jewish communiry, who have
been both offended by Neustein's pern-
odic, public broadsides against Ortho-
dox leaders and sympathetic to an Or-
thodox father accused of molestation.

" "

my Neustein and Ozzie Or-
bach were married in 1979
and divorced in 1983, with
Neustein receiving custody of the cou-
ple’s only child; three-year-old Sherry.
According to Neustein, Orbach was
“gallant™ and “charming”™ before they
marred but changed abruptly after the
wedding, “Itwas a toral cessation of so-
cial activity, sexual relations, and com-
panionship,” she told Carmen Alonso,
a psychiatnst designated to C\'.\It_l.\lc l\f:r
during family court proceedings in

Amy Neusteln’s "war room,” where she
fights for custody of her daughter

at Stake

Fight Becomes » Political Nightmaye

1987.

After the divorce, she allowed Or-
bach to regularly visit the child unril
I\‘Iay lf)f}ﬁ. While Visiting Sherry ar
Neustein's parents® Ulster County sum-
mer home, Amy’s mother says she saw
Orbach molesting the child. “He was
lying on the floor in the hallway with

Sherry on top of his pelvic arca”
she later testified ar Stare Senator
Paterson’s hearings. “He was
holding her wrists very tightly
and he was gyrating back and
forth. I immediatcly pulled Sher-
ry off of his pelvis to find his
Pants were unzippered, and he
was wet,”

Child psychologist Anne
Mcltzer, who coauthored some
of the guidelines on sex abusc
used in New York courts, inter-
viewed Sherry after the alleged
incident and indicated she had
“strong reason to believe that
Sherry had been sexually abused
on more than one occasion by
her father” Sherry told Meltzer
and a caseworker from  the
Brooklyn Socicty for the Preven-
tnon of Cruclty to Children

(BSPCC) thar her father had

abused her and expressed anxiery
B about being in his presence to
i = another psychologist,

z\u'm'd'mg 10 Jeremialhy
McKenna, the Ulster County
3 DAL imtially pursued charpes

.J \gm\‘\ Cvtbveh Inge e ;mu-d the
= case after someone from the
) - BSPCC called the office ro say
“the child had recanted the abuse
charges. But BSPCC agent
Robert Sloan later testified to the
exact opposite in court. Ulster
County assistant D.A. John Prizzia says
he spoke to Sloan, telling the Voree,
do have in my notes that she had re-
canted.” bue that he could not remem-
ber whether it was Sloan who told him
so. Both Neustein and her mother
were interviewed by BSPCC, bura full
six months after the allegation, Orbach
had not. When contacted by the Voiee,
Sloan refused comment.

Last Friday, Orbach provided the
Vaice with a copy of an unsigned letter
addressed to Senator Paterson and sent
after his 1993 hearings. The letter
charged, among other things, that the
Neusteins’ credibility could be called
Into question because they made the
abuse allegation just five days after Or-
bach filed for custody of Sherry, and
that they allowed Orbach to visit her af-
ter the alleged abuse took place.
Neustein says her mother waited to
make the abuse report because her fa-
ther, Rabbi Abraham Neustein, did not
want to embarrass his family by pub-
licly ainng an issue that is taboo in the
Orthodox community. She also admits
that she allowed Orbach to visit the
child under supervised conditions to
avert a further custody proceeding.

Orbach also points to a tape-
recarded phone conversation benween
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| Conversanon in which ch theeae-
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Coached into belicving ghe had been
abuscd and o lenste; |

: "C that the Neusteins had b

] n’mcd:;am:scdu'g:wprcmf::

| ﬁ'or:‘igzxzmgc' toQy of the duld

I'he BSPOC— 27 thae Dme under

Qty contracy o wIvestigase child abuse

: entually dropped its case

agamnst Orbach, dedaring thar the sex

abuse charges were groundicss despite
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:
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which were similar ¢ 2 chad thare
might have been scxually abused ™ (A
Cursory mvestigation by the Brookivn
| D.A.’.js officc, which canceled irs O:;Ey

dpportment wich N custcin, also
found no cvidence of scxual or other
al.)u.sc.)' Instcad, the BSPCC har
Ncustein wieh a “negler” charge for

f.}:lmg to protect her daugheer from
abusc—and then,

charged her wich making a falsc abuse
rCport.

~ On Oacober 21, 1986, Brooklyn
Family Cour judge Jeffrey Galler
1§sucd a preliminary order removing
Sherry from her mother's custody on
the grounds thar Ncustein had failed 1o
:fncx.)_d a psyd:u!ugiql cvaluanon. Ac-
Ccor g o McKenna's report, Sherry
Ncustcin was removed and placed in
foster care for 16 months withour a
legally required hcanng and on the ba-
sis of 3 preliminary court order thar did
not aire grounds for removal. “That or-
der 1s illegal on its face” insists McKen-
na, who has campaigned graus on
Ncustein’s behalf since 1987, “Ar the
minmum, the removal of Sherry
Ncustein from her home viglated the
Consurunon, our stare stantcs, dea-
sions of our highest court, and decen-
€y; he wrote in 2 1987 memo to Saare
Scnator Chnstopher Mcga. When
rcached by the Voice, Judge Gallet re-
fused comment.
Sharry’s nme 1n foster care was
overseen by the Orthodox-run Ohdl
Children’s Home 2nd Family Services,
which cares for Omthodax Jewish chil-
dren. A psychiamst, Dr Sidncy Fan,
would later resufy in famaly court thar
Sherry saud her stay in foster care was
“muscrable . . . she was reated tem-
bly” Whiec Ohd sharply Lmued
Ncustan’s access to Shary, her fa-
ther—although acoused of molcsung
her—wisited her at the home of her
then foster father, pediamnaan Max
Bulmash. In the fall of 1987, Chaya
Berger, 2 fostar mother under Ohhci’;
su siS)(;ﬂ, rcpon 1ed char S}AG'T” -
agr:;lzmcd thar her father had mo-
lested her dunng 2 visst. While Ohdl
daims to have made the requured re-
port to the state dhuld zbusc hort line,
there 1s no record thar it did so.
Larer, in 1992, Bulmash was re-
ricdly investigaied by the Brooklyn
A_ for apparcntly failing 10 make
legatly sequaned child sbuse seports in 2
casc involving aghi-ycar-o )amv'

. : Swzczor , Dawved
i-iz.-advmcz::acc.:bn:hc Voicz, r=-
&fsz:d:.z:“&ddocsﬁikxchcp-

: - <4 questions have
rassed abour the Credubebiry of G*:b:z
asscssment.
e l:j L%’ E:: CXPCIts on mcest
o CQ fam i e Journad nicrper-
30;::? i’wlau'c with J]TLL{:::: f‘{‘:i;?,- un-
substannated daims thar cowld misdcad
Siqans and lopal deasion makers .
to the dezniment of a large mumber of
children . . . who have actually been
scxually abused” Green, a published
CXpart on sexaal abuse in Custody dis-
putcs, rold l‘hC Voiuce e is “\'igd.uu" N
disproy ing falsc abusc complains

Onc indisputable fact is that Sher-
ry’s health preapitously deteriorased af-
ter she was placed in her father’s per-
mancnt custody. Neustein’s attomcy,
Julia He, says that on onc visit with
the child in March 1989, cight-ycar-old
Sherry “looked like a concentration-
amp vicam.” Rachel Anolick, who al-
$O saw her at the nme, offers a challing
descripnon: “Her skin was grey. Her
€yes were sunken. She was so thin, her
skin wnnkled around her cycs.”
Neustan rushed her to Kings County
Hospiral, where Dr. Jeff Bimbaum said
thar had she not been hospitalized, she
could have dicd.

But her father, himsclf a practicing
physiaan, removed Sherry from Kings
County and transferred her to Brook-
dalc Hospiral, where she remained for
six weeks hooked up 1o an IV, When
the maner reached Brooklyn Family
Court, Judge Deutsch punished
Ncustan with an indcfinite suspension
of har visimnion privileges. Orbach was
ncver charged with neglect or abuse in
connecion with this inadent.

Orbach contends in the 1993 let-
ter to Paterson thar the visits berween
Sherry and her mother contnbuted 1o
the girl’s anorcuia. Bur Sherry’s anorex-
12 connnucd well afier Neustein’s visi-
ranon was indcfinitely suspended. Ac-
cording 10 a Newsday story, Sherry lost
11 pounds in two weeks in the summer
of 1992, three years after Neustein had
last scen Sherry. '

Coun-appoinicd Psychuloglsl
Steven Klee, who examined Sherry,
submuned an Apnl 1989 affidavit o the
stalc scnale sug#csling thar the “carly

onsct of this disorder [anorexia » >

and “wamned mxe 10 cease 23y InQurics
1220 the Newsicin case > Thompsos do-
facs the allcganion, A
‘cecran chald welfare caseworker
'I:«‘_')skhc Hammon — who was handed a
30-day suspension in Jamuary for a
comancnt she had made on the Elsa
Igicrdo case oo Worid Naws
Tomight — abso took heat on the New.
sicmm Casce, In 1992, when she ingrased
(&‘xu Sherry’s Sic—all she wanged o
K0w was whether the gird was adive of
dead — her swormn afiidavis indicases she
was scverely reprimanded. Accordang
t0 Hasmon, Sherry’s file shows a hisso-
ry of maczion. For BASTANNT, A MATSC 28
Brookdale Hospaal in 1989 overbeard
the cmaascd el ecll her faeher, “Myou
don’t get mc out of this hospatal, I'm
going to tcll everything” and reporsed
the stasemcnt 10 a child welfare case-
worker, But, accosding ro Harmon,
“There was no follow-up on whar the
chald sasd”

This scrics of cvents cannot be as-
cnbed solcly 1o the sysiem’s faidure. Scv-
cral individuals and agencics may have
played a part in protecing Orbach.

® Obhel Children’s Home is an
Orthodox community bubwark, which
shares officials with such groups as the
Onthodox Union and the National
Council of Young Isracl. Marcel We-
ber, an attorney for Ohel, is board
chair of the Orthodox Union. Power
brokers, inchuding State Assemblyman
Dov Hikind, Asscmbly Speaker Shel-
don Silver, and Mayor Giubiani, have
been feted at Ohel Rancrions., Ocbacly’s
former brother-in-law, Martin Berg-
er—who has denounced Neustein and
scrves as Orbach’s spokesperson— has
a cousm, Sendy Berger, who sits on
Ohel’s board of directors. Rabbi Ismael
Kravitz, the only rabbi o testify on
Neustemn’s behalf ar Paterson’s 1993
hearings, told the Voice: “The others
are afraid. The oppasition frightened
them.” When asked to identify the op-
position, he names Ohel Children’s
Home,

® Inaape of the May 1987 eval-
uation session with Dr. Arthur Green
that Neustein secretly recorded, Green
tells her he had already spoken with
the judges and others involved in the
case who “think it [the sex abuse) did-
n't happen” The Amenican Bar Associ-
ation Caode of Judicial Conducr stares
thar a judge is compelled to recuse
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e n .99.1, Scaxsor Paserson for-
S22y compiamned o the Sgage Com-
s=uson o Judicd Conduc that
Fadec Deurschs Law scoretary, Sscven |
Mossofsky —an Ochodax fow who is |

o the board of the Councl of Jewish

Ocganizanions of Flarbush —sat In oa

t_-sgxztgs;n:‘t&wchmcmka» ;
tadaes the wimesscs, Mosaofsky, cue- ‘
Rty pecsident of Young Istacd of

Mad 'Mu’g:ﬁcﬁxmc:pttskk:xd !
the Redwood Syaagaguc i Brookiyn, |
where &‘bacﬁ was a segndar congre- |
sn. -\C&: lkm » DO L&w*w I
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Lo of the Justice Deparumncns, Pascr- |
m&gcd:h&hcmc&vcda;\tuxd |
from Seasc Asscrmblyman Dov Hikind, |
an Oezhodox sperson, He daams |
Hkmnd “issucd a sterm waming 1o me ‘

thae 1 showld nog hobd he heanng. The |

asscamblyman insisted thas Dr. Ocbach \
1S ImEnOcoRt of scexual abuse” Pagerson |
WSO wroee thaz councd member Una \

Claske adviscd ham “thag f | proceed-

dox jewish and Hasidic Communty |

would be coming afier mic, and that it
would be unlikely thar I would ever be
clecied to office again in New York
Cary” Claske says she does not recall the
comment. Moshe Faskowitz, Orbach’s
rabbi at the timie, told the Voice: “Ohel
called Hikind and said, ‘Geg
Pazerson off our back? » Hikind did not
respond to the Voice’s repeated requests
for comment.

@ Orbach und Mastin cr paud
Patcrson a visir in his Hardem office, Pa-
tcrson says, o persuade him not o
hold the hearings. When contacted by
the Voice, Berger confirmed that the
two men met with Paterson to tell him
that the hcanngs would “upscr” Sher-
ry. He later referred 1o Paterson as a
“Jerk™ and a “liar” and to Congressman
Nadler, also a Neustein advocate, as an
“idhot” Berger says thag in 1993, before
Paterson’s hearings, the two men also
met with Hikind. Berger contnibured
to the assemblyman’s campaign in May
1993 because “he’s very good for the
Jewish community, and (ﬁ.\t’s my way
of thanking him” Akhough refusing 1o
allow Paterson, Nadler, and others to
sce Sherry, Berger Rumished the Voice
with a 1992 videorape of the child’s bat
mirzvah in which a noticeably thin, but
not malnourished, Sherry celebrates
with her friends.

Sherry, who has taken her fathers
last name, Orbach, is now completely
estranged  from  her mother.  For

Neustein, the only knowledge of her
daughter comes in bimonthly medical
reports sent to her by Orbach. “1’'m liv-
ing in limbo these past 10 years” she
says. *1 just want this to end? -

\
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