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Magistrelli lost her children, in part, because she said she raised the suspicion that
her girls were being molested by their father.

"l am being punished because | an a mandated reporter and | followed afederal
law that states | must report the suspicion of child sexual abuse,” Magistrelli said.
"I was never accused of coaching the girlsand | had never brought up sexua
abuse to my girls; they brought it up to me."

Allegations of sexua abuse have become alightning rod issue in child custody
cases, because they are both difficult to prove and difficult to overlook.

Amy Neustein, Ph.D and co-author of From Madness to Mutiny: Why Mothers
are Running from the Family Courts, said that mothers who raise all egations of
sexual abuse are often punished with the loss of custody — even when thereis no
proof that the abuse charges were fabricated or that they did anything to harm
their children's welfare.

"Bringing up such charges causes such discomfort on the part of judges they
often make the mistake of over-reliance on court auxiliaries such as mental health
experts, guardians and socia caseworkers," Neustein said. " So we see a rash of
mothers losing custody and, in some cases, even visitation. Mothers are often
expunged from the life of the child. Even if the mother committed murder, she
wouldn't be expunged. She'd see her kidsin jail. But judgestry to put closure on
the issue and try to stamp out the abuse charge, because it's so vexing, so
troublesome.

"They go into overdrive to eliminate the charge," Neustein added. "How? They
eliminate the accuser.”

Expert questions process

Neustein, who livesin New Jersey, said that the loss of visitation in effect
circumvents the prospect of recurring complaints and clears troublesome cases
from courtrooms.

Annette Zender, alicensed foster parent from Woodstock, lost custody of her
only daughter after raising concerns of possible sexual abuse by the girl's father.
After the sobbing child talked of recurring problems with her father in supervised
visits with her mother — conversations that were recorded by a paid supervisor,
Zender was limited to telephone visitation on the urging of the child's court-
appointed guardian ad litem.

Neustein raises another concern over how women are treated in family court.

"| studied 20 years of custody litigation, including casesin Illinoisand | was
absolutely stunned that no psychiatrist, no judge, ever asked about nurturing,”
Neustein said. "That role is completely eclipsed by mother as litigant — her
behavior toward guardians, her attitudes toward socia workers, whether she
displays hostility in court.”

Women like Magistrelli and Zender admit they have struggled with depression
after losing their children. Zender said she could barely get out of bed for two
years after she lost her daughter in 2001. She found healing, she said, once she
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decided to fight back.

Jobst Compression
"It'slike you've been in atrain wreck," said Zender, who like Magistrelli, Stockings
borrowed heavily from her parents to pay attorney fees and other legal fees
assessed by the court. "When you finally come to, you're in a daze, your picking

through the rubble, looking for other survivors." RHNIEAE BIEEES & SUTEIE
Wheelchair Cushions &

Ortho pillows

Las Vegas Tickets

Both women continue to face litigation brought by the fathers of their children,

who want even stricter limits on — or no visitation. Place your site here - click
here for more info

"None of us have been accused of any crimes,” Zender said. "But we're labeled
delusional, crazy aienators. What we are is perfectly stable mothers who have
lost our children to wealthy, abusive fathers."

Both women, along with dozens of other mothers who have lost custody based on
expert opinions, have filed complaints with various local and state reporting
agencies. Magistrelli has formed Mothers Without Custody, a not-for-profit
group aimed at providing information and support for women in custody
litigation.

"1 will speak to any group, anywhere, anytime on this topic,” Magistrelli said.
"The world needs to hear what is going on in these courts. We need to prepare
women so they will not lose their kids."

tail Coming Tuesday: Three mothers who lost custody in the 19th Judicial Circuit
Court file a$15 million discrimination suit.

5/9/05
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