Snowfall

An account of the FIA, the courts, and others assigned the task of protecting children
doing everything but.

Please note - the Family Independence Agency officialy changed itstitle to the Department of Human
Services on March 15", 2005.

Lunch break was just about over. Several people were standing around outside
my place of employment in Dearborn dreading having to go back in and get back to our
software development, script writing, user administration, and a myriad of other tasks
that waited just about any IT professional returning from lunch.

The weather outside was pleasant. It was early spring in southeastern Michigan.
The temperature was in the sixties and we were taking it all in before marching back to
our cubiclesto finish off the work day. One of my co-workers commented that snow was
surely done for the season now. He had recently moved to Michigan from China, and
was unfamiliar with the climate and the sometimes crazy Michigan weather.

Another co-worker (anative Michigander) made the silly remark that he didn’t
remember it snowing thislate in the year for quite awhile.

| smiled. 1t wasn't ahappy smile; it was one of a bittersweet satisfaction. | knew
for afact he was wrong, but the reason | knew was nothing that could possibly make me
happy.

“Two years ago today it was snowing” | said. Everyone sensed the sudden mood
changein my voice. About half of the group gathered outside knew the reason for my
sudden mellowing. The other half were relatively new hires, and just sensed that it was
now time to go from everyone else.

The date was March 25", 2004. True, it was a nice day out, and after
experiencing aday like that, one would think that spring wasin full effect and snow for
the season was nothing but a memory until late fall. Being from Michigan though, one
knows better.

It wasn't so much the snow | remember from two years prior. It was the sense of
shock and surrender as | stared out of the back of my father-in-law’s SUV while being
stuck in atraffic jam on southbound I-75. My wife was next to me, staring out the other
window with exactly the same expression. The fact that it was snowing simply added a
Capra-esque veil of helplessness over an already incomprehensible day.

We were on our way back from the Lincoln Hall of Juvenile Justice in Detroit,
Michigan. It was March 25™, 2002. Three days earlier a Child Protective Services (CPS)
worker by the name of Grace Nalepa had taken our youngest son, Mark Alan Valenti |1,
into state custody and placed him in foster care in the custody of my wife’'ssister. On
this day she dropped the other shoe and working in conjunction with Assistant Attorney
Genera (AAG) Sheryl Little-Fletcher who represented the FIA and Lawyer-Guardian ad
litem (LGAL) William Elliot Ladd who “represented” our children, Nalepa had the rest
of our children removed from their and our home.



Snow covered everything that day. A blanket of white. The color of surrender.

July of 1997 iswhen | first met Gina. | thought she was the most beautiful thing |
had ever seen. We were at a4™ of July party of amutual friend. Ginahad her two
children with her, Ryan (6) and Todd (4). They had such personalities, not to mention
the inherited attractiveness of their mother.

Almost immediately we hit it off. At the time | was a mechanical engineer in
Dearborn. | had just graduated from Michigan Technological University two years
earlier. Ginawas amanager at amajor grocery store chain in Southgate. A few years
prior she had moved back down from mid-Michigan after her husband (and biological
father of Ryan and Todd) was killed in an automobile accident.

Gina's husband, Todd, died of head injuries. They were al in the car at the time.
Ginawas asleep in the passenger seat and pregnant with Todd 11, Ryan was buckled up in
his car seat in the back. Todd went to change lanes and ended up in a head-on collision
with acar in the oncoming lane. Todd died instantly. Gina suffered several fractures and
apunctured lung. Shewas in a comatose state for two weeks afterward.

Ryan appeared to be aright. He showed signs of post-traumatic stress syndrome
after having his father laying on top of him for the approximate 30 minutes it took for
EMSto arrive. In the weeks and monthsto follow it was clear there was something
further with Ryan. He sustained a closed-head injury that has set back some of his basic
skills drastically.

When | had met them they had recovered and were coping. Todd was born just
five months after the car accident. Gina had some surface scars and suffered from
arthritis at the age of 28 but was otherwise fine save the occasional breathing problem
from her lung. Ryan was ayear behind in school. His speech was not as far along as it
should be, and he had problems coping with others. Aside from that he was a very witty
child who would have been considered quite intelligent if not for his speech deficiency.

| myself had an unremarkable past. | was a high school and (somewhat) college
athlete. | wasin the midst of studying my 4™ martial art and almost a black belt in
Hapkido. | loved computers and could easily have been considered a techno-geek. | also
loved engineering. | had all of the partying out of my system by that time (I was 26), and
| was ready for afamily.

Wefédl inlove relatively fast. Within 8 months we were living together and
planning on getting married. We married in June of 1998. After that we moved into a
house in Wyandotte and William (Willy) was born in 1999. Mark (Moo) was born the
next year.

Our family was complete. We were financially stable and starting to enjoy life
the way afamily should. Ginaquit her job shortly after we moved in together so that she
could stay at home and take care of Todd and Ryan. My income was more than enough
for usto live comfortably on. We made a conscious decision for her to quit, and we
agreed that she would not get another job until after the youngest was in school full-time.
| had moved on from being a mechanical engineer to take ajob as a software engineer for
one of the more recognizabl e automobile companies headquartered in Dearborn.

Asit turned out, Moo was a full-time job himself. He constantly tested his
boundaries and the world around him. To him, nothing was off-limits. He developed



much more quickly than Willy did, and according to Gina, faster than Ryan and Todd
also.

2001 was a year of discovery and milestones for Moo. He was crawling at 7
months and walking along furniture at 8 months. It seemed each day he learned some
new trick that would take us completely by surprise.

At 9 months he even crawled up onto a chair and grabbed a bottle of furniture oil
out of abasket on our dining room table. He was able to get the lid off himself and
almost drank some before | saw what he was up to. Until that time we had no idea he
could climb athing.

Of course to be safe, we took him to the hospital. They did x-raysto be sure that
his lungs weren't filling up with fluid from the vapors. When they did, they discovered
that he had a healing rib fracture. Thistook my wifeand | by surprise. We were frantic,
we had no ideathat our little Moo had been hurt for a month or two. He showed no signs
of discomfort. We mulled over and over how it could have happened. We realized that
about a month and a half earlier, Moo had crawled up behind a vacuum cleaner and
pulled the foot-release. The full weight of the vacuum cleaner hit him in the back,
leaving a bruise in the exact spot where the x-rays revealed the broken rib. He cried
pretty loudly at the time, but after afew minutes calmed down and showed no more signs
of discomfort. Ginaand | both had suffered broken ribs in the past, so neither of us
thought he could possibly have a broken rib without being in constant pain.

A few months later Gina was playing with Moo on Todd’' s bed. When she went
to lift him off, he screamed. Ginahadn’t realized that Moo’ s foot had become wedged
between the bed frame and mattress. Afterward, Moo wouldn’t walk without alimp. |
decided to take him to the hospital for x-rays. The hospital didn’t find anything and told
me it was a sprained ankle, and to schedule a follow-up visit with our pediatrician in 7-10
daysif he wasn't better.

Being aformer athlete, I’ ve had more than my fair share of sprained ankles. |
knew Moo’ s ankle was more than sprained. So did Gina. That next day Ginatook Moo
to our pediatrician, who ordered a second set of x-rays. He was able to find a hairline
tibiafracturein hisleft leg. Our doctor admitted that there medically was nothing that
could be done for this fracture, but knowing our son decided to have it cast up anyway.
When Ginatook him to the bone specialist later that day to get the cast put on, he said
that was the third child with that type of fracture already that week. It was Monday.

Moo, in the typical trooper fashion he always exhibited, learned quickly to walk
with hisnew cast. He hobbled around everywhere ailmost right away. In a matter of days
he was even able to run with his cast on.

It broke our hearts to see him in that cast, but it also made me feel good to see
how he adapted. 1t was clear that Moo would never let any excuse slow him down. No
obstacle was too big for Moo when he made up hismind. In the short time he’d been on
Earth, I’d learned alot from that little boy.

2002 was looking to be the most exciting year in any of our lives. | was getting
back into wrestling, and was registered to wrestle at the Folkstyle World Championships
at the Pontiac Silverdome in March along with my brother-in-law Jesse (Gina s sister’s
husband). In April, Thomas the Tank Engine (afavorite of Todd and Willy’s) was
coming to Greenfield Village for the first time and our family was invited to an exclusive
dinner at the Toledo Zoo. Ginaand | had tickets to see the Kids in the Hall on tour in



May. But most exciting of all, we were taking our children to Disney World in the
middle of April. None of our boys had ever been there, and Ginaand | were very young
the last time each of uswas there. Personally | did not remember much of Disney World,
but | did remember that it was magical.

We had been planning that trip for months. We had been saving up for it and we
were ready to seal the deal by buying the tickets. Somehow we were able to keep from
sharing our excitement with the kids, but each day it got harder and harder. Initially we
wanted to keep it a complete secret until we actually drove down there and they could
discover it with their own eyes. But we couldn’t wait.

Early March we ordered a Disney vacation planning video. On March 15™ it
arrived. My wife and | discussed what to do. The next day we were going to be taking
our boys to Southland Mall to get their picture taken with our nephew, Vinnie. There
was a Disney store at the mall that sold tickets to Disney World. We decided to tell the
children the morning of the 16", right before the picture and subsequently the purchase of
the tickets.

That morning we got up and | made a special breakfast for the entire family (I
pride myself on my eggs and omelets). Unfortunately I’m the only onein my family that
likes eggs, so my eggstravaganza was reduced to flipping pancakes as usual.

After everyone had a chance to digest their breakfast we pulled out the video and
put it in without saying aword. Our children were captivated by it. Y ou could seethe
wonder and amazement in their eyes as their jaws hung open and the endless parade of al
things Disney hypnotized them. They were mystified much like | remember being when
| went asachild. It almost brought tearsto our eyes.

After about 10 minutes of watching came the inevitable: “Mom! Dad! Can we
go???

We hmm’ d and hawww’ d about it without answering them. For the next half
hour or so my wife and | tortured ourselves with our secret while they watched the rest of
the video.

Finally, the video was over. Ginaand | stood up. Gina spoke: “Kids, your father
has something to tell you.”

4 pairs of big, bright eyes stared up at me.

“In afew weeks we're going to Disney World.”

Moo didn’'t quite understand what | was saying, but the rest did quite easily. |
was quickly tackled by the most happy children in the universe, and then Ginawas
leveled with just as much love. We couldn’t have been happier at that moment.

The day went quickly after that. Ryan and Todd received even more good news
when Angela (my sister-in-law a.k.a. CeCe) called and invited the two older ones to stay
over that Saturday night.

We packed up the kids and headed to Southland. The photo session went well. |
think it was the first photo we had professionaly taken in which all of our children were
smiling. Even Vinnie was smiling. It wasn’t hard, they were all excited about the news.

When the sitting was over we all made the trek across the mall to the Disney
store. Y ou could see the excitement emanating from their little bodies as we bought the
tickets.



After several hugs, kisses, and thank-you’s, Ryan and Todd headed off with CeCe
and Uncle Jesse. Wetook Willy and Moo home and had a quiet Saturday night. Willy
and Moo slept in our bed, in our arms, exhausted from all the excitement of the day.

Lifewas very, very good.

The next day, March 17", 2002, is the day that started our family down a path
from which we will never truly recover.

| look back on it now and swear that if | could, | would gladly sacrifice my life if
it would spare the rest of my family the suffering that started on that day.

That Sunday morning | went to church by myself to meet Angela, Ryan, and
Todd. Gina stayed home with Willy and Moo (church was quite a chore with either or
both of them). The four of us sat through mass together. It was St. Patrick’s Day, and
our priest was fanatically Irish. He also wasn't one to shun alcohol, and on this Sunday
morning he moved just alittle slower than at the typical mass. He definitely enjoyed his
heritage.

After mass was over, | packed the kidsin the car, said goodbye to Angelaand
headed to Target. | had some running around to do, and the car need some maintenance,
so | decided to take the oldest two along with me while | ran some errands. We stopped
by Murray’ s Auto Parts on the way back home to pick up some fluids | needed.

When we arrived home it was business as usual. Gina was going to get her
cleaning under way, the older boysimmediately started on their chores, and | was going
to work on the car.

Thisiswhen events were set into motion that would disrupt so many livesfor so
long. The next few moments would turn out to cause almost unimaginable pain for an
innocent family.

Todd had finished loading up and running the dishwasher, one of hisdaily chores.
He was meticul ous about everything he did, making sure he did it right. But on this day
one detail sipped past him. Unbeknownst to him, he didn’t push the snap-on lid firmly
enough onto the bucket that we held the dishwasher detergent in. The detergent was the
only chemical we kept below the sink, so we didn’t have alock on the cabinet doors.

At the same time | wasin the living room preparing to work on the Excursion
while Ginawas upstairs directing the other children to pick up their toys. Through some
miscommunication, which, by its very nature we will never know exactly how, | thought
Ginawas watching Moo and Ginathought | was watching Moo. Being the magnet for
trouble that Moo is, he ended up in the one place he shouldn’t have been, in the kitchen
right by the cabinet.

| heard Moo cough in the kitchen. This surprised me because | believed he was
upstairs, so | immediately went to check on him. | saw him standing there holding the
dishwasher detergent scoop in one hand and surrounded by a dusting of detergent on the
floor. | figured he was dumping it out, thinking it to be like his play sand. | took the
scoop from him and put it back in the bucket, snapping the lid back down. As| did this,
he coughed again. Initialy | hadn’'t thought anything of it, he'd had a cold the previous
week.

This cough sounded different. Most others probably wouldn’t have picked up on
it, but a parent knows.



He coughed one or two more times, and the sound sent chills down my spine. |
began patting him on the back, trying to free whatever was causing the cough. After
about ten seconds of patting, Moo vomited. White syrup came out his mouth and landed
on the floor in front of him. It looked much like the consistency of what he used to vomit
as anewborn, but he hadn’t done that in awhile, and it was formulafor the most part that
caused that. Moo hadn’t had formula for months, probably ayear.

Anyone who is a parent will know that when circumstances dictate, there's
nothing you won’'t do to ensure the safety of your children. Nothing istoo big, too long,
too far, too scary, too difficult, or too grossif it presents an obstacle to your child’s well-
being. Without a second of hesitation | put two fingers into the substance on the floor
and brought some up to my nose. It smelled like it could have been soap. | then tasted it.
| knew instantly that Moo had swallowed some of the detergent.

| screamed for Gina. As she came running down the stairs, | continued patting
him on the back and once again he vomited more detergent. Ginamet me in the kitchen
and was visibly shaken. There’s not much on this earth that can rile me up, and when she
heard the panic in my voice she knew something had to be wrong.

Moo on the other hand seemed just fine. He seemed glad to have vomited that
awful-tasting stuff up, but otherwise was wriggling to get out of my arms and into the
next bit of trouble.

From the time | settled into the living room to prepare to work on the car to when
Ginawent upstairs and Toddy finished the dishes, less than one minute had transpired. In
that one minute Moo got into the one place in the house he shouldn’t have been and did
the one thing he shouldn’t have done. He always kept us on our toes.

Ginaand | wondered what to do next. We were both standing there looking at
each other. Moo wasin my arms as Gina was cleaning the vomit off of him and we both
discussed taking him to the hospital.

Both Ginaand | agreed that Moo would probably be fine. We had afun day
planned of going to the park and having a picnic, and that would all be lost now if we
took him to the hospital for something that would probably turn out to be nothing. But
thiswas our son’s life, and we quickly pushed al other priorities aside. In seconds we
decided “ better safe than sorry”, and | took him to the nearest hospital.

Asit turns out, the clichéiswrong. Y ou can be safe and sorry.

| walked Moo into the Wyandotte Henry Ford hospital emergency room. Since he
was a baby, they took usimmediately. The doctors examined him, blood was drawn, and
vitals were checked. Moo appeared to be just fine. They asked me some questions about
Moo and his behavior and any past medical history. | told them everything.

Ginacalled and gave the hospital the information from the detergent company
instructions, including the company’ s contact information. The doctors wanted to
double-check with the company before releasing him.

The process of getting the information from the company was taking some time.
Moo doesn’'t like to be confined to any one place for too long, especially not abed. One
of the attending nurses noticed my predicament with Moo. She shot me a smile and said
“Hold on”. Shewasadgirl that | went to high-school with who had graduated a year
before me, but | couldn’t remember her name.

In aminute or two she came back with a cleverly made toy. She had put several
small, plastic tips of some sort into a plastic jar and taped the lid shut. It made a perfect



noisemaker for Moo, and kept him entertained until he fell asleep. | ended up laying my
head down on the bed next to him with my arms wrapped around him. While | waited, |

also fell asleep. Although we were in ahospital, it was kind-of nice. | never realy got a
chance to sleep with Moo much, and he had always been such alittle cuddle-bug.

After sometime the nurse that | kind-of knew woke me up. Shetold me that the
company recommended having an esophageal scan done. An esophageal scanis
essentially sticking a camera down an esophagus to look for trouble. In this case they
would be looking for burns.

The good news was that medically all of Moo’ s vitals were a good indicator that
there was no poisoning. He seemed finetoo. The bad news was that Henry Ford
Wyandotte did not have the facilities to perform an esophageal scan. Moo would have to
be transferred to Henry Ford Detroit. They needed my permission to do it. Without
hesitation | agreed.

They brought the forms for me to sign to acknowledge | consented to the transfer.
If | didn’t sign, Moo would be released and we would simply go home.

Looking back on it now, | would have rather had my hand lopped off in a wood-
chipper accident than sign that piece of paper. | had no ideathat by putting my signature
on that form | was inadvertently giving my consent for my family to be destroyed.

Moo was taken by ambulance. | had to ride in the front passenger seat. | brought
along his car seat so that whoever picked us up from Henry Ford Detroit could get there
quickly without having to worry about getting a seat for M oo.

The person that would carry the car seat out of the hospital days later is one of, if
not, the worst person | have ever met.

During the ambulance ride Moo was a good sport, smiling and winning the heart
of the EMT, as he did just about everyone else he came in contact with. After about
thirty or so minutes we pulled into Henry Ford Detroit.

| was familiar with the hospital, having been there for friends and relatives several
timesin the past. | never cared too much for the place though. The neighborhood was
less than inviting, and it was in general just adirty place.

A nurse met Moo, the EMT’s, and | at a door and we were escorted up to aroom.
Moo and | had the room to ourselves even though it was a double. | hoped we would be
getting too acquainted with the room as | was sure the scan was going to come back
negative and we would be on our way in afew hours. By thistimeit was about 2:30 pm.

Sunday, Monday - 3-17/18

Dr. Harry Y uan walked into the room at about 3:30 pm that day. He explained to
me that the scan was scheduled for 8:00 pm that night and that if it came back negative
we could go when Moo’ s anesthesiawore off. Up till that point | didn’t realize he needed
to be put under a general anesthetic, but realizing what the procedure entailed didn’t have
too much objection.

There was another doctor, ayounger female by the name of Dr. Eke with him.
She had what sounded to be a strong African accent, possibly Nigerian. She seemed
much more compassionate about her patient than Y uan did. There’ s not one specific
moment or incident | can point to in order to validate that statement, just a general sense,
intuition one could say.



Y uan asked me Moo’ s medical history. As| had done severa timesin the past,
and once already that day, | recounted the entire spiel to Yuan and Dr. Eke. Asthe “talk”
continued, | noticed that Y uan’s questions were becoming much more targeted. At first |
didn’t think athing of it. But | caught on pretty quickly. He was rooting around in issues
that had nothing to do with the situation at hand. Somehow he began to cometo a
conclusion. The implications of which were so absurd that | refused to believeit.
Besides, | knew instantly once he did his physical examination of Moo he would see that
he himself was being ridiculous in hisline of questioning.

Pretty much everything that could be said, was, so Y uan and Dr. Eke conducted a
physical examination of Moo, to which Moo did not take too kindly.

Y uan went over him with afigurative fine-toothed comb. | knew at that point any
screwy thought he had rattling around in his intern head would be put to rest. Dr. Eke
seemed satisfied with what she saw, and they both left the room. Food was brought in for
Moo, and we sat and watched TV for awhile waiting for him to go into the procedure so
we could go home.

At about 5:00 Y uan came into the room to inform us that the procedure was going
to be put off until 10:00 am the following morning because of scheduling issues. | was of
course flustered by this, but determined to do whatever | had to in order to ensure that
Moo would befine. | called Ginaand told her. Shewasjust as flustered, but we were
pretty much stuck. We weren’t going to take a chance with our child’s health. He also
told me he wanted to do some x-rays. Remembering what happened the last time Moo
tried to drink something he shouldn’t have, | readily agreed.

That night | slept with Moo in my arms on the recliner provided in the room. In
actuality | only slept for about 1 hour of that night. Again, it was bittersweet, but nice.
When Monday morning rolled around a nurse brought in a menu for me to select Moo’s
breakfast from. Moo would eat just about anything, but only what he had ataste for at
the moment. | ordered quite a bit for him. | figured maybe | could have some of what
Moo didn’t want, but | wasn't hungry. | didn’t feel good about having to miss work for
at minimum half of aday, and | didn’'t like having Moo in the hospital overnight when he
didn’t need to be.

Breakfast came, Moo ate, people called our room to check on him, and we
watched Playhouse Disney on TV. A new nurse came in to tell me about the playroom
just down the hall. | wasn’t sure it was a good idea, because Moo still had an 1V bag
inserted into his arm that was placed there the day before, and | was afraid it would get
caught on something and possibly hurt him. The nurse assured me he’d be fine, so | took
him down to the play room.

Several children were already in there, and Moo as usual, wouldn't let anything
slow him down, including the IV. He immediately ran up to afew children and began
playing with them as if they were old friends he’ d expected to see there. | sat and played
with Moo and talked with the mothers there for awhile.

Y uan entered the room. It was about 9:30 am. He asked to talk to mein the
hallway. | was afraid that the procedure was going to be put off again even later. | was
right. But he also had one more little tidbit of information that | didn’t expect.

He looked mein the eye and told me that he was filing a child abuse complaint
with protective services against me...



Many, many timesin the past while | was talking with friends | would boast asto
how | would react in a given situation or criticize the behavior of others when confronted
with difficult situations themselves. Everybody’s doneit at one time or another.

This was one of those situations people talk about like that.

| looked back at Yuan in amazement and said: “Thisisajoke, right?’

| couldn’t believe that a doctor who had examined my little Mark with his own
eyes and hands could possibly think he was an abused child.

| walked back into the play room and picked up Moo. | gently took the hospital
toys out of his hands and set them down with the other children. As| was walking back
to my room Y uan stopped me again and asked me if | was OK. | looked at him as he
looked in every direction but mine and said “| don’t need to put up with this shit, and
neither does he”, referring to my son.

| went back to our room, closed the door, turned off the lights, and sat down with
Moo in the same recliner we had just slept in.

The world had just changed. It was a permanent change, and it would only
become more pronounced with each new development, each new minute as to how
drastic the change actually was.

Instantly a morning of playing with my son and checking in with my wife became
amorning or wondering if the phone was tapped and second-guessing everything | said
the day before. | became instantly paranoid.

We' d all heard the social services horror stories that happened to afriend’s cousin
or someone that worked at your job before you got there... But were those storiesreally
real? Could it get that bad? Thisisthe United States of America after all.

| knew | was over-reacting and that thiswould all be cleared up soon enough, but
having my parenting questioned to such a degree was unfathomable. Worse yet,
someone looking at Moo, and not just someone, but a doctor, and thinking that anyone
would be capable of abusing such a beautiful and sweet little boy was sickening.

Harry Y uan went ahead and filled out the referral and faxed it to the Taylor-
Ecorse FIA office. Something that Harry Y uan put in the referral would come back to
haunt him, and Henry Ford Hospital. (In section 22 (X-Rays), Yuan claims that current x-
rays show a healed 8" posterior rib fracture. Below that, he goes on to claim that Moo
had a history with the rib fracture per previous radiology documents. This not only
indicates, but virtually states that the x-rays that were performed on Moo the day before
showed the 8" healed posterior rib fracture. Keep that in mind as this tale unfolds)

| had to call Ginaand tell her. It was the hardest phone call | have ever or
hopefully will ever make.

Gina sreaction was less than pleasant, as expected.

She had been investigated by CPS once before.

In the years before Ginaand | met she was living in Lincoln Park with Ryan and
Todd. Her next-door neighbor was |less than an ideal housekeeper and landscaper to put
it mildly. The neighbor also was rather |ackadaisical about watching her children.

One summer day the mother left her four children, the oldest of which wasin first
grade, alone for approximately 4 hours. Normally Ginawould not have gotten involved,
but this was just too irresponsible for her too overlook. She called the hotline for
reporting abuse/neglect and gave what information she had.



The next day an FIA car pulled up next door. The car was there for awhile.

After the car left, Ginawas outside working in her backyard. The neighbor came out on
a cordless phone and was wailing to one of her confidants about what had just happened,
and she was hysterical. She also said, out loud, “1 know it was that bitch next door, and
I’m going to get her back”.

As expected, that next day another FIA car pulled up - in Gina's driveway.
Apparently someone had made an anonymous tip that Todd had been playing in the street
and had said Ginayanked him inside by hishair. The FIA investigator asked to come in
and look around, and to ask Todd some questions, who was 3 years old at thetime. Gina
invited her and her companion inside. The CPS worker looked around and sat Todd
down. Sheran her fingers through Todd's hair and asked if anyone ever pulled his hair.
Todd replied: “My mom does when she cutsit. Like my haircut?’

The CPS worker laughed and told Gina that there was nothing more to see. Gina
then made a comment about what a coincidence this was, since she had just called CPS
on the lady next door afew days earlier. It seemed to the CPS workersto be the final
piece of apuzzle as they both shook their heads and acknowledged what a mess the house
next door looked to be. The CPS worker said that it was clear to her that this was a spite
cal, and that it was over.

This entire incident embarrassed Gina thoroughly, as one of the things she prides
herself onisbeing amother. All of her neighbors, most of which she had known for
years, being that was the house she grew up in, could’ ve seen a CPS car pull up in her
driveway.

Days later, the FIA contacted Ginato tell her the results of the investigation
conducted as aresult of her report. The complaint was substantiated, but the woman
would not lose her children (which is not what Gina wanted anyway). Unlike the
neighbor, Gina did not make an anonymous report. She spoke with the person she had
made the report to initially and relayed to him what just took place. He said that they
were required to investigate al calls, even anonymous ones (which in point of fact is not
true, that decision isleft up to the intake worker to make ajudgment call on). Ginawasa
bit disturbed that the state would allow itself to be used as atool for revenge like that, and
with so much at stake it was actually kind of scary. She wondered what would have
happened had she gotten a CPS worker with something to prove.

Asfate would haveit, Ginawouldn’t be wondering forever.

| was humiliated in having to tell her. | knew it was my big mouth that had led to
this. Even though | knew our children were among the most loved and well-cared for, |
did realize that his medical history could be construed as suspicious. | never thought it
would come to a CPS investigation though. | had always thought that a competent doctor
would be able to tell an abused child when he saw one. Likely, a competent doctor can.

| was still positive that everything would be OK, but | felt horrible for putting
Ginathrough the disgrace of another CPS visit to her home. Having a CPS car pull up
would be humiliating. Our relationship with our current neighbor to the east was strained
at best (he had atendency to tell us what outside lights we should have on at what times,
what trees we should keep, which ones to cut, etc.), and having him see something like
that would be a huge embarrassment. We chose our neighborhood very carefully



(particularly because of the previous neighbor Gina had), and now it would appear that
we were the problem in the neighborhood.

After | got off the phone with her, constantly reassuring her everything would be
fine, | sat and held Moo, door closed, lights off. | rocked Moo too sleep. | myself
wouldn’'t sleep again for amost a week.

Ginacalled the local CPS office to discusstheissue. She explained that she had
been called on before, and wanted to discuss the current charges. After some runaround
and afew calls back, she got in touch with section manager John Lievense. Heinitially
seemed a reasonable enough man. He explained to Ginathat an investigation would have
to be done because the accusation had been made, but if there was nothing to find, we
had nothing to worry about.

Ginathen requested that the investigator come in an unmarked car. We didn't
need the embarrassment of a CPS investigation held over our head by our neighbor, and
we didn’'t need the rest of the neighborhood thinking we beat our kids. Our neighbors
wouldn’'t know that the CPS worker didn’t find anything, they’d think we were another
family in the system, and as most people believe, “if they’re in the system, they must have
done something wrong.”

My wife then called the hospital to talk to Yuan. From all accounts, the
conversation did not go well. My wife was outraged that Y uan had done all that he did
without even consulting our pediatrician. Y uan then became defensive and told her that
he sees abused children day in and day out, and since she wasn’t a doctor that her opinion
didn’t matter. My wife fired back with the comment that if he saw abused children every
day then how good of adoctor could he be not to realize that Moo wasn't abused.
Afterward Gina called me and told me what happened.

| decided to “go for awalk” with Moo, knowing that there were likely phone
conversations going on in earshot of the main hallway that pertained to my family. Sure
enough, | overheard Y uan talking to what | believe was someone at the FIA, possibly the
investigator. He told the person on the other end of the phone that the “ mother was irate
and unreasonable”. | then overheard the medical findings being reported to this person,
everything came back negative. Not wanting Y uan to know | heard him, | picked up
Moo and went back to the room to try to keep him entertained as best | could in the
hospital setting.

After about an hour of sitting quietly with Moo, the hospital social worker came
in. Her name was Heather Cassagrande. Shein fact was not the regular social worker,
but atrainee. She seemed decent enough, and was very compassionate and sensitive to
the situation. We discussed the next steps, which a CPS worker would come, talk to me,
and see Moo. The CPS worker would then go to see Gina, our other boys, and our home.
| of course had no problem with any of that. | was anxious to talk to the CPS worker and
put this behind us.

Heather |eft, followed shortly thereafter by two nurses and afemale doctor,
Annamarie Church. She was an older woman, in her early 50’ s by the looks of her. Even
before | had areason to dislike her, she appeared “mousy” to me.

At thispoint | hadn’t eaten in almost 24 hours, hadn’t had a shower since the day
before, and had slept one hour. | wasn't in the best of shape, and my appearance showed
it.



Church introduced herself to me. | felt uneasy immediately. | can’'t pinpoint what
exactly it was, but just in the first few words she said, | got the sense that she looked
down on me, as if she were superior in someway. Then her formal introduction
cemented it;

“I’m the child abuse doctor.”

My first reaction was to ask her if that was the best job title they could come up
with for her position, knowing full well that it wasn't her official title. Shewasaforensic
pediatrician. Her bio states that she “talks to parents in away they can understand”.
Take that however you want, but | read it as“Theissues | deal with are far too complex
and comprehensive for the average person to grasp, so | must temper how | convey my
knowledge when dealing with those of inferior intellects.” Later oninmy story I'll
validate that interpretation.

She asked me to recount Moo’s medical history, which | did, same as| did twice
the day before. She then started in with her questions, conspicuously using small words.

She asked me about the vacuum cleaner cord. | told her | didn’t remember where
the cord was, if it wasrolled up or lying on the floor. She asked me to elaborate on afew
other points, which | did. She then started with afew comments, the only one of which |
remember was that it disturbed her that | took Moo to 2 different hospitals for the
emergency room visits.

| knew what she was getting at, and | was insulted by this. | explained to her why
we did that, and | got alittle shot in at the same time. | explained that the time we
thought Moo drank the furniture oil | took him to Henry Ford Wyandotte, which was the
closest hospital. Our insurance dictates that we must go to Oakwood Seaway in Trenton
(about 10 miles away) if the emergency is not life threatening. 1f the emergency is
potentially life-threatening, we can go to the nearest hospital, which happened to be
Henry Ford Wyandotte (about 1 mile away).

| took Moo to Wyandotte with the furniture oil because I knew nothing about how
seriousit could be.

When Moo broke hisleg, | took him to Oakwood Seaway (a sprained or broken
legishardly life threatening). | also told her | like Oakwood doctors and facilities much
better.

That one seemed to roll off without an effect. | believe she though me incapable
of asubtle insult.

After afew more minutes of an uncomfortable accusatory conversation, Church
took her leave. It could not have been soon enough in my opinion. After that | felt even
worse about the whole situation. It was clear she was trying to punch holesin the events.
| guess| didn’t really fault her for that, even for talking to me like | was an idiot. Truth
betold, | wasin horrible shape at that point. | was missing work, food, a shower, and
deep. | still felt uneasy at the assumptions she made about me from the beginning
though.

Something struck me as odd when she left. She never examined Moo.

Minutes after Church left, another doctor came in with his complement of nurses.
This one was Hiram Stephen Williams. | had no idea what he could possibly be there for.
| had aready recounted the events 3 times to 3 different doctors and a social worker.

Unbelievably, Williams wanted me to tell him. | went through it again.



His questions started, and when they did, my shields went up. Fear gripped me
with hisfirst question:

“So when did Mark pull on the vacuum cleaner cord?’

| knew the hospital didn’t believe what | had told them. Worse yet, they were
screwing up the events among themselves. | explained to him that | had no idea what he
was talking about, that | had never mentioned the vacuum cleaner cord until Church
asked me about it, and that | told her | didn’t remember where the cord was.

| then looked at him very serioudly;

“...and | never once said he pulled on it.”

William' s next statement was one of the coldest things anyone’ s ever said to me,
and instantly imparted the gravity of the situation on me.

“What you’ ve described seems alittle unbelievable for a child of that age to pull
off. That’swhy I’'m having a hard time swallowing your story.”

With as cam avoice as| could muster, | told him that it wasn't a“story”, it was a
recollection of what happened.

At thispoint | couldn’t wait for the CPS worker to get here to straighten this
whole mess up (I can’t even type that sentence with a straight face now).

Williams stayed on and asked a few more questions, but | had said al that | felt
like saying to him. | asked him to leave. He then went on about the potential of Moo
having osteogenesis imperfecta (brittle-bone disease). | knew he wasn't looking for signs
of brittle-bone disease when mentioning more x-rays, so | declined to allow them to
happen.

Y et one more person came to see Moo and I. Thistime it was the regular hospital
socia worker, Cynthia Butler. She was young, couldn’t have been more than a year or
two out of college. My first thought was that this was going to be yet another
recollection of the events, followed by some very pointed, probing questions trying to get
me to contradict myself. Instead, she never asked me to recount anything. She asked me
afew questions that she wanted some clarification on, and then proceeded to walk me
through what was going on. CPS would be coming to the hospital on Tuesday to meet
with Moo and | (or Ginaif she wasthere), and would likely want to go to my home.
After her meeting she would make a decision and we would either know if we werein for
trouble or if the case was closed. Either way, in 24 hours Moo would be out of here. |
had no doubt as to what the outcome was going to be.

Cynthiaand | talked for awhile. She was avery compassionate person, and the
only one at the hospital that didn’t make me fedl like | was concealing something. She
seemed confident that this would be just fine, and put my mind at ease somewhat.

She also informed me that the results of the x-rays taken on Sunday were
negative.

Cynthia, along with several other nurses and even people within the FIA had told
us not to get a lawyer yet, that doing so would only make uslook guilty. I’'m sure
Cynthianaively believed that, but the others had different motivesin mind.

| talked to Gina afew times more throughout the day, and we told each other what
was going on. She was understandably upset with me, as | was with myself. | have
always been very open with my personal life, to afault. When it came to the topic of the
boys medical history, Gina had warned me time and time again of what | reveal to
whom. | never believed anything bad could come of being open and honest, | had aways



felt that the opposite were true. Gina's experience with CPS had |eft her feeling very
guarded and secretive about revealing too much.

| on the other hand felt that concealing things could lead to trouble. Had | not
been forthcoming about Moo’ s medical history, we would not have been in the situation
we were. | had heard the CPS horror stories, and been outraged by them, but | felt that |
was immune. | felt that to be involved in a situation where a false accusation could lead
to losing children would have meant either the circumstances would have been so
extraordinary that even the average person would suspect a problem or that in a majority
of the cases that the parents had a few skeletons that came tumbling out of the closet.

We were the Brady’s. We were immune to afalse accusation. Gina knew better.
| didn't.

At 5:00pm Moo went up for his endoscopy. | went with him. They put meina
wheelchair while | held Moo. | made sure to bring his favorite toy with us, agreen
stuffed frog. We were rolled up to the examination room. A nurse placed a plastic cup
over his mouth with the general anesthetic. It broke my heart as he lay there on the table
and became drowsy. | could feel his grip on my hand loosen as he went under. He wasn't
frightened going under, but | was terrified.

As hefell asleep, they escorted me out of the room. | was left by myself in the
lobby. For what seemed to be an eternity which was in actuality about 30 minutes, |
paced back and forth, gripping my Moo’sfrog. With each minute | became more and
more anxious. | could just picture him waking up surrounded by strangers, not feeling
right and being scared without me there to comfort him.

Somewhere around 5:45 the doctor came out. He had pictures of Moo’'s
esophagus. | felt odd looking at them, but the news was good. There were no burns.
The dishwasher detergent did him no harm. Had we just kept him home he would have
been fine, and we wouldn’t be in this mess.

Dr. Pillai told me that as soon as he woke up and was examined after the
anesthesia wore off that he was medically releasing him. We still wouldn't be allowed to
go home because of the pending CPS investigation, but Moo was medically in the clear.

Down at the recovery room | sat by Moo’ s side with hislittle limp hand placed
firmly inmine. | had put hisfrog in his other arm. As soon as he started to stir | called
for anurse. A young man came over, checked hisvitals, and told me everything looked
good. | knew from talking to Gina about her past experiences with a general anesthetic
that histhroat would be sore and he would want something to drink, so | asked the nurse
to bring some juice and a straw.

Sure enough, the first thing Moo asked for in araspy voicewasa“dink”. | held
his head up and placed the straw in hismouth. A good portion ended up on his gown, but
he got down what he needed without a problem. In just minutes he was back to himself,
only alittle more groggy than usual.

We were rolled back down to our room. It was about 6:30pm. Right after we got
back Dr. Pillai stopped by again to check on him and release him. | thanked Dr. Pillai
and heleft. | called Ginaand told her the good news, that everything was fine. We
agreed that she was going to come to the hospital to stay the night with him. She hadn’t
seen him in more than 30 hours, and | hadn’t seen the other boysin just as long.

They finally unhooked the IV, but they wouldn’t remove the board nor the insert
into hisvein. They said it was a cautionary measure, but | contended that since he was



medically released under normal circumstances he would be on his way home without an
IV in hisarm. The nurse refused.

At about 8:00 pm | was on the phone with Gina again when two men walked into
the room. They wanted to do aretinal check on him. | asked why and they mentioned
that they were looking for negative effects of the anesthesia. The first person checked his
eyes out thoroughly, and asked the second to verify hisfindings. They took notes and
left.

Ginaand my father-in-law John arrived shortly afterward. We al spent some
time together and then John drove me home. Almost immediately after | left, Moo was
taken for a second set of x-rays, thistime afull-body scan.

| spent that night with Ryan, Todd, and Willy. Welaid in mine and Gina's bed
watching Scooby Doo until all three were asleep. For the rest of the night | lay there with
them in my arms, wide-awake.

Tuesday, 3-19

Ginacalled me at 1:00 am Tuesday morning. She had just been informed that
Moo could go home, but only after the CPS worker visited with al of us and saw our
home. Thiswas great news, and | could not wait to get the next day over with.

When morning rolled around, | got Ryan and Todd up and off to school. Willy
stayed with me. | came back and did what | could to make sure the house was spotless.
The CPS worker would be coming to our home today.

| spoke with Gina and we agreed to trade places for the CPS worker visit. She
would be home with the boys, and | would be at the hospital with Moo.

John came and picked Willy and | up for the drive to Henry Ford Detroit. When
we got there | left John and Willy in the car while | went up to get Gina. | wasn't about
to expose another child to those people, even though Willy desperately wanted to see
Moo.

Ginawas holding our sleeping baby in her arms when | got to the room, and we
now had aroommate, alittle girl about 8 years old and her mother.

Gina seemed flustered. A nurse had just told her that the results of the
ophthalmological exam the night before were negative. When Moo’ s eyes were checked
out the night before it wasn’t to look for areaction to the anesthesia, it was to look for
retinal hemorrhages. The presence of hemorrhages is virtually a smoking gun for shaken-
baby syndrome.

The techni ciang/doctors/nurses/whoever they were had lied to me. Not that it
mattered, if they had told me what they were looking for and why | could have easily told
them it wasalost cause. But it seemed the hospital seemed bent on finding out just how
wrong they were themselves, or so we thought.

Ginaleft with John and Willy. At this point she had still not met Y uan.

Somewhere around this time our pediatrician called the hospital and got Y uan on
the phone. Hetried to tell Y uan that he was making a mistake, but Y uan would have no
part of it. | was unfortunately not privy to the contents of the conversation, but | can only
hope that he was able to convey his frustration adequately to Y uan.

Moo continued to sleep, and | continued to hold him. Cynthiacame in again to
visit and check on us. She told me that the CPS worker would be coming by shortly, and
not to worry, just answer her questions and everything would be fine.



Almost asif he were laying in wait, as soon as Cynthialeft Y uan stepped into the
room accompanied by anurse. He first wanted to report that the x-ray results from the
night before were negative. There were no signs of current or even previous fractures.

Y uan then wanted to question me again. He asked me to recount everything that
happened, again. As| had 4 times already, | recounted the events exactly as they
happened. Severa times Y uan interrupted me to tell me that | was changing something
or other from before. All I could do was look him in the eye, deadly serious, and say that
| wasnot. This seemed to frustrate him. It'samost asif he wanted me to have abused
Moo.

It was 11:00 am. Cynthia came into the room to tell me that the CPS worker was
here. Sheintroduced us.

Grace Nalepawasin her late 40's, heavyset, and had a very assertive air about
her. My first impression of her was that she was experienced, competent, and serious.
She seemed friendly enough to me. | figured thiswas just the type of person to put an
end to this.

She extended her hand and introduced herself to me. | shook her hand, and said
that | was glad to meet her. She gave me abusiness card, which | quickly pocketed. |
introduced her to Moo.

Nalepa wanted to get down to business quickly, which suited me just fine. She
told me she wanted to talk to me in the waiting room across the hall. | could understand
because even though | had nothing to hide, the mother and daughter in the room may
have been uncomfortable hearing the meeting. | gathered up Moo’ s things and picked
him up to go.

She stopped me.

The CPS worker who was investigating me for potentially not supervising my
child and possibly abusing him, told me | had to leave Moo in the room while she
interviewed me. | just looked at her. | couldn’t believe that | had actually heard her say
that. Just to make sure | had it right, | asked: “I have to leave him here?’

Nalepa confirmed. The only person to watch over my son was a complete
stranger. | talked to the mother briefly, apologized to her for the inconvenience, and she
agreed to watch Moo for me.

| set up the crib for Moo, put some snacks, toys, and his sippy cup in with him,
and put amovie on for him to watch. It didn’t work. Moo began wailing when he saw
that | was leaving him. | didn’t have a choice but to turn my back and go with the CPS
worker.

She sat down and informed me that | was being investigated for abuse and
neglect. She then started reading off the complaint to me. She hadn’t been speaking a
minute before | had to stop her. She was reading from a document, the referral |
assumed. Thereferral stated that when we brought Moo into the hospital on Sunday, the
doctors discovered a broken rib and an old femur fracture.

| told her that they discovered nothing when he was brought in this time, that |
self-reported al of Moo’s medical history, and that Moo did not have a femur fracture,
but atibia fracture the previous year. | insisted on those points being corrected, and |
also insisted that the fact that no evidence of current or even previous fractures had been



found in two separate sets of x-rays. She wrote afew notes and continued. The rest of
the statement she read off was more less accurate, so | didn’t contest anything further.

Nalepa then asked me to recount Moo’s medical history. For the sixth timein
three days, | spent the half hour to 45 minutes explaining everything in excruciating
detail, as| had done each and every time. | told her she would need to speak to our
children’s pediatrician for the exact dates, times, and medical terminology. She then
started asking specific questions about the layout of the house and about the bunk bed. |
told her it was difficult to describe, that she could see it when she went to my home.
Instead she started drawing diagrams and asking me to elaborate. | again and again had
to reiterate that it would only confuse the situation, and that she’ d need to seeiit for
herself. Shefinally relented when sherealized | wouldn’'t waver.

Nalepathen informed me that the rest of my children would need to be x-rayed to
look for fractures and healed injuries. Although | felt that this was entirely uncalled for
and invasion of not only my wifeand | but our boys, | didn’t contest the point. | knew
any x-rays would come back negative, so there really was no reason to deny her, aside
from the personal affront | felt.

At that point | got up, left the room, and checked on Moo. He was a mess.
According to the mother in the room, he hadn’t stopped wailing since | left. He reached
for me through the bars of hiscrib. | comforted him for aslong as| could before heading
back.

When | returned, Nalepa asked me about al of the other children. | described
Willy and Todd, mentioned how they were two peasin apod... both intelligent, witty,
and as close as two brothers could be.

| then went on to explain Ryan, and how he sustained the closed head injury, and
al the extralessons, tutors, training, and medical attention he requires and we provide for
him.

At this point | started to feel uncomfortable revealing all of these intimate details
about my family to a complete stranger, but | knew it was necessary. Moments later, the
mother who was watching Moo knocked on the door. | opened it and she said that my
son needed me.

| ran to the room and Moo was crying even louder. | checked him over, and his
foot had become wedged in atoy. | looked around for adoctor or nurse, but realizing
that if hisfoot stayed in the toy longer than it had to there would be problems. | first tried
to seeif it would slide off of hisfoot, and it became readily apparent that it wouldn't. |
took my hands and tore it into two pieces. He had stepped in a Thomas the Tank Engine
bridge toy, one of hisfavorites.

| picked Moo up, held him in my arms to calm him, and thanked the mother.
After Moo had settled, | looked at the mother with the two halves of my son’stoy in my
hands and commented:

“Thisisironic. I'min theretalking to Child Protective Services, and they're
forcing me to neglect my son.”

| took all the toys out of the crib that could possibly have lead to the same
situation and went back to finish the meeting with Nalepa. | informed her of what had
just happened. She sat there with a blank stare on her face, and immediately moved on. |
continued answering her obtrusive questions for some time. During that remaining few



minutes | got the sense that she was just going through the motions. | mistakenly took
that as agood sign.

Nalepa then wanted to see me interact with Moo. | went to get him, and noticed
that my father-in-law was just arriving. | gathered Moo and asked her if John could come
in to the meeting, to which she agreed.

Moo wasin typical fashion, running head first into me for the tackle, getting up,
running around, smiling, then tackling me again all the while giggling uncontrollably.
Nalepa then thanked me and excused me from the room. | took Moo and waited until she
was done talking to John.

After they were through Nalepa came into the room one last time to tell me that
she was leaving straight for lunch and then to my home. She said goodbye and left. | did
happen to notice that when she left, she made aright-turn out of the room. The exit was
to theleft. | never saw her walk back, and | kept my eyes on the door for agood 15
minutes. She went to talk to the doctors. Not unexpected or even inappropriate, but it
was just another little lie that added up.

Even though | knew better, | had to believe that it would all be over tonight. |
couldn’t believe someone who had apparently been a CPS worker for all those years
could find my family or | suspicious. | mustered up my confident attitude and called
Gina. | wanted to set her at ease so she wouldn’t be worked up.

| told her Grace seemed nice enough, which she did. | didn't mention that | didn’t
like her all the same though. | still felt that she knew what she was doing and would stop
this waste of hers and the State’ s time.

Sometime around 2:00 pm Nalepa called my home. Gina answered anxiously.
Nalepatold her she’' d be there shortly, and she wanted to meet with Ryan and Todd.. We
had already arranged for my mother-in-law to pick the two older boys up from school and
drive them back to the house, so Gina called her mother to let her know it was time.

Within minutes, Nalepa pulled up, in aclearly marked Family Independence
Agency car. Ginawas shamed.

Nalepawalked up and introduced herself, and Ginainvited her in. She offered
her something to drink, but Nalepa declined. The CPS worked walked directly to our
living room couch and sat down.

Ginawas compelled to mention that she requested any who comes to the house
come in an unmarked car. Nalepa said she hadn’t talked to the intake officer, and even if
she had, she would have come in an FIA vehicle regardless, as it provided some measure
of protection and represented authority.

The meeting began. Nalepa handed Gina a business card and made the chilling
statement: “Just so you know, if | take one, | takethemall.” It was clear that thiswas
going to be adversarial from that point on.

There were file folders on the dining room table for each boy. Gina had made it
practice to save every document that could be of significance for the boys and keep them
in one place. This started because of the troubles Ryan had before he was diagnosed, and
we just carried it over to the rest of the boys. Of course Ryan'’sfile dwarfed the other
three, but just about anything would need to know about the boys, their birth certificates,
Socia Security cards, medical records, grades, everything, were in those files. An offer



was extended to Nalepa to view the files and make copies of anything she wanted from
them. Nalepa declined to even cursorily leaf through them.

The first thing Nalepa brought up was the detergent. She asked Gina what had
happened, and Gina explained. One of Todd’s chores was to |oad the dishwasher and,
after they were clean, put the dishes away. Hereally wanted to start putting the detergent
into the washer and running it too, something we had never let him do. After weeks of
his pleading we finally allowed him to do it. It had been maybe three weeks after we
granted Todd permission to use the detergent that Moo had gotten into it. Todd had
always been careful to replace the lid, but he was only 8 at the time, and not as
meticulous about the details as adults. We will never know exactly what happened, but
we believe Todd didn’t ensure that the entire lid was snapped down.

Ginaexplained that she and | each thought the other was watching Moo, and how
the rest of the events transpired. Nothing she said contradicted athing that | said. If Gina
didn’t know an answer to a specific question she told Nalepato ask me, or simply
informed her that she didn’t know.

As Nalepa sat on our couch, she asked that Gina bring the bucket of dishwasher
detergent that Moo had gotten into to her. The bucket was heavy, about 25 Ibs. Ginais
not aweakling, but she’s a small woman, and pulling the 25 |b bucket (about ¥ of Gina's
weight) out from below the sink was not a very easy thing for her to do. Despite not
wanting to carry the bucket to her, Ginafelt that in order for Nalepa to do a proper
investigation, she would need to see where the incident happened.

There was quite a bit of encouragement on Gina' s part to get Nalepa off of our
couch and into the kitchen. They finally walked into the kitchen and Gina showed her
the cabinet and the bucket. By that point we had placed alock on the cabinet, but Gina
admitted that we did not have alock there two days ago. We didn’t believe we needed
one since the only chemical below the sink was the detergent, which had a sealing lid.

Ginathen asked if she wanted to view the basement, where the vacuum cleaner
had fallen on Moo, to which she was flatly refused.

Both Gina and Nalepa went back into the living room where the CPS worker
resumed her position on the couch. She then brought up the bunk bed. Nalepa asked
Ginato describe the bunk bed to her, which Ginathought was ridiculousto do. My wife
insisted on showing her. Thisagain led to a mini-debate until Nalepa again agreed to go
upstairs.

Gina showed her the babies’ room and the Ryan and Todd’ s room, where the
bunk beds are. Once Nalepa saw the bed she exclaimed “Oh, | understand now”, which
iswhat both my wife and | had been telling her al along. Gina also explained that she
had recently had abdominal surgery at the time of he problem with Moo’ sleg, whichis
why she had a hard time lifting him off of the bed, and which may have contributed to the
problem.

After everything that could be was seen upstairs they went back down, Ginato
her chair and Nalepa back on our couch. Gina proceeded to explain how we are involved
in our community and our school, and how our boys are in several extracurricular
activities, such as soccer, hockey, wrestling, martial arts, and classes at the YMCA. Gina
then encouraged Nalepato talk to others in the community. She had even prepared a list
of names, titles, and contact information. Thislist included our pediatrician, Ryan’s
psychologist, all our boys' teachers and instructors, the director of Special Education of



Wyandotte Schools, and the Principal of Taft Elementary. Both Ginaand | felt that if
there was any question that the people on thislist could set things straight, and all of
those who were on the list were anxious to assist.

Nalepa accepted the list from her.

After that, Nalepa asked to see Gina and Willy interact. As expected, everything
went well and Nalepa acknowledged that Willy seemed happy and the interaction was
positive. Then Gina's mother pulled up with the boys. When they camein, Nalepa
wanted to talk to each individually. Gina specifically asked her if her mother could sitin
on the meeting, to which Naepa said no.

Ryan was interviewed first. From Nalepa sreport it was clear that she didn’t
have much patience with him, and had a very difficult time understanding him. She only
talked to him for afew minutes when she called for Todd.

Her interview with Todd was dightly longer and apparently more in-depth. Todd
still reported the same as Ryan, that he wasn't afraid to remain with us, that he was happy
at home, that he was well treated and cared for, and above al, loved.

When she was done meeting with Todd she called for Gina (during the duration of
speaking to the older two, the rest present were required to wait upstairs). Everyone
came down and Nalepa concluded and left. Before departing she said that she would
have her decision shortly.

Once she was gone, Florence (Gina s mother) asked Gina how it went. Ginatold
her “either she's (Nalepa) upset that her time was wasted coming out here or she's
already got us convicted”.

Todd then chimed in: “I don’t like that woman.”

This bothered Gina. She asked him why, but Todd just stood there silently. Gina
had to encourage him to talk and told him that everything was OK. Todd then said
something that shocked us both:

“She (Nalepa) said it was my fault. She said it was the fault of the person who
did the dishes.”

Ginawas flabbergasted. Shedidn’'t believe him. Had | been there, | wouldn’t
have believed him either. Neither | nor Gina could comprehend that an adult would
blame something like this on a child, especially not an impartial, objective, State-trained
investigator. Much to her later shame, Gina dismissed what Todd had told her for the
moment.

Immediately after the interview, Gina called me at the hospital to tell me how it
went. Sherelayed to me what had happened and how. She told me she didn’t know what
was coming next. | told her to relax, that Nalepawould likely be calling the hospital in a
few minutes and OK Moo’ srelease. | had been told repeatedly by employees at Henry
Ford that Moo could go home after the interviews.

Onething that | was told by an employee though still lingered in the back of my
head. Tothisday | don't remember who it was, or exactly when it was said, but | was
told that if Moo was not released by Tuesday night that not only he, but the rest of my
children also would be taken into State custody. | didn’'t give much weight to the
comment at the time, as | knew it wouldn’t come to that.

The minutes ticked by as | sat with Moo in the hospital room and talked to the
mother of the girl next to me. We had plenty to discuss, as her child attended Wyandotte



Consolidated Catholic Schools, which was hosted by the church my family attended (St
Joseph’s). During our entire chat | kept my eye on the clock.

It was about 5:00pm and there was no word.

| sat and played with Moo some more. | ordered him dinner from the hospital
menu, which he sparingly ate. Again, as| had requested severa times since his medical
release, | pleaded with the nurses and doctors to remove the IV board from Moo'sarm. It
was beginning to cause him significant discomfort.

At 7:00pm there was still no word from the FIA. Y uan came to talk to me again.
He informed me that Moo would need athird set of x-rays, this time targeting his ribs
again. | immediately protested. Moo had been x-rayed targeting his ribs once aready,
and then had a full-body scan done after that, results across the board negative. At that
point Y uan had an expression come over hisface that | can only describe as desperate. |
knew that as the events were unfolding it was beginning to look embarrassing for him,
and maybe even the hospital. The reason for Y uan’s desperation, unbeknownst to me,
was that in the complaint Y uan had filed, he’' d claimed one of the x-rays came back
positive for arib fracture. He was panicking now.

Yuan wasinsistent. | told him that he could talk to my wife if he needed any
affirmation as to how much we were untied against any more x-rays. Hedid, only to
come back to me frustrated as ever. He asked me yet again, to which | refused.

| talked with my wife again on the phone. She had been busy. Therewasa
certain person we knew in law enforcement that she had just got off of the phone with.
He had told Ginathat the hospital had no grounds to keep Moo any longer, and that |
should just leave. | had no way to leave of course, but Gina s father was on hisway at
the moment.

| was hesitant. Fear of looking bad in the eyes of the FIA paralyzed me, but | still
had the thought that if Moo didn’t go home tonight, all our boys would be gone. | didn’t
know much about the law at the time either. Had | known the laws, the next few events
would have had quite a different outcome.

Ginainformed me what she was told needed to be said. | should go to Yuan and
asked for anything in writing stating that Moo could not leave the hospital. When she
mentioned that to me, | felt like an idiot. Moo was stuck here simply on their word alone.
| had believed what they had told me knowing full well that they were willing to (and
had) lieto me. If the hospital couldn’t produce a document, then there was nothing
keeping us there.

| asked her if she was sure it was the right thing to do. She was convinced it was.

We got off the phone. | picked Moo up and asked him: “Are you ready for this
buddy? I'm not”, and then we headed towards Y uan’s station together.

Dr. Harry Y uan was sitting down going over paperwork when | appeared. He
looked startled and annoyed. That'swhen it all started.

“1 need to see some documentation stating that my son can't leave, or we are
leaving” | said to him as matter-of-factly as possible. He began stumbling over his
words, saying that he didn’t have anything and he wasn't sure he could get anything at
the moment.

“That’s not my problem” was my response, and | walked back to the room.

A nurse came in moments after we returned to find me preparing Moo and
packing our things. She asked me what | was doing. | looked at her and requested that



she remove the IV board from hisarm. She stood there speechless. | did feel bad for her
because | knew she was sent in by Y uan to act asadiversion, and she was really just
caught in the middle. | decided to take the pressure off of her, because this particular
nurse had been very kind and compassionate during our stay.

“1 know you probably need permission to do that, so go and get it”. You could
seetherelief in her eyes as she turned to leave.

| held Moo in one arm as | went about preparing. | wasn’t about to let him out of
my reach, and Moo was also becoming frightened at all the activity.

As| continued to pack, three more nurses and Y uan came into the room. Y uan
told me that he did not have anything close to what | was asking for, and that he could
likely not get anything from the FIA thislate at night because the offices were closed.

“1f they are messing with people’ s lives, they’ d better be doing it 24 hours a day.
If you can’t get a hold of them it’s not my problem” was my response.

With every word | said and every new person | talked to | became more and more
rattled. | tried to put on a brave face, but things were starting to show through. | began
trembling. It wasonly slight, but it was still noticeable. My eyes were beginning to well
up too, and my voice wasn't as commanding as it had been. | wasterrified.

Y uan came by one more time and asked me that if | was going to leave, could |
sign arelease so that he could get Moo’ s records from Oakwood. | agreed knowing full
well that | wouldn’t sign another document at that hospital even if | were being tortured.

No nurse had yet come in to remove Moo’s 1V. | continued packing as nurses
were trying to talk me out of it. They kept on saying that this would only make us ook
bad. For the most part | ignored them, but to one | responded:

“1 don’t care. | apparently already look bad and my only concern isfor my son.”

Then Williams walked in with another person, Dr. Hassani, and afew more
nurses. | noticed security guards in the hallway. | hadn’t noticed how they had quietly
shuffled the family that we were sharing aroom with into the waiting lobby where
Nalepa had interviewed me.

Williams started telling me | couldn’t leave. | told him that | could and | was
going to.

“1f you won't let me leave I’m calling the police.”

This garnered an immediate response. One of the nurses moved the phone out of
my reach. With a glance Williams appeared to direct another nurse to stand by the phone
jack inthewall, my guesswould betorip it out if I got to the phone. | reached in my
pocket and pulled out my cell phone, held it up in the air, and said: “Y ou’ re not going to
stop me from calling the police”.

That’s when things changed. The rest of the nurses and doctors continued to talk,
but | couldn’t hear aword they said. Instead my eyes|ocked on the security guards.
They were armed. | had no desire to get into a physical conflict, especialy not with Moo
inmy arms, but | knew that if push came to shove they couldn’t stop me and | could still
keep my son safe. But the guns brought the situation to awhole new level. | couldn’t
possibly have one of them draw afirearm on me while | was holding Moo. | wouldn’t
risk him being hurt, or worse.

| looked out in the hallway and interrupted whoever was talking.

“| seethose guardsin the hallway. If | try to leave, are they going to stop me?”’



A nursereplied. Yes, they would stop me and remove me from the hospital,
leaving Moo by himself. | wrapped my arms around Moo, began to cry, and sat down.

“I’m not leaving my son.”

| was beat. There was nothing | could do. My choice was clear, give up or
potentially risk Moo’slife. To meit was ano-brainer.

John arrived. He walked in and was shocked at what was going on. Ginacalled
at about the sametime. | quickly told her what had happened and got off the phone. |
still had a confrontation to attend to with Williams.

Williams was insistent on getting the x-rays. | was adamant about not consenting
to them. | still demanded to see something, anything on paper stating that Moo had to
stay. | should have been insisting on a court order, but being uneducated about the law
and terrified to boot, | did not know any better.

Finally they brought in adocument. It was an internal memo written by Cynthia
Butler that stated Moo was not to leave the hospital until cleared by CPS (memo).

Williams continued to insist on the third set of x-rays. | wasworn down to the
point of surrender. Even John was suggesting | let the hospital do one more set of x-rays.

My reason for refusing them had nothing to do with hiding anything. | knew for a
fact that the x-rays would come back negative. My concern was that Moo had been
exposed to so much radiation over such a short period of time. | was reassured again and
again that the radiation wouldn’t bother him. My thought was that they would say
anything and even risk Moo’ s life to get him back on the table in order to attempt to find
something, anything that justified their actions other than the hunch of an overzealous
intern trying to make name for himself and the amateur statistical analysis of a“child
abuse doctor” who had a superiority complex.

Despitethat | finally relented. | couldn’t do it any more. | did tell Williams at
point blank range that if any harm were ever to come to my son because of these x-rays
that | was holding him and Y uan personally responsible. | did tell them that there would
be no more, and that the police would be getting involved if they even asked again. You
could seetherelief in their faces. They knew they would find what they were looking
for. | knew they wouldn’'t. The x-rays were scheduled for the next morning.

John grabbed Moo and told meto go for awalk. | didn’'t argue with him. |
trusted him with Moo completely, and | needed to get some air. Asl left the room | saw
in the waiting room across from me the little girl that the staff scurried out along with her
family. This poor girl had been taken from her bed, still with the oxygen tubesin her
nose and 1V in her arm, and forced to sit in awaiting room, all because of me. |
apologized quite sincerely to the entire family. The mother had such a compassionate
look on her face when she replied: “It’ s not your fault”, and then glared at the rest of the
staff as they left the room. That wasthe last time | saw any of that family as either the
little girl was released or moved to another room.

| went outside and cried. | wanted to get him out of that hospital so badly and
back to his home, back to his bed, back to his Winnie the Pooh room that took my wife
and | 6 months to complete. Back to our family.

After about 15 minutes of standing outside in the darkness with tears streaming
down my face, | pulled myself together and headed back to my son. When | got back to
the pediatric floor, John was walking toward the elevator with Moo and amale nurse. |
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asked what was going on. John told me that the x-rays had been bumped up to tonight. |
didn’t have a problem with that, the sooner, the better.

We went through the motions, took the x-rays, and came back up. | knew that it
was just a matter of time until Y uan and Williams came back begging for more tests.
John left, Ginaand | talked some more on the phone that night, and | talked to the rest of
the boys before they went to bed. The night ended rather peacefully considering...

Moo fell to sleep in my armsright away. | stayed awake all night, standing as
sentry against whatever would be coming through that door next.

Wednesday, 3-20

That next morning Gina was dropped off at the hospital by John. We both were
going to stay with Moo for the day.

Up till that point, Ginaand Y uan had never met. Y uan decided to make an
introduction. He was notified by a nurse that Gina had arrived and walked up to the
doorway of the room. Ginalooked at me and | smply said “Y uan”.

She rushed up to the doorway before he could finish walking through the
threshold and held her hand up to hisface. Hetried to speak but Gina silenced him
immediately:

“You need to leave’ she said quite sternly. Yuan again tried to speak but Gina
reiterated her wishes, with maybe a little less subtlety the second time as Y uan seemed
not to understand her first statement. | decided to step in between them because | could
see that Gina was just getting more and more irate with the fact that Y uan couldn’t take a
“hint.”

Y uan still tried to speak but | turned my back to him and faced Gina and told her
that thiswasn’'t going to lead anywhere good. To thisday | still dightly regret doing that
because it was really the only time, save a brief moment later in the day, that any one of
us squared off with Yuan. | should not have stopped Gina, but at that time | figured the
more we remained calm the quicker thiswould all end. Neither | nor Gina had a clue that
our family’ s fate had already been decided at that point.

Y uan left when he finally realized he was no longer welcome in our presence.

Of the remaining nurses we asked several timesif a decision had been reached by
CPS and when Moo was going to be released. No one had any answers.

Wefinally cleared the room of people. Ginaand | sat and caught up, it had been a
while since we had had any real time together. We discussed our next steps. One of the
many people Gina had talked to over the past few days had brought up the question of
who was paying for the x-rays and the hospital stay, especially since Moo’ s medical
release. The suggestion was put forth that we preemptively contact out insurance
provider and inform them that we are not claiming responsibility for the charges being
incurred, which we went ahead and did.

The three of us spent the next few hours together. Instead of staying holed up in
our room we decided to take Moo for walks through the pediatric ward. We wanted the
people who worked there to see just how he was. We also knew that it would start to
make some of the players, namely Williams and Y uan feel uncomfortable. Neither really
wanted anything to do with us any more, and they had to believe we might try to run. We
walked the length of the ward several times, and Moo didn’t fail to impress.



He was acharmer. He had no fear of anyone. Several times he drew smiles and
laughter by running up to complete strangers and shooting off hislethally adorable smile.
He also ran head first into doors and desks several times, and just about every five feet,
he would trip over the hospital gown he was forced to wear, only to get back up and
continue running as if he’d never fallen. He was tough and fearless, just as we' d been
claiming, and just as these people were starting to see.

We did take quite a bit of pleasure in walking right up to the exit doors of the
ward. That made the desk nurse nervous each and every time. We'd pause, look out the
windows, quietly exchange afew words, and then walk back.

After we had walked for quite awhile | went back to gathering information. No
one had given us any news, and it appeared to us (and we were tragically correct) that no
one was making any effort to get us out of there any sooner. Henry Ford Hospital (I'm
not sureif it was Y uan, Williams, or Church) wanted to view the x-rays and reports from
Seaway hospital pertaining to Moo’ s broken leg, and we were told by hospital staff that
the x-rays and other records were going to be overnighted to Henry Ford Detroit. We
knew by now that CPS surely would have obtained the medical records from Seaway and
Henry Ford Wyandotte (at |east we hoped), but probably wouldn’t share any more
information with the hospital. Aswe had nothing to hide, we wanted everyone to see
everything that they could. It would only become clearer and clearer to anyone who
cared to know the truth that we took excellent care of our children and Moo just took us
by surprise with his development.

John came later that day to spend some time with us, as did my parents. My
father-in-law seemed to be getting even more anxious than we were about the progress
(or lack thereof) of the CPS investigation and was willing to do whatever it would take to
speed things up. He offered to go pick up the x-rays himself and deliver them to the
hospital. After determining what documentation and permissions he would need, he
headed off to Seaway and Wyandotte.

Cynthia Butler came by to talk to Ginaand I. Thefirst thing | did was apologize
to her for the night before. | knew that had to have caused her a headache when she
heard about it, and the last person at that hospital | wanted to cause problems for was
Cynthia, not because | was afraid of her, but because | respected her. | apologized for
being out of control. She chuckled and said that | did nothing of the kind, and said that
she and | obviously had different definitions of the term “out of control”. Unfortunately
she had no new information for us. We sat and discussed the situation for several
minutes, during which | recounted the entire interview with Nalepato Cynthia. |
informed her that the information that CPS had was incorrect about when, how, and who
“discovered” theinjuries. Cynthia assured me she would seeto it that the facts were set
straight. She seemed greatly annoyed with the confusion. | could tell that she was
starting to take our situation to heart, and that her faith in CPS and her own hospital was
starting to waiver, although she never said so or gave any overt signs of her feelings.

At that time | had to leave to pick up some food for Ginaand | (neither of us had
eaten since this started) and | desperately needed a shower and a new set of clothes, so |
went home while Ginaand my parents stayed with Moo. Todd and Ryan were at school
and Willy was at Angel’s house. | figured it best just to get done what | need to do and
get back. | couldn’t really pull the kids out of school, and Willy would only want to stay
with me, causing more heartache than | could deal with at the moment.



While | was gone Gina, my parents, Moo, and anurse (I believe Lisawas her
name, she was one of the few who we not only tolerated, but actually liked) werein the
waiting room in the pediatric ward visiting when Cynthiawalked in. Unfortunately |
wasn'’t there to witness this, but | heard the same thing from four different people.

Cynthia appeared fed up and triumphant all at the sametime. She started off to
apologizing to my wife an parents for what was happening. She then explained that
mistakes had been made, one of them being that too many doctors became involved in the
case. She said that yes, the stories were inconsistent about what exactly happened to my
children (as the CPS worker had been told by Church and Y uan), but the inconsistencies
weren’'t from my wife and |, they were among the doctors interpreting eventsin their own
particular way and putting their own spin on the events, either inadvertently or not.
Again Cynthia assured us that everything would be straightened out on the hospital’ s end,
and that she had greatly reduced the amount of peopleinvolved. But still, our fate was
now in CPS hands. CPS had remained conspicuously uncommunicative with everyone
though.

While this was going on, John went to both hospitals to get the documents and x-
rays. While he was there heinquired if anyone had made an attempt to get the records he
was collecting. Both Seaway and Wyandotte told him that no one had.

The remainder of the day was uneventful. Ginaand | let the food | bought for us
that Moo didn’t eat go bad. Neither of us had an appetite. Ginaleft for the night. After
she left, another hospital staff worker camein to tell me that Moo would be rel eased
tomorrow. | knew better at this point than to get excited.

No one had given me the x-ray results from the day before.

Thursday, 3-21

The next morning Dr. Hassani and another doctor whose name | never asked both
assured me that Moo would be going home today. Thistime | let my hopes get up,
because Dr. Hassani was the only doctor there | respected.

| inquired about the x-ray results, but neither doctor knew anything about them.

Gina stayed at home to take care of the shopping, cleaning, and genera
housekeeping that we hadn’t been doing since this all started, so | was on my own for the
next few hours, which was just aswell. Even given the situation, | still enjoyed the time
with Moo.

During the day | kept inquiring about the x-ray results. | wanted someone to tell
me that they were negative. | knew by the way it was taking so long that there was some
type of problem, but | didn’t understand the complete scope of the depth of the problem,
and wouldn’t until two years later.

Finally I demanded to see Yuan. After fifteen or so minutes he came to the room,
quickly looking around to make sure my wife wasn't there, and walked in. | confronted
him immediately about the x-ray results. He again said they weren’t back yet. To
illustrate exactly how ridiculous his statement was | meticulously laid out the timeline of
when the x-rays were performed and that it had been two days now. He said he expected
the results to be back in the next hour, but he had an appointment that he would be
occupied with for the next few hours. | asked him if he could get another doctor to
review the results when received and let me know. Yuan'sreply literally dropped my
jaw:



“Technically he'smy patient.”

| don’'t know if it was my expression or my body language, or a combination of
the two, but Y uan instantly looked uncomfortable:

“Actually, he sMY son” | retorted.

Y uan shifted his stance in afidgety manner and dismissed himself declaring that
he was going to be late. | stood there as he left me with Moo in my arms, wanting to cry
and throttle Y uan both at the same time.

| sat back in the room for awhile simply holding Moo. After what was probably
an hour anurse came in and finally removed the IV board from Moo’sarm. | was elated,
because | could finally give my baby a bath without risking an infection. | called Gina
and then my parents and worked out getting some of Moo’ s regular clothes to the
hospital.

When the IV board was finally removed, | was disgusted to see what the tape had
doneto hisarm. He had alargerash, and it appeared to me some skin was missing.

Some time around 1pm my parents came to visit with me and bring a new change
of clothesfor Moo and also for myself. My mother had stopped by my house on the way
to the hospital, and Gina gave her some clothes for me to change into, since | was still
wearing the same clothes | started out with that previous Sunday.

| looked at the clothing that Gina had given my mother. | was alittle agitated
because the jeans Gina gave to my mother hadn’t fit me in months. Inthe years prior |
had a hyperactive thyroid which caused me to lose quite a bit of weight. | had it treated
by radioactive iodine, which essentially killed my thyroid, and as aresult | had recently
put on about 20 pounds.

| sat and visited with my parents for a while, then decided to take a bath with
Moo. The bathroom was atypical, sterile, uninviting hospital bathroom, but it was going
to be great to get the both of us cleaned up for the first time in nearly aweek. | got Moo
undressed and set him in the bathtub. | then took my shirt off. | looked around to see if
there were any cameras. It hit me: If anyone at Henry Ford realizes | took a bath with my
son they could then accuse me of sexual abuse too.

Immediately | put my shirt back on and opened the door to the bathroom. | poked
my head out and told my parents that if any nurses asked to tell them that | was giving
Moo abath, NOT taking one with him.

Moo relished in the bath. He always loved bath time, and could play for hours
without getting the slightest bit bored if the laws of biology and physiology didn’t dictate
that he’d turn into aprune. When | was finally done bathing him he felt like a different
boy. You could see he was clearly happy to be clean, and his skin smelled like a baby
again, instead of like a hospital gown. | put his own clothes back on him. It wasanice
site to see.

After handing off Moo to the temporary care of my parents, | took my turn, a hot
shower. | tried to clean myself of everything dirty and underhanded that had happened to
my family during the past week. | wanted to spend at least an hour in the shower, but |
didn’'t like Moo out of the sight of my wifeor I. 1t'snot that | didn’t trust my parents, but
| just felt the most comfortable when Ginaor | were with him.

| stepped out of the shower after about 5 minutes and dried myself off. | looked at
the clothes | had just taken off, and the clothes that Gina had given my parents. | did not
want to put on those uncomfortable jeans, but | also didn’t want to put on the dirty ones



that actually stank. | gavein and put on the tight jeans, grateful that Gina had given me a
large shirt.

The jeansfit perfectly. That’swhen | began to realize just what atoll thiswas
taking on me. | hadn’t eaten since Sunday. | hadn’t slept since Sunday. It was
Thursday. I’'m sure Ginawas just as bad off, if not worse.

Both cleaned up and in new clothing, Moo and | nestled back into the chair and
continued the visit with my parents. After some time, as he usually does, Moo became
restless. | handed moo to my mother and got up to put one of his movies into the portable
DVD player we brought along. While | was up, the phonerang. It was Gina.

Nalepa had just called my home to ask for the phone number and address of
Angie and Jesse.

Ginawas starting to get frantic. She had told Nalepa that she should already have
that information, it had been given to her twice at that point. Nalepa retorted with the
fact that she was conducting an investigation and did not have to account for her actions.
My wife questioned how the investigation was going, since Nalepa hadn’t contacted the
school, any of our boys' teachers, the principal, Ryan’s psychologist, the Specia
Education director, and friends, family, or neighbors, not even our pediatrician (asit turns
out she had just contacted the pediatrician via phone just before calling Gina, but
obviously disregarded anything that he had to say).

Ginafinally relented and gave her Angie and Jesse’ s information athird time.

When Ginafinished telling me | tried playing it cool for Gina s sake. Shewas
alone at home with Willy, Ryan and Todd were both at school till. | didn’t want to
shake her up when she had no one to turn to, but | knew damn well what the significance
of the phone call was.

We said our good-byes and | hung up the phone. | dropped to my knees and
began bawling. | was exhausted, starved, fatigued, terrified, and fed up. | had had
enough and | couldn’t take it anymore. For whatever her motives or intentions were,
Nalepa had been stringing us along, and it broke me at that point. | sobbed for closeto a
minute before | could explain to my parents, who were understandably rattled, what had
just happened.

| knew that she was taking Moo, and probably the rest of my boystoo. That
inappropriate phone call was just her way of turning the screwsin our side. Maybe she
was trying to get usto run. Maybe she just wanted to hurt us. Maybe she was just stupid.
Regardless, we knew at that point we were losing at |east one boy.

| gathered myself and asked my parentsto leave. They didn’t want to go, but |
felt that | would be best left alone.

When my parents |eft, | walked with Moo down to the nurses' station and
demanded to talk to someone in charge, then walked back to the cell we had been kept in
for five days now and waited to see who they would send.

A lady who identified herself as the head nurse camein. | told her in no uncertain
terms that | would not stand for any more speculation. We had been on aroller coaster
ride the past week, but it was my entire family that was being taken for aride, and |
wanted it stopped. She seemed sympathetic enough, but at that point it wouldn’t have
made a difference to me if she came in breathing fire. | was cold and curt to her. |
wanted the entire hospital to know that | was through with them. She seemed to be a
good place to start.



Williams came in moments later. He began to talk, but | casually turned my head
in his direction and began to speak:

“What are the x-ray results?’

As expected, Williams claimed they weren't back yet.

“That'sall.”

Williams seemed offended by my dismissal, and continued talking but | simply
went about entertaining my son. He spoke for a minute or two more, what he said | will
never know. Hefinally took hisleave.

At around 5pm Cynthia Butler came back to visit. Seeing her was both good and
bad. | wasn’t about to disrespect her, because she was one of the few at that hospital who
actually cared about the patients. | asked her if the third set of x-ray results had come
back yet. She cocked her head back and to the side in a gesture of surprise:

“Third set?” she asked.

Cindy wasn’t aware of the third set of x-rays. Apparently she had never been told
about them. | went over the events with her. She assured me she would get me the
results.

We then started talking about the hard issues. | knew that | was losing my son,
probably all of them, and | wanted to know what to expect. Cindy told me that if the
decision had been made to give my boys to relatives, then the FIA would simply take
them and deliver them to the relative placement. If my boys were to go to other foster
homes, then a court hearing would have to happen first. Cindy seemed to like the idea of
us going to court. She believed that in court the truth would come out, and our nightmare
would end. Shewas very young. | don’t want to call her naive, but rather inexperienced
or optimistic. Her faith in the courts would be found to be grossly misplaced.

About the time that Cindy and | sat down to talk, Gina and her father were leaving
our home to relieve me at the hospital. Just asthey got onto 1-75 from Southfield, John’s
cell phonerang. It was Angela. She wanted them to come over to her house before
going to the hospital, but would not say why. John and Angela debated the wisdom of
that, but Angie was insistent.

When my wife arrived at her sister’s house the news was broke: Moo was being
given to my in-laws. Nalepa had indeed asked for Angie and Jesse' s phone number to
call them and inform them she was placing Moo in their care.

| can only imagine how the trip to the hospital must have been for her after
hearing that news.

Eight o’ clock they arrived. Ginawalked into the room stone-faced. She looked at
me:

“Do you know?’ she asked.

“No” | said, which wasn't altogether true.

“She' staking Moo.”

Neither one of us remember the next few minutes of the conversation. All |
remember isthe feeling. Defeat. Uncertainty. Anguish. Terror.

How would we get him back? Would Moo be aright after thiswas all done?
Would they try to take the rest of the boystoo? When would we be vindicated and see
this woman and these doctors publicly humiliated? HOW IN THE HELL COULD THIS
HAVE HAPPENED?

| then asked where John was. Ginasaid he went to talk to the doctor.



| left the room to find John with a desperate look on his face talking to severa
nurses and one very rattled-looking Harry Y uan. John wasn’t really accomplishing
anything, he was just asking questions that should have been easy to answer but we knew
never would be:

“How could it have come to this? Do you really believe he's abused? How could
you have done this?’

| stopped him. | said that Gina needed to see him. When he left | turned on
Yuan. | couldn’t let them know that | was aware of the decision; it could lead to
problemslater. Angela had been threatened by Nalepanot to tell Ginaor I, or Moo
would be placed with strangers.

| said | wanted the x-ray results. The humbled doctor’s only word was
“Negative.”

| then went on atirade guilt-trip trying to see if | could find any humanity behind
his eyes. To my shock, Y uan had something to say.

“Mark, knowing what | know now, | never would have filed that report.”

| looked around at the several nurses who heard that. | focused on Y uan:

“Would you say that exact same thing on the stand?’

Y uan paused, but eventually sputtered out a“Yes’, which | instantly knew was a
lie.

With nothing more to say | went back to the room and hugged Gina and Moo.

John and | left for Angie' shouse. Therest of the boys were there, and it had been
what seemed like weeks since | had seen them. When we got there | took Angie to the
side and with tears starting to stream down my face | said:

“You take good care of my Moo.”

She hugged me and | cried until Willy walked up. | then turned around, rubbing
my eye asif | had apiece of dust init and picked him up. | gathered Ryan and Todd, not
letting on to any of them that | knew what was coming.

We got back to our home. The boyswere beat. They fell asleep on mine and
Gina s bed, watching Scooby Doo on Cartoon Network. | stared at the ceiling the rest of
the night with most of my boyslying in my arms.

Friday, 3-22

At 7am | woke the boys, got them dressed, and took Ryan and Todd to school. |
sat and talked with the school principal, and let her know what was going on. She began
to cry and wanted to console me, but | didn’t have the time.

Willy and | went back home to wait for John, who would be taking Willy to
Angi€ s house while | went to Henry Ford.

| made it to the hospital at 9:00am. Nalepa had just called Ginaat around 8:30am
and told her the “shocking” news. Ginaplayed it cool, not breaking down, not pleading
with her, not even cracking her voice. Ginasimply replied “OK”.

My wife's response must have set Nalepa off. Shetold my wife she would be at
the hospital within 45 minutes. She then told my wife:

“Now, go be amother.”

Gina simply hung up the phone on her.

Upon my arrival | did my best to act shocked. Cindy was waiting for me. She
peppered me with apologies and condolences, and supposedly new information. | told



her that she wasn't the one who needed to apologize for anything. She did say that there
would be a court hearing the next day, and that was a good thing because them some
knowledgeabl e people would be looking at all the facts and the truth would finally come
out.

| got to my boy’sroom. Many of the staff were waiting to talk to us, but | ssmply
closed the door behind me and spent the time we had with my wife and Moo.

Angie and Jessie arrived at about 10:30am. They said Nalepa had just called
them a half-hour before and told them to go to the hospital. Perhaps Nalepa' s watch was
broke.

About the same time Angie and Jesse arrived, new roommates were assigned to
us. They had come from a shelter because the lady’ s baby boy had taken aturn for the
worse in some fashion. The mother kept inquiring about getting food for herself and
about calling the shelter so she wouldn’t lose her bed. | was trying not to be judgmental,
but | just thought it was funny that | knew my son was perfectly healthy and yet | was
unable to eat (or sleep) for an entire week out of concern for him.

The five of us moved into the waiting room across the hall because Williams was
in talking to the mother next to us, and neither Gina nor | wanted to be near him. We
gathered all of our stuff and moved out of the room for the last time.

As | was moving the last few belongings into the waiting room, Dr. Hassani
stopped me. Y ou could see the empathy in hisface. He wanted so much to comfort me.
He took my hand in both of his and looked at me and wished me luck. | could seethe
tearswelling up in his eyes and knew he would rather not display that emotion in current
company, so | told him that everything would be fine, thanked him, and moved on.

We all spent our time in the waiting room, talking and playing with Moo.
Sometime after 11:00am Nalepa arrived with a female co-worker whom she failed to
introduce.

| would not look at Nalepa. It wasn't that | was intimidated by her, not at all. |
was afraid of what she could do though, and | was afraid of what my reaction would be if
she shot me a demeaning look, so | decided to avoid the possibility entirely.

Surprisingly she did not have much to say. She did mention that the court date
would be on Monday, two days away, instead of on Saturday. She was kind enough to
take the time to write out the date, time, and directions to the courthouse on |oose-leaf
paper for us. That was the only thing we ever received from her, save two business cards.

| asked if Angie could come over and pick up clothes and toys for him. Nalepa
glanced at her partner, who nodded. She then confidently said: “ Of course.”

Due to my inexperience with and ignorance of the law, | did not think to ask for a
court order. At that point | thought my only option was compliance or violent resistance.
Since | still had amisguided belief in our justice system, | felt compliance was the best
course of action. | should have asked for the court order....

Nalepathen relished in telling us that we would only have one hour of visitation
with Moo over the weekend, and that we had to established when the time would be right
then and there. She was gracious enough to alow the visit to be at Angie and Jesse's
home. | chose the arbitrary time of 3:00pm on Saturday.

Ginaand | were then instructed to leave. We said our tearful goodbyesto Moo. |
handed him over to Jesse with one last instruction:

“Don't let her (Nalepa) touch him.”



Jesse looked back at me.

“Never” he said.

Ginaand | walked arm in arm down the length of the hallway. We cried the
entire time with all eyeson us. | turned around once to see Nalepa s partner making sure
we left. The unnamed woman did seem to be somewhat human though, she did not seem
to enjoy the exchange the way Nalepadid.

| had to support Ginain the elevator to the entrance lobby. As soon aswe had
gotten out of Nalepa s sight Gina almost collapsed. | sat her down and told her to wait
there while | got the truck.

Again, Nalepa' s complete lack of comprehension of logistics shined as just
moments after | walked out, Angie, Jesse, Moo, the mystery partner, and Nalepa walked
through the lobby while all Gina could do was sit there and let it happen.

| pulled out of the parking structure to see Gina running toward me in tears.

It was over, our boy was gone for the moment, and we were leaving that hospital
behind.

Immediately when we got home we started gathering clothes, toys, sippy cups,
and snacks for Moo to have at Angie's. We only collected a weekend’ s worth of items
because we would be getting him back on Monday. We would show everybody who was
right in court. But still, the fact that we couldn’t hug and kiss one of our sons was
intolerable. Ryan, Todd, and Willy hadn’t seen Moo for a week.

John was at our house watching Willy while Nalepa kidnapped Moo, and Ryan
and Todd were still in school.

Angie came over about an hour after we arrived home. We loaded up her car
(yes, it was only aweekend’ s worth of clothing and necessities, but it had been so long
since he had been home we over-did it on the toys).

After Angieleft | went to the school to pick up the older two. | told them what
had happened, and that everything was just about over, but Moo would be staying with
Cece (that’s how Gina' s family refers to Aunts) for the weekend.

Therest of the day we were in shock for the most part. Friends and family were
calling us and expressing their sympathy, but much more, their disbelief. Not for one
second though did anyone doubt our innocence.

Ginaand I, while going over our options, thought of getting testimonials from
people we knew. We would ask them to write about how we were with our children. We
wanted to get people who would be likely to be listened to, like our boys' teachers, the
school principal, the director of Special Education of Wyandotte, people from our church,
our boys' pediatrician, and our friends who included a county commissioner, a police
officer, and others. The two o us got on the phone, Gina on our home phone, and me on
my cell phone. We called everybody, and virtually everyone (except for a select few who
were afraid of the FIA) agreed to write |etters of testament on our behalf.

| also called Cindy again to discuss what our next steps should be with her.
Earlier | had mentioned what Y uan had said the night before. She told me that Y uan had
denied saying that, as | had supposed he would. Quickly | rattled off that there were
several nurses and another doctor on duty at the time who heard him say that, but | knew
it would be to no end.



Cindy mentioned that what we were doing was a good idea, but didn’'t have any
other advice for me. She mentioned that the evidence would speak for itself in court, and
that we would be fine.

Therest of the night we spent with our boys, discussing how we were going to
sue the eyeballs out of Henry Ford and the FIA to make sure our boys were taken care of
forever, they had already been through so much even though only Moo was taken.

According to Angie, Vinnie and Moo had quite a good time taking a bath together
that night. It wasreally the first time that Vinnie had a* sleepover”.

Angie also mentioned Nalepa’ s demeanor when arriving at their home for the
placement. Nalepahad laid down the rulesin no uncertain terms, and stressed that Gina
and | were only allowed to see our son for one hour on Saturday. She threatened many
times that Moo would be removed from her home if Angie or Jesse violated any of her
rules.

Nalepa also imparted the FIA’s version of properly disciplining a child. Shetold
Angelathat physical punishment was acceptable aslong asit didn’t leave a mark.

Now, Ginaand | are not the type of radical parents spouting that nothing but
peace, love, and freedom are the keysto raising a child properly, and we certainly won't
condemn parents for spanking their children, but spanking and physical punishment is
something that we just do not do, it smply doesn’t work for our family and isjust too
heartbreaking for us to consider.

The FIA, the organization currently claiming that we abused our children, has
standards lower than ours when it comes to physically punishing children. Inthiscasein
particular Nalepa was telling Angie and Jesse that it was acceptable to physically punish
a 19 month old baby.

We had arestless night, but we finally slept. We still had three of our boysin our
home, and we knew that Moo was safe with Angela and Jesse.

On an interesting note, Henry Ford never charged our insurance for the week-long
stay.

Saturday and Sunday, 3-23,24

| woke up early and paged Y uan immediately. He called my cell phone. | asked
him if he would write aletter of testament in light of what he had told me Thursday night,
subtly challenging him to deny it.

He said he had spoke with Church about speaking on our behalf. According to
Y uan, neither he nor Church felt that would be a benefit to our cause. | stood there with
my mouth agape for afew seconds, not believing that he thought | was actually dumb
enough to buy hisB.S.

| then said:

“You don't think that the doctor who filed the initial complaint against my family
speaking on our behalf would have any influence?’

| hung up. | couldn’t bear to listen to him stutter through an answer.

Still amazed | |eft to get doughnuts for the family. Upon my return we did our
typical Saturday morning routine of house cleaning. Ginaand | got back on the phone
and called more people, and everyone was agreeable to writing on our behalf.

At 2:30 we packed the family up and went to visit Moo. We arrived at
approximately 2:45. Our entire family was so paranoid about breaking the rules that we



sat in our SUV up the street for 15 minutes until 3:00 rolled around. We didn’t know if
we were being watched.

When we walked up Moo met us at the door. He was so excited to see his
brothers, and they to see him. It had been a week since they had seen each other. For the
first 10 minutes Willy and Moo would not stop hugging. Ginaand | took our turns
coddling him as we visited with everyone. It was awonderful visit, but far too short, and
amost asit started, it was over. At 4:00 we left to Moo wailing, although Ginaand | did
our best to act asif was the normal course of events, Moo still wanted to come with us. It
broke our hearts.

We went to church that Saturday night and prayed that common sense would start
to enter the equation. Perhaps God had earmuffs on that night.

That night before bed, | decided to contact an old college girlfriend of mine. She
and | were quite serious for afew years, and we had both planned on getting married as
soon as | graduated. Our relationship went south as these things sometimes tend to, and
we went our separate ways.

When we broke up she was a social worker. She had once been involved in
removing children from a home toward the end of our relationship. Thiswas a bone of
contention between her and 1, and had arole in our eventual separation. | couldn’t accept
her career path and it drastically affected our relationship. Despite our differences, |
would still trust her with my life, so | contacted her viaan email addressthat | found. |
had also found her phone number, but thought that was a little too forward.

| didn’'t hear back from her before the preliminary hearing.

It was another restless night, but Ginaand | did get more sleep ssmply from sheer
exhaustion. Sunday was the day we really went to work. | got on the phone with
everyone who had agreed to write aletter to confirm that | could pick it up. | spent most
of the day on the road going from house to house collecting the promised letters. |
checked in with Gina quite often to see if anything new had happened and to see how
Moo was doing.

Everyone who said they would came through. Even from Colorado and
Washington D.C., some close friends of mine had emailed their letters to us and even
FedEx’d overnight signed copies. They offered to come to Michigan to help. | thanked
them but turned them down saying that there was no need.

Most of the letters had been collected, and Gina had spent the entire day on the
phone looking for help and information. She hadn’t prepared anything for dinner, so she
asked me to pick up Chinese food. During her day on the phone she captured all the
information she gathered on a piece of paper, along with the order for Chinese food. In
the midst of all the note-taking and order-making she scribbled a likeness of our stolen
son on that paper with the phrase aboveit:

“He’'smy Moo - Mommy’s Moo”

When | saw that, for some reason it broke my heart. | still have it to this day.

Monday, 3-25

This day was to be our day of reckoning. The day that we shoved all of Nalepa's
assumptions and prejudices down her throat, the day we beat Y uan and Church and
Williams into oblivion with their own incompetence, and the day where we would be
able to wash our hands of these horrible people forever.



It was overcast and cold, but not a flake of snow on the ground, although the
forecast called for it. We got Bubba and Todd up to go to school, and got Willy dressed
to stay with Angie during the hearing. It had been 11 days since I’ d been to work, but
they were thankfully letting me slide. | assured them that | would be in on Tuesday when
itwasall over.

Ryan was nervous, it showed in his actions, and in the way he followed us around
likealost dog. Just as John pulled up to Willy off to Angie's| gave Ryan a hug, lightly
turned his head toward me by his chin and said:

“Don’t worry, it endstoday. No oneisgoing to be taking you away. | promise.”

John shuffled Willy into his SUV and told usto hold tight, he' d be back to take
us. | took Todd and Ryan to school, spoke with the principal one last time, and collected
afew remaining letters from teachers. Everyone wished us luck.

We had arranged with the school principal that Ryan and Todd could stay at the
school if our court hearing went past the time school went out. We really didn’t know
what to expect.

After returning home it was an eternity until John pulled up to take us. We sat
quietly, not saying aword, lettersin hand. When John did arrive we had to restrain
ourselves from running out to his vehicle. We both just so desperately wanted this done
with and the FIA out of our family.

Therideto the Lincoln Hall of Juvenile Justice took about 30 minutes. The hall
was in the middle of atypical Detroit neighborhood, a place that one could tell was once
beautiful, but over the years had fallen into disrepair. The hall itself was adirty place.
We walked in through metal detectors onto bland, rarely cleaned tile flooring. The
interior was lined with an impersonal clay-colored brick. The typical mass-produced
orange bench seats were in the waiting area.

There to greet Gina, John, Florence and | were two of Gina s aunts, her
grandfather and hislady-friend, and my parents. | sent my family on to the seating area
while | checked in at the front desk.

Asl waited in line, | paid attention to what was going on around me. My family
and | stuck out like sore thumbs. All of us were well-dressed and well groomed. Most of
the people in the hall had worn jeans or torn clothing. Many that were dressed up looked
quite uncomfortable in their new clothing. A lot of words were being exchanged between
peoplein the hall and the waiting area, forcing security to intervene several times.

| figured thiswould only bode well for us. If these were the kind of people a
judge was familiar with seeing then we should be a slam-dunk closed case. Maybe | was
prejudice at the time, maybe | was seeing what | wanted to see. Maybe | wasjust plain
naive.

After a brief exchange with the stereotypical apathetic government-employed
clerk |1 was able to determine that we would be in courtroom 1-J before Referee Richard
Smart. | had no ideawhat areferee was at that time, but it didn’t concern me. The courts
knew what they were doing.

We waited and waited. | looked constantly for Nalepato come through the door,
but she never did. We waited patiently for an attorney to come out and talk to us, but
none ever did. We watched as family after family was called into courtroom after
courtroom. Some walked away cheering, smiling, thanking god. Most I€ft in tears.



Ginaand | had decided to go with a court-appointed attorney. We were told by
someone who had experience in these matters that it was best to go with the court-
appointed attorneys. They said that the entire juvenile justice system was a big buddy’ s
network that ran smoothly and correctly when everybody knew each other, and that one
of the worst things a parent could do was to hire some bulldog know-it-all attorney that
would only make the judges/referees/ CPS workers upset.

The seating area was clearing out and there was still no sign of alawyer or
Nalepa.

Finally our names were called to room 1-J. Thiswasit.

The courtroom door was closed when we got there, and people were lining up
outside the door. | couldn’t believe al of these people whom | had no idea who they
were, were going to attend our hearing. Still no sign of Nalepa.

A pretty middle-aged woman walked up to my wife and | and confirmed that we
were Mr. and Mrs. Vaenti. We acknowledged her and she said that she would be
representing usin court. Unfortunately | never wrote down her name.

Instantly my wife and | started flooding her with information, because we knew
we had only minutes to convey to her how much had gone wrong. We gave her copies of
the testaments we had gathered over the weekend. We explained to her that no
investigation had been done. Wetried to fit anovel’s worth of material into a paragraph,
but before we knew it, we were called into the court to begin.

The court was atiny room. There was the referee bench along the back wall and
directly in front were fold-out tables and chairs for the attorneys, plaintiffs and
defendantsto sit. Lining the walls were more plastic and metal chairs. It appeared to me
that thiswasn't really a court, but a place where children would go to “play court”. | had
no idea how insightful that observation was at the time.

Our spot was the at the folding tables right by the door.

Nalepa' s spot was at the far end of the folding tables, where she was sitting with
two other people. My eyesfixed on her, but | didn’t let them linger, | knew it wouldn’t
look good in front of the referee.

Sitting with her were two people, and they were obviously in the middle of an in-
depth discussion, and had been for some time. This struck me as quite unfair. The first
person was atall, professional-looking woman named Sheryl Little-Fletcher. She wasthe
Assistant Attorney General (AAG) representing the FIA. On the other side of Nalepa
was an older man. He was very rough-looking. He had unkempt hair and a stained suit
on. Hishair appeared grayish-white. | remember him as being overweight with aworn-
looking, wrinkled face. My memory of his appearance may be tainted because of his
actions that would follow. His name was William Elliot Ladd. Thiswas the person that
was to represent Moo in court. Hisofficial title was a Lawyer-Guardian ad litem, or
LGAL. Heworked for anon-profit organization called Legal Aid and Defender’s
Association of Detroit, known as LADA.

Everyone filed into the courtroom and found a seat. | had already told our
attorney everything | could. Our friend who had advised us to go with the court-
appointed attorney also advised usto request a pre-trial if the charges weren't
immediately dropped. Werelayed thisto our attorney. Gina continued to talk to her
while | started listening to the others n the room. The female attorney said something to
the effect of “we want to disrupt the children’slives as little as possible”. Nalepathen



said something about a “mistake” (I couldn’t hear clearly as they were trying to keep the
talk amongst themselves).

That’swhen | heard Ladd’ s first words, and that’ s when this man made an enemy
of mefor life.

“The only mistake made here was that the rest of the children were left in the
home” he boomed from hisjowls. It aggravated me that court was not yet in session and
that | knew his comment would not be captured on the court record.

| just stared at him. This man was not only “representing” Moo, he was
“representing” the rest of my children. And he was destroying the foundation of their
stability with what he would refer to later ashis“...obligation to provide aggressive
representation for the children...”

One thing stuck me as odd about this man: Everyone in the courtroom seemed to
either fear or respect him for some odd reason. Here he was, clearly not having the
slightest idea as to what he was talking about, yet you could see by other’ s reactions,
especialy Little-Fletcher’'s, that they were almost subservient to him. My family was
terrified at what they were hearing. | was outright enraged. | made up my mind in that
instant to never fear this man, no matter what happened. | never have, and despite being
warned even to this day by numerous people, | never will.

My attorney then took the stack of testaments over to Little-Fletcher, Nalepa, and
Ladd. She showed them the letters from our pediatrician, the county commissioner,
Ryan’s psychologist (who formerly produced profiles for CPS), and afew others. Little-
Fletcher cursorily glanced at them and handed them past Nalepato Ladd. He thumbed
through two or three of them stopping on none for any longer than a second or two, and
then tossed the papers onto the table in front of him sending the top few letters onto the
floor while loudly proclaiming, again off the court record; “Thisis crap!”

| could not believe this man. He was taking whatever lies Nalepa had fed him and
swallowing them like afish - hook, line, and sinker, and worse yet, acting on it. He
hadn’t even met my children, yet he's there making ascene asif it’s his duty to protect
our children from us. He was completely clueless as to what was going on yet making
himself appear to be Moses on the mountain bringing down the knowledge and wisdom
of god. And everybody except my family appeared to be buying it.

Asthey continued to chatter | heard Ladd instruct the AAG to take the rest of my
children, to which the AAG obediently agreed. | then mouthed to my family and my
wife:

“They’re going to try to take all the kids”

No one seemed to understand me. | think they understood perfectly well. | think
they didn’'t believe me. Referee Richard Smart walked into the room, and court wasin
session. When court was called to order, Little-Fletcher uttered “ Game on!”

Under my breath came the reply:

“Thisisno game.”

A cell phone started ringing. Smart threatened to throw the owner out of the
courtroom if they didn’t stop the phone immediately. Everyone was looking around to
seewho it was. After afew seconds, John realized it was his. He was amazed because
no one ever called his cell phone. He turned it off and we continued.

Immediately our lawyer asked for a probable cause hearing, which would be
scheduled for April 3. | was shocked, | couldn’t believe that she wasn't trying to stuff



these charges down the FIA’ s and Ladd’ s throats (granted, we had only met her 5 minutes
before, she couldn’t possibly know anything she needed to know in order to make an
educated decision).

| thought of the date. That was over aweek away! Jesse and | would both miss
wrestling in the World Championships. If it took that long to get Moo back, what would
we do? We could still make it to Disney of course, but the thought of him being away for
that long was heartbreaking...

Our lawyer couldn’t make that date. We were to be immediately assigned another
attorney from what is called emergency house counsel, which, according to The Guardian
(Volume 24, Number 1, Winter 2002), Ladd himself feels Emergency House Counsel is
“inadequate because the substitute attorney (does not have) time to prepare” (in reference
to Inre AMB, Ladd’ s crowning achievement appeal in which he was able to get a court
ruling by Richard Smart overturned for his client, albeit dightly ex post facto).

Aswe waited for our second attorney, the trio on the other end of the folding
tables resumed chattering amongst themselves, continuing to work on their game plan
while we anguished with no one to listen to us. My mother later said that she could see
the desperation written all over my face.

A second attorney appeared. He wasn't there long enough for me to get his name
though, as he couldn’t make the April 3 date either. | aimost broke down in tears at that
point, and my wife wasn't far off either.

All the while, Ladd, Nalepa, and Little-Fletcher continued to solidify exactly what
they were going to do to us.

Denise McNulty then walked into the courtroom to represent us, and thankfully,
she could make the date. Amazingly, we weren’t given any time at all to familiarize her
with our situation, the hearing just rolled right on.

Little-Fletcher made a motion to take the rest of my children, to which Ladd of
course agreed (asif it weren't hisdoing). Smart looked at McNulty who threw her hands
out to her sides, shook her head back and forth, and simply made a motion to keep our
other children at home.

Just like that, Smart took my other three boys while McNulty sat there with her
deer-in-the-headlights | ook.

The issue of visitation came up next. The AAG was thoughtful enough to suggest
monthly visits with our children, the first of which to be at an FIA facility, afterward, at
the FIA’ s discretion, to be at their placement (which all were gracious enough to agree
that Angie and Jesse could take them). Ladd objected to this. His stance was that “the
(FIA) was not able to make awell-informed decision” and “could not properly exercise
its discretion” when determining if we would be allowed to visit our children. | was
wondering if he was listening to his own words. He was taking a drastic action solely on
the word of an organization who he himself was claiming could not possibly make
informed decisions. Amazing. Astounding. Appalling.

Fortunately, Smart ruled that the FIA could use its discretion, something that was
still not much comfort to us, given the level of competence they had exhibited thus far.

And just like that, my children were gone, and court was adjourned. No one saw
proof of anything, simply an alegation waslaid out on the table. The FIA didn’t even
need to lie. All they had to do was say they wanted my children, and the court ripped
them from us. What was | going to tell Ryan?
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Ladd stood up. Someone said something to him. In his smug demeanor he raised
hisfist in the air and bellowed:

“There’ s only one way a baby can get a broken rib, that baby was punched”,
accentuating the last word by shoving hisfist higher intheair. Anenemy for life. No
going back. And no forgiveness.... ever.

Again, his outburst was timed conveniently after the stenographer had stopped
typing.

Here was the man who was responsible for taking all of my children, thus fueling
Nalepa s flames of ignorance and incompetence, setting her on a path that would lead to
her ultimate humiliation, and my family on a path of suffering that would never end.

He stood there, old, overweight, unkempt, and out-of-shape. It took every ounce
of restraint | had to keep my 20+ years of martial arts, wrestling and weight training at
bay. Right before me was the man who kidnapped my children, and | couldn’t touch
him. Inany other circumstance, be it on the street, in amall, or at a park, | could do
whatever was necessary to a man trying to abduct my children with no repercussions.
But this man, this William E. Ladd, was able to do it; nice, clean, and legal. And | had no
choice but to takeiit if | ever wanted a chance to see my boys again.

Outside the courtroom was chaos. Ginaand | walked out ssimply too shocked to
speak. My family had descended on Little-Fletcher, Nalepa, and Ladd trying to tell them
that they had just made a huge mistake. McNulty disappeared.

For what seemed quite some time | wandered around the outside hall trying to
make sense of what just happened. Slowly | started noticing things going on around me.
| caught Ladd out of the corner of my eye. Gina' s aunt was talking to him, and you
could see the intensity of what she was saying on her face, even though | didn’t hear.
Then Ladd did it again:

“As| said, the only way a baby can get a broken rib is by being punched.”

Again, he drove his point home with araised fist, but thistime stuck it in Gina’'s
aunt’sface. | just looked away.

Off in adifferent part of the hallway | saw my parentstalking to Grace. | was
determined to put a stop to that. | marched up to hear Grace and my mother talking about
my Native American heritage. Grace was telling my mother that we needed to establish
proof of my heritage so that this mess could be moved to tribal court.

| stepped in between my mother and Grace, with my back to the woman who just
took my kids.

“What are you doing?’ | pleaded with my mother.

“She'strying to help.” My mother replied. Y ou could tell my mother was just
grasping for straws.

“She's helped enough, don’t you think?’

| couldn’t bear to stand in such close proximity to Nalepa. | stormed away. | was
walking toward Gina. She was facing me, but looking at something over my shoulder, |
could only assume it was Nalepa. Apparently Nalepa had followed behind me back
toward the courtroom. Ginawalked up next to me with her face as cold as chiseled stone
and said to her:

“1 get the feeling you have no ideawhat you’' re doing. Y ou haven’t been doing
thislong, haveyou?" Again, | wedged myself in between Ginaand Nalepa, again, my



back to the CPS worker. | picked up Gina by the arms and physically moved her. A
verbal confrontation with one of the three perpetrators in the courtroom was going to lead
nowhere good.

Family were coming up to us consoling us. We were trying to make sense of
what had just happened, but it was hopeless. Again | caught site of Nalepatalking to
someone. | just stared. Everything blocked out except her face. In an instant my
attention was broken when my mother slapped me across the face.

She took my head in her hands and directed me to look at her.

“Everything you want to do to that woman is written on your face.” My mother
was right, | realized | needed to calm down.

Finally people started to disperse. We caught sight of McNulty. We both chased
after her. We needed her to straighten this out. Nalepa was off to the side, but still
within earshot.

Ginaand | started telling her that a huge injustice had just happened in there, and
| said asloudly as| possibly could while still being subtle:

“She hasn't investigated anything!”

McNulty took usto the side and asked us afew questions about why this came
about. We told her we were innocent. She looked at me and said: “| need to know
everything; | can’t defend you from any surprises | don’t know about”.

| allowed her that shot, I’m sure she' d seen her share of parents that weren’t quite
truthful with her. But | wasn't going to put up with too much more from her after her
dismal performancein court just now.

My wife asked what was going to happen next. McNulty’s next words were the
reason we fired her.

“Now you will have up to ayear to comply with the FIA’ s reunification plan.
Whether you want to comply or not is something the two of you will have to sit down and
decide.”

Our own lawyer had us convicted already.

With every turn of events, with every person | talked to, things just seemed more
and moreinsane. | couldn’t believe this was happening. | thought at any minute | would
wake up out of this nightmare or that Alan Funt would come bursting out of a broom
closet.

McNulty had a few more words to say, which | heard as “Blah blah blah blah”.
She handed us her business card and left. That was the last time | would have anything to
do with her. 1 would represent myself if | had to.

We were getting ready to leave ourselves when Nalepa again walked up to Gina
and |. She said she needed to get some more information from us. John joined us and we
went off to an unoccupied waiting area. John, Gina, and | sat facing Nalepa. She started
off by asking where Moo was.

There was a moment of silence.

Seeming agitated, Nalepa restated her question. We couldn’t believe she was
asking it. Ginasaid the only thing that could be said:

“Y ou should know, you' re the one that took him from us.”

A nasty look was shot from Nalepa to Gina and back.

“At Angelaand Jesse’ s house” | said. Nalepaand Gina's eyes were locked on
each other. You could clearly see there would never be any love lost between these two.



She jotted some notes down in her book. | half expected Nalepato ask for their
phone number and address again.

She then asked where Willy was, to which | gave the obvious answer, Angie and
Jesse’s. She then asked about Ryan and Todd. We told her they were at the elementary
school in the library with the principal.

She asked us how we wanted to handle this. | was honest with her. | told her that
| wanted to pick them up and drop them off at Angela’ s house so that | could explain to
them what was going on.

Nalepa sat back and cocked her head. She had aridiculous expression on her face
asif | were being unreasonable.

“Now come on!” she garbled.

“Y ou asked me how | wanted to handleit” | said.

John said that he would drop my wife and | off at our house then deliver Ryan and
Todd to Angela’s. That apparently was reasonable to Nalepa because her neck un-
cocked.

Nalepathen said that she needed to get copies of all the boys Social Security
cards and birth certificates. Ginawas great:

“| offered those to you last week and you didn’t want anything to do with them.”

“Well, | need them now. I’m going to have to come over to your house to pick
them up” replied Nalepa.

“Y ou should have gotten them last week” Gina shot back, obviously feeling the
same way | did.

Over my dead body would she step foot back in my home.

Both Ginaand | were getting pushed to the edge by her commanding attitude,
especially in light of what she had just done to usin court.

| asked her if she had an email address that we could send her the information or
copies she wanted. She started shaking her head back and forth and waving her hand,
and it’s then that Gina snapped:

“Just give us alist of what you need so we can get out of here.”

Y ou could see the surprise on Nalepa sface. You could seetheinsult. You could
see the disbelief that someone had the gall to confront her directly and act asif she
weren’t the most important thing in their universe.

Her face went blank and her eyes appeared to become glossy. She raised her right
hand, palm facing my wifeand I, and said:

“We will discuss thison my terms. We're through here.”

On that note | instantly stood up and grabbed Gina's hand. My sudden movement
had the unintended but highly enjoyable effect of making Nalepa flinch.

We walked out of the Lincoln Hall of Juvenile Justice. We went back to John’s
Explorer where both Ginaand | sat in the back. No one said aword. We got onto I-75
for the trip back to our now empty home. We did not know if or when we would ever see
our boys again. Neither one of us could talk. Neither one of wanted to talk. Mysdlf, |
just wanted to die. | failed my boys. | couldn’t do athing to defend them just now, and |
lost them all.

[-75 was at a standstill. The reason was obvious. Snowfall.



John dropped us off at our house and left for Taft Elementary to pick up our
oldest two.

Ginaand | still didn’t talk. Neither one of us wanted to even move. We walked
into our empty house without even bothering to turn any lightson. We went into separate
rooms and simply sat down.

After sometime | got my cell phone out, and then Nalepa' s business card. |
called her. There was no answer, so | waited for the voice mail to kick in. To thisday |
regret what | said, it must have stroked her ego to hear it.

| was crying, and | apologized for my behavior after court. | then told her that she
couldn’t believe those horrible things Ladd said. | then pleaded with her to let us see our
boys as often and as long and as soon as possible. | thanked her for her time and hung
up. It was pretty pathetic.

At about the time that | was begging Nalepa s answering machine for mercy, John
arrived at Taft. Hetold the principal what had happened. She couldn’t believeit. He
broke the news to the boys, who didn’t take it all that well, but still handled it
respectably. But they were scared.

Our boys arrived to find a devastated Angie and Jesse. Nalepa was also there at
their home. Ryan and Todd were sat down and Nalepa explained to them what had
happened. Neither boy had anything to say to her.

A few parting threats were made to Angie and Jesse by Nalepa (“1f you do
anything to violate my rules, these boys are outta here”) and it was over.

Earlier in the day, sometime before the trial started, Nalepa had called Angie to
ask if it was OK to place the rest of our boyswith her. Angelaof course agreed. She
then tried calling John on his cell phone (hence the ringing cell phone in court).
Apparently Ladd and Nalepa had been plotting their little schemes before they even got
into room 1-J.

We called our boys and spoke with them, trying to be brave on the phone, acting
asif nothing were wrong. We also arranged for John to come back and pick up a bunch
of their clothes and toys.

Each thing we packed for them drove another nail into each of our hearts. | have
never done anything so emotionally and even physically painful in my life.

Therest of that day was ahazeto me. | called the phone number | had for my ex
up in the U.P. and she answered. We talked for about an hour about what had happened,
how it came about, and how she was sure it would all end very quickly. Shewas
surprised at what transpired though. There was never any doubt in her mind that my wife
and | were innocent.

| can’t write too much for the rest of that day. Nothing made sense and al time
seemed to stop. | know | did get some sleep that night. We both fell from exhaustion
finally. Even though our family was in the worst situation we had ever beenin, at least
the first part was over, and we knew where we stood, we had identified the enemies, and
we knew what we had to do. Thelegal system was useless, the truth inconsequential.
We had to make these people see that they did not want to win this case. We had to pull
out all the stops and make them realize what was really at stake here. Children’s best
interests, everybody’ s favorite catch phrase, meant nothing. It was their interests we had
to show were at stake.



Tuesday to Thursday, 3-26,27,28

We drove over to Angi€ s house. There were our four boys waiting for us on the
porch, all smiles and ecstatic to seeus. Aswe pulled up in her driveway, Jesse had to
restrain Willy from running off to our car. Once our car came to a stop we both excitedly
rushed out of the car, toysin hand, and ran to our boys. We each took turns hugging two
at atime.

| was just finishing strapping Moo in the car when | woke up.

Reality rushed in with the alarm clock.

Thiswasn't anightmare | would wake up from. My life was a nightmare | woke
up to. Not only was my temporary reprieve from hell over with, | had to go to work on
top of it. It had been 10 days since | was last there, and | had to march into work, where
by now everybody would have known what happened, and put on a brave face and deal
with everyone as if it were business as usual.

| had to perform password resets, troubleshoot account issues with users, and even
investigate people for possible wrongdoing. | honestly didn’t think that would be a duty
assigned to me for quite awhile.

That morning | called over to Angie and Jesse' sto talk to my boys, which | was
not allowed to see by court order, all in the boys’ best interests as determined by a
malicious and incompetent CPS worker, areferee who didn’'t have clue oneto asingle
fact, and an LGAL who | can only classify as either evil or the dumbest person to ever
pass the bar.

| was brave for them, | didn’t cry. | just hoped their school day wouldn’t be as
difficult as my work day.

| drove by the school my two oldest were at, and the home my two youngest were
at on the way into work that day. It was some consolation just to be that close to them.

My workday was difficult, and everyone was appalled as | recounted what
happened. My coworkers were completely supportive, and it meant alot.

But honestly, | really don’t remember one specific event until Wednesday
afternoon when my wife received a phone call from awoman at the FIA named Ruth
Barrese. Barrese was Nalepa s supervisor. | was at work when the call came.

Barrese called to tell usthat she had arranged a meeting with our children for us.
We were going to be able to see them on Good Friday at 11:00 am. The meeting would
take place at the Western Wayne Child and Family Services building on Ecorse Road in
Taylor. We would have one hour. Barrese warned my wife sternly that we were not to
become too emotional, she was concerned about our children (I have a hard time typing
that in without breaking out into laughter). She warned Gina; “If you do one thing wrong
| will instantly terminate your visit”. Between her sobs, Gina assured her that we would
not cause any problems.

We prepared Easter Baskets and loaded them up with hard-boiled eggs and toys to
giveto them on Friday. Since we weren't allowed to see our children outside of the FIA,
we wouldn’t be able to do our traditional Easter morning. The Easter-egg hunt was
something | really enjoyed as a child, and something | looked forward to putting on for
my children every year. Thisyear it wouldn’t be, simply because we were caught up in a
system that appeared to process families asif they were cattle.



Those three days were a huge conglomeration of sorrow and shock. Neither my
wife nor | had any sense of what was real any more. Neither one of us had really beenin
trouble with the law, and our few brief times each that we had any dealings with courts,
we saw that they were fair. Nothing like what was going on now. It was hard to believe
that we were still inthe USA. Both Ginaand | grew up during the cold war, and we' d
been exposed to all of the anti-communist propaganda. We were convinced that our
court system was fair and just, and that things like this happened in other countries where
the people didn’t have avoice.

Thursday we met with an attorney, Edward Homeier. We knew we couldn’t keep
McNulty, she was not only apathetic, she struck me asincompetent. Again, | do not
remember many specific details of that first visit. | do remember both Ginaand |
breaking down into tears afew times as we recounted what happened.

However one piece | do remember from that day was Ed telling me about Ladd.
Apparently Ladd had a history of courtroom theatrics and had little regard for the truth.
A U of M grad living in Ann Arbor, Ladd had turned “representing” childreninto a
profitable little venture for himself.

Ed seemed nice enough, and even knowledgeable. He personally knew many of
the playersin this“game”. He knew Barrese and had known her husband before he
collapsed on aracquetball court and died. He knew Lievense, and had nothing but nice
things to say about him. Ed felt that Referee Smart was afair man. He refrained from
saying anything negative about anyone, but from his comments you could get afeel for
the general aggressiveness, intelligence, and overall competency of many of the people
we discussed. He had never heard of Nalepa.

He did strike me as the typical lawyer though, saying what he needed to say,
being honest when he had to. Even though he was trying to sell himself to us, he did
have the guts to tell us things we didn’t want to hear. He told uswe werein for the long
haul, and this wasn’t ending anytime soon. He did act like he knew we were innocent,
something he could not have known from our brief contact. 1t was amost asif he was
patronizing us, but he was the first person in this entire issue that had been on our side
aside from Cynthia Butler and afew select nurses, in spite the fact that he was being paid
to be on our side.

Before we |eft he told usthat in al the years he had been doing this, he never had
any parents come into his office prepared to fight the way we were. We brought him all
the documents he would typically be scrounging to find, the court records, hospital
records, school records, etc.

We had to pay him a hefty retainer, and we would be wiping out our Disney fund
and going into debt to do it, but at that point | would have sold my soul to get my boys
back.

Friday, 3-29

Ginaand | were both up and out of bed by 4:00 am. | can’t imagine either of us
had gotten much sleep, but we finally gave in to our insomnia and went about preparing
for our visit with our boys. Unfortunately we had aready prepared everything the night
before, so for the next 6 hours Ginaand | sat in silence broken only by occasional brief
exchanges.



At 10:00 am we left for the Western Wayne CFS (also known as the Taylor-
Ecorse FIA). The facility was aways off from where we lived, and we lived relatively
closeto Angie and Jesse. | was aware of this, and | knew we'd be taking virtually the
same route to get there, so | |eft early to hopefully avoid seeing them on the road.

Not early enough.

Almost immediately upon getting on to Northline road we saw Angie and our
boys. Angie saw ustoo. | sped ahead as Gina burst into tears, and Angie amost
intuitively turned off to put distance between our vehicles. She took our boys on around-
about detour to avoid seeing us on the road again.

After what seemed like hours we arrived at the FIA office. It was anon descript
building in atan color. It looked drab and dreary from the outside. We parked in the
front lot. Our boysweren’t there yet. We were a half-hour early.

We got out of our Excursion and gathered the baskets, my wife and | carrying two
each. We wanted to get in and set up our baskets for the boys so they would be ready
when they arrived.

The waiting room was even more drab than the outside appeared. There was a
beige tile floor and beige, dirty walls. It was apparent that this building had been around
back in the days when workers were still allowed to smoke in their offices, and hadn’t
been properly cleaned since. The florescent lighting only served to bring out the callous,
cold nature of the place. Across from the entrance doors was the reception desk, staffed
by asinglewoman. To our left was a hallway lined with several closed doors opposite
each other on both sides. Shades of the re-education roomsin Orwell’s 1984 crossed my
mind. Next to the hallway entrances was podium with a security guard sitting behind it.
The security guard was afrail older man who provided little in the way of actual physical
security.

We walked up to the receptionist who greeted us in a mechanical, but seemingly
annoyed fashion. We introduced ourselves and asked to see Ruth Barrese, or whoever we
were to see that day. The receptionist gave us anicy order to sit down and she would call
the appropriate person.

Aswe sat down Angie walked in with our boys. Thiswasthe first time we' d seen
each other in almost aweek. They ranto us. The receptionist and security reacted in a
way that | can only describe as “freaking out”. The security guard approached me with
his hands outstretched as if to pull Willy off my leg where he was clinging, and the
receptionist started wailing from behind her desk that we were not allowed any contact
with our children.

Ginaclung to Moo, while Ryan and Todd kept their distance after viewing the
reactions of the employees, and Angie was at a complete loss for what to do.

Before the security guard could lay a hand on Willy | stuck my own hand, palm
out, towards the guard. No one in the employ of the FIA would be touching any of my
sonsin my presence. The guard, being no younger than his mid sixties, sensed that it
would be more trouble than it was worth for him to proceed and walked back behind his
podium.

Regardless, we wanted to comply with the FIA’ s rules, we didn’t want it to appear
asif we were troublemakers, or worse yet, had any disdain for the FIA, so as hard as it
was, we peeled our youngest off of us and handed them off to Ryan and Todd and Angie.



When they had Moo and Willy under control, the receptionist told us we couldn’t
even look at them! She called back into the offices for someone to come. Ryan and Todd
kept trying to talk to us, and Willy and Moo were screaming for us, while we were forced
to stand with our backs to them and not acknowledge them. In an effort to ease the
tension, Gina asked the guard if we could at least give them their baskets to keep them
occupied until someone came out. With a smug sense of superiority, the guard refused
our request.

It was probably two minutes until someone came out, but it felt like hours.

Colleen Nusbaum came out of a door behind the receptionist desk and walked
towards us. She quickly saw what was going on. The expression on her face wasin
between amusement and disgust, which | initially misinterpreted as just another FIA
worker having to deal with anirrational family. To this point no onein the FIA gave me
any reason to respect or even trust them.

“1 think you're taking this alittle too literally” she said to my wifeand I. We
looked at each other, then at the guard and receptionist, who seemed embarrassed by
Colleen’s comment.

“That’s what we were told to do” Ginareplied.

Colleen shot looks around at the two employees in the lobby and shook her head.

“Come with me.”

We grabbed our boys and took turns hugging each one, maybe alittle too tight.
Both | and my wife exercised great restraint and acted like there was nothing unusual in
seeing them (we held our tears at bay, Ruth’ s threats fresh in our minds).

We followed Colleen down the hallway past the Orwellian rooms and into what
appeared to be a cafeteria. The room had a higher ceiling, and was decorated to |ook
much like a kindergarten or even pre-school classroom. There were several boxes of
toys, ride-in vehicles, and even playhouses. As pleased as the two little ones were to see
us, they were just as pleased to see a whole bunch of new toysto play with. Willy tried
dragging me in one direction towards a playhouse, and Moo was trying to get Ginato
play with some blocks with him. As| saw what was going on | thought to myself “We
only have one hour”. If | was supposed to divide my time between them like this then |
couldn’t get any kind of avisit with any of them. | could see from Gina s reaction that
she was thinking the same thing. Ryan and Todd were left standing with Angie while
Ginaand | weretrying to rein thelittle onesin.

“Thisisno good” | said out loud.

“How are we supposed to visit with our boysin thisroom?’ | added.

Colleen offered that we could go back down the hallway to one of the small
rooms, but that it would be crowded and she would have to be in there with us the whole
time. Wereadily agreed. At least we would have our boys all around us instead of
scattered around playing with toys that weren't theirs.

We all walked back to one of the small rooms. It was going to be very cramped,
but that suited us fine. Angie requested to stay in the lobby, and Colleen agreed.

We hugged some more and then gave the boys their Easter baskets. For avery
brief time, all our pains, worries, and nightmares went away. We were with our boys
again, which isthe only place we ever wanted to be. We focused on them, played with
them, talked with them. It was almost asif everything were back to normal. Almost.



The whole visit we knew it would be coming to an end, but both Ginaand | tried to
ignore the time.

We put together their Lego toys. We talked about school. We played with them.
Ginaand | took turns breaking apart candy for Moo so that he wouldn’t choke on it.
Things were normal again for a short while. | had to scold Ryan for putting his feet up on
the couch. Gina had to break up a dispute between Todd and Willy over atoy they both
wanted. And we both had to keep a constant eye on Moo. They were still the same boys,
albeit with atouch of melancholy in their personality now, but still the same boys.

Then the inevitable happened.

“We have to wrap it up” Colleen said.

With as brave an air as we could muster, we stood up and announced to our
children it was time for them to go. We were met with instant wailing and the clinging of
our children. Both Ginaand | went to work calming them, reassuring them everything
was OK, and dressing them in their winter coats and boots. They asked us to take them
home, and we told them “soon”.

My feet seemed to weigh 100 pounds each as | walked the boys toward the door
of thetiny little room, and then gained weight with each step down the cold hallway
toward the front lobby. Angela stood up as she saw us and hurried her own coat on.

| walked the boys to the door and Gina and Angelatook them out to the car. 1 just
couldn’t bring myself to do that. | stood there in the breezeway watching Gina struggle
with Willy to get him in the car while he continually tried to wrap his arms around her
neck. | felt guilty and selfish that | would make her endure that alone, and went out to
help. Somehow, before | got there she managed to get them all in the car and buckled up.
She met me halfway.

We walked back into the lobby, and Colleen led us to aroom just down the hall
from where we had just visited with our children. She told us to wait there while she
prepared, and |eft for the back offices.

The room was about twice the size of the room we met with our childrenin.
Instead of couches there was alarge table in the center, surrounded by four chairs. On
the wall to the left as we walked in there was a“mirror”. It was large, about four feet by
eight feet, with the long edge parallel to the floor. The mirror was elevated about four feet
off of thefloor itself. It was plainly obvious this was a one-way mirror, and not avery
good one at that. We could see the chairs in the observation room on the other side.

| took a chair on one side of the table, and Ginatook the one opposite me. |
reached my hand across the table and she grabbed it. We sat there in absolute silence for
what seemed to be no less than a half hour, the actual duration of which | will never be
able to accurately estimate.

Colleen walked in and sat down on the end of the table. Neither Gina nor myself
wanted to participate in any discussion with another FIA employee. Too many things
we' d already said had been twisted and writhed into half-truths and outright lies. No
observations I’d made of Colleen gave me any reason to expect anything different.
Luckily we remained objective, if somewhat silently prejudiced.

With all the emotions we were enduring at the moment, having to have just
moments earlier say goodbye to our children whom we hadn’t seen in aweek, it’s hard to
remember exactly how the conversation started. We let her do all the talking at the start.
She started by telling us that everything would be OK.



| couldn’t help but mentally roll my eyes. | didn’t dare actually roll them. The
last thing | needed was another worker perceiving (albeit accurately) my disdain for
them.

Gina sat silent.

“1 want to start by letting you know that I’ ll be granting daily visitation in the
foster home.”

| looked at Gina. Ginalooked at me.

“I"'m sorry?’ | stammered.

Colleen repeated herself.

“Can we see them today, after we leave?’ Gina asked.

“Of course” Colleen replied with an understanding smile.

Ginalooked, as must have I, dumbfounded. We were in what we perceived to be
the “belly of the beast”, an FIA facility, and were actually receiving good news.

Tears welled up in both our eyes immediately and we both started to cry, despite
our bravest efforts to restrain ourselves. Two weeks of dark clouds gathering over our
heads had worn us to the bone, and we had just received the first ray of light to pierce
through them.

From that moment on we told Colleen everything. She had to get our family
background, and we answered her questions without hesitation. We then began to talk
about each of our boysin turn, Moo first. We told her how Moo was the fearless
marauder. Wetold her of afishing trip Ryan and | took with my father-in-law, where we
had to tell Ryan that the fish we caught were going to a pond because he was scolding us
for not practicing “catch and release”.

Next was Todd and his inexhaustible ability to talk and talk and talk. Then was
Willy and his sense of empathy and concern for others.

We talked about our lives, about our families, about everything.

To be honest, | only remember bits and pieces from the moment Colleen gave us
the news. | do remember wanting desperately to get up and go see my boys, but wanting
to stay too in order to help Colleen find the truth that passively eluded Nalepa. | also
wanted to find out who she was and why she was doing what she did. We had felt asif
everyone else we talked to, from doctors, to social workers, to referees and lawyers, had
been holding shotguns to our faces as we dealt with them. But this lady seemed to
actually care about what was going on. That took us completely by surprise.

When it was over with approximately and hour and a half had passed. In one
respect it felt like an eternity, because we wanted to see our boys. In the other though,
the time almost seemed to fly by because we genuinely enjoyed talking to her.

We said our goodbyes and got her information. She would not be at the probable
cause hearing on the coming Monday for some reason that we didn’t garner.

Asthe car started up, Ginawas on the cell phoneto Angie telling her what had
happened and that we were coming over. | couldn’'t drive fast enough. | even cut off a
few cars turning left onto Ecorse out of the Western Wayne CFS parking lot because the
traffic was relentlessly persistent.

And before we knew it we walked into Angela and Jesse’ s house to see our boys
again, for only the second time in aweek.

The visit itself was wonderful. We sat with our boys, changed Willy and Moo’s
diapers, and in general just tried to act like anormal family. A normal family that wasn’t



allowed to be together in their own home. At lease we were allowed to be together, and
that’ s what mattered at that moment.

Then the inevitable came. We weren't alowed to stay the night, and we
obviously couldn’t take them back home with us. We had to leave. That night the first
performance in an increasingly intense and emotional production that would last 3
months was played out. The boys, especially the youngest two, didn’t want us to leave.
Ryan and Todd were able to understand and accept that we would be back tomorrow, and
besides, Angelawas going to let them play Playstation. But we had no way of
communicating that to Willy and Moo, who desperately wanted to leave with us.

After about a half hour, Angela and Jesse each had to hold a screaming child as
we |eft.

When we returned our house was dark, and we didn’t turn any but the dining
room light on. There was no need.

We went to bed, to dream. However when we would wake up the next morning
our nightmare life was just dightly less terrifying.

Saturday, 3-30 to Tuesday, 4-2

On Saturday we visited with our children for hours. But, | was anxious to get
home. Not that | wanted to spend any less time with the boys, but know my mind was
finally freed up to think about other things instead of wallowing in misery. Knowing that
| could hop in the car and see my boys at any time was a great relief, and it allowed me to
start turning my gears.

We got home at about 8pm that night. | went to work.

Theinternet isawonderful tool. | remember when | first stumbled acrossit back
at Michigan Tech when it was still initsinfancy. Long before the World Wide Web,
there was FTP and GOPHER. They held awealth of information. Then when the WWW
came along it opened up so many possibilities. | feared that its potential would never be
realized because back at that time in the early nineties, home computers were still the
exception and not the rule.

But now, in 2002, that potential was being realized, and | put it to use.

| had never known that al the laws of the state of Michigan were available for the
viewing. Along with the laws there were many other things on line such as the CPS
Manuals, the Forensic Interviewing Protocol, all the contact information for every elected
officia you could hope to reach, and much, much more.

| began studying. | read the laws pertaining to child protection forward and
backward. | memorized entire sections of the CPS manual. | printed out everything that
| could get my hands on that might help. | researched newspaper articles about Referee
Smart, William Ladd, and about cases in general.

It turns out that | was not alone. There were entire online communities dedicated
to CPS reform and support for innocent parents.

There were also pitfalls.

We tried contacting groups such as Victims of Child Abuse Laws (VOCAL) and
the American Family Rights Association (AFRA). Their claims seemed outrageous at
first, but with what we were going through | was willing to believe the worst.



My wife called someone from the Michigan chapter of VOCAL. They seemed a
little odd to her at first. 1 was with her when she made the call, and the expression on her
face went from desperation, to concern, to bewilderment, to surprise, and finally to
amusement. | could tell from the end of the conversation that | was privy to that this
wasn't a group we wanted to deal with. On the off chance my wife hadn’t already drawn
the correct conclusion, | indicated to her not to give them any of our contact information.

When Ginagot off the phone she was aimost in tears with laughter. The VOCAL
representative she had spoken with had told her that CPS was a gigantic Gay, Lesbian,
and Jewish conspiracy to remove children from proper Christian heterosexual homes and
have them placed with Jewish and homosexual parents. That was our first and
consequently last contact with anyone from VOCAL.

AFRA seemed alittle better, but the language and tactics they used were too
emotionally driven and although well researched, immature at best. In my opinion
AFRA can do quite a bit of good if the leadership seesits way clear to stop using cases
such as Elian Gonzales as their rallying cry.

Thereal help came from michiganlegislature.org and michigan.gov. | found so
many instances of where laws and policies were violated that with each revelation my
stomach turned (I’ll be discussing those later). But, with everything | read, | was sure
that we would soon have the upper hand in dealing with CPS. They didn't have alegto
stand on legally in our case, as there was no proof to back up their claims. Asamatter of
fact, the FIA hadn’t made any actual specific claims, just that our one child had been
abused, but not how or when.

| also started gathering information to return fire after our case was closed. |
found media contacts, elected official contacts, grievance websites, and most importantly
adepartment in Michigan called the Office of the Children’s Ombudsman. The
Ombudsman’ s office had no real authority (at that time), but could cause problems for the
FIA if they started investigating. We didn’t want to give the FIA any more reason to
attack us, so | decided to put the Ombudsman contact information in a safe place until a
later date.

There were also newsgroups, Y ahoo! Groups, and mailing liststo join. While
looking for information on Ladd, | came across meeting minutes for a group called the
Child Law Section (CLS). Thisisan organization open to virtually anyone that has
anything to do with Child Law in the State of Michigan. One of the board members
whose term was expiring in 2004 was Ladd. Another one whose term was up soon was
McNulty. They had amailing list that people had to apply to get onto. | figured it
couldn’t hurt to try. Without making any false claims or misrepresenting myself in any
way, | applied. Shockingly, within minutes | was accepted.

| started receiving emails from people who posted to the list. Although thisdidn’t
directly help me out with my case, in the time I’ ve been subscribed | have seen many
interesting things come across that list. Some good, some bad. More on that later.

With al the information | was gathering, | was more and more confident that the
FIA couldn’t hurt us any further. According to law, from this point on the FIA was
required to have proof. In point of fact, the FIA was supposed to have proof already, but
| chalked that up to an oversight on Referee Smart’ s part which he should be more than
happy to remedy. In the State of Michigan, to have a petition validated in family court,
the burden of proof is on the petitioner. That little fact seemed to get past Smart, but he



struck me as an honest and fair enough person, and Ed seemed to think that he was a
decent referee.

By the time | was done printing on the first night alone | had gone through two
reams of paper and a new black ink cartridge.

Completely exhausted | went to bed where Ginawas mercifully asleep. It was
approximately 3:00am.

Sunday was the day that | was being baptized and confirmed at St. Joseph’sin
Wyandotte. | had been attending RCIA classes for months at this point, and the Easter
Mass was the day that RCIA students become full-fledged members of the Catholic
Church. Weeks before we made the acquaintance of Y uan, Nalepa, Ladd and the rest of
the crew | was asked to choose a confirmation name. | ironically chose Michael, the
protector of children. | chose that name specifically for its meaning.

Colleen had told us that our children could attend my confirmation. Of course,
we would not be able to drive them ourselves, but they would at least be allowed to be at
the church with us.

We got up early that morning. The traditional Easter Egg hunt couldn’t happen,
at least not at the home of my family. We had to get to Angie and Jesse’s early, before
the kidsrose for the day. | was physically exhausted, but the prospect of hiding the eggs
for the hunt had me excited and wide-awake none the less.

By the time we got there, the kids were already up and Angie had conducted a
makeshift hunt for them.

Just one more thing the FIA stole from us.

Therest of the day was pleasant however. It was warming up, and we barely
needed coats. We ordered pizza and spent no time worrying about the turmoil of daily
life, much less the corner the FIA had us backed into. It was agood day.

Mass went as expected, we sat with Ryan and Todd between us (Willy and Moo
stayed back with Jesse). Afterward we all met up back at Angie and Jesse’ s to say our
goodnights to the boys. That night was the first night an event was played out that would
only grow more intense and heartbreaking as the months lingered on. The night before
when we left, the boys had been sleeping. But tonight they were up and about.

Ryan and Todd weren’t a problem. They were able to intellectually grasp the
situation and that we would be back. Besides, Nintendo took their minds off the problem.
But Willy and Moo were a different story. Willy cried for us not to leave, and then cried
for us to take him with us. Moo was just as bad.

Angie and Jesse each had to grab and hold a younger one as we walked out the
door. Aswe pulled away we could see their tear-streaked faces through the living room
window, their hands pressing on the glass, trying to get out, screaming for Ginaand | not
to leave.

At that moment | hated Nalepa and Ladd more than | had ever hated anyone in my
entirelife.

Over the next few days we visited with our boys, and | “hit the books” on the
internet absorbing al the information | could. | aso made the first of many visits by
myself back to the dreadful Taylor-Ecorse FIA offices. | dropped off arequest in writing
for Nalepa s investigation report.



Ginaand | talked about all aspects of the case over those days.

Ginawas convinced that this was a big misunderstanding. She was sure Ladd
would see what happened and atone for his actions at the next hearing. | on the other
hand had met too many people of his mold during my life. | knew that he would never
back down or admit amistake. | knew that we would be fighting him to the bitter end.

Asfor Nalepa, we both agreed that she was a fumbling moron, but posed little
threat beyond what she’' d already doneto us. She couldn’t possibly do any worse. On
April 3% we found out that we were wrong (about the “ possibly doing any worse” bit,
fumbling moron theory still very much in tact).

Wednesday, 4/3

We arrived at the courthouse early, anxious to get the hearing underway. We
knew we wouldn’t be getting our boys back, but we also knew this would put us one step
closer to that goal. It was also the day we were officially firing McNulty.

Our contingent of friends and family showed up for support. Colleen had told us
already that she would be unable to make the date, but wasn’t concerned. After obtaining
the location of our hearing from the same apathetic clerk as the week before, we marched
upstairs to wait outside Referee Quinn’s courtroom. Everyone was seated except me. |
kept walking back and forth looking for any sign of Nalepaor Ladd. | wanted either/both
of them to look mein the face. | caught a glimpse of McNulty, who tried making herself
cordial to me. | walked past her asif shedidn’t exist.

At about that time | caught a glimpse of Nalepa. She was at the opposite end of
the hallway sitting by herself in anook that was offset from the rest of the hallway,
completely out of view where Gina, my family, and friends were sitting. | doubt that was
acoincidence. Shewouldn’t look up from her folder, which was closed. She knew | was
there. Just to antagonize her | kept strolling back and forth, hoping, praying it was
making her more uncomfortable each time | came into view.

Ed arrived and greeted us. He didn’t have any earth shattering revelations for us.
He did however advise us to waive the Probable Cause hearing, a move that in retrospect
| believe was not wise. | am convinced Ed did this because he thought his clients may be
guilty of the charges and wanted to save us an embarrassing day in court.

When the time came we were ushered into the courtroom. This one was
significantly larger than Smart’sroom. There was still a hearing going on, in which
Quinn, awoman who looked to be in her mid-forties, was chastising alawyer for trying
to tell her what to do in her own courtroom. Quinn didn’t seem like a happy-go-lucky
referee.

When the tongue-lashing was done the humbled attorney was dismissed and we
were called forward. Ed, Gina, and | sat directly across from Nalepa and anew AAG.
This AAG was younger, looked to be no more than 24. Her name was Jennifer Rosen
(now Gordon-Rosen). She was giggling talking to another person of approximately the
same age about how much fun she' d had out with friends the night or two before. |
couldn’t help but feel that this was entirely inappropriate considering that the lives of our
children were on the line.

Ladd was nowhere to be seen. Quinn asked to have him paged. Within a minute
we heard Ladd being summoned to the courtroom we were waiting for him at. Over the
next few minutes he was called for over the PA system two more times.



Ed got up, made a gesture to me not to worry, and left the room. Almost as
suddenly he returned, with another young female attorney in tow. | never got her name,
but | do know that she was aLADA attorney.

Quinn called the court to order. Thefirst order of business was having McNulty
replaced. At least something went how we wanted it. We were then all asked to swear in
(Ginaand | along with Nalepa), which we did.

Ed started everything off by informing Quinn that we were waiving our probable
cause hearing. Quinn agreed and continued the hearing in order to set the pre-trial.

Nalepawas asked what the current situation was with our children. She replied to
the referee that the children were all placed with the maternal aunt and that visitation was
limited to once aweek at the FIA. Ginaand | looked at each other. Nalepadidn't even
know what was going on with her own case!

Ed stood up and started talking over Nalepa to inform the court as to what the
situation actually was. For some reason Nalepadidn’t seem to be surprised by this. The
whole situation seemed surreal.

Quinn then asked Nalepa what efforts she made to keep our children in the home.
Nalepa s answer was: “The children are now the maternal aunt and....”

“What effort did you make to keep the children in the home” interrupted Quinn,
impatience ringing in her voice.

“The father tried to remove the youngest child from....” Nalepa regurgitated from
some notes.

“Did you make any effort to keep from removing these children?’ reiterated
Quinn, thistime with araised voice and visibly irritated with Nalepa’ s inability to answer
aquestion directly.

Nalepa sat there silently, folded her hands, and looked down at them asiif an
answer were going to seep out from between her intertwined fingers.

“1"ll take your lack of response asa‘No’” smirked Quinn.

Rosen sat there with her mouth agape. The expression on her face said that there
was no way she was going to put up with her client being embarrassed twice in arow
without retaliating.

“We will befiling for termination of parental rights’ Rosen blurted out as fast as
she could. Thishit both Ginaand | like a bullet, but we somehow miraculously did not
react at all. The gasps from our friends and family filled the room however.

“You can file whatever you want to” snapped back Quinn. It was obvious she
didn’t like either Nalepa or Rosen, or even both.

Without missing a beat Quinn directed the questioning at me.

“There is some question as to whether or not you have Native American heritage
Mr. Vaenti.”

“It turns out that it was atall-tale my grandfather told” | answered. | knew
Nalepawas going to try to use that to bail herself out of the mess she'd created by
dumping this off onto tribal court, and | wasn’t about to let her.

Quinn then confirmed with Ginathat she had no Native American heritage, and
went directly into setting the date for the pretrial, which would be April 10". Rosen,
feeling she had lost this round despite the shock of TPR felt like going down swinging.

“What about visitation?’ she prodded, hoping to turn the screws.



“Have there been any reported problems?’ Quinn inquired. Checkmate. Neither
Nalepa nor Rosen could answer that question in anything but our favor. To do so would
be perjury, after already claiming ignorance as to the actual visitation arrangement.
Besides that, there were no problems to report.

Again, Nalepa and Rosen sat there with eyes wide open, mouths agape,
speechless.

“Then | see no reason to alter the current arrangement.” Quinn concluded.

Theinitia petition was authorized simply because we had waived our probable
cause hearing.

Court was adjourned. The attorney there to “represent” our children in Ladd’s
place finally spoke: “It just got worse, didn’'t it?’” she asked of Ed.

“Yep.”

We all filed out of the courtroom. | began talking to Ed when to my shock and
horror, Nalepa stepped in front of me and began talking.

“Mr. Vaenti, I’ ve received your request for my investigation report. | will deliver
it when it is complete. When you get your copy the names of certain people and parties
will be crossed out with ablack magic marker because you' re not allowed to know who
reported you and who gave me information.”

| didn’t even acknowledge her. | aready knew everything she was telling me
anyway, | had the CPS manual memorized, along with much of the compiled laws. | was
however alittle disturbed that she was able to take my children out of our home and file
for termination of parental rights without even having her report done!

After she walked away Ginaand | resumed talking with Ed. | kept my eyeon
Nalepastill, and noticed she had turned back toward us as if to add something. Ed
noticed it too and said: “We need some privacy.”

He escorted Ginaand | into the stairwell to talk. Just as he started, Nalepa' s face
peered through the window of the stairwell door. She saw the three of us standing there
and began to open the door. Ed saw what was happening and issued one instruction with
which | was happy to comply.

“Close that door.”

| placed one hand on the door and even though Nalepa was in the process of
opening it | was able to shut the door and back her out with ease. She gave up her effort
after that and turned and walked away.

Ed told usthat this had become very serious, asif we needed the enlightenment.
He told us not to worry however, and it was actually to our benefit what had just
transpired. | didn’'t possibly see how this could be a good thing, after all the stakes were
just raised, and if we lost our children would be adopted away. | deferred to Ed’s
judgment and didn’t question him.

We arranged another meeting later in the week with him and went back out in the
hallway to our family and friends. He did add though that this case was going to go the
distance, and there would be no quick return of our children.

After the hearing | took Gina home and went back to work. My co-workers were
anxious to hear what happened. | was happy to tell them. We finally seemed to have
struck a nerve with the FIA, even though they retaliated with the biggest gun they had,
TPR.



Thursday, 3/4 to Tuesday, 3/9

Over the next few days | started writing senators, representatives, commissioners,
the Attorney Genera (who at the time was Jennifer Granholm), even President Bush. |
refrained from contacting the Attorney Grievance Commission and the Office of the
Children’s Ombudsman however, | didn’t want to give these people an excuse to have a
personal vendetta against me. Y et.

In the State of Michigan thereis anest little database called the Central Registry.
Thisisalist that people hiring day care workers, teachers, coaches, etc. or anyone that
can claim to have a need for that matter can garner accessto. If apotential candidateis
on thisligt, they likely will not be hired. The Central Registry isalist of all the peoplein
Michigan who have been found responsible (not in a court of law, but in the mind of a
CPS worker) for abusing and/or neglecting a child. Parents are placed on thislist with no
guestions asked, the FIA is only required to notify the “ perpetrators’ when placing them
onthislist. We received the notification viaregistered mail.

To top it al off, there was an additional slip of paper which we were to sign and
return, acknowledging that we were aware. We never bothered sending them back.

Wetalked to Ed extensively. He was talking about hiring a doctor who would
refute that Moo ever had broken bones. Neither | nor Ginawanted to go that route, since
it wasn't the truth anyway. Moo did have two broken bones at different times, whether
the healed fractures were showing up on x-rays or not. We never denied the fractures. It
was up to the state to prove that those bones were broken because of abuse, which we
knew they couldn’t prove. We told Ed not to waste our money on the doctor. He did
however give us another bill which would effectively double the price of what we were
paying him.

We also talked to Colleen, who seconded Ed’ s claim that the TPR filing (which at
this point had not been actually done yet) was a good thing. With thefiling of TPR, it
became an all or nothing gamble on the FIA’s part. They would either win or lose, and
Colleen had no doubt in her mind we would win.

Colleen wanted to conduct a visit to our home. She also wanted to bring her
supervisor, Gerene Janestko. We were more than happy to agree. The visit was set to
happen before the next hearing.

| mentioned to Colleen about what had happened in court, with Nalepa not
knowing the current status of visitation. She was confused by this as both Barrese and
Nalepa had been informed face to face about the status of visitation. What Ginaand |
had previously chalked up to incompetence no appeared to be perjury. We could see no
reason for that other than a veiled attempt to bias the court against my wife and 1.

One other thing that struck me as odd. | had reviewed the laws and policies
extensively, and in order for the FIA to do what they were doing to us, we had obviously
been labeled as a Category | family, one in which the children were in sever danger in our
presence. According to state law, namely the Binsfled legislation (named after former
Lieutenant Governor Connie Binsfeld), awell meaning piece, but poorly thought out and
far too generalized, the FIA wasto have referred our case to the Wayne County
Prosecuting Attorney and the Wyandotte Police within 24 hours of determining we were
aCategory | family. After all, beating someone badly enough to break bones was a
criminal offense. We continually contacted the Wyandotte PD, but no report had been



filed with them. We decided to let the Wayne County Prosecutor contact usif he had
anything to hit us with, which he never did.

We continued our visits with our boys, which iswhat kept us alive. Even so,
every night became harder and harder. Willy wasthe worst. He was too young to reason
with and reassure, but old enough to pick up subtle signs, such as when we would be
preparing to leave. Ryan and Todd were fine with it, knowing we would see each other
again the next day. But Willy was adifferent story.

It began when Willy ran to the door as we were leaving, struggling to put his coat
and shoes on so that he could leave with us. Moo was still too young to realize all that
was happening and would just sit and cry.

Each night Willy got alittle more clever in trying to trick us. | broke down into
tears one night as | walked to the door and saw Willy dressed and ready to leave. Not
only was he ready to go, he had walked Moo over to the door, had put his coat on him,
and was struggling to get shoes on hisfeet. Willy had just turned three a few months
earlier, and was dressing his little brother hoping that we would let him come home after
seeing how hard he worked to get ready to leave. Each night we tried to explain to Willy
that we couldn’t take him home and that we still loved him as much as we ever did. It
was no consolation to our little 3-year-old.

Over the course of that week we heard back from afew elected officials who were
all too happy to tell us there was nothing they could do and wish us luck. Nothing came
of any of our other inquiries.

We also made repeated calls to John Lievense. He was on vacation.

Before April 10" arrived, Colleen and Gerene conducted their home visit. Gerene
seemed to be a pleasant person, but we still had our guard up with her. We showed them
around the house, explaining what happened where, and talking about the boysin
general. After the tour was over we sat down and opened up the baby books for each of
our boysto them. We talked and laughed and cried.

At that point we were able to see that Gerene had a grasp of what was really going
on. Her tone changed, and she started telling us that we needed to take care of ourselves.
Colleen had mentioned to her that she noticed both Ginaand | had lost weight since the
last time she had seen us, which had been days earlier during one of her visitsto our
children.

Gerene went on to explain what would be happening next. She explained that
there would be an adjudication hearing, atrial. That would be what determined would
happen to our family. Gerene thought we would be able to fend off TPR, but felt that we
would still have FIA involvement in our family after that. She told us that there was a
chance that we would win completely in court, but realistically was aware that the FIA
never backed off that quickly once dragging afamily to this point.

We were told that once the TPR petition was filed, we would be cut off from any
visitation until the pre-trial hearing at which time the subject of visitation would be
revisited. Nalepa had not filed the TPR petition yet.

Colleen told us that Ladd was no longer on the case. She seemed to have respect
for Ladd though, which | could not comprehend. She said Ladd was one of the few
attorneys who would actually visit the children. My research had uncovered alaw on the
books stating that LGAL’s were required to meet with their clients before each and every
hearing, conduct their own independent investigation, interview the biological and acting



foster parents, and if unable to attend a hearing, receive court permission first. At this
point he was batting 0.000 in compliance with the law. | believe Ladd was able to put on
agood face for Colleen and the rest of the FIA, aface that it was rough to see past from
any but an innocent parent’ s perspective.

Before they left we began to talk about documents they should have seen, such as
the notes from Church about sending Moo home and the glowing report from Cynthia
Butler. Gerene and Colleen looked at each other, then at me.

“Can we see them?’ they asked. | pulled out copies of what | had and handed the
papers to them. They each took turns reading the pages, and traded when they were
done. Then they both said amost simultaneously: “1’ve never seen these”. They asked
for copies, | told them they took take what they had in their hands.

The visit concluded, and we were |eft alone in the house. Asusual we both just
sat therein silence. 1t was to painful to even talk.

On April 9", while | was at work, Nalepa filed the TPR petition. | was not
allowed to see my boys that night.

Wednesday, 3/10

Today was the day we were supposed to be leaving for Walt Disney World.

It was becoming amost routine. We showed up early, | dealt with the wonderful
clerk to find out where we would be at, and we waited. At one point | realized | had
forgotten some paperwork out at the car, so | left the building to retrieve it. Upon my
return | had to go through the metal detectors again, which always triggered for some
reason when | walked through. My work badge was hanging from my belt as the alarm
tripped. Surprisingly a guard asked to see my badge and pointed to my waist. | flashed it
at him and he passed me through with no further screening. He thought | was a social
worker or some other state employee. The odd thing was, my badge was clearly marked
with my employer’s name and colors, and looked nothing like the state ID’ sissued. | let
it go.

As| again stood waiting Rosen walked past me. Our eyes briefly met and she
smiled. She apparently had no ideawho we were. To her we were just another set of
parents to throw the book at and move on, nothing worth remembering. | couldn’t
possibly remember the names of all the people whose accounts | had created or whose
passwords | reset at work, it was simply my job. | guess her job was basically similar,
but instead of creating an account her duty wasto do to afamily whatever the FIA
requested.

Nalepafinally showed about 10 minutes before the hearing, walked past us, and
disappeared down a hallway.

Our name was called over the amost inaudible PA system. We would be
gathering in Smart’s courtroom again.

We filed into the tiny room again. Thistime Colleen was with us. Nalepawas
already sitting down in between two new attorneys | had never seen before. | kept
looking at the three of them, but none of them would meet my eyes.

The hearing began, this time much more smoothly than our previous appearance
before Smart. The purpose of this hearing was to validate the petition and to set the dates
that the trial was to happen.



The parties were asked to introduce themselves. Representing the FIA today from
the Attorney General’ s office was an older, balding man in his50's, Gerald Miller. And
the person who would be “representing” our boys was an entirely new person, Reginald
Thomas from LADA. | was amazed that the courts would allow such a game of musical
lawyers when children’s lives were on the line.

No time was wasted. Instantly the petition was validated. We were now
officialy fighting to keep our children from being adopted.

Next Smart turned to the issue of trial dates.

“It is my understanding that this trial will likely take several days.” | looked at Ed
and he nodded. He had obviously talked to Smart at some point before the hearing
began.

“We need to schedule the dates now while | have room available in my schedule.”
Instantly all three lawyers, Colleen, Nalepa, and Smart opened up their datebooks. The
date was irrelevant to Ginaand |, we would be there no matter when the trial was
scheduled.

The dates of May 31%, June 5™, June 7", and June 30" were scheduled. We were
reeling. Both my wife and | had not only hoped, but assumed that the trial would be
taking place in the next few weeks. Now we had to wait until June 30" to get a decision.
Our boys summer would be half over when (if) we won them back. But neither Gina nor
| showed any reaction. We just sat there and when asked, agreed that we would make the
dates.

Miller started putting his materials away, as did Nalepa. They were anxious to get
out of the courtroom. Ed wouldn’t allow it. Just as Smart appeared to be about to
adjourn, Ed stood up and addressed the court.

“Theissue of visitation still has to be addressed.”

A look of frustration swept across Miller’s face.

“The petition for termination has been validated, and in such cases parents aren’t
allowed to see the children until the conclusion of the tria.”

Smart responded: “ And the burden of proof is on the parents to show that they are
not a danger to their children. We will afford them that chance. Sit down.”

Ed called Colleen up to the stand. She was sworn in and took a seat in the chair
next to Smart. Ed asked afew questions about how she felt about Ginaand | as parents,
the overall risk to the children, and the ability of Angie and Jesse to safely supervise our
visits. For thefirst time aside from the introduction Thomas spoke up. He objected to
every guestion, citing that Colleen was not a medical expert and couldn’t answer many of
the questions. He was repeatedly overruled. After the third or fourth objection, Smart
stopped and addressed Thomas directly. Smart then asked Thomasif he had met with his
clients, aquestion | found quite comedic. Now who would think to involve the children
in decisions to determine their future when it was their “best interests’ that were the
number one priority. Thomas admitted he hadn’t. Smart suggested he do so.

“1 am aware that Mrs. Nusbaum is not amedical expert. | am relying on her
professional opinion as afoster care worker. Thereis no further need for objections from
you, | will take your objections as a given and overrule them.”

Thomas threw his hands up in the air and shook his head.

Ed wrapped up his questioning for Colleen. He turned her over to Miller.

“Itisclear whose side you'reon in thisissue” he started.



“How can you guarantee their safety?’

“The house is small enough to where the parents really can’t be alone with the
children at any point in time” Colleen answered.

“How does it benefit the children to have visitation?’ he inquired.

Nalepawas leaning over whispering something to him.

“The children love their parents, and Ryan, the oldest, needs structure.” was
Colleen’sreply.

More hushed advice was whispered into Miller’s ear by Nalepa.

“Why isit so important for Ryan?’ Miller inquired.

“Because of his closed head injury.”

At this point Nalepatugged on Miller’s arm and he proceeded to nod his head.
His expression became quite smug.

“And how exactly did Ryan sustain this closed head injury” awry smile came to
his face.

“In the automobile accident that killed his biological father when he was almost 2
yearsold.”

The smirk disappeared off hisface asif it wiped off. Nalepa gave some more
advice. With each question Miller asked and Colleen answered, the FIA dug themselves
adeeper hole. Miller was becoming visibly agitated, especially with Nalepa, who
appeared to have no ideawhat Colleen’ s answers were going to be, even though all this
information was given to her in her interviews of Ginaand I.

As Nalepatried to communicate another piece of advice and tug on Miller'sarm
he turned toward her, shot her quite a nasty look and pulled his arm free.

He put his hands up in the air, each palm facing out.

“We will trust the judgment of the court” he conceded.

Thomas sat silently through the entire exchange. Colleen was turned over to
Thomas for questioning, which he declined.

At that, Smart made his decision. We would be allowed 2 hours of visitation a
day at Angie and Jesse's.

The look on Nalepa' s face was astonishment. When a TPR petition isfiled, that
isusually the last the parents ever see their children.

| imagine her expression must have been quite similar to the looks on our faces
back at the first hearing on March 25™. This time she was the one being railroaded, and it
was no one’ s fault but her own. She had walked into the courtroom expecting a lopsided
victory, just not expecting us to be the victors. Her complete and total ignorance of the
facts of the case was starting to show. She never stood a chance once Colleen took the
stand.

Court was adjourned. Instantly asif it were amagician’ strick, Nalepawas
nowhere to be seen.

We filed out of the courtroom, and all | could do was shake Ed’ s hand.

“Not that | had any doubts about your ability before, but today | couldn’t be
happier about our decision to go with you” | praised him.

The Waiting Begins

We began to settle into aroutine. After work | would straight to Angie and
Jesse' s house and we' d spend afew hours with our boys. After struggling to keep Willy



calm, we'd go back to our empty house, all except for our dog, who had taken to wailing
since the boys had been gone. Once arriving home Gina would start making phone calls
and I’ d hit the internet looking for any information that could help, or | would start
writing letters, or anything else that might speed this up and get our boys home.

That’ s how we had been operating for a few weeks now, and it would likely be
like that until thetrial. Enter Bob Martin.

Martin, anew AAG assigned to the case had made a phone call to Colleen on
Thursday, April 11™. Colleen wasn't there, so he left avoice mail for her. Heinstructed
her not to let Ginaand | see the boys. Colleen didn’t get the message until Friday
morning.

At about noon on April 12" | got a panicked call at work from my wife. Colleen
had just called her and told her what Martin had instructed her to do. Colleen wastrying
to get in touch with Martin to no avail.

| went through the roof. After | got off of the phone with Ginal had to go for a
walk. | was gone about an hour. | didn’'t know what to do, or who to call. It seemed like
Nalepawas still trying to win this last hearing after the fact. | had no idea what had
transpired, but | knew someone was still up to no good.

When | returned to my desk, | called Ed and told him what had happened. He
immediately called Martin, only to be forced to leave amessage. This had to be
straightened out quickly, asit was nearing the end of the day on Friday. | already knew
that attorneys and CPS workers kept bankers hours, and we were looking at best at not
being able to see the boys the entire weekend.

| called Ed back, determined to get this straightened out. Out of the blue | said to
him: “Martin has essentially overruled what the court has decided. Wouldn't that be
contempt of court?’

“You know Mark, I'd say you'reright. Let me make a phone call” Ed ended.

Fifteen minutes later Gina called me back. She had been contacted by Colleen
who had been contacted by Martin who had been contacted by Ed (whom I’ d just
contacted). ‘Never mind’. We were alowed to see the boys. We' d heard that Martin
fumbled around an excuse for what he told Colleen the day before, but when taken to task
on contempt of court, buckled.

In the days afterward | started hearing back from more people and groups | had
written to. The ACLU wouldn’t help. None of the representatives or senators who
responded would help. No one would touch us. The mere accusation alone meant guilt
in many eyes.

| kept up with my research. | found many things went awry. In the petitions to
the court the FIA was to have explicitly outlined what we were to have supposedly done
to our children. Instead the petitions were ssmply filled with facts that we didn’t contest
(Moo had two broken bones at different pointsin hislife, Moo had tried to drink furniture
oil, and had ingested dishwasher detergent, | had tried to take Moo out of the hospital,
although it didn’t mention that it was actually illegal for Henry Ford to stop me at that
point).

The petition was woefully inadequate.

The fact that we were able to see our boys every day kept us going. In spite of the
fact that Willy and Moo made leaving more and more difficult each night, it was still
what kept us aive.



Days passed and we hadn’t received the investigation report. The FIA had taken
all of our children and filed to terminate our parental rights, but still Nalepa had not
completed her investigation report. It seemed backward to me. But then again, nothing
seemed to make sense out of the entire situation. Nalepa had until March 17" (by law) to
complete her investigation report or file an extension.

While reading more and more, | found out that Lievense, Nalepa' s and Barrese's
line supervisor, had the authority to call an emergency hearing and dismiss al of the
charges. It had been done before (although | don’t know if he had personally).

April 15" was Lievense'sfirst day back from vacation. We acted then. Gina
called him just before | arrived home from work. When | came home Ginawas in the
basement, were we used to spend hours with our children playing. She was on the phone,
and visibly rattled. From the end of the conversation | could hear, | was able to deduce
she was still talking to Lievense. She was trying to get him to call an emergency hearing
to dismissthe charges. We knew at that point that they even had to know we were
innocent.

Lievense' s answer was simple:

“For whatever reason you' re in the system now. The courts will have to decidein
due time.”

Gina pleaded with him some more, only to become more and more frustrated and
desperate. She eventually hung up on him and sat crying in my arms.

It was at that point we decided to not only fight to keep our kids. We decided to
fight back.

Ginaand | talked about the Ombudsman. We decided to call. Ginawas the one
who called. She made the call in less than 10 minutes after getting off the phone with
Lievense and hisflippant attitude.

There was no one available to talk to, but Ginaformally registered the complaint
on April 15™. They promised they would call back the next day.

And the next day they did. Ginatold them everything. She told them about how
they never investigated anything, about how Nalepa apparently lied in court, about how
Y uan said he never would have filed the report, about how the court order said we
voluntarily relinquished our rights. She told them about how Nalepa repeatedly
threatened us and Angie and Jesse. She told about the school and doctors and everyone
else who tried to contact Nalepa, only to be summarily ignored. She told them about how
we were railroaded in court without even getting a chance to speak and the FIA never
having to present evidence. She told them everything.

The person on the other end of the phone seemed concerned and promised to
follow up.

On April 17" the Ombudsman’s Office did just that. That's when they contacted
the Taylor-Ecorse FIA. On that day the FIA started to realize that we were not going to
stand by and be pushed around. They were not going to get our children without afight,
and we would exhaust every possibility before we were through.

| knew that would most likely be the day they first heard of our Ombudsman call,
and | wanted to let them know | meant business. | delivered, in person, another request
for the investigation report. | also included that | knew the report was to be finished on
that day.



About aweek |ater we received two documentsin the mail. Thefirst was aletter
from the Ombudsman confirming that they were picking up our case for an investigation.
The Ombudsman doesn’t investigate a high percentage of the complaints made, so this
was big. The second was Nalepa' s investigation report. Dated April 18", 2002, one day
after the deadline and after the Ombudsman contacted them. Apparently the mention of
the Ombudsman got her motivated to at least make it seem asif she were following the
rules.

The Investigation Report

Before we sat down to read the report, we already knew that she hadn’t contacted
anyone except our pediatrician, and that meeting did not go well. We were dying to see
what her “investigation” consisted of. A complete copy of the investigation report (with
our response) is available online at
http://ivalenti.com/familybond/snowfall/images/fia/cps/inv/fullreport2.pdf, complete with
warnings not to show it to anyone.

The report started off with a series of checkboxes indicating that we had been
referred to the Prosecuting Attorney a/o law enforcement (of which we had not received
any word from), and stating that the explanation of the injuries was suspicious. Another
checkbox accused us of serious physical abuse.

Then came the Law Enforcement Information Network (LEIN) search. For both
Ginaand | there were no hits. Not content to let that keep her from finding anything
Nalepa stuck gold with my driving record. Every traffic ticket | had ever had was listed
on there, including a notice that | had been involved in two automobile accidents. Nalepa
neglected to mention that in both accidents | was rear-ended while waiting to make a | eft
hand turn.

The next page was alist of all the contacts she made (names blanked out, as
Nalepainstructed me she would). Despite the attempts to conceal the identities, it was
painfully obvious who the participants were. It was awho’swho of Henry Ford Detroit
employees.

Therest of the report, to sum it up, wasajoke. Therewasn't asingleiteminitto
indicate that we were lying about how Moo was hurt, and there wasn’t a negative thing
about usinit, despite Nalepa' s odd recollection of her exchange with Gina. She did
claim several times that our “stories” were inconsistent, but was never once ableto cite
what the inconsistencies were.

Nalepadid leave out key facts however. She didn’t mention that she had blamed
Todd for the entire situation during his “forensic interview”. She also never mentioned
the fact that Gina had given her ahuge list of collateral contacts, likely because there was
no mention of any interaction with the collateral contacts, which we know never
occurred.

The entire report, despite being virtually benign in nature, was full of misleading
statements, half-truths, and strategically missing information.

| wasn't satisfied to stop with the investigation report.

The Risk and Needs Assessments
Copies of the Risk and Needs Assessments can be found online.
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Risk Assessment:
http://www.ival enti.com/familybond/snowfall/images/fia/cps/risk.jpg

Needs Assessment:
http://www.ival enti.com/familybond/snowfall/images/fia/cps/needs.jpg

When the Binsfeld legislation passed, a method was put in place to ensure
“accurate” and “consistent” results for CPS investigations across the state. This
wonderful tool is called the Structured Decision Making (SDM) system. It consists of
checklists in which parents can be quickly categorized and then the results plugged into a
formula, the product of which isthe path that the FIA takes against parents.

The primary checklist isthe Risk Assessment. The Risk Assessment has a series
of multiple choice questions and answers. Each answer is assigned a numerical value.
The higher the numerical value, the more risk parents pose. Once all the questions are
answered, the numerical values are totaled and compared to a chart at the bottom. The
chart trandlates the answersinto arisk level. Thelevelsare Low, Moderate, High, and
Intensive. Any conclusion can then be overridden manually if the investigator or
supervisor has treason to believe it should be higher than the scientific formula dictates.

Many of the questions on the Risk Assessment are objective at best, and in truth
should only be answered by qualified professionals (questions about their mental
stability). There are questions in this assessment that have little or no bearing on abuse,
yet parents can get penalized for them.

Example: A happily married couple (where one of the two were abused as a
child) who love their children dearly (and one of the children has ADD or is autistic) face
afalse accusation of abuse. By their situation alone, with no findings whatsoever, they
are automatically placed in the middle of the moderate risk of abuse category. If any of
the other objective questions go against them, they would easily be labeled as a high risk
family.

Additionally, if the CPS worker feels that the parent “views the situation less
seriously than the investigator”, then there is hell to pay.

In our case the Risk Assessment was a testament to how much Nalepa actually
hated us. She marked us as “ apathetic or hopeless”, “lacks parenting skills’, “motivated
but unrealistic”, stated that Ginawas a“ domineering parent”, and we were both labeled
as “viewing the situation less serioudly than the investigator” and that we “failed to
cooperate satisfactorily”. Never once did she back up any of her findings with a
justification.

The Needs Assessment was the most telling of her lack of experience and
irrational biasagainst us. In thisassessment both Ginaand | were labeled as suffering
from “chronic depression, low esteem, emotional problems’ and that we practiced
“destructive/abusive parenting”. Despite that Nalepa claimed that Ginaand | had a
“supportive relationship” and a“ strong support system”. Nalepafound that | had
appropriate interpersonal skills, but found Ginato be *hostile/destructive’.

The kicker was the financial questions. Nalepa claimed we had “ adequate
housing” and “strong money management skills’. We had told her that my income as a
software engineer enabled Ginato stay home and take care of the children. But... | was
labeled as “employed”, agood thing in the eyes of the FIA. However Gina, instead of
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being listed as “unemployed, no need” was listed as “unemployed, not interested”, which
was devastating to the overall score. Thiswas clearly and undeniably an intentional
malicious act on Nalepa's part, and for what reason we do not know.

My best guess is Nalepa knew what scores she needed to attain before she even
began to fill them out, and didn’t stop until she got those scores.

The original Risk Assessment done also penalized us for having a“prior assigned
abuse complaint”, citing the incident with Gina s former neighbor. However, when we
would question Lievense or Barrese or Nalepa about it directly, they would admit there
was no record of it and their only knowledge of the event was strictly from what we told
them. Eventually the Ombudsman would make them change this (to the Risk Assessment
that | have posted the link for previously). This change effectively dropped our risk of
abuse score into the moderate range. However, Barrese felt compelled to manually
override the conclusion of the Risk Assessment to Intensive. She cited that thiswas
because of “non-accidental serious physical injury”. Never once was anyone able to
produce what the FIA believed the “ non-accidental” methods were, or any proof to
suggest that our recollections of the events were inaccurate, other than one claim by
Church, who was unable to support her statement that our “stories’ were “inconsistent”.

We talked with the Ombudsman investigator assigned to our case, Brooke Adams,
extensively. Every communication we had with the FIA, Brooke received a copy. We
included her in every aspect of what went on.

We obviously had issues with the investigation report, and we voiced our
concernsto Brooke. Shetold us that we had the right to ask for amendments, and if
denied, we had the right to include our own supplement to the report.

| took the report apart with a fine-toothed comb. | found many, many
inaccuracies, omissions, and even liesin it. For each problem | found, | made a note of
it, and included the correct information. When | was done, there were 74 points | had
addressed. So much was inaccurate in the report it was asif the report were written by a
third party.

| drafted aletter, included a copy of the report with the issues highlighted, and
included the notes corresponding to each numbered problem. | wanted to turn it into the
FIA immediately, but as a matter of procedure before each time we contacted the FIA, we
ran it past Ed.

Ed handed it back to us afew dayslater. He had crossed out several issues that he
told me not to even bother mentioning. His reasoning was that if we overwhelmed them
with issues then it would ssimply appear asif we were nitpicking. He pared it down to the
most important points and told us to submit those. Of the original 74 issues | had, only
28 survived Ed’ s scrutiny.

| re-wrote the letter and sent it onitsway. | included in there some other issues
that weren't in the report, such as the collateral contacts Gina had given Nalepa, the
hospital’ s recommendations, and the fact that Church never examined Moo.

We never heard aword from the FIA about it.

In mid-April we got ahold of the FIA’switnesslist. These were people the FIA
planned on calling to testify against my wifeand |. Strangely enough, every single



person on that list was also on our list. We needed the testimony of those people to
exonerate us.

Nalepawason thelist. Being that when put under pressure she was unable to
complete a sentence, that testimony would be a piece of cake.

Church was on their list. | can only assume that Nalepa never read Colleen’s
report. Although Church told Colleen that we weren’t “the brightest bulbs in the
candelabra’ (note: candelabras employ flames as their light source, hence the name
candelabra), she essentially scolded Colleen and the FIA as awhole for removing our
children.

Cynthia Butler was on the list, as was Heather Cassagrande, the two social
workers from Henry Ford Detroit. Why they were included was entirely beyond me.
They would have nothing to say to support the FIA’ s position.

Williams was on the list. Ed would make quick time tearing his story apart.

Yuan was on thelist. | was anxious to see him up on the stand. He had already
denied to Cynthiathat he had said he regretted filing the complaint, and | wanted him to
say that under oath. If he did that | would track down al of the nurses who heard him say
it and he could then be tried for perjury.

And then Ginaand | were on thelist. The testimony of either one of us would
blow Nalepa s case wide open.

Most shockingly, Colleen was on their list. | can’t even begin to rationalize that
choice other than they may have thought how bad it would look if they were afraid to call
their own employees.

In truth, everyone on the FIA’ switness list was also on our witness list. We also
included a police officer and a County Commissioner, both of which | was lifelong
friends with. There were friends, family, and co-workers on our list too.

Most telling though was that our pediatrician was on our list, not theirs.

After seeing their witnesslist | was able to breathe asigh of relief. The FIA was
in over their heads with us, they just didn’t know it yet.

Todd' s Birthday came on April 29". He wasn’t allowed to celebrate it at home.
We had to doit at Angie and Jesse's house. Oddly enough there was no gift or even card
fromthe FIA. Or hislawyer.

Mother’s day came and went. | don’'t think | need to go into detail how painfully
ironic that day was.

Our home had a two-car garage when we purchased it. The garagewasin
horrible shape to say the least, and it eventually would need to be torn down. We decided
that the best time to do it was now, while the children were gone. We wouldn’t have to
worry about them getting hurt, and it would be a wonderful way to vent frustration for
myself. | set about tearing the garage down at the beginning of May. Each day after
work Ginaand | would visit with the boys, then go home and work on the garage. |
didn’t have any real equipment to aid me, so much of the tearing down was done literally
by hand.

Over the next few weeks slowly but surely the garage came down. Cleanup was a
nightmare, but we knew the boys would love having all that extra spaceto play in the



back yard. We aso built a garden shed that contained alittle surprise for the boys. The
top of the garden shed was |loft. We had aladder leading up to the top, and railing
preventing them from falling. | even put awindow in for them and installed a bucket
with apulley so that they could easily lift toys, snacks, etc. up to the loft. Gina decorated
and installed lights.

During this time Gina had also started a vegetable garden for the boys. The boys
wouldn’t be able to see the floral surprise we had planned for them months before
however. Todd'sfavorite flower isatulip, and the previousfall | had planted over 100
tulip bulbs without telling any of the boys. We wanted to surprise them in the spring.
The tulips started sprouting and blooming in April. By May they werein full force.

Meanwhile | continued my research and efforts. Unbelievably our then senator,
Christopher Dingell, contacted us. Actually it was someone from his office, but we
would take what we could get. We relayed our entire story to Senator Dingell’ s office.
They said they would be contacting the Taylor Ecorse FIA. Whether or not they did we
do not know, as nothing ever came of our contact, but at least it was alegitimate
acknowledgement of out conflict.

About two weeks before the trial on a Saturday morning Reginald Thomas
showed up at Angie and Jesse' s house to visit with and meet his clients, for the first time.
My father-in-law was there when he arrived. He met with Angie and Jesse briefly, who
of course had nothing but good things to say about our entire family. He then visited
with the boys while John sat with them. Ryan didn’t have much to say, and quickly left
the room. Todd however, never short on thingsto say, talked his head off. When
Thomas asked Todd what he wanted to do pertaining to our family, he said:

“1’d like to go home on May 31%, if not, sooner.”

That’s my Todd.

Thomas then observed Willy and Moo who played in the living room as John sat
and talked with him. John asked Thomasif he knew what this case was about. Thomas
was under the impression that we hadn’t sought medical attention soon enough for one of
our boys.

This was two weeks before the trial, and the person with the sole responsibility of
representing the best interests of our children wasn't even familiar with the case. John
sternly suggested that he familiarize himself with the facts.

Thomas was then asked if our children looked abused, to which he agreed they
didn’t.

The next thing he told John was very interesting. He said he’ d never seen acase
like ours. John asked what that meant, and Thomas explained that typically CPS and
Foster Care have essentially the same storiesto tell. In our case however, there was quite
adivide between the two. CPS was adamant that our parental rights be terminated, while
Foster Care was insisting that our children be returned and the case closed.

The visit concluded and Thomas left the house. Shortly afterward we came for
our visit and were told about the entire event.

In the week leading up to our trial something happened.
Colleen called Angie and Jesse’ s house at around 4:30 pm. Angie handed the
phone to me. Colleen had news that the petition for termination of parental rights had



been pulled. It hadn’t been pulled by the FIA, but by someone else. Whoever did so, |
can only assume ajudge, had cited that the petition had been filed incorrectly and was not
valid.

Instantly it became atemporary custody trial. Even if we were to lose, we would
then be subject to the foster care reunification plan, which | had already seen.

There were no steps to the reunification plan, no classes to complete, no
milestones to achieve. The reunification plan was simply this: On the day thetria
concluded, if we were “found guilty”, our children were to be returned to us and our case
closed.

Nalepa could file another termination petition, but was being told not to by the
new AAG Bob Martin. Apparently he had been doing his reading (or lack thereof, as
Nalepa had nothing of substance to present to him to make a case against us).

It was aweek before the trial even started, and we had won. | couldn’t understand
why we couldn’t get our children back, but | could see the light at the end of the tunnel,
finally.

The news still didn’t seem real to usthough. We still weren't taking our children
home to their beds that night. We still had to sneak out of the house so as not to upset
Willy and Moo. Todd and Ryan would still not be able to play in the loft we had built for
them.

The last week seemed to drag on forever. The Ombudsman investigator Brooke
was repeatedly assuring us that the trial, scheduled for 4 days, would end on the first day.
We hoped that to be true, because if we used all four trial days we would still be
separated from our boys until the end of June.

| looked forward to seeing Ed eviscerate Nalepa on the stand. 1’ d hoped that
maybe even Barrese and Lievense would show up.

| was useless at work. | couldn’t do anything around the house (well, it was all
done already, and without 4 rambunctious boys to chase around, our house didn’t require
too much maintenance). | couldn’t do anything but sit and wait. Ginaand | waited
together.

| scheduled the week after May 31% as vacation. We were going to spend time
with our boys. | just hoped it ended that day. For abrief second | even contemplated
pleading “no contest” to end it immediately, thus making us subject to the foster care
reunification plan, and taking our boys home that night.

It was only for a brief second though. | would never concede defeat to them.
What the FIA had done and attempted to do was amajor injustice. Had the FIA been
able to succeed, they would have visited what has been called the “family law equivalent
of the death penalty” on us.

Besides, Brooke was positive it would be over that day. She was going to be
there in person to see that it was.

Friday, May 31, the Trial

Maybe atotal of 45 minutes of sleep came my way that night. Ginawasin bed all
night long, but | don’t know if she slept or not. | doubt it.

The night before | had gathered all of our papers and documents, which included
hundreds of pages of the Michigan Complied Laws, the entire CPS Manual, the Forensic



Interviewing Protocol, ALL the records from Henry Ford Detroit and Wyandotte, all the
records from Seaway, all the court documents and petitions, and everything | could get
my hands on from the CPSfile. All told, there were two large binders and two stuffed
manila envelopes.

| knew the reams of documentation would be useless, other than to intimidate
Nalepa, but it was all | could do to keep sane that night. It was like cramming before a
test or weightlifting right before an athletic competition. If we hadn’t prepared earlier, no
amount of last-minute effort was going to do the trick.

| know we had nothing really to worry about. We would be getting our children
back after all, no matter what. But if we were to lose, we would have ajudgment against
usin family court, and that could be used against us again if any of our other children
ever had another accident.

That and the fact that neither Gina nor | could stand being convicted of abusing
our children (even though it was in family court, where the sentence was served by
children). Wejust couldn’t lose. Too much was still at stake.

At 4:00 am we were both officially up for the day. We were showered, shaved,
groomed, and dressed by 5. Thetrial didn’t start until 10.

We sat together and talked. Ryan wasin aplay later today, and God willing, we
would be able to go see him. We weren't allowed in their elementary school while they
were there, but our sights were set on beating them quickly and being able to make
Ryan’splay. We were both looking forward to seeing it.

We talked about what we would be doing the coming weekend with the boys. We
were going to take them to the Toledo Zoo and Greenfield Village. We'd take them to
Chuck E. Cheeses and the movies. We' d take them almost anywhere they wanted to
go.... except Disney World. We could no longer afford the lodging or the significant
expense of visiting the parks with 4 boys was sure to bring.

We also talked about what we would do afterward. We would contact Channels
2,4, and 7. Wewould contact the Detroit News, the Free Press, NBC News, 20/20, 60
minutes, CNN, everyone. Thiswould be big news. Children taken from aloving and
innocent home and the state attempts to adopt them away without having even the
flimsiest piece of evidence, only the word of the conditions in the home of a doctor who
has never met the family or ever been to the home. Oh yeah, this would be big news.

We thought, anyway.

The time seemed to pass by so very slowly. But sunlight began to trickle slowly
through the windows and curtains. The time was coming.

By now the boys were up and getting ready for school. We called them to tell
them we loved them. | wasn’t about to make any promises after being burned the last
time. Todd was overly anxious for me to tell him we'd be picking him up, but | wouldn’t
doit. | simply said:

“I’ll see you tonight.”

The time was drawing nearer to leave. Gina s cousin was going to be going with
ustothetrial. It had almost become a spectator sport for our family. No one could
believe how insane these peopl €' s actions were until they saw it for themselves, and the
trial promised to be the biggest event of all. Seeing Nalepa up on the stand, answering
guestions to which she couldn’t possibly give areasonable answer.



Gina s cousin arrived at approximately 9, and we left for the Lincoln Hall of
Juvenile Justice shortly afterward. It was anice, warm, sunny day out. We didn’t need
jackets, and | drove with my window down, until we hit Detroit, at which time my
olfactory senses demanded that | roll up the window.

We pulled up and parked along one of the streets. Gina, her cousin, and | walked
up toward the entrance. Ginaand | were weighed down with all of the documents | was
bringing into court. We walked into the front entrance, where we routinely were stopped
and checked by the guards, shuffled through a metal detector, and the contents of our
belongings x-rayed. Thistime however the guards tried to wave us through. We stopped
and said we needed to be checked. One of the guards said:

“You're social workers, go on through.”

Almost appalled at the idea of being mistaken for a social worker, | responded
that we were parents and we needed to be checked.

Amazingly, the guard questioned me again:

“Are you sure you're not social workers?’

| wasn't confident of how | should answer that question, as | had never imagined
being posed with it. My expression must have conveyed the answer, as we were walked
through the metal detector and our binders x-rayed.

We got past the guards and into the waiting area. Our family and friends had
taken up the first three rows of seats. Instantly when they saw us seats cleared, everyone
wanted to offer theirs. Ginatook a seat, but | wanted to stand. And we waited.

Colleen walked up to us and wished us luck. She stayed and talked with us about
irrelevant things such as Star Wars and computers (both geeky traitsthat | and her
husband had in common).

A woman walked up to Colleen and cut off our conversation. She was an older
woman, and seemed quite unpleasant. Colleen talked with her, but it was obviously out
of politeness. Y ou could see by her expressions and body language that she was plainly
uncomfortable talking to her.

Now | knew what Ruth Barrese looked like. | was pacing slowly back and forth.
One way my back wasto Colleen and Barrese. On the way back | was facing them
directly. Each time| turned around after walking away, | would catch a quick glimpse of
Barrese as she would turn away. She wanted to check Ginaand | out, see the horrible
parents that Nalepa had been telling her about for the past three months. But she
wouldn’'t look mein the eyes.

After afew minutes of thislittle game, Barrese left and went to whichever room
people of her type go to at Lincoln Hall. Colleen walked back to us and confirmed that
the woman was in fact Barrese. She said Barrese had come to offer support for Nalepa
and to ensure everything went smoothly. We happened to know that supervisors rarely
ever went to court, and this was simply for Barrese to satisfy her curiosity.

It was about thistime that a friend of ours who happened to work at the Taylor-
Ecorse FIA was pulled aside and given some information about our case.

Colleen had some other business to attend to. We were back to waiting. Ginaand
our family and friends were talking amongst themselves. | continued to pace. | didn’t
feel like talking to anyone.



Astime went on, | recognized facesin the crowd. | saw Rosen and Miller. Little-
Fletcher walked past me without any sign of recognition. | kept looking for Ladd, but
never saw him.

At about that time Church was walking through the metal detector. | motioned to
everyone that was there with us and told them who she was. Up to this point | was the
only one who knew what she looked like.

As she walked by our “section” she was visibly shaken. | had no issue with that.

Cynthia Butler walked by the outside window, and | watched her walk past us. |
kept out of her sight; I didn’t want anyone on the prosecution seeing her and | talking. If
she took the stand | wanted her support of my family to blindside them the way Colleen’s
did at the last hearing.

It seemed asif four hours had passed. We couldn’t get into the courtroom fast
enough.

Finally we were called into the Smart’s courtroom. Already sitting were Nalepa,
Colleen, Thomas, and the AAG Bob Martin. Thiswasthefirst timel had seen him. He
appeared a reasonable looking man, but | knew better after what he pulled immediately
after the last hearing.

Therest of the people flowed in after Gina, Ed, and | were seated. Church,
Butler, Barrese, and afew othersfiled in and sat down. | knew one of them was Brooke,
but I wanted to wait for the right time to introduce myself to the lady | believed to be her,
and right now wasn't it.

Noticeably absent were Y uan and Williams. Heather Cassagrande did not show
up either. Had the FIA not planned to call them today?

Smart started the hearing, and the prosecution didn’t waste any time. They called
Church to the stand. She was sworn in and Martin started in with the questioning. He
started with the basics (“Who are you”, “What’ s your title’, “When did you meet Mr.
Valenti”, etc.). That part went as predicted.

Then an odd thing happened.

Martin starting trying to get to the truth, something that no one had attempted yet
in court (that we weren’t paying significantly to do so). He asked Church to clarify the
femur/tibiafracture issue. Churched confirmed it was Moo’ s tibia that was fractured
months earlier, that it was a common fracture in children Moo’ s age, and that Henry Ford
Hospital did not discover it (or any sign that there had ever been afracture). He asked
about Moo’ s rib, and Church again admitted that the healed fracture did not show up on
the x-rays.

The topic of possible osteogensis imperfecta came up. Church confirmed that
Moo did not suffer from that disease.

Astheline of questioning went on | was more and more surprised. The questions
he was asking Church were the questions that | expected Ed to ask Church.

The whole while Nalepa sat in her chair, hands folded, head bowed.

Then came the shocker. Martin asked Church that if an investigation of the
family turned up no red flags of child abuse, would she have a problem consenting to the
return of the children. Church said she would feel confident returning the children.

| leaned over and asked Ed:

“Do | haveto pay him now too?’



Ed chuckled and told me to hold tight.

Martin then asked a series of questions which in essence put Church and Henry
Ford Hospital on the spot. He asked about why they stopped me from leaving, and she
said they were just following CPS orders. Martin inquired about the IV board being left
in Moo’s arm for so long, and Church gave the safe answer that it was left in just in case
he needed it again so they would not have to re-puncture a baby’s arm.

Hislast question put everything into perspective. Martin asked why Church did
not examine Moo.

Instantly | knew Martin had been doing his homework, and the issues Ginaand |
raised with the investigation report did not go unnoticed.

Church replied that Moo had already been through several physical and other
types of examinations, and she did not want to subject him to another one. Her answer
simply covered up an inadequacy of how she handled the case, but it was a safe answer
for her, and a benign answer to us.

Martin concluded and handed the witness off to Thomas, who had no questions.

Thomas turned the line of questioning over to Ed.

Our attorney asked one question:

“Would you feel confident that the children could be safely returned today?’

“Yes”

Everything cameinto focus. The decision had already been made. This‘trial’
was just aformality that they had to follow through with.

Ed had no further questions.

Martin asked if he could ask the witness one last question.

“Isit safe to assumeif one child is abused that all the children are being abused?’

“Yes’ Church answered.

That was a cover-your-ass question if |1 had ever heard one.

Martin concluded, and then asked for afew minutes to collect his thoughts.
Church took her seat behind Thomas.

The courtroom went dead silent. Martin sat there running his fingers through his
beard and then folded his hands and appeared to be meditating. All eyeswere on him,
except Nalepa s whose eyes were fixed firmly on her folded hands.

Barrese pretended to read a book. She had been on the same page the entire trial,
| had been watching.

Martin began shuffling his papers. The sound of papers shuffling was deafening.

After he had sorted through them all and organized them into two neat piles he
spoke.

“We would like to withdraw the petition for permanent custody” he proclaimed.
Thisdidn’t have the intended effect on us that they had hoped. We already knew they
weren't withdrawing it, the petition had been yanked out from under them aweek earlier.
| calmly went through my papers and put my copy of that petition off to the side.

Smart polled the rest of the parties (Thomas and Ed) who did not take issue.

| was dying to hear Martin’s next words.

“We would also like to withdraw the petition for temporary custody”.

That wasit. Ginabeganto cry. Everyone there to support us exhaled all at once.
| pretended that it didn’t faze me and placed my copy of the temporary custody petition
off to the side. | sat there asif someone had told me something astrivial as how long



frozen burritos had to be microwaved. | didn’t want anyone in the FIA to seethat | had
expected anything else.

A sudden insane thought popped into my head. If the petition was withdrawn and
no one objected, then Nalepa wouldn’'t be taking the stand, and the subsequent beating on
the stand that would have been sure to come. For abrief instant | wanted to object.

But only abrief instant. Having my children back today was far more important
that humiliating Nalepa.

With that afew legal phrases were exchanged between the attorneys and Smart,
and court was adjourned. Smart told us to enjoy our children, stood up, and left the
room.

Everyone stood up and rushed us. | shook Ed’'s hand vigorously, then grabbed
Gina. We stood there in an embrace for quite awhile. Ginawas crying into my shoulder
saying “It's over, it'sover.”

The way the room and tables were set up, the prosecution had to walk down a
walkway barely wide enough for 1 person past the defense to get to the door. Ginaand |
were blocking the entire pathway, and Nalepawas trying to get by. Unaware of what was
going on, Gina continued to cry in my arms. | turned my back to Nalepa and purposely
blocked the walkway. | wanted her to anguish in this moment. We had won. Despite all
of her incompetence, deceit, and outright lies we had won.

Nalepa pushed a table out of the way to get around us and out of the courtroom as
fast as possible.

We have not seen her since.

Our friend who worked at the Taylor-Ecorse FIA was pulled aside earlier to be
told that the charges were being dropped. The FIA timed it so that she would not be able
to call usto give usthe news before the trial.

We all shuffled out of the courtroom and gathered in the hall. Everyone took
turns congratul ating us, and we repeatedly thanked everyone for their support. Cynthia
Butler came up to me and with afiery look in her eyestold me it was about time and that
we did agood thing by calling the Ombudsman.

Brooke Adams introduced herself to us, and we showered her with thanks and
gratitude.

With each person that came up to us it was getting harder and harder for me to put
on the tough guy act. When Gina s mother hugged me | finally broke down and started
crying myself. Three months of frustration and terror came spilling out. | wasn't
blubbering or wailing, but the tears wouldn’t stop.

After | composed myself enough, | got on the phone to call co-workers and
friends who were anxious to hear what had happened. My first call was to my ex-
girlfriend whom | had contacted at the beginning of the case. | told her what had
happened and broke down all over again. | then called afew more friends and had a
rough time getting the words out to them too, so | decided to wait on the phone calls.

Our friends and family left one by one. And we again thanked each for al they
had done.



Colleen was waiting outside the courtroom for the signed court document, and we
were not about to leave without proof in our hands that we had won. Typically, even
when parents win it can take severa days, even longer, to get their children back. We
wanted to be sure we did it right, we didn’t want to give the FIA any ammunition to use
against us after seeing all the damage they could do simply firing blanks over the past
three months.

We sat and talked with her as we waited. We told her about all that we had
planned to do with our boys. Gina s cousin was still with us and discussing all that
happened with Colleen and Ginaand I.

After about an hour and a half Colleen told usto go. She said she would not be
leaving the courthouse without the signed order returning our children, and that she
would drop it off at our home.

We almost ran to our car.

| tore down |-75 at a speed that I’ m sure could have gotten me in serious trouble
had a police officer been handy. We got to our home simply to drop Gina' s cousin off,
and then made a B-line for Angie and Jesse’s house. When we got there Moo and Willy
met us. We grabbed them up in our arms and wouldn’t let them go. We told them they
were going home.

“To my Pooh room?’ Willy asked.

“To your Pooh room” | answered.

We packed some basics up in the car and then strapped Moo and Willy into their
car seats. It was an awkward feeling. For nearly three months we as parents were not
appropriate to be alone with out children, but now we were suddenly appropriate. Aswe
pulled away from Angie and Jesse’ s house | could not help but feel that there was
something wrong, even though nothing could have been moreright. | amost felt asif 1I'd
forgotten to care for my own children.

Aswe pulled away | felt asif we were taking arisk. It had been three months
since I’ d been allowed to drive my children anywhere. Gina voiced the same uneasy
feeling.

It just made me more angry. After al we' d been through, now we felt uneasy
simply driving our children around.

The anger quickly faded as we drove farther down the street though. Our family
was reunited, and | wasn’t going to let anything stop me from enjoying our boys.

We pulled up to the school. We unbuckled Moo and Willy and led them by the
hand through the front doors and made our way toward the gym where Ryan’s play was
going to be held. Before we made it to the gym entrance, some of the school staff saw us.
They looked from Ginaand | to Moo and Willy and back again. One of ladies clapped
her hand over her mouth and tears welled up in her eyes. They hurried to us and hugged
and congratulated both Ginaand I. We asked them not to tell Ryan or Todd if they saw
them, we wanted to be the ones to tell them they were finally coming home.

After the emotional exchange we made our way to the gym where students were
already filing in. Todd's class hadn’t been seated yet, so we went to the back and
patiently waited. Willy and Moo sat on our laps. In the past when we would bein such a
situation, the two of them would be squirming to get out and go play. But today they just
sat and held us.



The third grade classes started filing in. We scanned each young face intently,
waliting to see Todd. He was about the tenth student to walk through the gym doors. He
was looking for us as anxiously as we were looking for him.

Ginaand | stood up holding the young onesin our arms. Todd saw us almost
immediately. His signature ear to ear grin made its way across hisface. He took afew
steps toward us then stopped and looked back at the teacher for permission. She smiled
at him, then at us, and waved him free of his class. Heran.

“Did wewin? Am | going home?’ he asked.

“Yes’ Ginaand | answered ssimultaneously. We held on to him for an eternity.

Then Ryan’s play started. It wasn’t so much aplay asachoir. There were
bleachers on the stage and students were being directed where to stand. Ryan, being one
of the taller ones, would be placed in the back.

We saw him walk out onto the stage and was directed to the last row of the
bleachers. Once he climbed up and took his place he began scanning the Gym for us.
We were still standing and he found us easily. Excitedly we waved and smiled at us, and
we waved back. | gave him the thumbs-up, alittle code | had worked out with him the
day before during our last-ever supervised visit. | told him that would mean we won. |
didn’t mention to him that we wouldn’t be there if we didn’t.

The play started and the children began singing off tune and out of tempo, as
these things usually go. Throughout the duration of the play teachers, staff, and the
principal all stopped by to congratulate us, tearsin all of their eyes.

After the play was over, Ryan ran off the stage and straight into our waiting arms.
There we stood, the six of us all locked in one huge embrace.

Our family had woken up from the nightmare.

Wetook our children back home. It was the first time Moo had seen his home
since March 17", and the rest since March 25". They ran to the door and | opened it.
They spilled in, looking around, becoming reacquainted with a place they should never
have been removed from. They ran to their rooms, they ran to the basement, they ran to
the kitchen, and even the bathrooms. Our dog started howling and jumping on the boys.
She hadn’t seen any of them since March 25"

| began unloading their things and putting them in the living room. Their beds
were still at Angie and Jesse’ s house, along with most of their clothes and toys, so | made
acouple of hurried trips back and forth to get what we needed. Everything was unloaded
into the living room, and for the first time in months we had a mess in our house again.
We went about putting everything away where it belonged. We were talking to the boys
the wholetime. Todd wouldn’t stop asking questions about what happened, and we
answered them for him as best we could. We were frequently interrupted (not that we
minded) with hugs and kisses from the boys.

After about an hour of trying to settle the boys back in, there was a knock at our
door. Prepared for almost anything, | walked to it and opened it up.

Colleen was standing there with a paper in her hand and a smile on her face. She
handed over the piece of paper. It was the order officially releasing the boys to our
custody. | invited her in, and we chatted for afew moments. It was slightly
embarrassing, the house was a mess from the flurry of activity with putting all the
children’s belongings where they actually belonged.



After awhile Colleen left and night fell. We finished cleaning up the mess from
moving the boys back in. Together as afamily we sat down in the living room on the
couches and the floor, and watched Disney movies and ate popcorn.

The weekend however did not go exactly aswe'd planned. We were going to
take the kids to all these fun places, but the kids didn’t want to go. They wanted to stay
home. We gladly obliged.

Fighting Back

We spent afew days doing nothing but being with our children and being
completely swept up in them. But we had work to do.

| sent aletter to the Taylor-Ecorse FIA demanding that Ginaand | be removed
from the Central Registry. In the letter | made them aware that | was fully versed on their
escalation procedures. We were removed immediately.

| tried to arrange a meeting with the director of the Taylor-Ecorse FIA, Lynn
Neavill. After severa calls with no response, | contacted the zone manager, Margaret
Warner and asked to arrange a meeting with her. Low and behold, the next day Neavill
returned my call.

Days afterward we finally met with Neavill and told her everything that went
wrong. | strongly suggested to her that someone else review al of the cases that Nalepa
was working on, because she had botched ours so badly. | wanted to help other families
that may have been getting hammered by Nalepa' s total incompetence.

The rest of our meeting really was more therapeutic than anything else. We just
said alot of things we wanted to get off of our chest, and hoped it had an impact.

We began talking to Steve Y ager from the Office of the Family Advocate. Steve
seemed like a genuinely honest and caring person. We had talked with him afew times
during our case, but there was really nothing he was able to do (that we were aware of).
We knew that if Nalepa, Barrese, or Lievense were to face any disciplinary action, likely
it would begin with Steve's office.

But it was June 17" that was going to be our day of reckoning. We had held off
from contacting the media because we didn’t want to bias Smart against us. The last
thing we wanted was amediacircus. Now it'sall we wanted. | wanted to expose the
FIA for what they’ d done, and | wanted to make sure people knew who William Ladd
was and what he was capable of .

So we wrote a letter. 1t only touched on some of the *highlights’ of our case, but
in my opinion it was socking enough. We sent it to everyone. Nalepa received a copy,
so did Barrese and Lievense. Colleen got one, Neavill got one, and Warner got one. We
sent the letter to Ladd and those of authority at LADA. Copies also went to the doctors
involved and the Henry Ford Hospital administration. We sent the letter to Douglas
Howard, the director of the FIA, Jennifer Granholm, the Attorney General, and Governor
Engler. We sent it to our representatives and senators, event he President.

We sent copies to the Detroit News, the Free Press, and the News Herald. We
sent copiesto WXYZ, WDIV, WIBK, and WWJ. We even sent it to ABC, NBC, and
CBS News.

Thiswas going to be big, and we were going to spill everything.



The night of June 17", 2002 I took all of the envelopes, drove to the Southgate
Post Office, and sent them on their way. It was only a matter of time until the FIA would
realize how much trouble they were going to bein.

The next few days were tense. We waited for the first phone call or mediavisit.
We waited for someone from Henry Ford or the FIA to threaten us with lawsuits, or beg
us to keep quiet. It wouldn’t be long.

And we waited. And waited. Dayswent by. Nothing. Weeks. Nothing.

It began to hit us; nobody cares.

My family, friends, co-workers, and acquaintances (school, doctors, etc.) were all
appalled at what happened to us, but it apparently wasn’t a newsworthy issue.

About that time Granholm was making her bid for Governor of Michigan. | was
aware of Granholm’s history. Her political rise to power began in the Lincoln Hall of
Juvenile Justice, prosecuting parents for the FIA as an Assistant Attorney General. She
then worked her way up through the ranks and was elected Attorney General for
Michigan.

At about this time we saw a campaign add of hers. It was on Channel 4. | went
through the roof when one of the points she was touting was how she has helped 25,000
children in the State of Michigan. Time and time again our pleasfor help fell on deaf
ears. | guess she felt that 25,000 children were enough to help, that 25,004 wouldn’t
make a difference.

| called Channel 4 directly to try and tell them our story. The screener was less
than polite and essentialy told me to go away.

Ginawasfurious. If Channel 4 didn’t want the story, then Channel 7 would.

Ginamade that call. For ailmost half an hour she begged and pleaded with the
screener to listen. The screener had enough and decided to tell Ginawhat credo they
we' re operating under:

“1f none of your children died, it’s not news’ the screener callously blurted out.

Gina sat there astonished at what she had just heard until she came to her senses
and hung up the phone.

Our story would never be getting out.

| then came across a writer for the Free Press who had been nationally recognized
for crusading for children’ sissues, Jack Kresnak. He was our last, best chance.

| tried contacting him directly, and miraculously he answered. We started going
back and forth about the specifics of my family’s case, and | ended up sending him
copies of the more telling documents | had.

And then nothing.

From time to time a letter | send to the News or Free Press will be published in
their letters to the editor section, but that’s becoming less frequent these days.

| realized that if | wanted to accomplish anything, it would be out of the public
eye.

| contacted the Attorney Grievance Commission regarding Ladd and Rosen. |
contacted the appropriate organization to complain about Henry Ford Hospital, which,
unfortunately, isthe Attorney General. | contacted the Judicial Tenure Commission
about Judge Sheila Gibson-Manning's literal rubber-stamping of every petition, even the
one that stated we had voluntarily agreed to relinquish Moo to CPS custody.



The Judicial Tenure Commission and The Attorney General’ s Office did nothing
except to send me aletter telling me | was SOL.

However, the Attorney Grievance Commission did something. Not much, but
something. For Rosen they told meto ‘go away’, but they did forward my grievance to
Ladd, to which he was required to respond. He responded, but with such a watered-down
conveniently sparse version of what happened that it amazes me he was recounting the
same hearing we attended.

The AGC closed the case without further investigation.

| knew that Ladd had violated the law, but didn’t spell it out in my initial
complaint to the AGC. So | filed another more complete complaint.

According to Michigan Law, LGALSs are required to meet their clients before
each and every hearing (no provision or exception is made in the law for a preliminary
hearing), conduct their own independent investigation, interview the biological and foster
parents, and work toward a conclusion.

Ladd claimed that he was not assigned to our case before the preliminary hearing,
which he may or may not have been. Regardless, he should have called for a continuance
to be given the time to meet his clients and try to do some actual work of his own.

Instead he railroaded usin the first hearing.

Asfor the second hearing, Ladd claimed that the preliminary hearing was the sole
involvement he had with the case, which istechnically true. Ladd was still assigned to
“represent” my children at the probable cause hearing, but failed to show. Before that
hearing he was required by law to have met my children, but neglected his duty.

My second complaint was sent to Ladd also, to which he patronized mein his
response:

“Some further explanation of court practice and procedure would also be
appropriate in response to Mr. Valenti’ s most recent letter.”

He then went on to cover already well-covered ground.

The AGC, although they did help me turn the screws on Ladd alittle bit, was
useless.

| then wrote Ladd aletter directly. Init | pulled no punches, and told him exactly
what | though of him. He never responded to that one.

We were going to have the FIA and Henry Ford Hospital pay for our children’s
education. After what they put those boys through, they owed it to them. We were going
to sue them until it hurt.

| contacted afew local attorneys. None of them had the guts to take on the FIA. |
then started going after some of the bigger names. No hits. | then contacted Geoffrey
Feiger’soffice. Nothing. No one had the guts (or saw the monetary potential they
required) to take our case. When all was said and done, | had contacted over 80 different
attorneys or law offices. No one even wanted a follow-up.

We were really becoming frustrated until we received acall from Gina's aunt,
who was friends with a state representative. Gina's aunt had arranged a meeting with
Ruth-Ann Jamnick, ourselves, and an attorney named Marian Faupel.

Marian Faupel had abrief stint in the spotlight after winning the Baby Jessica
case in which a natural birth family won back the little girl they had originally allowed to
be adopted. | didn't necessarily agree with the verdict in that case, or Faupel’s position,



but she was the only attorney who would even talk to us. So we went through with the
meeting.

After about 2 %2 hours of discussion, Marian agreed to pick up our case on a
contingency basis. We were thrilled.

About that time Brooke Adams had finished her report for the Ombudsman’s
Office and Steve Y ager responded to it. Wefinally got our hands on it in November (the
report will be at the end of this book).

The report found that “Western-Wayne County FIA did not act in compliance
with the law and CPS policy.” There were several issues the Ombudsman Office found,
including the improper use of a‘voluntary’ placement order, that CPS did not have al the
facts, that Moo was held at Henry Ford Hospital illegally without a court order, and to
sum it up, that Nalepa didn’t know what she was doing, namely with the Risk and Needs
Assessments.

Interestingly, In Y ager’ s response to the OCO’ s recommendation of training for
Nalepa, he mentioned that she would receive the proper training “upon return to duty”.

We were never made privy to why she was on |leave.

We felt thiswould be all the ammunition we needed to bury them.

But the months dragged on and on. Faupel drafted a complaint, and sent it to
Henry Ford and the FIA. They threatened to sue.

But when push came to shove, Faupel would no longer represent uson a
contingency basis. Shefelt that Henry Ford Hospital didn’t have aleg to stand on
legally, and we would have no problem winning ajudgment against them, but the amount
of the judgment likely wouldn’t be worth her time. Asfor the FIA, qualified immunity is
quite an insurmountable obstacle. The FIA isvery well protected from having to atone
for any sins.

We graciously bowed out. It wasover. We would never recoup the thousands we
lost to win children back who should have never been removed, and the FIA would never
have to pay for the damage they caused to my boys, especially Todd.

Instead of trying to fight back | took a different tact. | began fighting for reform.
There is so much left to the judgment of people who are not qualified to make decisions,
and there are so many laws the essentially enable the system to go awry that someone
needed to fight.

| joined severa groups, one of which was Michigan Victims of CPS. This group
was compromised of many Michiganders who have been through the CPS wringer and
wanted to change the system too. Many still had cases going on, and this group also
supported and fought for them.

Through this group | made several contacts. | also became aware of State
Representative Fulton Sheen’s efforts from Allegan County. The bills he has introduced
are agreat first step in true reform to make the system equitable and fair. |, along with
many others have appeared before the Children and Family Services Subcommittee, of
which he isamember, to support his bills (for reference the bills | personally spoke for
were HB5589 of 2004 and HB 4038 of 2005).

Each time the opposition (the FIA) has put forth impassioned but weak
arguments. Even at these hearings the FIA representatives cannot answer direct
guestions. Ron Hicks, speaking for the FIA was asked by the committee:



“If interviews were taped, do you believe al parties should be able to have access
to them?’

“That isavery good question” replied Hicks.

| am working with my own representative, Representative Barbara Farrah to help
get changes made. | know she is aware of the flaws in the system, and is genuinely
concerned with what she has seen.

Now | am no longer fighting back. | am fighting forward. Our troubles are over.
But one day our boyswill be fathers. | don’t want them to fear taking their child to the
hospital if he or shefalls. | don’'t want them to face an erroneous accusation of child
abuse and know that even if they couldn’t be more innocent that their children, our
grandchildren, would still be in danger.

But still, we may have accomplished something. Barrese took the earlier
retirement incentives offered to reduce headcount in the FIA.

On March 18", 2003, one year to the day that Nalepa received our case, her email
address was removed from the employee search system. There are no official
disciplinary actions on file for her, but she’s no longer employed by the state. | can only
hope as to the circumstances behind her departure.

The Aftermath

This has affected our family in no small way. We are terrified to ever bring any
of our children to the hospital, and our children are terrified of going.

We don't discuss these issues in front of our children, but Ryan and Todd till
remember everything quite clearly.

In 2003 we refinanced our home to take advantage of the low rates. Part of the
process included a home appraisal. Wetold the children they had to have their rooms
completely cleaned because someone was coming over to look at our house. Y ou could
seetheterror in their eyes. When we realized how they had interpreted that we did our
best to assure them that this was nothing like the FIA. They seemed to be calmed by our
reassurances, but the next day when the appraiser arrived, they hid from him.

One of Ryan’s bad habits was picking his skin. He had been doing it since the
ageof 4 or 5. By the time he was 11 we had just about finally solved the problem. His
scabs were healed and he wasn’t picking any more. It al started up again when the FIA
began their shenanigans, and has continued to this day, setting us back years.

Ryan also knows that we were accused of abusing him and his brothers. Because
of this, his definition of abuse has been quite skewed. He now believes that taking his
TV privileges away is abuse. He believesthat when | pull him away from his brothers
when they start pushing and shoving that that is abuse. He believes not letting him eat
snacksis abuse. And being ateenager now, he tells us so, essentially threatening us that
he will contact CPS. He' s never directly said that, because even heis aware that if he
were to do so, he' d lose pretty much every privilege hasfor at least aweek, but he's
definitely aluded to it multiple times.

Todd bore the brunt of the emotional trauma however.

Todd had always been aloving child and very patient with his brothers. He was
never rude to an adult. His grades were outstanding, and he was a model of citizenship at
school.



When the ‘forensic interview’ by Nalepatook place, Todd changed instantly,
literally that day. He drew inward and was no longer as outgoing or open. His grades
fell, he was no longer making the honor roll. He would talk back to teachers now and
again. He also started getting into fights at school, one of which he was suspended for.

Because of his steadily increasing problems we took him to a psychiatrist, and
began regular visits. The diagnosis only added that much more resentment. He was
diagnosed with separation anxiety due to the actions of the FIA.

Thetoll has also been drastic on Ginaand I. My work performance fell
significantly during and after FIA intervention. | was nearly released by my company. |
would spend whole days on the internet, doing research and accomplishing nothing. |
honestly deserved to be fired, but mercifully there were those that supported me and
believed | would pull out of it.

Ginaloses entire days from time to time too. She can’t help but be overwhelmed
with fear and guilt. She and | together have spent money on the boys we probably
shouldn’t have in an effort to apologize for not being able to protect them from CPS.

At first we wouldn’t even let our boys act like boys. We wouldn’t let them climb
trees, because what would happen if one fell and broke an arm? We wouldn’t let them
run around the back yard. What if they hit their head while running and needed stitches?

We' ve loosened up and relaxed as time goes on, but not out of realization that it
won't happen again, but out of realization that we can’t punish our boys by not letting
them play like boys just because the FIA couldn’t do their job.

Willy and Moo likely won’'t remember athing. But they did not go unharmed.
One night Ginaand | went to a Haunted Tour at the Henry Ford Museum right around
Halloween. Thetour took place on aweeknight. Since Ginaand | almost never go out,
thiswas abig deal for us. We took the boys over to Angie and Jesse' s to watch them
while we were there. Willy was inconsolable when we tried to leave without him. He
kept on asking us over and over again if we would be coming back. It hurt so much that
we very nearly cancelled our ‘date’. We were all able to calm and reassure him (after
about a half-hour), and were able to leave without Willy panicking.

On another day while | was at work and Ryan, Todd, and Willy in school, Gina
had to drop off Moo with Jesse while she went to a doctor’ s appointment. Jesse met them
on the porch and Gina hurried off. For the three hours that Gina was gone, Moo would
not go into their house and insisted that he and Jesse wait on the porch together. Moo
cried the entiretime. He was afraid that if he went into their house that he wouldn't be
going home.

Our community was also affected. One of our children’s teachers had a son that
suffered acut on his head. With our family ever present in her mind, she refused to take
her son to the hospital for an entire day. When she could wait no longer, she found out
he needed stitches.

And our Disney trip. Welost that, and we were never sure we would be able to
make it again. But we made a promise to our children, one we intended to keep.

In February of 2004, we made good on that promise. We spoiled them rotten on
that long-delayed trip, but it was worth it. We cried while they screamed with joy aswe
drove under the arch of the Disney World entrance.

To some extent all of uswill be suffering from this for the rest of our lives.

But we have begun to heal.



On October 19", 2003, John James Valenti was born. Our fifth and last son. He
will never know the agony the rest of our boys endured, and he has helped us to put the
FIA behind us, at least the trauma the FIA has caused.

| however will never put it completely behind me. | will continue to work for true
reform for the rest of my life, and | will continue to advocate for familiesthat | know are
innocent. And | will do everything in my power to see that what has happened to us
never happens again. | know that is an impossible task, but it'sone | feel | need to take
on so that my family’ s suffering was not in vain.

What went wrong?

Many people claim that CPSis part of a giant money-making machine that
intentionally goes out to kidnap children. Many also claim that they are in league with
the LGALS, hospitals, therapists, and the courts in an epidemic-proportioned conspiracy.
Even more fantastic are the claimsthat it’s all part of a Gay and L esbian/Jewish
conspiracy to kidnap heterosexual Christian Children.

Thereis no conspiracy (at least wide-ranging conspiracy). | do believe that it
could accurately be called epidemic, but there is no coordinated and organized
conspiracy. The true cause of the failuresin the system is apathy. Everyone else
assumes someone el se has done or will their job so they won't have to.

To many of these people aday of tearing afamily apart, either necessarily or
unjustly, isjust another days pay. And the pay isn’t that good.

Wayne County LGALs are among the lowest paid in the country. They are not
paid adequately to fulfill their obligations to their clients. And they are overloaded with
cases. People are not clamoring for these positions. As aresult the people that take these
positions are not among the best and brightest, and many times, not even among the
mediocre. Asthe old saying goes: Y ou get what you pay for.

The same appliesto CPS workers.

Many CPS workers start off asidealistic college graduates out to save the world,
with no practical family experience as parents. Those that are worthy to hold the position
quickly become frustrated after seeing how the system really operates. Workers are told
to perform actions that they feel are inappropriate by their supervisors, or unable to do
what they need to because their hands are tied by inadequate laws or policies.
Consequently, many of these people end up leaving. The ones that typically do not leave
in disgust are not disgusted by what they see, which makes them either naive, ignorant, or
simply cruel.

Others ‘land’ in the position of CPS worker, as Nalepa did at the age of 48. Prior
to that she had been working with troubled teens until her position was eliminated. Those
that end up as CPS workers typically don’t have the luxury of being able to leave on a
whim for moral or ethical reasons, and likely have been a state employee so long that
they are unsympathetic to much of the pain caused by the agency they work for.

Theroot of it istotal apathy. It started with Connie Binsfeld who sponsored the
legislation. She wanted to appear asif she was doing something for children, so she
commissioned her staff to develop the Binsfeld Legislation with afew basic guidelines.
Her staff smply expanded on those guidelines with no credible research, assuming that
Binsfeld must have known what she was doing. Legislators passed her legiglation,
assuming she knew what she was doing.



In our case, Harry Y uan, being a mandated reporter felt that under law (even
though he admittedly believed us to be innocent) that the legislators must have known
what they were doing.

Nalepa, either unwilling or unable to do a proper investigation took Y uan and
Church at their word, assuming they knew what they were doing. Ladd and Little-
Fletcher were spoon-fed and swallowed Nalepa’ s claims, assuming she knew what she
was doing. Smart went along with Ladd and Little-Fletcher, assuming they knew what
they were doing.

No one cared to do their job.

If Colleen had been one of the people who was just there for the paycheck, |
firmly believe we would have lost our children permanently.

There are laws on the books to act as safeguards against this sort of thing, but they
are not enforced. When the laws are violated, if aninquiry iseven made (whichisaslim
chance), any punishment dealt out is no worse than the proverbial hand-slap if any
wrongdoing is found (which is an even slimmer chance).

Much needs to change.

Who went wrong?

e Grace Nalepa — Her inexperience and failure to be objective contributed a great
deal to what happened. Her personality also played asignificant role. Shefelt
that no one had the right to question her authority. When we showed the slightest
bit of resistance to her she decided to make us pay. Additionally, she felt that we
had disrespected her authority by trying to take Moo out of the hospital against
her orders (which held no legal weight). She was able to use and twist that event
to her own ends to nearly destroy my family.

e Ruth Barrese — Naepa's Supervisor. Her blind and unquestioning support of
Nalepawas almost as criminally negligent as Nalepa’ s investigation.

e John Lievense — | have heard from many, many peoplethat Lievenseisafair,
caring, and just man, and that his concerns are genuinely for the children. | can’t
say I’ ve seen that side of him, as his total and complete apathy for what his direct
and indirect reports were doing is what damaged and nearly destroyed my family.

e William Ladd — This man has a history. Rehab and Ahmed Amer. A Dearborn
family who tragically lost their son when he fell in the tub and died of a skull
fracture. It was later proven to be osteogensis imperfecta, or, brittle-bone disease.
The Amers lost the rest of their children to the then Department of Social
Services, their parental rights were terminated and their children were adopted
away. However another judge had found the injustice and brought it to light, but
the DSS and the LGAL, despite indisputable proof of their innocence, refused to
return the children, citing the emotional traumait would cause. Their children’s
LGAL wasWilliam Ladd. Ladd tendsto believe that parents are incapable of
taking responsibility for their own children. In an editoria published in the
Detroit Free Press, “Who Failed Miracle Jackson”, Ladd blames everyone under
the sun for the tragic death of alittle girl, except for the people responsible for
her. It wasthe court’s and the FIA’ s fault, because in his mind they are the ones
who should be caring for the children, and not the parents. In our case Ladd has
tried to minimize hisrole and claim he was simply doing his job by “aggressively



representing” our children. He was tasked with their best interests, and HE failed
miserably. Despite that fact that he was only at one hearing, he was the only
LGAL who had any impact whatsoever on our children. He hurt them. He hurt
the Amer children. | know he’'sdoneit to others, and I’m sure he'll do it again.
He has no regards for what children’ sinterests are, only hisown image. Inthe
CLS he shows one side of himself, that of atrue advocate, a crusader for children
who will stop at nothing and sacrifice everything for them. Those who have seen
him in action know quite differently from his flat-out lies to his intimidation
tactics.

What needs to change?

CPS workers complain endlessly about their overwhelming caseloads. We heard
that gripe while our children were in state custody. One solution isto hire more
caseworkers, which in my opinion is analogous to putting out afire with gasoline.
No, to really make an impact on casel oads one of the major areas that must be
eliminated is anonymous reporting. According to CPS, most of the complaints
they investigate are unsubstantiated, and a good percentage of these are initiated
by anonymous reports. If the reporters identification was required to be verified
(viaa911-type tracing system) before a complaint can be acted upon. Thiswould
hold the callers responsible for fal se accusations, and the overzeal ous reporting
would grind to ahalt. | however in no way believe that the reporters identity
should be revealed to the accused (unless found to be a false report).

Another major stumbling block is qualified immunity. CPS workers know that
they are free to do whatever suits them with no concern for repercussions.
Granted, | firmly believe that very few take qualified immunity and use its
protection to commit malicious acts against families, but this immunity keeps
them from being as diligent as they should be when dealing with the life-altering
situations of others.

Electronic recording. Each and every interview should be videotaped. The state
complains that this would cost far too much money, but when the parents offer to
donate their own video recorders for that purpose the workers eyes become wide
as saucers and they flatly refuse.

In lieu of electronic recording, athird party could be allowed to sitin. At the
moment, by law an accused parent can have a support person present during their
own interview, but the FIA has no obligation to inform the parent of thisright.
And thereis no recourse for providing a support person for the child, whether it's
the parent or the child making the request.

Confidentiality. When the FIA is questioned about specific cases, they can hide
behind confidentiality. CPS records are not subject to Freedom of Information
Act requests, and it is a misdemeanor to dispense information from a casefile.
They are allowed to operate in total secrecy.

Family Court. In criminal court, proof beyond a reasonable doubt is required to
prove that someone was, let’s say, assaulting someone. In family court, only a
preponderance of the evidence is required to prove that a parent is beating a child.
From my personal experience, a preponderance of the evidenceisto A) Havea
child and B) A mandated reporter (with no regards to competence or experience)



claimsthat child to be abused. Child abuseisacrime, and should be dealt with as
such. Someone who abuses a child needs to serve timein prison. That would
protect the child. Many people, mothersin abusive relationships especialy, have
their parental rights terminated for failure to protect. If the person who was
actually responsible for the crime was held responsible, then there would be no
need to punish the mother for being an additional victim.

e Better training and higher standards for employees. In Michigan, CPS workers do
not have to be licensed social workers. Thisis done to protect CPS workers and
keep the numbers up. Itisnot an easy task to get a socia work license, and one
must be dedicated to do it. Additionally, although qualified immunity protects
CPS workers from criminal and civil prosecution, it would be rather easy to get a
social work license revoked if one could prove wrongdoing. If CPS workers were
required to be licensed, losing their license would essentially take them out of the
CPSworkforce. Thisistoo big arisk for the state to take.

e Elimination of the SDM. Families are not equations that can be crunched. Each
oneisunique. Trying to standardize familiesislike trying to catalogue
snowflakes. Each family needs to be approached individually, and more
important, objectively. The SDM had ready-made answers and formulas for
determining how appropriate afamily is. Such an arbitrary, intangible issue
cannot be approached mathematically, but the SDM tries to, and fails miserably at
that.

e Better education for families. Many, many children removed from their homes
are done so needlessly. To be a CPS worker, oneis required to hold abachelor’s
degree from an accredited university. Because of this, many workers are entirely
out-of-touch with the people they are judging. Not to say to eliminate the degree
requirement, but many of these CPS workers need to understand that their way of
looking at life differs greatly from many of their ‘clients’. Many parents may not
even be aware that they are abusing or neglecting their children. There are
programs like Families First and the like, but those are employed in the same
fashion as everything else, arbitrarily.

Afterward

Much of what | have said may be unbelievable. | can back up everything with
either documentation or witnesses. There are even things | haven’t included in this story
either because | can’t prove them yet, or considerations | will not mention. And those are
some of the most telling aspects of why things happened the way they did (if in fact true).

| do not believe anyone came at our family with the intention to destroy us, but a
combination of shortsightedness, arrogance, ignorance, apathy, and ego helped to make
our case, and many, many others the fiascos they have become. Thereis only one person
in particular | believe to have had hostile intentions toward my family from the start, but
othersjoined in over time.

Many more people have suffered. We've heard that Colleen did not have an easy
time of it at the office in the months following our case, that she' d been ostracized. |
firmly believe that Nalepa' s leaving was not of her own volition.



Nothing good came of this case, other than our fifth son, Johnny, who | doubt we
would have had if not for what happened to us. My family will be forever scarred from
this, aswill those that know us, and even some of those who opposed us.

| will continue to fight till the day | die for the genuine best interests of children.
| will not hide behind that phrase to support actions that are dubious, nor will | useit as
an excuse for anything | do. | am determined to make my family’s suffering serve a
purpose, and if that purpose is to spare other innocent families of our agony, then |
believeit isanoble one.

Now all issaid and done. My story isout there, at least asout asit’slikely to get,
and my family can close this chapter of our lives.

But there is always one thing | will remember sadly about March 25", 2002 aside
from the course laid out and executed against our family. | will aways remember the
snowfall.

Mark A. Vaenti
March 25" 2005



STATE OF MICHIGAN
JOHN ENGLER OFFICE OF CHILDREN'S OMBUDSMAN R. ROBERT GEAKE, Px.D.

GOVERNOR LANSING DIRECTOR

November 14, 2002

Mrs. Gina Valenti
313 North Drive
Wyandotte, MI 48192

Re: Ryan Hamilton (d.o.b. 02/23/91)
Todd Hamilton (d.o.b. 04/29/93)
William Valenti (d.o.b. 01/16/99)
Mark Valenti (d.o.b. 08/15/00)

Dear Mrs. Valenti:

Thank you for contacting the Office of Children’s Ombudsman (OCO) regarding Ryan,
Todd, William, and Mark. The OCO is respons1ble for reviewing cases handled by the Family
Independence Agency (FIA), adoption agencies; and private chlld-placmg agencies that have
contracts with FIA. Our investigations consist of reviewing cases that involve children’s
protective services (CPS), foster care (FC), and adoptien. You specifically requested that our
office investigate the handling of a protective service complaint that concluded with the removal
of the children.

The law requires the Ombudsman to notify the complainant of the recommendations
made by the OCO and any action taken by the FIA or private child-placing agency. Our
investigation included, among other things, a review of the CPS and FC case file material from
Western-Wayne County FIA and interviews with workers, supervisors and various collateral
contacts. We have completed our review of the case involving Ryan, Todd, William, and Mark
and have concluded that Western-Wayne County FIA did not act in compliance with law and
CPS policy while handling this CPS case.

The recommendations issued by the OCO to Western-Wayne County FIA are listed
below along with the agency’s response.

Recommendation 1: The OCO recommends FIA review this case and determine how the CPS
worker, supervisor, and section manager concluded that the evidence documented was sufficient
to find that a preponderance of evidence existed that Mark had been abused and neglected by his
parents.

FIA Response: Agree. Western-Wayne County FIA reviewed this case and determined that the
facts and evidence obtained at the onset of the investigation supported the decision to petition the
court. There was evidence of serious physical injuries to a young child, which the medical -
community initially could not rule out as abuse. At the point that CPS petitioned the ¢ourt, the
child was facing an imminent return to the parental home, the home where the alleged abuse
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occurred and CPS could not ensure the child’s safety without first completing a thorough
investigation.

However, CPS failed to follow through in fully assessing all information and evidence prior to
reaching the disposition. It appears the CPS worker did not follow through and seek updated
medical information via case consultation after the petition was filed, as the foster care worker
did. Additional information could have assured appropriate safety interventions, which might
have included returning the child home more quickly, as opposed to being placed with relatives
for approximately 70 days. Specifically, information obtained as a result of the physician’s
testimony at the 05/31/02 adjudication hearing, as well as information provided by the foster care
worker, supported a change in the original disposition. Therefore, the original disposition has
been amended to accurately reflect the facts of this case.

Recommendation 2:The OCO recommends FIA review the actions of the CPS worker in this
case to identify the steps necessary to ensure compliance with the Child Protection Law, MCL
722.626 sec. 6(1) which states “The person in charge may detain the child in temporary
protective custody until the next regular business day of the probate court, at which time the
probate court shall order the child detained in the hospital or in some other suitable place
pending a preliminary hearing....”

FIA Response: Disagree, as applied to this case. FIA has no authority over hospitals. The
OCO’s recommendation cites statute directed to, and binding upon hospitals, not CPS.

Recommendation 3: The OCO recommends FIA review the use of placement orders. A
voluntary relinquishment order should only be used after discussion with the parent(s) regarding
the process. A copy of the placement order should always be given to the parents. Informing the
parent that a child is being placed in FC without getting consent from the parent to take the child
requires a WRIT. Consideration should be given to creating a signoff form indicating that the
parent agrees to the placement when a voluntary order is being utilized.

FIA Response: Agree in part. In this case, CPS utilized a voluntary placement order
appropriately. Appropriate discussion occurred with the caretakers, who did not object to the
child’s placement. The caretakers were provided appropriate information regarding the court
process and the parents were present at court hearings.

Nevertheless, Western-Wayne County FIA will review the process for using voluntary placement
orders and will consider developing a form to document parental consent.

Recommendation 4: The OCO recommends FIA:

a) Review this case with the Assistant Attorney General’s office and determine why the
petitions filed did not document how the child’s injuries were the result of abuse and neglect
by the parents.

b) Cross reference CPS policy CFP 714-1, pg. 9, (#8) into the CPS policy 715-3 governing
Family Court Action.

¢) The CPS worker should receive training on elements to be included in petitions.



FIA Response: Agree in part. The FIA disagrees with the OCO regarding the legal sufficiency
of the original petition. The Assistant Attorney General reviewed the petition and authorized the
same. The court reviewed the initial petition, received testimony and determined that probable
cause existed to warrant placement of the child. The court process is in place to ensure that the
children are protected while safeguarding the rights of parents. Ultimately, the court process
worked. The petition was dismissed and the children were returned home.

However, the FIA concurs that CPS policy should be cross-referenced as recommended. CPS
Program Office will add a link from CFP 714-1 to CFP 715-3 in the next policy release scheduled
for May 2003.

Recommendation 5: The OCO recommends FIA thoroughly review this case and determine,
utilizing all sources of information available, what the correct scores should be for the Risk and
Needs Assessments and amend the" SWSS forms. The OCO further recommends FIA complete
the FIA-153 or alternate document addressing the scores for the Risk and Needs Assessments
and provide the amended documentation to the family. Again, training should be provided to all
involved FIA employees to assure appropriate application of SDM assessments.

FIA Response: Agree. Western Wayne County FIA will complete the FIA-153 as required and,
as such, will document support for the assessment scores. Additionally, inaccurate assessment
scores will be corrected based on current information. Training will be provided to the involved
worker upon return to duty to ensure appropriate application of SDM assessments.

This concludes our review of the case involving the Hamilton and Valenti children. If
you have any further questions or concerns, please contact our office at (517) 373-3077 or
(800) 642-4326.

Sincerely,

%Wﬂ ph .

R. Robert Geake, Ph.D.
Children’s Ombudsman

RRG/ba

c: Douglas Howard, FIA Director
Wayne County FIA, Director

The name of the complainant and all other identifying information has been deleted from
the copy of this correspondence that is sent to FIA and the private agency as required by
PA 204 Section 9.



