EXPOSING CHILD ABUSE | A gentle path to harsh truth
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Sunflower Holise provides a
-comfort.zone where children
.-, canopenup about life’s most
: :iglghteﬁiqg, painful moments.

By LEE WL KAVANAUGH | THE KANSAS CITY STAR

inutes before their father’s sentencing, his
M three adult daughters waited in the corri-
dor of a Wyandotte County courtroom,
Division 5. ;
Their eyes swollen, makeup cried off, the women
wrapped their arms around each other. They
grieved, but not for their father and his fate.
" One held crumpled papers in her hand.
* “I'm not sure I'll be strong enough to read this
in court,” she said. After days of finding
words to describé Ker pain, she had typed
a victim impact statement confronting
her father for his sexual abuse against
,her years ago. But his sickness reached
much deeper in their family.
- Thesecond paper was handwritten in
A the broad cursive loops of a 10-year-old —
©_ \where words scréamed in bold letters when
emotion turned profane.
It was composed by the second generation of
victlmﬁﬂbd, the convicted man's grand-
Y damphter. |
4 “The ghild wha'lold, The one whao stopped
%1 SEE SUNFLOWER | A8




SUNFLOWER: A gentle path to reveal painful truths
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After a child goes through an Interview at Sunflower House In Shawnee, sometimes revealing things that an adult said
never to tell, the final step is for the child to pick out a teddy bear to keep. But the child doesn’t even know about the

bears untll the interview is over.
FROM Al

the man's decades-long spree
of satisfying his with
children, but not until after she
attempted suicide twice and
drew pictures of monsters vis-
iting her bed.

Her details of the abuse —
revealed at Sunflower House
— led to her grandfather con-
fessing everything, includin
how he'd “loved” her at léast 2
times last year.

Every day, a child endures
the unwelcome touch of a
predator. Nationally, statistics
indicate it happens to one in
four girls, one in six boys, But
abuse experts Kknow many
more go unreported.

Reasons for the silence in-
clude shame or disbelief or
fear, In most cases, the crime is
committed by someone the
child knows, loves and trusts. A
relative. A teacher. A minister.
A coach.

Often the pedophile threat-
ens to kill them if they tell. Or
threatens that no one would
believe them. Or that they'd be
sent away. Our secret, he whis-

Pers.

But Sunflower House is a
place in the metro arca where
children can tell

Because telling is a sacred
act by those who believe in
Santa Claus and tooth fairies
and unicorns. Children who
know monsters really do lurk
in their bedrooms. Not under
the bed —but on it.

Telling a grown-up is often
the most difficult thing a child
can do.

But it is the only way to make
monsters go away.

(BN

Leaming of a child's sexual
abuse hurls families into an
emotional abyss, especially in
the first weeks of the disclo-
sure.

When the grandmother was
told of her husband’s crimes,
she retched. He's “dead to us
now,” one daughter said.

-As her words echoed in the
empty hallway, the elevator
door opened and a familiar
woman walked out: Bonner
Springs Police Detective Vickie
Fogarty, 17 years in the sex
crimes unit,
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‘When a child Is Interviewed at 5uni"lmr House In
Ehnu:. a_poll-:o officer like Detective Vickle Fogarty of

She took the initial report
from the little girl, listened to
her story at Sunflower House,
questioned and arrested the
grandfather. He confessed ev-

Police officers arent re-
quired to be in court for a sen-
tencing. But Fogarty always is
gfsn it's a case she wurked.thlt

personal. To support the
families, the 52-year-old mom
and grandmother composes an
impact statement: a summary
of what the abuser told her jux-
taposed with what childhood is
supposed to be.

Her passion was born from
her own family’s encounter
with child sexual abuse. She's
seen the wreckage it causes.

Fogarty likes judgment day.-

“Are you ready? ... I think he's
gonna get it,” she said, then
whispered:

“Please let it be life ... please

let it be life.
111

Coffee in hand, adad satina
busy McDonald's off of Inter-
state 435, watching little spirals
of steam. Nearby, a mom and
her two girls ordered Happy
Meals. The dad glanced at
them.

room.

He likes to see happy mo-
ments, he said, often going to
watch a buddy’s children play
Tulblauhafrt r?nm!dsglgzm that kids
sti ¢ fun. Eight years a
his family did, too. i

But everything changed one
day when a detective called:
We believe your daughter was
sexually abused by her stepfa-
ther. She's in protective custo-
dy...
She visited Sunflower House
the next day.

*I was in shock ... I berated
myself for not seeing the signs
w1 didn't protect my little

L
gn‘:ihe would beg to stay with
him when the weekend visita-
tions were over Just age-ap-
propriate drama, he thought.
He knew she didn't like his ex-
wife's new husband.

“When I saw her, I told her 1
was 5o sorry. I told her [ loved
her. I hugged her so hard.”

For three years his daughter
told adults that her stepfather
was bad. Her mother didn't be-
lieve her. A teacher did.

*] asked her, ‘Why didn't you
tell me what he was doing? "
Because she was afraid her six-



foot-four, 320-pound father
would kill him, he said.

His fist clenched.

“She was probably right ...
He still owes me 90 days in in-
tensive care.”

Parents often struggle more
in the aftermath of child sexual
abuse than the little ones do,
said child advocacy experts.

They hurt for the loss of their
children’s innocence and trust,
They berate themselves as bad
parents because they didnt
prevent the abuse, or even con-
sider it a possibility.

Often, the parent is the last
person to know. It’s too diffi-
cult for a child to disclose to
them. More commonly, a child
tells a teacher or a counselor or
abest friend, who tells an adulr.
In both Kansas and Missouri.
several professions are legally
mandated to report any men-
tion of abuse, Sometimes, a tip
is hotlined from an anonymous
souree.

But once the disclosure is
made, a police officer or a so-
cial worker will talk to the
child to ensure safety. Parents
are notified. And very quickly,
a referral is made to go to a
place where a team of profes-
sionals comes together to help
the child.

A place, said the dad, “that
takes the gloom out of the
darkness of it all” A smile ap-
peared. “It’s the one bright spot
1 this whole thing.”

And yeah, he added, he real-
Iy, really loves sunflowers.

1ni

On 65th Street in Shawnese, a
small sign hangs just before a
long winding driveway. A mini-
malist line drawing, it depicts a
bright red house protecting a
sunflower with its wreath of
yellow petals.

Inside the building, skylights
spill sunshine. A massive stone

fireplace stretches to the ceil-
ing and, depending on the
weather, a fire crackles in its
hearth. Regardless of season, a
Christmas tree is wrapped
with sunflowers and vines.

Even a decade ago, a child
might be interviewed at the po-
lice station or in the back of a
police cruiser. Sometimes it
would be at her school with the
Et'incipal and counselors and

er parents all listening, horri-
ﬁed. 31_15! angry.

Children often had to retell
their stories again and again to
teachers, police, prosecutors,
social workers, Many times the
adults were lg:trfained in how
to out acts, possibl
nsk?:gulcading questions, dilut):
ing or exaggerating truth, un-
aware that they were encourag-
ing the child to say whatever to
please them.

“All of those interviews were
Fuod.. but nobody did an excel-
ent job," Sheryl Lidtke said
diplomatically. As a deputy dis-
trict attorney for Wyandotte
County, Lidtke has prosecuted
child sexual abuse cases for 22
years,

"Sometime in the late "90s
the ground-breaking concept
evolved to bring all the part-
ners together to the child. A
one-stop shop, so to speak.”

In 1996, police, social work-
ers and prosecutors in Johnson
and Wyandotte countics began
trying to make it easier on the
children and to improve their
evidence. Lidtke recalled one
meeting attended by 22 police
chiefs, representatives of two
sheriff’s departments and two
top administrators from the
Department of Social and Re-
habilitation Services.

“Oh, there were turf wars,

r struggles, but the driv-
E"fotce was that everyone
wanted to help the children”
she vnd, And aftes months of
discussions  wid  agrecments
and “aha' moments.” the non-
profit Sunflower Children’s
Center became the first child
advocacy center in Kansas.

It opened in the basement of
the University of Kansas Medi-
cal Center. As referrals in-
creased, it moved to an office,
building and finally to its cur-
rent location in Shawnee.
~ (On the Missoun side is the
Child Protection Center, at 31st
and Broadway, and the Chil-
dren's Advocacy Center, part of
Synergy Services on Parvin
Road.)

All tours at Sunflower House
lead to the tiny room with pale
yellow walls. There's a couch

and a chair, an alphabet poster”

of cartoon animals. A camera
concealed in 2 corner records
every word and stammer and
tear.

The parents sign the consent
form, agreeing they will never
see the interview. They also
learn that it does not replace
live testimony in court before a
jury if the case goes that far.

i1n1

Some children don't want to
tell their stories when they vis-
it, and that's OK, said Chenyl
Smith, one of the facility’s three
forensic interviewers. “Sun-
flower House doesn't exist to
make a child talk"

Their forensic interviews are
not “outcome” based, she said.

Smith has worked with
abused children for 19 years. *]
think I've heard just about ev-
erything, but then a child will
tell me something else™

She's trained to listen decp to
every word and nuance and
ask  open-ended questions,
ones that don't lead the lirtle
wilnesses,

Tt;a:goid bias, the interview-
ers know very little about the
children lhey meet. That helps
Smith genuinely learn abow
the child's likes and diclikes
The interview with the strang-
er, some children te]]
was like talking to a friend whe
didn’t judge,

Some want 1o sit on her Lp
and cuddle. Not allowed She
will get up and move to the
couch, giving the child the
chair. One wanted to sit op the
floor, so Smith jomed him
there, and after 2 while, his sto-
rys_an:_le out.

IS may cry and shake
as they describe a horror, yet
she cannot offer soothing
words, pat their back or ‘do
anything other than offer tis-
sues. She simply waits, hoping
the quiet will comfort.

Some of the images Smith
bears are jarring.

Like the girl with a new step-
fsther, a man so kind and hand-
some — until bedtime. And he
locks the door behind him as
he explores the little girl's body
with his body...

There's the favorite uncle,
whose relatives knew he had

but not that his “teasing™
with the mieces, nephews and
even close friends’ children in-
volved Mashlights. screwdriv-
ersand positions...

whatever word is used for gen-
itals. whether it's a you-know-
what, private parts, pee-pee¢ or

thumb.

Children don't have the ver-
bal skills to talk about sex. Be-
&Jrﬂhcir.lmim‘ist‘?ﬂﬂ“’u
show the child a drawing of ei-
ther a naked girl or a naked boy
mdgk“m?ntl‘lcdﬂwmﬂ

e s
lh:\l:;?st ci:ip:lnmn don't tell the
whole story” siid Swith
“There are some details they
wver¢ell” o 2
ms{.mr"dg“ﬂ-s forensic Inter
viewers listen to more than just

cally hattered, who have wit-
nessed violence or who have
been involved with an Internet

onitoring
from the camera,
others watch and listen Yor cor-
roborating details useful in the
next interview — often the one
at the wralioe station with the
accu

A red light may blink on the
camera, a sigral that an obsery-
er has a question or wants the
mterviewer to pull out more
information. They consider a
child’s excuses, or whether the
child seems vague,

Contrary to st )
false accusations from children
are rare.

Defense attorneys also will
watch the recording, looking
for places where a child's story
— and Smith's interviewing
techniques — can be ques-
tivned. In trial under cross-ex-
amination, the pressure is in-
tense, she admitted, She testis
fied more than a dozen times
last year.

“They want to know if | be-
lieve the child or not,” she said.
“My job is not to judyge"”

the interview



When the forensic interview
is over, the child is brought
back to the lobby. A socul
worker and police officer will
inform the pareats about what
they beard, what will happen
next and what therapy resouncs
es are available. (Sunflower
l!‘l:uuse doesnt yet offer in-

se therapy, a future
they have.) -
5 Sometimes. a medical exam
is neaded to make sure the
child is free of sexually trans-
mitted  diseases.  Sunflower

House has a special room for
this, too, but also coordinates
with area hospitals. *

Most exams show no physi-
cal evidence of sexual abuse,
Parents are told that doesn’t
mean the child is being dishon-

est.

After all of that, the child has
one more stop: the Teddy Bear
Room.

The room is loaded with
brand-new bears and stuffed
animals of all shapes and sizes,
as well as games and books.
Children can choose whatever
toy they want, Sometimes two.

“The teddy bear room is ev-
eryone's favorite spot in the
whole building,” said Michelle
Herman, the president and
CEO of Sunflower. “Coming in
here makes you smile no mat-
ter what kind of day you had.”

Sunflower employees em-

hasize that the children don't

ow about the room until af-
ter all of the forensic work is
completed

One dad said that his daugh-
ter's bear is still the “most pre-
cious possession OWTIS.
That bear knows everything..”

inl

Back in Division 5, the prose-
cutor asked the judge for a life
sentence for the grandfather.

The defense anomey asked
for 11.4 years, noting hus client
would be 80 then. The defen-
dant has confessed to spare his
family, was filled with remorse,
and by then wouldnt be a
threat to anyone, he said

The judze nodded, then
acked to hear the impact state-
ments.
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who now seemed tiny and frag-
tle. Grosko said he'd read every
rage, every word in his crimi-
nal file.

“What you bave done is
sick™ he said “More than that,
siz, it is disgusting Any offense
against children offends the
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