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 A mother's crusade

'Crisis of epidemic proportions in family courts'

By Judy Masterson
STAFF WRITER

Mother's days come and go without the usual warm fuzzies for Annette Zender, for whom there will be no brunch, no Hallmark card, 
no "I love you mom" call.

Zender, a resident of Woodstock, lost custody of her now 13-year-old daughter almost four years ago, and has seen little of her since. 
The story of how she lost her girl and why is a labyrinth of accusations, of legalities, of judges and court orders, attorneys and 
psychologists and, of course, money.

It is a labyrinth thousands of parents and their children must navigate each year in Illinois, as families break up and reconstitute, as 
parents do battle for custody, as dirty laundry is sorted, as betrayals are rehashed, as the purported best interests of those with 
everything to lose become the order of the court.

Zender and more than a hundred other women — some who have lost both legal and physical custody of their children and in some 
cases even the right to visitation in courts in Lake, McHenry, Cook, Kane and DuPage counties — will meet to commiserate and 
network today at a pre-Mother's Day gathering on church grounds in Woodstock.

The women are part of a growing national movement that is challenging court-ordered custody to fathers despite the fact that it is the 
mothers who were the primary caregivers and, in some cases, despite evidence of domestic violence, despite suspicions of physical, 
emotional and sexual abuse.

"We have a crisis of epidemic proportion in our Illinois family courts," Zender said. "Our children are paying the price."

Gary Schlesinger, a Libertyville divorce attorney involved in Zender's case, argues that the courts act on solidly researched reason 
when they overturn custody. Zender, he said, is exaggerating her case.

"There are several women in Lake County who don't have joint or sole custody of their children for very, very good reasons," 
Schlesinger said. "Do you honestly think that we (the court) say 'There's a mom. Let's snatch custody away from her?'"

Custody flipped

Zender was awarded sole custody of her daughter by a court in Minnesota in 1997, which found that the girl's father was volatile and 
emotionally abusive. But after moving back to Lake County in 1998, the custody arrangement was challenged by the man whom she 
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never married. Three years later, after countless court proceedings, after spending almost $200,000 in legal expenses, Zender lost not 
only legal and physical custody, she was slapped with supervised visitation.

Zender said she believes that Circuit Court Judge David Hall based his decision on the negative evaluation given her by a court-
appointed psychological evaluator and the fact that Schlesinger, the guardian ad litem in the case — the attorney charged with 
representing the child — latched onto that assessment.

"It is a money trail and a payoff," Zender said. "The controlling parent, usually the wealthy father, starts proceedings, the court 
appoints an evaluator from its preferred list and the next thing you know, you've lost your child and your life savings."

Zender and other women say the family court system in Illinois is a goldmine for the professionals who milk it and that its decisions 
against mothers, in favor of wealthy, controlling, fathers, amount to legal kidnapping. They question the training, credentials and 
expertise and what they say are exorbitant fees charged by both psychological evaluators and guardian ad litems. They accuse 
attorneys of dragging out their cases, or of refusing to take them in the first place after carefully probing both a prospective client's 
financial wherewithall as well as their extended family's ability to pay.

Daniel DeWitt of Barrington, the court-appointed evaluator who earned more than $8,000 from Zender's case, has been the subject of 
numerous complaints to the Illinois Department of Professional Regulation, as have other evaluators.

Women file complaints

Mothers who have lost custody have also complained to the Judicial Inquiry Board and the Attorney Registration Discipline 
Commission. While DeWitt was pulled from the court's preferred list of evaluators, the charges against him were eventually vacated 
by a Lake County court.

Zender accuses both DeWitt and Schlesinger, the latter to whom she was ordered to pay $33,000 for his work on her child's behalf, 
failed to consider evidence of domestic violence, including two orders of protection, in the Minnesota custody case.

Zender's case also contains accusations of sexual abuse — a common thread in vehemently contested custody battles — and 
something experts say is difficult to prove and often suspect as a tactic to maintain custody.

Both DeWitt and Schlesinger and others knowledgeable about the case accuse Zender of caring more about her "crusade" than her 
daughter, of neglecting the girl's needs by taking in African-American foster children with special needs, and of coercing the girl into 
telling tales of abuse at the hands of her father.

While Zender claims her daughter is being isolated by her father, Schlesinger said she has failed to bring any evidence of abuse back 
into court.

Norman Kurtz, attorney for the father of Zender's child, declined comment on the case and attempts to reach DeWitt for comment 
were unsuccessful. But Schlesinger said the psychological evaluation, which found that Zender refused to take responsibility for her 
daughter's "emotional problems," was just one piece of evidence considered.

Attorney points finger

The real reason Zender lost custody, Schlesinger said, is because she failed to present evidence of her case during a custody trial in 
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A mother's crusade

the fall of 2001.

Zender said Schlesinger bullied her into walking away from a trial neither she nor her attorney at the time were prepared to pursue, 
that he threatened her with financial ruin — a charge Schlesinger vehemently denies. She argues she has been out-lawyered, out-
monied and out-foxed by a system set up in favor of the highest bidder, one that bombards unwitting parents with a constant stream 
of litigation.

There is no telling when mother and daughter may finally meet.

Zender has failed to gain more liberal visitation. She may only speak with her daughter by phone, and in a court hearing last fall, the 
child's father sought to end those calls because, his attorney said, Zender only wanted to talk to the girl about her crusade.

Zender testified that the father dodges her calls and she seldom is allowed to speak to the girl.

Schlesinger continues to insist Zender is not a fit parent.

"I know Annette Zender has gone after Daniel DeWitt and some of these other women have gone after their 604B (court-ordered 
evaluation) advisers, and the lawyers and judges on their cases," Schlesinger said. "If Annette would devote half as much energy to 
addressing the things (Judge) Hall has ordered her to address, she could build a relationship with her daughter."

But it's not a relationship Schlesinger — who said in the fall visitation hearing that "(the girl) needs a mom, just not this one" — is 
convinced his client needs.

Zender said she plans to keep fighting for her daughter and for every child and every mother separated without good reason and 
sufficient cause. They are women easy to spot in the hall outside family court, Zender said, the ones who have a "deer in the 
headlights" stare, the ones whispering "They took my kids."

"I've done nothing wrong," Zender said. "I have nothing to hide. Even if they rolled out the red carpet today and gave me back my 
daughter, I can't stop fighting for these kids."

5/7/05

At the newspaper:
• Contact one of our 
editorial staff members
• Send a letter to the 
editor for publication
• Send a news release
• Subscribe to the paper
• Place a classified ad
• Contact the customer 
service department
• Get information about 
advertising in the paper

At the Web site:
• Ask questions and get 
answers about the site
• Provide a tip about 
breaking news
• Subscribe to our free 
daily headlines e-mail
• Get information about 
advertising on the site

ADVERTISERS
Jobst Compression 
Stockings

Las Vegas Tickets

Athletic Braces & Supports, 
Wheelchair Cushions & 
Ortho pillows

Place your site here - click 
here for more info

SuburbanChicagoNews.com — ©  2005 Digital Chicago & Hollinger International Inc. 

http://www.suburbanchicagonews.com/newssun/top/w07nomoms.htm (3 of 3)5/10/2005 5:03:05 AM

http://www.suburbanchicagonews.com/aboutus/selection/NS/contact.html
http://www.suburbanchicagonews.com/aboutus/selection/NS/contact.html
http://www.suburbanchicagonews.com/aboutus/selection/NS/letter.html
http://www.suburbanchicagonews.com/aboutus/selection/NS/letter.html
http://www.suburbanchicagonews.com/aboutus/selection/NS/newsrelease.html
https://secure.scn1.com/subscribe/
https://secure.scn1.com/classifieds/
http://www.suburbanchicagonews.com/aboutus/selection/NS/customerservice.html
http://www.suburbanchicagonews.com/aboutus/selection/NS/customerservice.html
http://www.suburbanchicagonews.com/aboutus/selection/NS/advertising.html
http://www.suburbanchicagonews.com/aboutus/selection/NS/advertising.html
http://www.suburbanchicagonews.com/aboutus/online_contacts.html
http://www.suburbanchicagonews.com/aboutus/online_contacts.html
http://www.suburbanchicagonews.com/aboutus/newstips.html
http://www.suburbanchicagonews.com/aboutus/newstips.html
http://www.suburbanchicagonews.com/forms/headlines.html
http://www.suburbanchicagonews.com/forms/headlines.html
http://www.scnmedia.com/
http://www.scnmedia.com/
http://www.leghealthwarehouse.com/
http://www.leghealthwarehouse.com/
http://www.onlineseats.com/las-vegas-tickets/
http://www.bracewarehouse.com/
http://www.bracewarehouse.com/
http://www.bracewarehouse.com/
http://www.suburbanchicagonews.com/ads/textads.html
http://www.suburbanchicagonews.com/ads/textads.html
http://www.suburbanchicagonews.com/aboutus/

	suburbanchicagonews.com
	A mother's crusade


	NFIFGGBMDNNDPLOIFGINIMEGOLKNOBNH: 
	form1: 
	x: 
	f1: 

	f2: 
	f3: 

	form2: 
	x: 
	f1: /newssun/
	f2: Search term

	f3: 




