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It is at the far end of the spec-
trum of failed marriages, a place

where love, lear, anger, resent-
ment, and revenge create a toxic
cocktail that propels one parent

to risk inealenlable damage to
children by kidnapping them and

&
usurping the role of the other
parent.
In a nation where the majority
of marriages end in divoree, such

cases happen with astonizshing
frequency. A US Department of

W]len a p areﬂt Justice study says there are more

than 334,000 family abductions

abduets a annually. In more than 160,000 of

them, the department estimates,

Chﬂd, 1o One tive parent intended to keep the

child indefinitely.

emerges Such was the case of Stephen

Fapgan, who took his two daugh-
uns Cathed ters, ages 5 and 2, on a court-ayp-
proved weekend visit one fall
weekend in 1979, Their mather's
only glimpse of them sinee was
on & television sereen Tuesday as
they attended their fathers ar-
ratgnment in Framingham on
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kidnapping charges.

Fagan defended his actions by saying they were
necessary to protect the children. But are there ever
cireumstances that justify one parent disenfranchising

the other, bypassing all social and legal strictures in the

process? Authorities in the field arve doubtful, saying
such abductions create problems of their own.

“If yon were absolutely sure that something terrible
was happening, I can imagine a pavent taking such
drastic measures, but it is at an enormous eost o the
child,” said Carolyn Newberger, a Boston child psychol-
ogist,

Clearly, Elizabeth Morgan thought the effort worth
it. In 1987, Morgan, a Washington, D.C,, physician,
spirvited her daughter away from her ex-hushand, whe
she contended was sexually abusing their child. Al
though the father vigorously denied the elaim, Morgan
spent two years in jail because she refused to divulge
the whereabouts of the girl, who was with Morgan's
parents overseas,

But authorities say that claims of abuse, or the per-
ception of one purent that the other is doing monstrous
things to a child, are often just that: claims and percep-
tions, not reality.

Richard A. Warshak, a clinieal psychologist in Dal-
las and author of “The Custody Revolution: the Father
Factor and the Mother Mystique,” says childven’s safe-
ty is often used as a rationalization by controlling par-
ents. “They express concern about drinking or sexual

abuse, and the reality ig that that masks a desire to take

the child and inflict pain. Even when it seems that there
are reasons to do it, the devastation is so great it is
never a good solution to the problem and ends up creat-
ing far more harm than the parent was trving to protect
the child from.”

Chris Hatcher spent nine years researching the im-
pact of kidnapping on vietims for the Justice Depart-
ment. He said almost all parental abduetions ocear be-
cause the parents believe the children to be in danger of
imminent harm,

“While that does occur in some cases, the allegations
vastly exceed the actual number of cases. As a group of
people, parents who arce left hehind have no greater
propenslt\ toward child abuse than the general popula-
tion,” Hateher says.

Fagan and Barbara Kurth were divorced in 1978.
When Kurth and Rachacl and Wendy Fagan moved
from Framingham to North Adams, the “he-said, she-
said” vituperativeness that characterizes many divorees
and custody battles followed. Kurth, who had won cus-
tody, was portrayed then and now by Fagan as a negli-
gent, aleoholic mother whose binges left her passed out
while the half-naked girls went to neighbors begging
for food. Her lawyers countered then and now that she
has always been a loving, devoted mother who suffered
from narcolepsy, a condition of frequent and uncontrol-
lable desire for sleep.

Was she a negligent mother? Fagan went to court
with his eomplaints after his daughters and ex-wife
moved to North Adams, An official representing the
childven investigated the charges and was not able to
substantiate them. Shortly afterward, Fagan disap-
peared with the girls.

Pointing to the resources available - from 3 more

0 one unscathed

a pare

Lisa, left, and Rachael Martin stood with their step
triet Gﬂurt ’]ue@dav as thmr iather, HJchard Fa gan,’

enlightened law enforement community, Lo a court svs-
tem that frequently puts the needs of o ehild ahead of
parents, to increased social services - specialists say the
risk of lasting damage to a child is too great to resort to
abduction,

They are not alone. Former abductors and abdue-
tees agree with them,

Lee Coburn, a lawyer, acknowledges his childven
were not being harmed by their mother. He took his 10-
year-old daughter and &-year-old son from their Atlanta
home in 1977 out of revenge because his marriage was
digsolving and he thought his wife was in love with an-
other man. In a fit of rage, he moved to Iawaii, and
changed their last name from Coburn to Landel, They
were on their own for 10 years. It was, Coburn savs, the
biggest mistake of his life.

“It iz totally destructive and a vielation of every-
one’s rights — the childven's and the parent left, behind.

“T acted out of anger and vevenge, and I think most
people do,” says Cobwm, who s writing 2 hook on par-
ental abduction, “T don't buy the for the sufety of the
children’ argament. If we are to Hive in a just soeiety, we
must work within the system. Otherwise it i anarehy.”

Within four years, Coburn, by then living in Seattie,
realized the mistake he had made but was paralyzed hy
lear of jail, and ol civil suits for pcu'a and sultering he
caused his ex-wife. He shared his fears with his chil-
dren,

"It has been 20 vears since T took them, and 10
vears since they u'um't'v Twith their mother, and we are
still dealing with it Coburn said.

The erasure of the other parent can be gradual, with
the abdueling parvent telling the children that thev are
going on a vacation, and the vacation just gets lonus
Some abdueting parents tell chiidren that the pay
left behind hated the children o did not want them

Or the erasure can be swith, It was in the
case, where he told the gils that thelr mother .
dead, In similar cases, some abducting parents



Richard Warshak



ital abduection

PTG
ather Harriet Golding Martin in Framingham Dis-

as arralgned on charges of kKidnapping them,
evem purchiazed tombslones to show o chilid where Mom
ee Dad i burded, The Pagan caso is unusual beesuse
the eharade continned umabated for negrly two deeades,

It is vare that one pavent earvies out an shduetion
and then develops o new identity withaut the help of
friends or velatives. The cireumstanees in the Fagan
vase idicate he had help from his parents, Tivestiga-
Lors hive suid he teansferved ownership of his Fram-
ighan howse them before disappearing. They sold it
and muved to Flovidu, 10 mites {rom where Fagan and
their granddaughters were lving ss the Martin Family,

“The S-yeuar-oltl givl got & verv odd view of death -
Lhat everything changes: my house, my friends, my rel-
alives,” siys Warshal, the Dallas psyehologist,

Speeialists say it is nol uncamimon for abduelod ehil
dren 1o have a sense that something is amiss, Why was
there ne funeral? How come we never see any of Mom's
tefatives? Perhaps Tuchacl and Lisa Murtin, us they
are msow koown, were tali not to apply to eolleros in
Massaehusetts,

BEut if Hachael and Lisa are to feel o sonse ol Betray-
al, it will fikely enme later. Their fallior has been 3 heyi-
ic gy foe them, the grioving widowoer, raising twio
childeen single-handedly, He bas been their anchoe, Tt
is nof surprising, specialials say, that the young women
haee not rnshed to meet their mothor,

“Whal wie Tound was, first, there = 0 fiindameniul
beslivel thitt everything vou cournted on, ail depaended an,
is nof really true” savs Hatcher, “And what do vou do
when vou aee eonfronted with something like that? You
dony it

IEand when a veuniy does come, Kueth zhould not
b surprised i bor dusehiters present ber with ug un-
tswid wenquest, “Thee reeovering parent offen exXpecls i
Leailul peunicn, amd Lhe first thing that the child o
ehildren will zay is, "We have to help Daddy,' ™ Hatcher
s, The mother 3 not expecting that, ad slwionzly
i= ot alwuys notivated to do e

Hebeeew Hegar, who coanthored the book “Whgn

Paremts Kidnap” with Geoffrey L. Greif, has found
somie eases, though, when the psyebologionl and emo-
tional effects are minor,

"We had one ease where the father look a single
dawghtor when she was 6 and hid her fram the search-
ing mokher until she was in college, He fell he was the
parvent te offee her the most emaotionally, and he did a
conseientuous job. She went to an Tvy League college.
And by the normal gross measures of suvecss in life,
ghe was doing well in edueation and soeially. She was o
poised, together voung woman, That is not to say she
did nal have Leemendonsly mised feelings about her fa-
ther And by viclually all accounts, Rachael and Lisa
Murtin ave smarl, alhletic, talented voung wormen,

Cobunrn's davnghter, now a psyehologist and mother
af two, said thal nothing, not even sexual abuse, justi-
fies one pavent stealing a child from the other, “Moat
pavental abductors foel what they mve doing is in the
Besl intevest of the ehildren,” Lovi Coburn said. “But
look at the pevehologival sears that e ereated for the
rest of their lives,”

After veconneeting with her mother, Tovi Coburn
dropped out of eollege and moved to Georgia in an ef-
fort to get to know her mother and play out a Pt ol
her youth she never had. 1 would come home and ery,
amd she wondd hobld me. T was grieving the loss of hor
not being there for my st prom dress, my fiest bes,
anel helping me throwgh my first peviod, Then, there
eame ar acecptanee thal no matler what swe said or i,
wee coukin't gt back those 10 years,

“I spent & year living with her, We cried and eried
and eried, and we shapped and shopped and shopped.”

She still cunnot let her ehildren sleep at night with
Uit windows open, And her Tather says, “My son stili
is et free of it and is still anpry ot me for what |
deprived him of.”

Lo addition, sbdueted ehildren often foel some e
sentment that the parent loft hehind did not search
harder, Barbarn Kurth's fortitude in trving to find hor
children has been questioned. After all, how hard conld
they hawve been to find when their paternal grandpar-
entz noved from Massachusetts to Florids?

“he could have looked really hard and not had good
wilviee, or the right resources,” Hegar says. And there
dare move resources Loday in teying to find someans —
including state and foderal laws against parental kid-
napping - Lthat have law enforcement more actively in-
valvad, The devastation for the parent who has lost the
children ineludes geief and guilt. The left-behind parent
“his to ardapt to a whole series of terrible chaiees in her
lifie,” save Gretl, assocfate dean of the School of Social
Work at the University of Muryland, and comuthor of
"When Pavents Kidwap,”

T you hadd children and they were abducted, you
would spend every minute of every day trving to find
them, Bub gs the minutes steeteh into manths, st what
point do yon try to reestahlish a life? IF your ehild is
gome for u year, can you go out to the movies? Can you
have mny fun?

A guestion Greil pnses to parents who are left be-
bt i, “What construction do vou need to make on how
sonr ehild is dotng that will allow you Lo live your Jife 1o
the fullost wned still be tene to the searel?

o bt 25 peveent of parental kidoappings, there
I 1o reaniubion.

“This i a long, complex process, and it is rarely ever
liappily ever after, " says Ernie Allen, the president nf
the National Center for Missing amd Exploited Chil:
dlven, “Doowe renlly wanl to deny chilidven all aeoess Lo
the other parent for life? Even if Lhe abduction was
vighteous, e had o lie aboat the childeen’s mother”



