Giving

VOICE to

By MATT ALDERTON

srrie Pierce i reading her 8.

year-old daughees a bedtme

story. IU's an imaginative story
with an interesting plot, she says,
something she thought her listle girl,
an avid reader who once read 70 Dr.
Seuss books in one week, would exjoy
Unlike most mothers, Prerce doesnt
have the luxury of reading at ber
daughter's bedside. She's reading into
a tage recorder—{ram peison.

Inside a small classroom in the
church at Dwight Correctional Center,
75 miles south of Chicago, ls where
Plerce and about 20 other comvicts
gather om the yocond Saturday of
every mosth 20 take past in a program
called Auert Mary's Ssorybook Project
Companions Journeying Togecher, an
imerfasth prson minstry that operates
out of & poot offioe box in Western
Springs, runs the program year-round
at Dwight and twice a year——in cosr
nection with Christmas and Mother's
Day—at Cook County Jail. With help
from vobunteers, the incarcerated
mothers select an age-apgpeopriate

One mather tnes 10 find the perfec oy,

book for each of their childven and
then read the books aload on tape.
They can record a personal owessage,
as well, and often wrire a now (nside
the book. Then, the book and tape are
sent home 2 gifts 5o the child, the
omly contact some mothers have with
their children.

“It's very powerful " says Namcy
Schreiber, head of the Sweybook
Project at Dwight. “Theyre often in
tears.”

“This @ an excellest opportunity for
me being here that 1 can solll read
my daughter.” Pierce savs. “She can
take the tapes andd pop them i any-
ume she misses me or pst wants o
hear Mom's version of a stary.” Plerce,
29, 15 serving a A0 year sentence on an
alcobol-related death. She sees her
daugheer pust once a moneh.

“She was my lttle angel. She was
ey thadow. I | had oo pank, she
wanted (o wear pink. 1f my hadr was in
a bun, she wanted her bair in a bun,
It's been very, very difficult us being
separated. But I'm snll Superman in
her eyes,” says Plerce

Aunt Mary

Aunt Mary’s Storybook Progect s
nassed after Mary Best, a school
wackher from Brnadiedd, (1L, who died
i 1986 and left a heakhy inheritance
10 her three mieces. One of them, Jana
Minor, had been volunteering s pris-
oms for 20 years. The sisters decided 1o
use Aunet Mary’s money 1o found
Companions as an extension of hes
work. The Storybook Project debuted
in Chucago st Cook Cosnty Jall in
1993 as a way 1 give incarceraed
maothers moce contact with their chil
dren. Supportod by granes and dona
tions from privace mdhvidaals, it bas
inspired senilar programs in more
than 20 other states

Comtact besween a mucher and her
child = crucial, says Monica Halloran,
director of Companions. It's what Aunt
Mary's is all about. Last year alone the
program connected 201 mams at

Dwight with their 454 children. At
Cook County, more than 600 women
sent recoedings o more than 1,000
children.

“Women who have men, either
doyfrends or busbands, who are
mearcerated continge 0 support
those men while they're in priscn,”
Hallocan says. "The mochers suppost
them, the grandmothers, the wives,
the daughters. Most women who are
incarcerated Jose their support. And
they feel very guilty. The chiddren are
angry st her becanse they doa't
understand what's going on. And so
there's this buge rift, and a Jka of
tanes they jast don't know where
stary again.®

The Storybook Project helps repair
that rife. "The relationship badding =
really important and it helps the
moms. | had ane mom who said, “This
i the st tinse Pve ever felt Me a
good moen,™ Halloran says

More than 80 percent of the roughly
2,747 weenen in Hissois prisons are
mochers, according to statistics collect-
od by Chicago Legal Axd 10
Incarcerated Mothers (CLAIM), 2
group that promoces the legal nghts of
mwothers in prison. And even from
behind bars, these women cominee
be parents.

*Not the physical methering, obvi
outly, but the emational mochering s
even greater because that's all they
have,” says volunteer Patricia Berry
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An iemate 1eads and records 3 STony 10 send 1o her child

73, of Western Springs. She's been 1o
Dwight on five separate occasions
and worked with more thans 30 ddfler
ent women. “There are various facecs
o their life and these are roles thm
they have played, oae of whach needs
to be pumished, and they acoept that
All of these women desperately want
to be back with thewr children. One
worsan said 10 e, T've been here
three umes now. I'm genting out nexs
week and I'm mever coming back here
agam.” So | think there's impoctant
thangs to remember about these
women: their desire pot to be there
and their desire 1 live a different
kind of life.”

Tiffany Norns says she wants just
that. To Bve 2 differest kimd of life
Her second child, » boy, was born les
August at Dwight—and taken awsy
from her 24 howrs later, in accordamce
with state Jaw. In prison on drug
charges, she says she's learmed from
ber mustakes with the help of pro
grams such as the Swrybook Project

“Each mother will make mazakes,
but you get wp and try #t again. You
learn from your mustakes. And | have
learned. With Storybook, # belped me
get that band back with sy kids that |
didn't have, w relace with them, even
though it's over a tape. Now that |
can't do that personally, | can read ©
them, send them & wmpe, send them a

Continued on page 56
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card, a picture, bet them know 'm
thinking of them and that | méss
them. *

The chusch classrooen s Dwight & a
sterile place with stoae walls and a
tdled floor. A chalkboard cm one wall
carries the woods woman, abuse, regec-
tion, abandon, poor and self-estem
written o yellow chalk.

Across the so0m a large woman is
Guietly singing “Happy Bathday” i=e0
a tape recogder. Her smile i as wide
ws an ocean. Her name i Melissa
Flags and she has two children, a
daughter who turned 17 in February,
and a son who turmed 14 in Masch
She's served three years of a 16 year
semtence for second degree murder
and s wp for parcle in September

1 was always told tha | was a good
singes,” she says, beaming with pride
"Being awsy from the Kids has msade

mie realize that the most important
thing & singing to them. Everybody
heard how great this voice was, but
the ones | Jove the most haven't heard
oy voice, |t hurts. With the Starybook
program, being able o sng scanething
%0 them on tape just gives me hope *
l'bwlahannoh-hubc

w0 Ssorybook have done some real soad-
searching. You can see there’s hope.”

For the first six months of her sen.
tence, Rosoanne Compton's only con-
tact with her two sons was through the
Swaybook Project. Phone calls snd
starmped envelopes were 100 expensive.
*“You never realize how much of your
beart you've given 10 your kids until
i’s taken back. And then you know
you're missing that piece. When | came
bere, 1 lost sy hoene, sy hosae, my
everything. | don't know how much
they have left of what was, 30 this =
oy veny of building it back up again.”

Ave Zuccaring, a mocher of two from
Ouk Pagk, volunteered with Aunt
Mary's st Cook County Jad for the first
time in December. She compares the
inmates there 1o the broken spiries
ahe's seen on vimes o Thisd Wordd
countries.

*There was a bevel of hopeleasness
that | fele there, and [ don's know thas

I've ever fielt that before amywhere in
thi country,” she says. The women at
Cook County, a detalnsnens facilicy,
hawe no contact with their chaldren
and, because they have yet to be sen-
tenced, are filled with an anxious
uncertainty. The women Zuccarino
encountered were uneducated and vie-
veally illnerate. They stumbled over
the pacrure books they were reading.
How can they ever get a job and pro-
vide for their children, she remembers
woadering, If they can’t even read &
newspaper? She remembers one
mother in particular who was faong
murder charges. She was writing her
2-year-old son a mestage and she
coulda't spell Christmsas.

“They're doomed and their children
are doomed ”

A bond between maothers

When Zuccarino decided to volun-
ey at Cook County, she wanted
see whan the inside of a jail looked
like. She pictured “real kind of rough
talking, rough-looking types” of
wamen Jocked up in barren cells.
What she found were other mothess,
Just like her.

“Women in prison are just like us in
the sense that they want and need the
same thangs as wi" she says. *| wied 10
mmagine not seeing my children for
that many months, 1 could feel for
them.”

Berry felt the same way. She and
othrer vobantoers from her church were
afrasd wiven they first visied Dwight
with the Storybook Project.

“You don’t know what &'s gonsa be
like inside & prison or what thess
women are gonna be lke,” Berry says
“But the women who come o us are
30 dedicated 1o their children, and
they are so remorseful about why they
are there. They wish to get out and be
with their children, and it's just a very
maving experience. You didn't expect
women o be thas way”

Ancther voluspeer, a young mother
at Berry's church, discovered 2 woman
she was reading with a Dwight had
three children exactly the same ages
as ber own. “When they talked about
their expenences of being with these
three children, the reader related, The
only difference between you and me is
the husband you chose,™ Berry says.

Sara Bucksar used to do volunteer
work herself —tefore she was convict
ed of armed viclence and unlawfial
restraing s seat 0o prison for 18
yelus. Once Bappy 1o give, sbe's now
thankful to receive

“This is such & blessing that the vol-
umirers give of themselves o allow us
to do this. We are so grateful foc ie. |
mever fully realized how much volun
seer work affects people, The kindness
that people have done for me has real
ly souched my hesrt deeply.”
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It's easy to give, Berry ways, when
he person you're helping is another
mocher. “Very often there's a huge
wanecton made between the person
vho is readsng and these of us who
e kanening 1o thess read. Because
hey always wamt to talk about their
diMren and we want to tallk abose
ors, there's an instant bonding there
jetween mothers.”

fome for Mother's Day

If she could be hoese for Mother's
Jay, Carrie Plerce and her daughter
vorakd snake parple pancakes for becak
ast, & family waditon using baster
made with grape pily. Melisa Flagg
vould tale her children o Crucago for
| night an the own. Sara Backsar
would take her kids o the park for a
mrbecue. Roseanne Compeon would go
2 a bike ride with hey bows,

But none of these women will be
e for Mother's Day. They'll be a2
Jwight.

“You miss a lot of things (n here”
ays Michelle Philips, who's serving a
| 2-year sentence for armed robbery
she sees her three daughters only
ke & year. “You always think, Tm
poema be here when they go to school,
x I'm gooma be here when they get
Jeeir fiest seeth, or when they stan
sawling’ | miss all of that It's real
sard being a mother behind bars.”

t's bard on the kids, wo. Abour

inmanes ffter through books n seanch of a sory thew chéidren will enjoy

25,000 children i [lindis are separac
ed from their mothers each year due
o wcarceration, CLAIM suys. Many of
thess will spend years in therapy as 2
resuk

Joanne Arclubald, advochey project
derector at CLAIM, spent a year in
prison when her son was an infant
She knows firsthand bow » program
Bhe Awnt Mary's can smpace the Jves
of both mothers and kods, “You Jose so
moch i thas period of ae ™ When
she was in prison, she sent her son 4
tape on which she'd recoeded lulla
bees, similar 1o the tapes recorded
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with Storybook. Six years laser, when
she t0ld her son the truth sbout ber
time sway, he made her sing those
lullabies every night for six months.
“Even i the best of sitwations children
experience & sense of joas.” she says.
Critics of programs like Aunt Mary's
charge that volunseers ace keeping
chikdren tied 1o bad role models. But
Halloran insists thas there's nothing
bad about strengthening the boad
botween a mother and her child
“There are people who are worse
with their kids than these women who
are behind bars,” she says. “They're

identdfiable because they're bebind
bars, but there are people who have
dome a lot worse. It's mot the sotality of
who you are when you make a bad
dectson If you ask a child, he'd rather
20 back w0 a dysfunctional mother
than pot get back 1o his mother,
because he loves her. The love over
ndes the practicality that she's not the

“Paronts run rod lights, they get ncoy
rect change and keep it. But the Jods
stll Jove her, and she loves them ®

Tiffany Noeris gets out of prison
April 30, = tiene 30 be hoame wich her
new baby boy for Maocher's Day. *1'll
tell any young mother &' burthal to
bave o jeave your kids, But § did posi
tve things. [ went o parenting classes.
1 do Storybook; it's positive. | had 1
hearn the hard way." To be able w
spend Mother's Day with her children,
she says, will make the hardships
worthwhile

“A book and a tape,” Halloran says
It just can't be amything but good.*

To learn more sbost Aunt Mary’s
Storybook Project, contact
Companions Journeying Together at
(708) 3667288 or e-mail
Amseorybook @ool.com

Matt Alderton &5 a former intern ]u;
Chicago Parent

g% The

; Cdcb!a(c the mother In
your life feven If &t's you!)
with an clegam, timeless
Mother s Bracelet from
Beaded Bauble. Ina
dazzling array of styles
handcrafted with Ball
sterling silver, Swarovskl
crystal and 14K gold -
cach a unique work of
ant. The Mother's Day
gift that's a thrill to give
and a joy to receive!

Mother's Bracelet
a gift to treasure.

v

R l

Shop our entice jewelry
collection online at

www beadedbauble.com

or cal
(708) 724-3213
%0 arder today'

Vit vt wheaton & the Freneh Courey Market

oD

on Saturdays Som May thru Ociober

(@ 1

www.chicagoparent com

Ccaco Parewt = May 2003 57



