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a mother’s words


I am hoping that you will read this book and share it with your children. No one should ever go through what I endured. Perhaps something you read here will prevent a tragedy from happening.


I compare my experience with that of a combat soldier. No, I have never fought in a war, but the hostility that went on inside my mind is what I imagine a seasoned veteran experiences after years of fighting off the enemy; but I was no hero and my enemy was unknown. I was just adrift in a battlefield of lost answers for eighteen agonizing years, coping through a mental mechanism I like to call autopilot.


On June 10, 1991, my reality was shot into chaos when my beautiful, innocent baby girl was kidnapped. My enemy took away my firstborn and a would-be lifetime of memories, as well as countless other things. Life is never the same after the tragedies of war, but as human beings, we cope. I knew my life would never be the same, but through years of traditional counseling, autopilot coping, and nursing a flame of vigor that never burned out, I kept hope alive.


I suffered eighteen hellish years wondering what had happened to my daughter. As I reflect back on this real life nightmare that I could never wake from, something inside kept telling me that I would see her again, but I had no idea if it would be in this lifetime or another. And then on August 27, 2009, my baby girl, now twenty-nine years old, walked back into my life just as quickly as she had disappeared that horrific Monday morning. However, I was now faced with the challenge of how to reintegrate with not only my own daughter, but with her two daughters as well.


How do you cope with such an overwhelming shock? I hope none of you ever have to grapple with putting loved ones who have become practically strangers back together and figuring out how to live with each other. I am so grateful she is back, but it has been a very demanding and difficult task.


The first few weeks of reunification were rough for all of us. There were times when I thought that I couldn’t handle all of the changes we were going through, but I also knew that in the end it would all be worth it. I knew that no matter how tough it was for all of us, I would never give up hope that we’d get through it, just like I knew I could never give up the hope of holding her in my arms again and telling her that I love her.


I have quite a bit of fear pent up inside me that doesn’t necessarily show on the outside. Imagine your worst nightmare and then being forced to live it. For eighteen years of my life I was not in control of the situation—not a damn thing I could do about some jerk kidnapping my kid, no idea what had happened to my kid or where she was, and no clue as to where to even look for her, except in my mind and my soul. Later I lived in fear that it would happen again, terrified that some other ***** or maybe the same one, who knows, would take my younger daughter away from me, too. Live with that for eighteen years and it is only to be expected that fear takes over. This is the condition of simultaneously being a victim and a survivor. It is not likely any of you will have to experience this pain but if you have lost your child for even a minute you know a bit of what I am referring to.


I am so glad this book has been written. Kids need to know what to do emotionally as well as physically in scary, challenging situations. Children need tools and techniques that not only give them power, but knowledge, too, so that the risks of the worst-case scenario are greatly diminished. Think back to when you were really young. What did your parents teach you? How much did you talk to them about the really difficult topics? Abduction is scary. Abuse and exploitation are terrifying. But, please don’t avoid this book. You never know when something you read or say to your child might make the difference between avoiding a difficult, scary situation or preventing a true tragedy.


—Terry Probyn





directions for using
safe kids, smart parents


We think that keeping your child safe can be easy, interactive, and fun. Hopefully, after reading this book, you will feel the same way. Safety is about teaching kids to be aware of their environment and how to make safe and appropriate choices throughout their day. But children need help to develop critical thinking skills so they can make those “good” choices. We believe that whether you are establishing ground rules for safety, having a discussion about ways to avoid unsafe situations, playing games to increase awareness, or demonstrating what not to do, you are helping children avoid danger while enhancing their ability to judge and manage their world. In part, our focus is on abduction, because that’s our area of expertise, but the principles apply to all situations for keeping kids safe.


To help you on your journey, we’ve organized this book into several different sections. The first part of Safe Kids, Smart Parents is directed toward adults and will give you both background on the dangers your children face and strategies for teaching your children how to navigate their world.


The second part, the Safe Kid Kit, is divided into eight sections. The Safe Kid Kit has worksheets, activities, samples, and resources. We’ve even included a section written just for kids. You and your child can read and work through the Safe Kid Kit together or separately in order to help make the concepts we’ll discuss more clear.


Practice is repetition; that’s why they say, “practice, practice, practice.” When safety fundamentals become second nature, that’s when you have safe kids, smart parents. The ideas in this book are meant to be easy and we want you to hear them more than once in various situations. We talk about the same ideas for kids of different ages and you should too!


Finally, all of the examples in this book are true. Throughout Safe Kids, Smart Parents, we’ve used stories pulled from our many years of work and family experience to help illuminate different concepts. We have changed names, dates, and locations, and have combined some stories to maintain the privacy of family members and the people we work with.


Our goal is simple: safer kids. To realize it, we have written this book so it guides you and your child through the fundamentals of safety, quickly and effortlessly. We want it to be a reference you can come back to again and again. More than anything, we hope it helps achieve your goal of safer, smarter, happier kids.


We wish you and your family success. Stay safe!!





one


what’s this all about?


Knowledge


Communication


Love


When your children were very little did you ever take them to the beach or to a pool? Remember what it was like the first time? Most likely you set them down equipped in life preservers or Floaties and stayed right next to them as they stuck a toe in the water. Or maybe your kids are little right now and you are just getting ready to introduce them to a wading pool, buying them that preserver along with sunscreen. The next time you return to the pool they might be a year older and a year wiser, perhaps you will stand back a bit more, maybe even have a casual conversation with the person standing next to you.


As the years go on and you visit the beach or pool, most children will increase their competency and confidence near and in the water. Many will have been taught to swim. They will have been reminded repeatedly not to swim right after eating, not to swim out too far, not to run alongside the pool’s edge. They’ve learned lessons, mastered skills. Before you know it you will pick up a magazine and finish a whole article as your child plays in the water. It’s not that you don’t care or worry about your child, it’s just that you have begun the process of letting them grow up. They have shown you that they have the skills to handle a situation they really couldn’t handle before. At some point you can even sit down and read a whole chapter undisturbed. The progression happens steadily and slowly.


why read this book?


You already know that you are a good parent. You already know your kids well. But there are some tough subjects facing kids and families these days: abduction, exploitation, abuse, social media, bullying, and survival, among others. These subjects can be hard to talk about and you may want a little help. Sometimes parents and caregivers think this “tough stuff” is too scary to talk about. But what are the facts? How do the experts tackle these subjects? In this book, we will give you the knowledge and tools to understand and talk to your kids and your family about safety; abduction, exploitation, social media, marketing, and other complex subjects facing kids today. By addressing these big subjects with your kids, you will provide them with an opportunity. This can be an opportunity for your children to learn, to practice acting like an adult while you are there to help, an opportunity for them to think things through. Just like taking them to the pool, over time they will show you that they have the skills to handle various situations. It takes time and it takes repetition, but little by little they will understand and learn.


By beginning to talk about these things when your kids are little, you are preparing them for the future. Your kids can learn to adapt to new situations safely and wisely and how to bounce back quickly from problems. By honestly addressing difficult topics, they can learn some very important critical-thinking skills, like how to analyze situations and then make good choices in response. By discussing circumstances running from the most extreme to the much less severe, you can equip your children to safely face a complicated world.


Here’s my promise: You can teach your children tools and techniques to give them power in challenging situations. You can teach your children how to be strong and how to protect themselves, and you can do it without using fear or threats. And while you teach them, you will develop a closer, more trusting relationship with them, and your child will be able to understand and safely manage the bigger world.


information


Thirty-five years ago in a small town outside of Boston my sister and I had a friend who disappeared. No one talked about it. All we knew was that she was gone. We would drive by her house on the way to school and silently speculate about what had happened. I was haunted by the thought of her beautiful blond ringlets and her infectious dimples. She had been the definition of perfection in my mind.


It was not until many years later I found out that her image also haunted my older sister, Elizabeth. Comparing notes, we discovered we had very different memories of what had occurred and no way to substantiate them. What research we could do yielded no new information. No one we spoke with knew what had happened. What were the circumstances behind her disappearance? Had she ever been found? No one knew. Her story stopped with her disappearance. All we know now is what we knew then: She was just gone, or as we say now, she had “gone missing.”


A few years later it happened again. A childhood camp friend disappeared. I was old enough then to remember rumors of an upsetting story, possibly a familial abduction gone awry, or maybe even the work of a serial killer, but again, there was no forthright discussion in our house or in the community. Instead, there were rumors and a silent acceptance of the girl’s disappearance. Questions were not encouraged, answers not given. Perhaps it was a symptom of fear; discussing the unbelievable, the terrifying, might make it happen. But, as parents, we have a responsibility to discuss these difficult topics with our children. All kids need reliable information. Yes, of course, how you talk about tough topics differs with a child’s age, but, again, all kids need information. That is just common sense.


In 1993 a sociopath career criminal took twelve-year-old Polly Klaas from her bedroom in Petaluma, California. Most of the young people in the surrounding communities were aware of what had happened. The media covered her kidnapping extensively, sharing both facts and rumors. Sifting through both, preteens and teens struggled to figure out what had occurred and what might have prevented the tragedy. Most of these young people wrestled also with overwhelming feelings of powerlessness and extreme anxiety and finally settled on an attitude of acceptance toward the unlikely and unimaginable. Surprisingly, few parents connected their child’s heightened anxiety with Klaas’s abduction. When, two months after her abduction, a man was arrested and confessed to killing Polly, many wanted to put the tragedy behind them. It seemed like everyone wanted to isolate the event, and deny that it might impact their own families. The reverse in fact happened: fear of talking about such a sad and scary event stifled real conversation. Many of the kids wrestled alone with their feelings.


Recently, an editorial ran in a local paper written by a young woman still living in the community from which Polly Klaas was abducted. This young woman recently learned all the facts surrounding Polly’s disappearance. She writes that, despite all the time that has passed, it was useful for her to learn the facts surrounding Polly’s disappearance because it clarified some of her parents’ protective behavior toward her when she was a child. She added that once she understood the roots of her parents’ fear she was finally able to make sense of her own fear of the dark. Why did she have to wait until adulthood, however, to learn the truth? She wisely suggests that children need age-appropriate information about significant events in their neighborhoods to help them understand their parents’ actions and reactions.


knowledge


Children need to have an accurate understanding of the events that directly impact their community and the adults around them. Sometimes parents and adult caregivers struggle with how to explain complex and frightening events to children. Most parents struggled with what to say after the terrorist attacks of 9/11. What was too much, and what was too little? What would help, what might harm? Most of us concluded that something had to be said so that children could understand the shell-shocked faces of their parents and the adults they interacted with. Knowledge, the right sort explained in the right way, was essential to help kids of all ages deal with the facts and images of that shocking day. Helping parents and kids talk about uncomfortable topics—from abduction, sexual abuse, and exploitation to shocking events, whether local or international—is a goal of this book. And that begins with . . .


communication


Sixteen years later, a young woman named Jaycee Lee Dugard ended up in my care. She is a survivor of an abduction that lasted eighteen years. We have spent hours of work together trying to sort out what it took for her to survive her experience. We have reached the conclusion that no one can truly predict the outcome of these tragic situations. But the subject must not be avoided. Parents need to talk with their children in an honest and appropriate manner. They need to find ways to communicate facts, concerns, inevitable uncertainties, and ways to deal with them. Children, too, need to give voice to their fears, to be provided with reassurance, and to learn how to find answers to their questions. As is true for most important topics relating to children, parents can’t avoid talking about them just because it is difficult. Indeed, a parent’s willingness to communicate openly and to revisit a tough topic as often as necessary is the first step in making such talks less difficult. As this book will explain, the most important part of communication is to look and listen to what you are communicating even as you look and listen to what your child is communicating back to you.


love


Love and the skills of communication are the gifts you can give to your child by showing them the way you deal with these frightening, overwhelming, and unimaginable subjects. Managing the feelings, the discussion, and the actions surrounding subjects like abduction will provide them with tools they can carry into life. These tools can make the worst-case scenario less likely; they can help a frightened kid be a little less scared, an uncertain child more confident. The most powerful weapon with which you can arm your child is the certainty of your love, and preparing your child to confront the world safely is just one of the many ways you can convey that love. Which is why my sister and I firmly believe that addressing these difficult topics in creative, empowering ways might be the most important conversations, and the most meaningful, you and your children have.





two


don’t be afraid


The best ways to protect your children are to:


encourage discussion, and


empower through knowledge.


Mention abduction or exploitation of a child to anyone and you will get a strong reaction. It is horrific, unsettling, and, most conclude, something that could never happen to their children or their loved ones. And yet it seems that it’s all around us. A popular coach is found guilty of molestation. A man confesses to the abduction and murder of a child. The unfolding stories are broadcast in the news and in the headlines, on the cover of magazines visible in the checkout line at the supermarket. The numbers in news reports and sound bites are confusing and frightening. You might have heard that 800,000 children are reported “missing” each year. You might have heard about 58,000 family abductions. You might have heard that a larger number of children are kidnapped every year. What is the truth? How scared should we be? We all know that one report of a missing or abducted child is one too many! Deciphering and interpreting the numbers are best left to the experts; we must keep our kids safe regardless.


It might help you to know what the reality is. Those big numbers are reports of missing children: this includes runaways and kids who are missing temporarily; it can even include kids who are late for a custody drop-off. Sometimes missing persons are listed more than one time in the database, and all of the statistics available are based on reports by the Department of Justice.


The fact is that abduction by a stranger is rare. The numbers may relate to all kinds of situations and may not be accurate. So let’s not focus on the numbers. Let’s focus on our children’s safety and well-being.


The Truth About Abduction


• 797,500 children younger than eighteen were reported missing during a one-year period in a recent study from the Department of Justice.


• 203,900 children were the victims of family abductions.


• 58,200 children were the victims of nonfamily abductions.


• 115 children were the victims of “stereotypical” kidnapping.


why we are afraid


When lighted billboards on the highway announce the latest child taken—red alert, keep eyes peeled, a child has been taken!—many of us make note of the wanted car model and license plate. We silently commit ourselves to spotting the car and bringing the child home. Others ignore it all, hoping their children in the backseat have not seen the billboard, the news flash, the magazine headline, and therefore will not be as frightened as we are.


We are afraid for our children’s sake. Makes sense, doesn’t it? It is so hard to know if it is better to educate our kids or just let them stay innocent about the world around them. Or perhaps we conclude we must educate them, but not too soon, not when they’re so young. Odds are that someone asks, “And what is the reality? How many children go missing every day? How many of those have been kidnapped?” But does the number really matter? Even one missing child seems unacceptable. Perhaps a friend will exclaim, “How can frightening the kids teach them to be smart and how to make good choices?” But how can leaving something unaddressed or unacknowledged prepare anyone for what they hear, see, or experience?


As much as some parents might like to, you can’t sit on your kids’ shoulders ready to jump in with your opinion whenever they’re about to make a risky choice. What you hope is that they’ve listened enough through the years to make decisions that should keep them from harm, but as they grow older it becomes up to them.


When they were babies they seemed so pure, so perfect, and so under our control. What happened? When did you lose your ability to keep the world from harming them? Or did you? How do you teach your children common sense in this very complicated world? And how do you talk to them about scary things like abduction without making them afraid?


encouraging discussion


But what, you ask, does encouraging discussion mean? What should you tell your child about abduction or other scary subjects? What is it that they need to know? The truth is that it depends. Children differ tremendously, by temperament and maturity, and when you should talk to your children and how much you should tell them are best judged by you, of course. But a good starting point for every discussion is the truth that abductions do not happen very often. Before you hear that and conclude ignorance really is bliss, realize that chances are your children—no matter their age—have heard something about abduction and exploitation somewhere and need to talk about it.


Talking About Abduction


• Consider your child’s developmental age, and focus on teaching and reassurance.


• Lay down the ground rules for safety and explain why those rules are important.


• Reassure all children that abductions are rare.


• Ask if they’ve seen or heard any scary news on TV, the computer, or from their friends.


• Talk about what they’ve heard.


• Reassure your child with the facts.


• Admit what you don’t know rather than make things up.


• Encourage questions.


High-profile cases are in the news. Children may hear about them on the radio, via the Internet, from the person taking care of them, or from another child. Be aware: Your child may have heard more about a high-profile kidnapping than you think, and may need you to help them understand what they have heard. Disturbing news about abductions can come from more places than you can imagine. Sometimes it seems like news is “in the air”! In many houses the TV is on all the time as background noise and children consequently hear all manner of breaking news stories. Older brothers and sisters, friends, or even tabloid headlines at the supermarket can carry unintended information to children. Be aware of what a child may be learning when these events are in the news. Be aware that what your child has heard might not be accurate and remember that it is easy for a child to misinterpret stories and information.


Where Children Get Their News:


• From each other


• The radio in the car


• Tabloid headlines at the store


• AMBER Alerts posted on the highway


• From teachers in school


• From well-meaning adults


• From Internet search engine headlines


For example, take the notion of abductions by a family member—more numerous than abductions by nonfamily. These can be just as frightening to a child; for many children the idea that a family member could hurt them or their siblings is very distressing. This sort of abduction can also be very hard to discuss. With which family member do you raise it? How do you even start such a conversation?


We will try to answer all of these questions and more in the coming chapters, but the most important thing to remember is that your child cannot be hurt by talk or by information. Fear is not the goal. The goal is: reassurance of safety, accurate information, and help with processing an often confusing and frightening subject.


knowledge is power


So why do parents shy away from discussing difficult and uncomfortable topics with their kids? Often it is because parents don’t know the facts and feel like they are on shaky ground. So, afraid of sounding like they don’t know what they are talking about, they say nothing. This is a mistake. If you don’t present what you know to your kids, I promise you that your kids are going to get their facts elsewhere and from a less reliable source. There’s another common reason parents don’t broach the subject: They feel that if they talk about abduction, they will somehow make it happen. Talking about something difficult often makes it seem more real, so they avoid the subject. This, too, is a mistake.


Here’s a secret: Knowledge is power, and becoming knowledgeable is empowering.


It isn’t just that you aren’t doing your children any favors by avoiding these topics. You are also missing an opportunity to teach them what you have learned about the world and how to confront it with confidence. Not only will you miss out on an opportunity to teach skills that can help them feel safer, but, worse, you will also miss an opportunity to express how much you love and care about them.


This story from my childhood comes to mind: When I was young I loved to ice skate. There were ponds and lakes all over the town where I grew up. It was a Sunday afternoon ritual to skate around on a frozen pond. My mother was always there but let me skate out of sight, allowing me to experience a few true moments of freedom. However, from the time I was very young I was taught to assess and recognize unsafe conditions in the ice. I learned to skate far away from the stream that flowed into the pond and to look for cracks, breaks, and holes in the ice: I was taught to stay away from light gray or black areas where the ice might be thin. My mother guided me away from unsafe pockets when I was young, but in time her guidance taught me to assess and think for myself. At first, she kept me close by her side; in time I learned how to keep myself safe without her.


Talking about abduction is the first step in helping your children to understand it. Remaining calm and being accurate about the facts will counteract what they hear and see in the media and from their friends. Don’t know the facts? Don’t worry. Admit it, and, as appropriate given a child’s age, go about learning the facts. The best antidote to fear is knowledge, and the best way to spread what you know—and fill in what you don’t—is thoughtful discussion of the issues. Engaging our children in that discussion can help both children and parents to feel strong and safe.





three


the facts about abduction


The three types of abduction are:


abduction by a family member;


abduction by a nonfamily member known to the child or family; and


atypical abduction by a complete stranger.


It will help you to be able to talk about abduction if you know something about abduction. So let’s get some facts straight, starting with identifying the three types of abduction.


abduction by a family member


Here is what you need to know: Abductions by a family member are the most common, usually occur in the context of a divorce, and can potentially harm a child as much as any other type of abduction. The last point is worth underscoring. Just because a child has been abducted by a parent or grandparent doesn’t mean there is no harm done, or no law broken. In my practice, I hear about family member abductions all the time, often involving custody disputes. Sometimes a parent fails to bring the kids home at the regularly scheduled time (yes, being late to a custodial drop-off can cause many complications and might even be counted as a family abduction). Sometimes a parent abducts a child in the sincere belief she is acting in the best interest of the child. Often, frustration and even extreme rage cloud everyone’s judgment. As divorces have become more common, and almost always entail some level of anger and hurt, children get caught in the middle. This is why the vast majority of children reported missing each year are victims of family abduction.


In my practice I work with many families who are coping with divorce and I have found that it can be helpful when both parents focus on the emotional and physical safety of the child. When they do, they may be able to work together and more positively for their child. Of course, arriving at a consensus can take time and hard work. High-conflict divorces are by definition difficult and frustrating. Sometimes there are more serious issues, like a history of domestic violence or a parent’s mental health problems, that must be considered. The right thing to do is rarely cut and dry.


A whole industry has popped up around divorce cases in an attempt to stop the damage inflicted on children by the parents who are fighting over them. Courts and attorneys, sometimes the police and family services, become involved in the hardest cases but often only after the anger and frustration are already out of control. Desperate parents often respond in desperate ways and are rarely in a position to judge the collateral damage they inflict.


Deputy District Attorney Pam Grossman of Ventura County, CA, makes this point bluntly: “Parental abduction is flat-out child abuse. The child is not property. When someone abducts their child, especially for a longer period of time, the emotional harm that’s created for the child is lifelong.” The parent left behind who recognizes his part in fueling the other parent’s anger often feels a terrible sense of guilt. So, too, can the parent who watches the abducted child react with fear and uncertainty to what is happening to them. Let’s just say that for the victim and the family left behind, there is little to no difference if the person who abducted a child was a family member or a stranger.


Time and again I have learned that people have a hard time wrapping their head around this idea. The same was once true for me, too. I have only a vague memory of the first time I heard familial abductions defined as one parent taking the child and keeping him or her from the other parent. At the time the word abduction wasn’t even used; we just called it kidnapping, which made it all the odder. Like most of us still, I had been living with the idea that kidnappings were carried out by “really bad strangers.” I imagined kidnappers as dangerous criminals you could easily pick out of a police lineup. They were not your parents, or your friends’ parents. That way of thinking makes it all the harder to talk about this most common form of abduction. The girl who lived down the street who disappeared when I was young was just “gone.” In 1979 no one talked about it. As mentioned earlier, I’m still not sure what happened, but just going by statistics, odds are she was taken by a family member.


The first time the idea of a parent kidnapping his own child popped into my consciousness was in a small Mexican town I was visiting with my family on a vacation. One day a very handsome young man and his rather weathered father sat down across from my friend Linda, who had joined us on our vacation, and me at the local taquería. It seemed obvious they were father and son as they both had classically chiseled chins and sandy brown hair. Perhaps they stood out because of how they looked. Think Robert Redford sitting with Brad Pitt thirty years ago. The boy turned to Linda and began to ask her all sorts of questions about where she was from. I was across the table and observed a look of annoyance on his father’s face. He leaned forward and told his son “finish up, it’s time to go.” I remember thinking how strange that was. The young man took one more mouthful and stood up. He acted so quickly and obediently for a boy his age, and he hadn’t even finished eating.
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