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  A FEW WORDS TO BEGIN

  My mom is somewhere—I don’t know where—but she isn’t here with me. It can’t be good because it seems like a big secret. Grandma says she’s away getting an education, that she loves me, that she’ll be back when she’s learned her lessons. What lessons? Why can’t she learn them here, with me?

  My teacher looks at me funny when the subject of parents comes up. The other kids whisper and say nasty things: “Your mother was bad. She’s a crook.”

  When it’s parents’ day at school, the other kids bring their mom and dads. I bring Nana. She’s a lot older than the other adults.

  I know other kids who are missing a parent, some of them both parents, but I feel something shameful about my mom. I’m just not sure what it is.

  I worry about her. I wonder whether I’m like her. If she’s done something bad, does that mean I’ll follow in her footsteps? Did she leave because I did something bad?

  I think about her a lot. I dream about her. What is she like? Is she safe? Do I really have a mother? Does she love me? Why isn’t she here, taking care of me?

  I feel alone. Sometimes I think I’m the only kid like this.

  In fact, there are at least three million other children in America in similar situations.

  This book is about and, in a sense by, children who have one or both parents in prison. Some of the issues they name are faced by all children who have absent parents. But, there are special challenges and pains when a parent is in prison.

  What Will Happen to Me? is also about, and for, those who are caregivers of such children—thousands of grandparents who are raising these children, millions of teachers, school counselors, and social workers who interact with them daily.

  Through the voices of these families come the challenges and hardships they face, but also the remarkable resilience and spirit they often demonstrate. Based on their experiences, the book suggests themes and strategies that may be helpful to caregivers and perhaps to the children, too.

  ABOUT THIS BOOK

  We have organized the book into three sections. The majority of the book, PART I, includes the faces and voices of children. PART II is especially for caregivers. It includes a few portraits and voices of grandparents, as well as some suggestions for understanding and responding to the needs of these children. PART III considers the justice issues raised by these families’ situations.

  We began this project because we wanted to give voice and visibility to these often forgotten children who are so profoundly affected by circumstances and policies that do not take their needs into account. We interviewed and did photographic portraits of children of various ages in a number of communities across the country. From that material, we created an exhibit that is now available on loan through the Mennonite Central Committee Audiovisual Library. (See Suggested Resources, page 92, for more information.)

  As we got further into the project, we became more and more aware of the burden put on caregivers, especially family members and often grandparents, who take care of children whose parents are incarcerated.

  The young people featured here are predominately children of color. While their numbers may be somewhat over-represented in this book when compared to the number of persons of color in the U.S., their presence generally reflects proportionately the overall reality of the prison population in this country. We believe that people of color are over-represented in prison primarily because of law enforcement and sentencing policies that impact communities of color most heavily. However, the impact of parental incarceration on children, no matter their race or cultural background, is profound, and many of the issues they face are universal.

  OUR INTEREST IN THIS SUBJECT

  The two of us who have undertaken this project have been colleagues in the field of restorative justice for many years, working with those who have offended, those who have been offended against, and their families. Howard has done several photo/interview books that present the voices and photos of victims and their families, and of life-sentenced prisoners (See Suggested Resources, page 92). Lorraine’s thesis (for the Masters in Social Work degree) focused on children with parents in prison.
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  We especially thank Dee Ann Newell for her enthusiastic support and advice throughout this project and for her indispensable assistance in developing strategies to reach the intended audiences.

  Photographic projects with children are always challenging because of the confidentiality and permission issues they raise. We deeply appreciate the program staff and the parents and guardians who understood the value of this project and were willing to have their clients and loved ones participate.
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  HOWARD ZEHR LORRAINE STUTZMAN AMSTUTZ


  PART I

  The Children

  “These children have committed no crime, but the price they are forced to pay is steep. They forfeit, too, much of what matters to them: their homes, their safety, their public status and private self-image, their primary source of comfort and affection. Their lives are profoundly affected . . .”

  – Nell Bernstein, All Alone in the World
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  NYVEAH WITH PRESTON

  Can I give Daddy a hug? I wanna give Daddy a hug!
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  JACOB

  JACOB: Mommy, remember when you was in jail? I was really, really sad. Sad that you didn’t come home. I love you.

  LISA, JACOB’S MOTHER: I’m very lucky and fortunate. I mean, this kid loves me! He won’t let me out of his sight. He says, “Mama, why did you go to jail?” I say, “I wasn’t being good, Jacob; that’s what happens.”

  

  We didn’t even know why she left. They just came and got her. My grandma came to school and got us. She didn’t explain nothing. My dad went into prison not too much after that. That’s my stepdad. And then my auntie went in. They all went in on the same charges.

  It was hard for me because I had to change schools. I had to make new friends. It was very hard, and then my family was dying, and it was hard on me ’cause I couldn’t go to their funerals. They had no way to get us up there.

  It was really hard. Everybody else, they got their moms and their dads. My mom wasn’t with me, to be there for my games and stuff, to watch me. She was there before when she was out; she was there for me all the time. Most of my friends, they didn’t understand it, they were like, “What’s going on?” It’s something I really don’t talk about.

  Visiting was hard ’cause you know you’re leaving and your mom’s not leaving with you.

  Now that my mom’s out we can do things. She can be there for me, she can take me places, get clothes, you know, do what moms do. Now I can go see my family, visit and go to family reunions, go to my family funerals when they die.

  AMNESSIA
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  AMNESSIA

  

  My father was locked up 15 years. I asked my mom and stepdad about it. The answers I got said it was something serious, but they weren’t going to tell me about it. I waited for them to say something, but they never did. To this day I fear that it could happen to me. If what happened to him happens to me, will I react the same way and put myself in the same position?
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