It's Friday, August 4, early morning at the Norfolk County House of Detention in Dedham. Following breakfast at 7 a.m., the prisoners serving sentences for non-payment of child support and scheduled for release are to be taken to Dedham Probate & Family Court for a last attempt at shakedown. Bill Leisk has been told by the prison caseworker that he is one of the prisoners scheduled for the trip. Despite protestations that he is not in jail for child support and that his thirty-day sentence ends tomorrow, August 5, the harried case worker assures Leisk that the computer shows he is headed for Dedham Court today. 

Given his street clothes -- sans wallet and shoelaces -- Leisk is ornamented with the customary prison jewelry: handcuffs that attach to a chain belted around his waist and another chain that joins ankle cuffs. Along with a dozen or so other prisoners, he shuffles to the van for the trip to the courthouses.

Fifty years old, with no prior criminal record, Leisk has recently become a member of the fastest growing segment of the nation's incarcerated: men accused of 'domestics.'  Such crimes include non-payment of child support, violation of a 209A domestic abuse prevention order, assault and battery on a spouse or 'partner', or other miscellaneous offenses such as non-payment of attorney or Guardian ad Litem fees incurred in a divorce or custody case. Leisk reveals that his cellmate at Dedham, Bobby Cavanaugh, was serving a four-month sentence for an alleged $3,750 arrears in child support for an 18-year-old daughter who lived with him. Such are the Orwellian incongruities that 

According to Dedham prison officer Brian Connoly, approximately 45 percent of the prisoners at the Norfolk County House of Detention are there for domestics: about 5 percent for contempt of court related to child support and the remaining 40 percent for 209A domestic abuse prevention order [issues] or assault.

Unlike conventional criminals who are convicted of a crime by a jury of their peers, many of these men like Leisk are sentenced by a Family Court judge who has found them in contempt of court. Ranging from the {serious}_______ to the ridiculous, the reasons for being found in contempt are as fanciful and varied as the myriad charges typically leveled at men embroiled in divorce and custody litigation.

Case in point: Bill Leisk. 

Leisk was sentenced to thirty days in jail by Dedham Probate & Family Court Judge J. Kopelman on July 6 this year for buying an airline ticket to Hawaii for his 16-year-old daughter, who had asked him to buy the ticket. The how-and-why of Leisk's criminalization illustrates just how far our system of justice has degenerated in a relatively short period of time. 

Leisk and ex-wife Camille Morin met, married and started their family in Hawaii in 1984. They divorced there in 1996 with an agreement to share legal and physical custody of their three daughters. Presently, the entire family resides in Massachusetts. Leisk has visitation privileges with his daughters, including half of the summer. He had planned a trip to Hawaii this summer with the children for the duration of his court-ordered summer visitation time. However, his elder daughter wanted to go to Hawaii earlier, for the entire summer, because she had previously attended a summer drama program there that she wished to continue with. She asked dad to buy a ticket with an earlier departure date. The purchase of this ticket is the criminal act that landed Leisk in jail.

Because ex-wife Morin opposed the earlier trip for their daughter, she tried to get the court to punish Leisk. She filed a Complaint for Contempt against him for buying the ticket, essentially claiming that the ticket purchase amounted to an intent to violate the agreed upon summer visitation schedule. In fact, Leisk was brought to Dedham P&F Court three times to answer to this charge. The irony is that the charge was dismissed and should never have been heard a third time. 

At the first court date on May 28, Morin attempted to get a motion hearing on the matter, but Judge Langlois refused to hear the issue because he and Morin's attorney were (incorrectly, it turns out) not aware that there was an open complaint. (There must always be an underlying Complaint, ie., an existing open case, before any motion can be brought to court.)

Morin next filed a Complaint for Civil Contempt that was heard by Judge Christina Harms on June 12. At the hearing, Morin alleged that the purchase of the airline ticket "facilitated breaking the (visitation) agreement." Leisk argued that because he no longer had legal custody rights to his daughter (refer to "Case History"), he could not be held in contempt. He claimed that the decision to prevent their elder daughter from going to Hawaii rested with the only parent who had the legal authority: Morin herself. Leisk had only bought the ticket at the request of his daughter, not to instigate any mischief, he claimed. Furthermore, he claimed that Morin had not unambiguously told their daughter not to go; rather, she wanted Leisk to be the bad guy and take the responsibility for it.

Apparently, Judge Harms agreed with Leisk. After further discussion and asking Morin, "Why not tell her she can't go?" Harms stated "I'm going to dismiss this."  However, Judge Harms apparently failed to properly dismiss the complaint. The only written record of the hearing is an order relating to a previous child support issue. Leisk assumes it was simply an error. However, he was to pay a heavy price for that error.

Undaunted, Morin filed a Complaint for Criminal Contempt on the matter. At this third hearing on the matter on July 6, Judge J. Kopelman displayed no concern at the frivolity of the complaint. The same arguments were given by both sides, but Leisk's testimony was cut short by Kopelman: 

"You're wrong...

"I don't care...

"You say you bought this ticket. That's enough for me to find you guilty of contempt... 

"Take him into custody."

More disturbing than the cavalier treatment of Leisk's attempts to defend himself against the ridiculous and previously dismissed charge was Judge Kopelman's admonition to Morin before Leisk was given his turn:

(To Morin:) "If you send him to jail, your daughter's going to hate you for this."

When men are brought to P & F Court for contempt charges, it's typical for judges to make their decision to jail or not after asking the female plaintiff what she wants done. Such behavior, exemplified in Leisk's case, shows that judges are not ruling based on what is correct and just, but instead on the wishes of the female plaintiff. Thus, the decades-old charge that courts discriminate against women has now come full circle: women are now empowered to have men jailed on their whim. This behavior can be observed at any Probate & Family Court on contempt day.

After being cuffed in the courtroom, Leisk was then instructed to work out an agreement with his ex-wife and her Dedham attorney, Alanna Bravman. While Kopelman continued with his next customer, Leisk argued with Morin and her attorney until Kopelman ordered Leisk into lockup, from where he was taken to the Dedham jail to begin serving his 30-day sentence.

Leisk planned to be boarding a plane for Hawaii with his younger daughters July 24; instead he was given an all-expenses paid trip to the Dedham prison. 

