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This book is dedicated to every child who has struggled with the circumstances of their family life.


It is also dedicated to all those social workers who, on a daily basis, work tirelessly to ensure the safety and well-being of the many vulnerable children in our society.


Finally it is dedicated to my family, and my mother.





 


Preface


From the moment a child enters this world as a tiny baby, everything that happens to that child, be it positive or negative, will affect his or her future. It used to be thought that children were pretty much unaffected by early experiences, the thinking ‘too young to remember’ would often be thrown about as an excuse, as if the marks on the canvas only began at some later critical date, maybe aged one, or maybe later.


Research is now beginning to show us something many parents instinctively always knew: that bonding, attachment and interactive responsive behaviour begins in earnest from the very start of life. Within months the effects of a lack of care can be seen in a child’s responses.


Children whose basic needs for responsive loving care are not met, and who are left to flounder, have been found to suffer clear detrimental effects to their brain development long before they reach anywhere near their first birthday. It has also been found that children who have experienced severe neglect as tiny babies, but are placed in long term adoptive homes before the age of six months, are able to make far greater progress overall than a child placed after that age.


These research findings make uncomfortable reading for all of us working in the field of child protection, because at present this research is not infiltrating social work practice in a way that best supports the children who depend upon us. To allow these research findings to change our practice will require a change in the mind-set of all involved in the process of child protection, and it would require the understanding and support of our society.


Children do have rights, including the right to a caring environment in which they can grow physically, mentally and emotionally.


We owe our children the best that we can offer in terms of care and protection. They are the future of this world, and if we stand by and take no action when a family is struggling then we send out damaged children who will struggle in so many ways, and society will in turn stand to be damaged, badly at times.


So some families need support from an early point to help them to provide the care their children need; and where a family is in itself so damaged that it cannot, even with help, provide that care, then society has to protect the child as an absolute priority, and place that child in a home where such care will be his or her right. Furthermore, the child needs that action to be taken before the damage to him or her has become too great.


This work with both families and children is the role of the child protection social worker. Demanding and challenging, both intellectually and emotionally, but with the potential to be life changing.


Sadly we are desperately short of good calibre, well trained social workers. There is a country wide shortage, with an overall 12% vacancy rate. It is estimated that we are short by as many as 15,000 social workers.


I decided to write this book to open up a door into the world of social work. Why? … For several reasons.


Firstly, it is my hope to try to encourage more able people of all ages to consider entering the profession. I also hope to increase the understanding of some of the very serious dilemmas surrounding a social worker’s task, by allowing the reader to step into that world and actually come face to face with the children, and their families.


Very few really understand a social worker’s job and the tremendous stresses social workers are required to deal with; the difficult decisions, the physical risks of the work, the sheer quantity of cases, the emotional impact, all sometimes against a background of limited support both administratively and supervisory. Add to that the wide ranging misconceptions held about the work by most people, is it any wonder that too many young people have not considered social work as a career?


But this has always frustrated me. I know what those outside the profession could not know: that this is one of the most challenging and exciting jobs one could wish for, with a potential to actually change the lives of some of the most vulnerable children in society.


For competent people seeking a real challenge, rather than looking to the third world, or to the many other alternative options, perhaps they will see here something much tougher on their own doorstep.


I truly believe that social work provides a satisfaction that cannot be matched by very many other careers.


Further, for those who organise and manage social work teams, perhaps they may recognise so many of the shortcomings that are touched on in my story – which very much add to the enormous stress of my work and the work of my colleagues – and consider how they, as individuals, might seek to bring about real change in their own areas.


For others, I hope that through a deeper understanding of the consequences of neglect, abuse and delay on children, society may look hard at itself, and at the most vulnerable children within it, and consider whether this society really does put its children first.


This is a question that should be addressed by all those in the ‘system’, be it legal, the social work profession, politicians or the man or woman in the street. All of us.


Children can’t wait whilst we adults play at getting it right. If we insist on them waiting then the children will pay a very high price, and so, in time, will society.
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One Tuesday


I leaned against the doorframe, savouring for one brief moment a relaxing pause, helped by the heat of the mug of coffee I was nursing between my hands. The sun was pouring through the rather grimy window, creating the illusion of warmth on what was actually a rather cold early autumn day. I took a very deep slow breath. In that moment of quiet I mentally stepped back from the office, with its back-cloth of hustle and bustle, only hearing the constant barrage of phones ringing as a background, and I felt my muscles slightly relax.


I had worked for Barton’s child protection team for some considerable time now, having gone in on a short-term contract which had fairly quickly become permanent. I had, as they say, hit the ground running, and so far had not stopped, but life was certainly never dull. I loved the work and the sense that I could, at least on occasions, make a difference to some of the most vulnerable children in society. I’d been qualified for over six years now, and most days drove to work with a real sense of excitement, and purpose. The occasional sleepless nights, which walked hand in hand with the job, seemed a small price to pay.


As today’s duty officer I took anything and everything that happened to come through the door – by phone, in writing or by carrier pigeon! So far this morning I had received a hectic couple of calls first thing, dealing with contact meetings between parents and their children in foster care. This was an area that often sparked problems. Any slight hitch would trigger disproportionate outbursts of rage from parents who were often already very stressed by events. Another call was about a child who had absconded from a children’s home overnight, and whose social worker was out of the office. And, oh yes, there had been two referrals from the police relating to domestic violence, and one distraught mother who rang for advice about her sons. I had also spoken to two people in reception who had serious housing problems. Any spare moments between these calls had been filled with paperwork and follow-up from earlier issues.


It was still only ten o’clock.


Sandy, our team secretary, had helped me to run multiple checks on various people’s background history; she also braved the cellars periodically to find old and often misplaced files for individuals on whom we did have past records. When she was busy we often had to do this hunt ourselves, though that left the desk unmanned.


The descent down from a hectic duty desk to the silence of the cellars was always a dramatic contrast. They were cool and dark, down what seemed endless stone stairs; I always found them slightly spooky. Rows and rows of shelving stood silently waiting, perhaps hoping for our enquiries. Unlocking the secrets from the clues on their pages was what it was all about and, when we failed, those files were the only repository left of the tragic events that had led to the crippling of yet another child’s life. The forgotten cruelties or neglects that had been the stuff of daily life for that child: there to be seen, yet not; there to be read, but not; there to be acted on, but, sadly, not.


Even though all these issues kept me fully occupied, I was constantly aware of the in-tray of papers from yesterday, the day before that and indeed the days before that: ever-mounting piles of referrals that previous duty workers had not got round to handling. They gave one the feeling that, however hard one worked to clear the backlog, it would never happen; indeed, I could swear that whenever my back was turned someone added more, from a pile that was breeding in a quiet cupboard somewhere. If that sounds like early paranoia, well, you may be right.


I thought back to a desperate call I had taken earlier that morning from a single mother who was clearly at the end of her tether, coping with two stroppy teenage boys who were walking all over her. Frankly, my heart really went out to her. I had dredged up all I could think of to point her to a better outcome, and gave her the names of some support agencies, parenting groups, etc. But what I really wanted to say was, look, let’s meet up and tackle this, because I knew she needed some ongoing support more than anything and that, without it, sheer exhaustion would probably prevent her from changing anything.


Sadly, I knew that was the one thing I could not offer. The ever-swelling pile of referrals of actual abuse and neglect prohibited us from taking on any work that was not already in crisis. Basically we often stepped in when the harm was done, and did the best we could, but too often we fought fires.


My reveries were brought to an abrupt halt by Sandy’s voice penetrating my silence: ‘Becky, Mr Duncan, the head of St Dominic’s Primary School is on the phone. Could you take the call please?’


Snapping back into function mode, I grabbed my chair, shuffled through the paper on my desk, found my pad and pen, and picked up the phone.


‘Becky Hope speaking. I’m today’s duty worker, how can I help you?’


Mr Duncan, the head, sounded fraught and worried; normally a placid and calm man, his voice was now laced with emotion.


‘OK,’ he said, and I heard him taking a deep breath, as if to steady himself, ‘I’ll start at the beginning. We’ve this poor kid Sarah Peters in Mrs Thomas’s class, you may know her, she’s on the Child Protection Register. Her social worker is Wendy Watkins but she’s on holiday. This kid is usually pretty grubby, and really struggles with any form of schoolwork. But she’s cheerful – in fact she’s a real joy to have around. We’ve often wondered how things are at home, and from the conferences I know there are worries. We thought that her mum just found it hard to cope, did her best, and honestly we felt the concerns about her were a bit over the top.’


There was a pause; it was as if he was wrestling with his thoughts, and in a weaker, almost agonised voice he added, ‘The mother has always seemed genuinely fond of the child.’


Again he paused, and added, ‘That’s what we all believed. But …’ his voice tailed off, and as if he made a mental effort to take charge again, he continued in a stronger voice. ‘Anyhow, this morning, Mrs Thomas, her class teacher, took the children for games and noticed Sarah was reluctant to change into her top. When Mrs Thomas went to help her, she saw huge red, angry weals across the child’s body, and the skin was actually broken.’


His voice faltered again. ‘There was blood on her t-shirt.’ Again he paused, and this time in an almost pleading voice added, ‘She’s only a little scrap of a thing, how could anyone …’ It seemed as if the effort of recounting this was too much, and Mr Duncan went silent for a time, apparently reflecting again on the sheer horror of the child’s situation.


He continued after a moment. ‘Mrs Thomas took her aside to talk to her, and Sarah became very upset, and wouldn’t say how the marks got there. So of course she called me in, and I spoke to Sarah myself.’


As Mr Duncan continued, I carefully jotted down exactly what Sarah had said to him. My mind was racing. This family was well known to us, and while I had been talking to Mr Duncan, Sandy, worth all her considerable weight in pure gold, had checked in the records and dug out a very large, dog-eared file, bursting with papers. The file also had a large hand-written warning across it: ‘Matthew Jones, boyfriend, known to police as violent offender!’


I told Mr Duncan that I’d get back to him, and put the phone down. I needed to contact the mother as a priority, and rang my way through endless possible phone numbers to try to get hold of her. The first three numbers were no go – she had sold on those mobiles – so I kept on trying more numbers, reading the file notes as I ploughed on through the possibilities. I felt that old familiar rush of adrenaline that always seemed to allow me to think clearer and faster, and it helped me to work my way through the long list of tasks ahead. Eventually I located the mother, managed to explain what had happened, and held on while she exploded.


Liz, the other duty worker, gestured frantically at me, and stuck a note in front of me while I was on the phone. I read this as I was trying to calm the mother down. ‘Back at 12.30, going to a court hearing; make sure you take James with you if you have to see the boyfriend!’ James was our team’s social work support worker, a fanatical member of the local gym, and just looking at him made you feel safer. I’d already got him on my list, but it was nice to feel Liz was thinking about me; or perhaps she was wondering how she’d man the duty desk later, if I got myself hospitalised by the boyfriend! No, I don’t mean that. Liz is one of those really caring people with an endless capacity for thinking about others. She’s the first to produce the tea when you put down the phone after 15 minutes with what one might call a ‘rather challenging’ client. To the non-social worker, this is the client who has no inhibitions about swearing, screaming and threatening violence and whose menacing voice can usually be heard all over the office. They are a well-known feature of the job; most social work caseloads have several! They are very wearing and seriously test one’s self control!


I knew I had to get going, so I began to put together all the paperwork that might be needed for whatever eventuality might arise. As I was squeezing the last bundle of papers into my already bursting briefcase, ready to dash, Sandy waved a hand at me. She was on the phone, and I heard her saying, ‘One moment please I’ll see if a duty worker is available to speak with you,’ before pressing the silence button.


Sandy’s face was anxious as she continued: ‘Becky, you’re not going to be happy, but I’ve got Mrs Cliff, the assistant head of Grove Road School on the line. She is insisting that she speaks to someone about a child in her school, and now!’


‘Look, Sandy, tell her I will get back to her as soon as I can.’ Sandy grimaced, and began to assume the look of a trapped animal. ‘Er, Becky, I really don’t think I can. She says she has rung five times and refuses to be put off any more. She is rather worked up … actually, apoplectic might better sum up her mood.’


I thought for a moment, realising that this had to be tackled and that I couldn’t expect Sandy to fend her off any longer. I went into deliberate slow tempo, took a deep breath, and reached out for the phone. ‘OK then, I’ll have a quick word.’


After fifteen minutes, my head was buzzing. Mrs Cliff began by launching a meaty and furious attack on Social Services’ poor response rate. I could only apologise and say we were extremely short-staffed. The fact was, we always were. Her comments were totally justified, but what could I do? We were seriously over-stretched and half the time, well, often far more, we could only prioritise from a list of already high priorities.


Anyhow, her fury vented, she proceeded to relate her concerns about a very vulnerable young teenager in her school, only thirteen. She was alleging that her stepfather was abusing her, and had now revealed that she was about five months’ pregnant, but had been afraid to tell for fear of the consequences. This had only come out when another girl had finally told someone. The girl was apparently hysterical, screaming that her stepfather would kill her for revealing all this, and her mum would think she was making more trouble for her. The school day ended at 4.30 p.m. for this girl, provoking an understandably angry question from Mrs Cliff: ‘What,’ she said to me, in a sharp voice rapidly rising in tone, ‘am I supposed to do? Let the girl go home as if nothing has happened because Social Services are too busy?’


The criticism made me wince inside – not my fault I knew, but I was the front line and I understood where she was coming from. I promised to speak to a senior and get back to her as soon as I was able. Her tone reflected her utter disbelief in me, but finally she accepted my word.


I looked around the office as I put the phone down. There were now only three people in: one new trainee, one student, and James, the social work assistant … great! Or not …


My senior was out on a review in some remote part of the country, there was a managers’ meeting at County Hall, and the duty senior was with Liz in court. There wasn’t even another social worker in the office; they were either out on visits, in court, on leave or sick. I will admit here to a moment of panic, which I controlled in the certain knowledge that panic would get me nowhere, so it wasn’t an option. I just had to keep going.


The phone rang again and, expecting it to be the school, I unwisely picked it up. It was a problem with another supervised contact. The mother – who was only allowed contact with her child under supervision because of past abuse – was not about to be reasonable over the difficulties. I summoned my last reserves of calm, and dealt with this, replacing the receiver with exaggerated slow motion.


Sandy came over, the look on her face an interesting mixture of real concern and anxiety. ‘Look, Becky, is there anything I can do?’


I looked up at her. When she was stressed, she went an interesting shade of blotchy pink, and her hair seemed to curl in sympathy. She had large pale blue eyes, which registered her emotions very openly. Somehow it helped me to have her at hand; I knew she was in this with me, and that felt good. I knew she was batting on my side.


‘Sandy, I need you to talk to the duty senior when she returns from court, and explain what has been going on. In the meantime I need to get up to see the St Dominic’s child and deal with that. I will have to get the child checked out at the hospital. I could be there until this afternoon, but I’ll check my mobile regularly so you can leave a message for me. I’ve asked the assistant head at Grove Road to hold onto the girl until I’m back, unless another worker comes in. I am fairly certain that this will be a case of moving her first to a safe home if all is as recounted, depending on what the mother has to say. Would you check the records for other family members, a safe granny perhaps, and I will check that out if needed?’


While I was talking, Sandy was jotting down my list. I was confident that she would follow all my requests to the letter; she was such a brilliant person to have by you, especially in a crisis. She dashed off and I knew I could leave that with her. I knew also that what was ahead at St Dominic’s was not likely to be good. From having skim-read the file, it was clear that this child was on the Child Protection Register for many reasons and had sustained a series of injuries that had raised concern, but we had been unable to prove what was happening. I knew this might lead to an emergency admission to care while we checked further. The child’s file made grim reading, and the last conference found that nearly all the professionals had serious concerns.


As for Mrs Cliff at Grove Road, I simply knew I could not even begin to tackle her problem until I had dealt with Sarah.


Sandy reappeared with a pile of files and I said to her, ‘You’re going to have to take messages for all calls now; there is absolutely nothing else I can do. Also, would you mind telling James I’m going to need him.’


As I was speaking, the phone rang again, and I left Sandy to cope with it as I needed the other line to flag up with legal what was brewing. For once, the solicitor involved was not in court or elsewhere. At last, the wind was blowing with me. Putting the phone down, I redialled to the foster care team, and flagged up the possibility of needing a placement for the two girls. It was always wise to warn them in advance as foster carers are scarce resources. This way they could line up potential carers should they be needed.


I grabbed my bag to finally leave, but caught Sandy’s eyes following me rather frantically. With real effort, I paused, asking, ‘Are you OK, Sandy?’ I think this was an example of extremely hopeful thinking, as it was as clear as the nose on your face that Sandy was far from OK! Her face was turning an even deeper shade of pink now and her eyes were looking like those of someone suffering from a terrible nightmare. She was clearly trying to hold back, but couldn’t – as though she was afraid of what my reaction might be. I wasn’t known for dramatic outbursts in response to stress, but perhaps she thought that this time I would crack, and be seen running in hysterics down the High Street, never to return. Anyhow, she finally blurted out: ‘It’s Forth Lodge, Becky. It’s Steven Howell, the new manager. About Martin Jones. He sounds seriously angry. He is saying that he understands that the Lodge has been asking for Martin to be removed for three months now, and they refuse to keep him any longer. Martin attacked his key worker yesterday. Mr Howell insists on speaking to Martin’s social worker. Apparently this is the third time Martin has exploded like this.’ There was a short silence, and in a small voice Sandy added: ‘Isn’t Martin one of your cases, Becky?’


I leaned against the desk while I collected my disparate thoughts. Martin’s angry face came into my mind. ‘Oh no, Martin, what are you doing? Why today of all days?’


‘OK, Sandy tell Forth Lodge that they must hang on until tomorrow and we will sort this out then.’ I reached once more for my briefcase, and then added, ‘Sandy, would you do me a huge favour please? Could you ring down to the fostering placement team and update them on Martin. They are fairly clued up as I have had several discussions with them about him in the last few weeks. Tell them it’s critical and we will have to find a new placement tomorrow! If you could fill them in on today, that would be really helpful, and please send my apologies for not going down myself. If they need to talk they can get me on my mobile, so if you could make sure they have my number.’


I rather woodenly smiled my goodbyes, signed the red security book and purposefully strode, at speed, to the door, not stopping to look left or right lest some imaginary person should heap another social tragedy upon me and expect me to run with it. James was waiting for me in the reception area and we made our way out in silence.


In the car park I put my keys in the lock, opened my car and sank into the familiar comfort of my little, rather untidy sky blue car. I shovelled enough of the clutter to one side to allow James to squeeze in, took a deep breath and pointed the car in the direction of onward!
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Sarah


The traffic was chaotic and made the journey frustratingly slow as James and I drove over to see Julie Peters, Sarah’s mother. She lived in a fairly notorious road; in other words, it saw a great deal too much of social workers, for many reasons. I pulled up outside Julie’s house, number 9, but long ago the screws at the top had fallen out, and it actually read number 6. The front garden was a small square of mud with tufts of grass, surrounded by a hedge, which many years ago someone had tried to trim. Projecting from the hedge was a rusty, broken scooter, which seemed to have ended its days unable to disentangle itself. It now seemed to be growing with the foliage, along with many items of rubbish that nature was now valiantly trying to hide in its greenery.


The paved area was littered with drinks cartons, plastic bags, odd broken toys and chocolate wrappers. At the side of the house was an impressive mountain of beer bottles. Those that were not broken were beginning to sprout green life. The door had several cracked panes, and a large dent at foot level where someone, it seemed, had grown tired of waiting for an answer or had been denied access and had tried to kick the door in. Torn and grey net curtains blurred the interior from curious eyes, but I suspected that our arrival was not unseen from the inside. I knocked on the door and waited, wondering during that time what would happen next.


I didn’t have long to wait. Julie half opened the door, snarling at us, ‘Are you from the Social?’ and promptly began to shout at us. She was a pale thinly built young woman with straggles of blonde hair falling in locks out of a frayed band, which had been pushed carelessly onto her head in a vain attempt to tie it all back. She smelt strongly of alcohol and although she was a little unsteady, she could certainly still shout.


I’m not sure anyone ever becomes really accustomed to the aggressive shouting that you so often have to listen to in this job. As she shouted abusively at me, she kept up an angry stabbing gesture with her forefinger, directed at me. She screamed that she knew the school and Social Services had it in for her, she knew how corrupt we all were, hand in glove, and she was going to prove this in court.


At one point she made a sudden forward movement, and I wondered if she was going to lash out at me, but I think she had just lost her balance.


If I wasn’t enjoying this, the neighbours certainly were. They were fast gathering in their front gardens, laughing among themselves, having a jolly good chin-wag, and passing frequent loud comments about Julie and social workers in general. Best thing since Big Brother, I assumed.


A brief thought crossed my mind as I stood there listening to Julie screaming very menacing abuse at me – a sign I had seen in the local post office yesterday: ‘WE DO NOT TOLERATE ABUSE OF OUR STAFF’. I imagined that the nearest thing to abuse that the post office lady was likely to get was a moan about the price of stamps. I could cope with that.


Julie continued her rant, but would not let us into the house. The injuries, she claimed, were from school, which again she raged at for their neglect. At first she tried to say that Sarah must have had an accident at school, and then she said she had been out with her friend last night, and perhaps had been in a fight.


I needed to interview Matthew, but Julie claimed he was not at home and that she could not contact him. She was adamant that he had been out all morning and was not expected back that day, so we had no choice but to move on and have Sarah checked over.


It took a while to calm Julie down sufficiently to make her understand that she needed to come with us to pick up Sarah and take her to the hospital for a check-up. In time, she accepted – with great ill will – that she had little option. After a frantic search for her bag, her coat, then her phone, she followed us to the car, pausing only to swear colourfully at her neighbours, who were still lurking in the road enjoying a bit of free entertainment. I kept my face expressionless and James looked as though he had heard nothing, but to tell the truth I rather thought they had asked for it. Getting your kicks from other people’s traumas was pretty low.


On the way to the school to pick up Sarah, it was clear that all was not well. Julie was making desperate mobile calls to someone I strongly suspected was the ostensibly missing boyfriend. I could hear an angry voice shouting at the other end of the line before the phone appeared to cut off suddenly. Julie became clearly more agitated and disconnected from what was happening.


Sarah was waiting with her teacher in the school office. She was a rather small child for her age, extremely thin, with greasy tangled strands of unkempt fair hair falling about her shoulders. Her eyes reminded me of a terrified rabbit, nervously looking under her brows at her mother.


The meeting with her mother was of concern in itself. There were no hugs and no concerned questions. Sarah was greeted with, ‘What you been saying you lying little sod? You know you’ll get Matthew and me into trouble. You don’t want him to clear off again do you?’ Sarah looked down at the floor, not moving an inch; I suspected she knew she could not win no matter what, so silence was a better response.


After a minute or two she mumbled, ‘I didn’t say nothing mum, honest.’


One could imagine what the child must have been feeling, but it was not a comfortable place to go. The aura of pervading misery around her was grim, her head hung down and arms wrapped tightly across her bony little chest as if to comfort and protect herself. I put an arm across the small child’s shoulders to guide her along and offer her some comfort, and we made our way to my car.


Fortunately it was a very short drive to the hospital and before long we were wending our way through the rabbit warren of corridors to the paediatrics department. James had left us once we reached the hospital, as he had other appointments that could not wait. There was a bit of a wait before the check-up. To describe this time as ‘somewhat tense’, would be a huge understatement. Maintaining a reasonable level of interaction between an incensed, angry and drunken mother, her terrified child and myself, while being aware of other hospital patients – and confidentiality – was not a task for the fainthearted.


At one point Julie became very agitated, once more beginning to work herself up into a state. As her voice rose, and she began issuing menacing threats to many institutions in general and me in particular, people began to look over. Nervous glances were exchanged between staff; clearly someone had summoned security to be on hand, which was not such a bad thing.


I knew Wendy, Julie’s social worker, and had seen her bruised and stressed face on the day, some months ago, that Julie had taken a swing at her. Fortunately for me on this occasion, Julie calmed down when she received a text and was momentarily distracted. At that moment the doctor called us in.


Sarah was examined by a pleasant young doctor who was clearly nervous about the situation but did her best to cope with Julie’s very abstracted replies to any questions. In spite of her evident anxiety over dealing with someone in such a fluctuating and unpredictable mental state, she managed to keep calm. At times, her questions were met with total silence. I suspect Julie’s preoccupation was with the cut-off mobile call, which for her might have signified the end of yet another relationship.


I had to be sure that nothing was missed. X-rays and photos of Sarah’s injuries were taken, and details of all Julie’s explanations had to be noted carefully. There was a glum and rather concerned look on the doctor’s face when she examined the X-rays. She turned to Julie and said, ‘Sarah has several broken ribs – this must have been quite an injury. And there are also clear signs of previous damage here. It looks like Sarah has had a broken arm which was not set; can you remember when this might have happened?’


Julie looked blankly at the doctor, completely at a loss for words, then she muttered something about Sarah having fallen and that she had complained about her arm, adding that it hadn’t seem worth taking her to the doctor as she was always making a fuss about nothing. I watched the child as she stood on the scales, her frail little arms and her ribs sticking out from her little body, which was only skin and bone. Her underclothing was filthy, some little more than rags hidden under her uniform and I couldn’t help smelling the inevitable result of neglect, which was potent in that tiny room.


I found myself with time to reflect. How long had this child been left to suffer, how long had everyone talked their way through endless conferences, accepted the mother’s excuses for her daughter’s ‘accidents’ and still not seen how neglected this child was? I suggested to Julie that she needed time to sort things out at home and we needed to be sure that Sarah was safe while we discovered what had happened. I managed to persuade Julie to allow Sarah to spend a couple of nights with a foster carer whom she had stayed with earlier that year when her mother had gone missing for a week or so. This way I would not yet need to take emergency admission measures.


We could not place her in the family. The grandparents were well known dealers on the streets of Barton and Sarah’s only uncle was resting at her majesty’s pleasure for a variety of offences. The other relations lived a long way away and had no intention of any involvement with Sarah and her family. Their only contribution to the situation was, ‘I can’t understand why you let the kid go home again last time!’ Fair point! I did know, from talking to the fostering team earlier, that the foster carer who cared for Sarah previously had become very fond of her during her stay, and Sarah had been extremely happy with her.


In the meantime, I had to ensure that all Julie’s ploys to get Sarah alone, and possibly whisper threats in her ear, were thwarted. So Julie’s periodic offers to take Sarah for a drink, to the loo, etc had to be met with me accompanying them. My gut feeling was that this child would be under heavy threat, and when Julie made her first attempt to isolate Sarah, the swift anxious glance from the child towards me confirmed that she was well aware of this fact. At one point it began to strike me clearly that although still mute, Sarah was tending to walk closer to me than to her mother, yet any comments she received from Julie were met with placatory replies. This child was scared and horrendously vulnerable.


Julie seemed strangely unmoved once she had agreed to allow Sarah to go into temporary care. It was almost as if she had more pressing issues to deal with, issues which preoccupied her and made Sarah’s situation almost irrelevant, just a huge irritation in her life. She had Matthew to deal with and his possible, indeed very likely, disappearance in the face of ‘trouble’.


It was clear from the files that Julie, raised in a chaotic and abusive family by her own mother and her multiple partners, had never been wanted, loved or cared for herself. Indeed, the records noted that she had, along with her siblings, survived at times by eating from the kitchen bin. She had mattered to no one, except perhaps as a messenger for drug deals. Now, as an adult, she continued to crave that love she had never had and sadly this often meant she was the victim of more abuse, and was used and dumped on a regular basis. The result was that her need for ‘love’, in whatever form she could get it, was so great that her only priority in life was keeping her partners. Keeping them for whatever drops of warmth they might provide before they moved on to pastures new. This priority would possibly always come so high on her list that the needs of a mere child were totally irrelevant.


This is a frequent pattern of behaviour, one that we saw over and over and over, but it never ceased to leave me saddened. So often it was clear to me, and tragically to the child also, that their needs were very low on their parents’ list of priorities. Also, that they, or their needs, would often be ignored in favour of anything, however trivial, that the latest partner might want.


Did I feel anger at these parents? This is a question often asked of social workers, and the truth of the matter is we are usually dealing with generations of neglected and abused children. Given the opportunity to take histories from the abusing parents, what one often meets behind the angry, menacing or cold adult who sits in front of you is another small, hurt and damaged child. And what do they tell you of their lives? So often, tales of more neglect and hurt, handed out to them by parents who themselves may have experienced the same. Generation through generation, so the trail of hurt persists.


Someone somewhere has to shout ‘Stop! This is where it ends!’ Intervention can take the form of support, classes on parenting, drug and alcohol rehabilitation and ongoing help in every area of a parent’s life. The dilemma is that while this help is given, time passes and there is a child being damaged. The longer they are left, the greater the damage.


Sadly, some of these parents will never become ‘good enough’; they have so many hurts and addictions themselves that the struggle is too great. The best that we as social workers can do is to place their children in a foster or adoptive home and try to give that child a chance, by breaking the endless cycle, and do this before the child has sustained too great a level of damage.


Too often I have sat with parents and wished with all my heart that someone in the past had given them the chance of a better life.


Sometimes this work makes you sad.


We waited while the doctors completed the necessary examinations and I endeavoured, by all means known to man, or at least to me, to keep the atmosphere as calm as possible. Eventually everything was finished, and as soon as Julie could escape from us she disappeared off. Her goodbyes to Sarah were again distracted and without any emotional content. As she left, Sarah gazed after her. I really couldn’t read her expression, but it held some very strange and mixed emotions.


By this time, the heavens had opened and a constant heavy rainfall added to the grey grimness of the day. It was still the afternoon, but seemed almost like night. Sarah and I made our way as quickly as possible out to the car park. I found myself burdened by an overwhelming weight of misery. They say that you often ‘pick up’ the mood of people you are working with, but this was a very potent example and I struggled to adjust my thinking into a more positive frame.


It wasn’t until we had seated ourselves in my car that I was able to turn to Sarah and talk openly and I hoped reassuringly about her situation. But how could anyone really reassure a child whose world – all they had ever known, however awful, tough or rejecting – was being turned upside down? At times like this no amount of training could make one feel anything more than inadequate.


As we drove to the home of the foster carer, I tried to explain to Sarah what was going to happen and where she was going to stay. Initially she listened in silence, but seemed to be pleased that that she was going to Patty, with whom she had stayed before. As time passed, her reaction when I said she would be spending a night, possibly two, with Patty, was telling. She asked initially for frequent reassurances: that Patty would actually be there, that she would not have other children in ‘her’ bed, and that Patty wanted her. When I told Sarah that Patty’s reaction to her visit had been one of real delight, and repeated some of the nice things she had said about her, Sarah listened so hard and attentively, that I felt her eyes almost boring into my face. She then retreated into a thoughtful silence, and said very quietly, ‘Will Mum visit me?’ On being reassured that this would be organised, Sarah then continued, ‘Can Patty come with me on the visit; I don’t want to be alone.’


I suddenly felt the burden of this child’s fears. As if all this small child was feeling had really got to me, and the trust she was placing in me could be destroyed by a careless or thoughtless word or action. So much could go wrong, so many mistakes could be made in handling her fragile situation. The responsibility felt very heavy at that moment.


I gently asked Sarah whether she was a little worried about seeing her mum. Sarah retreated into silence and I feared that perhaps this had been too direct a question. After a long pause she replied that she thought her mum would be very angry and, if Matthew left, would blame her. She paused again and added that Matthew might also be angry, and as if to clarify this thought she continued, ‘Very angry.’ I asked whether Matthew frightened her when he was angry and she replied after a pause, ‘He shouts, and …’ again she paused, and then added ‘he throws things.’ By now we were pulling into the drive of Patty’s home. Patty was always full of energy; her husband was often away, as he was in the army and on long tours, but she seemed to cope regardless. At the window Patty was watching for us and in seconds she was out the front door with Bumble, her 57 varieties bundle of canine affection.


Bumble waited on the step, wagging his tail with enthusiasm, though no doubt possibly wondering who was now coming to join their busy family. Sarah was greeted with a big hug and together we went straight to the kitchen where Sarah was treated to a drink and a slice of Patty’s special, very highly rated chocolate cake. Case conferences at Patty’s house were much the better for her chocolate cake; indeed, I had begun to suspect that her home was a popular venue for reviews and meetings for this very reason. It was certainly one of the comforting highlights in a social worker’s day (unless on a diet, when sitting before said cake could truly be described as purgatory).


Sarah began noticeably to relax a little. Patty made a big fuss of her and, while we talked over the basic issues, she sat on the sofa with Patty and Bumble, stroking Bumble’s long silky fur. It had been a difficult afternoon, but I still had another school to visit and, as soon as I was able, I left Patty and Sarah, now about to sort out some overnight things in her room.


I shot over to Grove Road Secondary, glad to have snatched that drink and a slice of cake at Patty’s as it would be my lunch today; not perhaps the healthiest option, but that was the least of my concerns.
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Martin


I glanced down at my watch. Nearly midnight. Bother. Another late night. I’d never get all my write-ups completed. I thought back over the day, and what a day.


It had taken most of it to deal with Sarah’s situation. Once she was safely placed with Patty, I had torn up to Grove Road School, and reported to Mrs Cliff, who was by this time extremely tight-lipped. I decided that any attempt at an explanation would be met with incredulity and none of it would sound like anything but a poor excuse, so I made a brief comment on my day, ignored her expression and jumped right in to what turned out to be a very distressing situation.


Several hours passed before I could sort out some safekeeping for Christie, the young girl that all the concerns were about. Finally I chose to place her temporarily in the care of the mother of a close friend of hers from school, and further steps were put on hold until the morning. Many people would, I knew, have a very difficult night! But I left Mrs Cliff in a very different frame of mind. The revelations disclosed over the course of the interviews with Christie clearly horrified her. These, coupled with her now understanding that I had come straight from placing another child in crisis, put the tardy response of the duty social worker into a completely different perspective, and she had become a staunch ally.


I was glad. I had great respect for Mrs Cliff. Our paths had crossed at a case conference when I first came to Barton and it was clear that this lady cared for a great deal more than the exam results of her children. She had been passionate in fighting the corner of the child who was the subject of that conference and I knew her present anger sprang from a deeply caring nature, frustrated by our inability to respond quickly. I shared her frustration but I had had to learn that there was truly only so much I could do in a day, however much I wanted to do more and however much I tried.


The mantle clock struck twelve, so I made another cup of coffee and carried on recording all that had happened and been said on that hectic day. I knew that leaving my report writing until the morning would mean that I would forget critical little things, which might later, perhaps in court, prove vital to the overall picture.


I often felt that understanding a family in trouble began like a jigsaw thrown onto the floor by a tantruming toddler, with scattered pieces, all unrelated and jumbled up, such that the overall scene was chaotic and meaningless. Slowly, over the months, through endless interviews with the many people involved in the child’s life, through conversations with as many of the family as I could get to meet and with feedback from the people working with me to help the family, a picture would begin to emerge. Often very important connecting pieces were provided by people who might begin by saying, ‘Well this is probably unimportant, but …’ and suddenly a light was thrown on another mystery so that things began to make sense.


As the clock struck one, I finally pressed ‘save’ for the last time, and turned off my computer. I knew I would have trouble turning off my thinking, so I picked up my standard ‘light read’, kept by my bed for this very purpose. Before long I was able to escape into its reassuring pages over some supper, and then staggered off to bed.


It seemed as if I had only just turned over when my alarm began its ridiculous racket, announcing the start of another day. The clock, a present from my brother last Christmas, was a crowing alarm clock. I was unsure how long this gift would last – one morning I might seriously attack it – but not today: I was rather too weary to be anything but mildly annoyed at its intrusion into my world of dreams.


Breakfast fortified me somewhat and before long I was off to work, wondering how I was going to find somewhere for Martin, my fiery-headed teenager. At least today, thank goodness, I was not on duty so could deal with my own caseload.


The day started well: I found a parking space instead of having the long walk from the multi-storey; I found the right change in my bag, admittedly after a frantic search right to the bottom; and the ticket machine was actually working. I arrived into work feeling ‘OK’. That was destined to be a fading emotion! I was met by my senior, Marie Tomlin.


Marie was petite, slim and given her height you might think she would be easy to miss, but no, not Marie – she had brilliant red hair, the colour of deep red autumn leaves. Cropped short it may have been, but its colour was so vivid that she stood out from any crowd. This, in addition to her larger-than-life personality, meant everyone noticed Marie. She hailed from the highlands of Scotland, spoke in a soft lilting accent, and along with her husband and two young children (both, I was told, sporting beautiful red hair) spent every spare weekend returning there. Perhaps it was the hours she spent walking the mountains of Scotland that contributed to her calm manner.


In a well-known and much-repeated incident – repeated by all but Marie I would add – she had found herself in Smiths’ card department one Saturday afternoon. Rounding a display unit, she came face to face with the drunken father of a child she had removed in very acrimonious circumstances the previous week. To say this was awkward would be one of the understatements of the century. Marie’s presence was like a red rag to a bull. The father began to spit venomous comments at her, shouting obscenities at the top of his voice, all definitely untrue, and accused her of being a child abductor. You can imagine the effect this had on other shoppers! As he got into an increasing rage, which did not help his already unsteady gait, he demolished a stand of books and a magazine display rack. Then he lost it completely when asked by security to calm down. In attempting to make a swing at Marie, he left two security guards very bruised. He was only finally placated by the strong arm of the law in the guise of two burly policemen, who, with the help of handcuffs, removed him unceremoniously from Smiths. And what did Marie have to say about all this? No hysterical attention-grabbing accounts of her unmitigated terror, such as most of us, I have to admit, enjoyed occasionally as a relief from the stress at work. No accounts of lost sleep, fearful flashbacks or the like. Apparently she was heard to say very calmly to her colleagues, ‘My hair makes me rather too easily spotted. Pity.’ However, those in the know say she does tend to shop in Denton at weekends now – some fifteen miles away! Marie was extremely calm and a tower of strength when the team members needed her, a real inspiration with an ability to cut through all the waffle and see right to the point.


Marie summoned me into her room for a discussion of the previous day’s events. After a quick run-down, plus a copy of the reports, she reminded me that Sarah’s social worker, Wendy, was on leave, and she was up in County Hall all day. She asked whether, as I was known to the child, I would mind very much following up on the case today. Marie then paused before her next words: ‘Becky, I am going to have to ask for your extreme discretion in what I am about to say, but there is a strong possibility that Wendy will not be returning to work, for personal reasons. As this is the likely situation, I need to ask you to consider taking this case on permanently. I will redirect several other cases I had earmarked for you, as this will be an involved case, with many court reports, plus any other work on placement.’ Here Marie paused, and then added, ‘How do you feel about this? Of course, if Wendy does return we would review the situation.’
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