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            INTRODUCTION

         

         On 5 August 2015, Kids Company had to close its doors, depriving some 36,000 children and families of a resilience-enhancing charity. Desperate children were clinging onto staff, both weeping. Mothers were rummaging through the kitchens, gathering potatoes because they knew they would be left without food. For the reporters, it was another day of news. For vulnerable children and families, it was the last day of a lifeline. For many, Kids Company had been their second home; a source of comfort and hope in the shadow of an unforgiving, violent urban environment.

         False sexual abuse allegations made public through the media, before the charity knew about them, led to the closure of the organisation.

         After seven months of rigorous police investigations, the charity was cleared. The allegations were deemed by the police not to present a child protection failure or risk. In fact, the investigating team stated they ‘found no fault with Kids Company’s safeguarding of children and vulnerable adults’. For nearly two decades the organisation had had no child protection failings. The charity was exonerated of any crime or malpractice. However, it was too late. Thousands of children, families, workers, donors and supporters felt perplexed and betrayed.

         Who took these allegations to the media and why?

         If safeguarding was their primary intention, they could have taken their concerns to the police first, the local safeguarding boards, the Charity Commission, the NSPCC, the government, local MPs, the Care Quality Commission or Ofsted, if they had lost faith in Kids Company’s ability to keep children safe. Instead, their first port of call was the media. BBC Newsnight sat on these allegations for some time, during which they identified contributors to their programmes and those of their online media outlet partners, in preparation for mass release.

         Had Kids Company been abusing children throughout this period, while the media were creating content, more children could have come to harm. Protecting abused children was neither the alleged whistleblowers’ nor the media’s priority.

         Kids Company would have survived without the false sexual abuse allegations, because we had raised a year’s money ahead for 2015/16 and we could meet all our liabilities.

         Post closure of the charity, elements of the media and some civil servants suggested that the government did Kids Company ‘a favour’ by giving the charity grants. In fact, it was the other way around: Kids Company was doing the work the state should have done in protecting vulnerable children and families and we were not properly funded for it because children and families were self-referring for help. No one would take financial responsibility for them, leaving the charity to raise £123 million to supplement the £41 million in grants the government gave it over twelve years.

         Conflict arose between the Cabinet Office and Kids Company when I insisted that an independent firm of auditors should count and cost the number of children in our care who were the state’s responsibility. We wanted government to step up, rather than use a charity to avoid their statutory duties to protect vulnerable children.

         The political system’s response was to ‘lose’ reports and documents which demonstrated the charity’s efficacy, so that an impression could be created of Kids Company as an inefficient and failing organisation. This was a strategy to weaken Kids Company’s message – too many maltreated children are being failed by their government. 

         Subsequent inquiries into the charity’s efficacy colluded with this agenda by not taking available evidence which would have both proven the charity’s capabilities and the government’s distorting narratives. All inquiries avoided scrutiny of why Kids Company was systematically disrupted through a partnership between elements of the state, some members of the media and a handful of staff they co-opted into the agenda.

         One care-leaver watching me be interviewed by MPs during the parliamentary inquiry apologised profusely, saying it was his fault, because he had asked for too much help. Children and young people who had already experienced unforgiving devastation in their lives did not deserve the public humiliation.

         Over two decades, among the most vulnerable, Kids Company had acquired a reputation for being powerful advocates with an unwavering agenda: to see children and young people become safe and able to realise their potential. Most of the time, this agenda was achieved through partnerships. Generous and kind social workers, health practitioners, teachers, business leaders and the general public collaborated with us to generate a safety net for the most vulnerable and reconnect them to the centre of society.

         We were profoundly moved by the kindness of strangers: members of the public who would walk onto our premises with cash and goods, as well as philanthropists who would sign million-pound cheques. Companies embraced our young people for work experience and gave goods-in-kind to improve their lives. Kids Company was enriched by the generosity of people irrespective of their wealth.

         For some children and young people, the path to recovery was much harder than some decision makers were prepared to acknowledge, because they struggled with the dark repercussions of childhood maltreatment. Instead of being able to focus on achievements, they were condemned to surviving not only the abuse they were exposed to, but also the haunting memories of it which replayed in body and mind, creating lifelong battles. 

         Perhaps the most painful part of our families’ journeys was the way society resolved the complexities of inequality by attributing to struggling individuals a kind of moral flaw, making them responsible for their unhappiness. It was a cultural and systemic defence in the service of sustaining the delusion that life is predictable and follows rules. Therefore, those who fall foul of it must have broken the rules and were being rightly punished.

         Maybe what has been hard and unpalatable for all to acknowledge is that a mere throw of the dice renders one child secure and another devastated. It’s called chance.

         Of course, in the context of the arbitrariness of life, there are better choices to make than others. However, fundamentally the children and families Kids Company cared for were citizens whose quality of life was radically affected by psychosocial toxicity. Their mountain was much higher and harder to climb than for those whose citizenship had been better resourced, both psychologically and economically.

         How does society reconcile such extreme divides between the rich and the poor, the safe and the unsafe, the psychologically stable and the unstable? As lives have become more individualistic, and our politics more about personal competencies, we have bought into the delusion that we only need to succeed personally.

         People have been forced to turn themselves into commodities for sale. Working has ceased to be about earning a living and contributing to the wider community. Work has now become about ‘selling’ the self and our children as desirable products.

         It is survival behaviour, forcing the belief that unless personal attributes and characteristics are enticing enough, the individual will be dispensed with, rendered worthless. It is in this context that even the securest is still a prisoner to being a brand.

         In selling the self as an object to others, we sit in judgement, not only of our own identity but also the identities of others. Over time, human beings lose touch with their emotional frailties and the need to be nurtured. As personal psychological maps become distorted, negating our emotional landscape, it becomes easy to deny the needs of others. In the service of survival, the best of us are becoming lethal. We murder vulnerability within ourselves and kill it in others through negation.

         The message to the poor and the destitute has become one of ‘pull up your socks, turn yourselves into “desirables”, otherwise there’s no point to your living’. So the disadvantaged are doubly burdened – not only do they have to struggle with personal pain, but they also have to cope with a societal message letting them know that they are not welcome. This intrinsic lack of welcome has been at the heart of the challenges faced by maltreated children over decades in Britain. Cattle in Britain were protected under the Cruel Treatment of Cattle Act before children were.1

         At first the child experiences a lack of welcome at home, if their parents are struggling with the legacy of their own childhood maltreatment. The mind of a perturbed parent only has space for the damaged child within themselves. They are preoccupied with the survival of their own hurting and underdeveloped self. There is no room mentally to accommodate the needs of another, even if it is their own offspring. It’s not about poor morality – I have rarely seen a parent who didn’t want to look after their child, but I have seen many who couldn’t because their emotional life was too polluted. The parental lack of welcome is then extended into wider societal approaches to maltreated children. Institutionally, the survival preoccupations of professionals lead unwittingly to the rejection of the vulnerable child.

         I believe Kids Company was closed down malevolently and abruptly because Britain was unable to tolerate seeing its lack of welcome for vulnerable children reflected back at it. A psychological dual had been set up. As a charity, we kept highlighting the need to generate more meaningful structures in order to protect vulnerable children. In return, the political system refused the advocacy because it was preoccupied predominantly with its own survival.

         Meeting the needs of maltreated and mentally ill children was not going, as the politicians saw it, to enhance their own abilities to survive. Most politicians’ survival is, on the whole, driven by the promotion of a shallow brand. It is about brand leadership as opposed to moral leadership.

         The difference between these two styles of leadership is that in moral leadership, there is an understanding that the world is built on systems but the energy that propels it is primarily emotional, because its inhabitants are people. We delude ourselves into thinking that the origins of our choices are objective and rational. The truth is that our motivations, the reasons we live and work hard, are always emotional. We modify our drives by rationally adjusting them so that we can exist in community.

         Instinctively we know that our survival as a species is entirely dependent on being able to honour the life forces of another, with equity to generate harmony. It’s about love. We live for it and we are made by it. Kids Company was built brick on brick by the compassion of strangers who shared our philosophy that maltreated children will recover with unrelenting love. Unrelenting because it is tough and the journey is painful, but ultimately love is the life force.

         So why write this book? It’s not about clearing my name, although the sullying of it prohibits my ability to fundraise and continue the work. Neither is it in revenge, to show up the people who caused this damage. Our staff and trustees deserve better than the malevolence generated against them. Our children and families exercised great courage in sharing their pain – they taught us everything we know about how best to help traumatised children. This learning must be shared.

         This book is also not an attack on the hard-working clinicians, social workers and teachers who are giving their best to children in their care. In describing systemic difficulties, I am not devaluing their work, for which I have always had enormous respect. I am just questioning the way the children’s workforce has bought into the false government narrative, keeping services impoverished and struggling. I am attacking a culture of subservience, which has enabled repeated governments to place an unfair burden on dedicated workers. Maltreated children do not vote and therefore politicians do not feel accountable to them. But their workers’ advocacy is being paralysed and that is what I am raising the alarm about, because both workers and children are betrayed.

         I love our staff and volunteers. They helped make Kids Company an amazing place for children. The charity was enriched by the contribution of some 650 staff and 10,000 volunteers in 2014/15, as well as 500 clinical and social work students who did their work experience with us. Along with the trustees, I did my best to shield them from harm. It would be impossible to acknowledge adequately the thousands who have contributed to the organisation over the years. The book has focused on my experience of running Kids Company, but it is important to emphasise that the organisation was a team effort and thousands of staff helped change lives for the better, giving children hope.

         We have changed the names of the children to protect their identities, but the stories we will share with you are factual. Young people have been actively involved in creating the book. Every chapter has been reviewed by at least three senior scientists and clinicians. Ex-Kids Company staff have also been given a draft to comment on so that we can be sure that the content is reflective of their experience. Throughout the book, we refer to ‘children’, ‘young people’ or ‘kids’ interchangeably. Some of them would have come to Kids Company as five-year-olds and stayed with us for many years. We helped young people beyond their thirtieth birthday because severely traumatised children experience discrepant development. Elements of their personality become stunted by the trauma of abuse while in other areas they are highly competent. Our care for young people into their thirties, where appropriate, is also reflective of the latest findings in neurodevelopmental science, suggesting that the adolescent brain does not complete development until the late twenties or early thirties. Kids Company continued work with a young person until the developmental assault was ameliorated.

         We have left out the names of individual donors and companies to respect their privacy apart from those who were and some who remain content to publicise their involvement with or connection to Kids Company.

         The aim of this book is to explore the barriers which have, since the Victorian times, prohibited effective protection of vulnerable children. We need a brave and meaningful redesign of children’s services, informed by cutting-edge understanding of the psychological and physical implications of trauma. Child abuse is destroying our society.

         Science confirms the protective and healing power of love. The challenge is to turn love into political action. Informed by intelligent tenderness, we can create effective structures for protecting and healing children who are hurting.

         When an organisation closes, many questions are asked. Everyone frames their perception according to their world view: so for the financial people, it was about alleged accounting problems; for the managers, it was about perceived lack of delegation; for the politicians, it was because I had ‘mesmerised’ the Prime Minister; for the civil servants, it was a perceived dearth of measurable outcomes and outputs; for the charity world, it was the absence of reserves. There was no shortage of people to get on individual bandwagons. Even a comedian on her way to the Edinburgh Fringe Festival wrote in The Guardian with pride that having an assistant to organise her schedule would ensure her success and that Kids Company had failed because I didn’t have such an assistant! Poor timetabling was not the reason Kids Company closed.

         This book is not being written to answer false allegations, because in truth they are ‘side stories’, taking the scrutiny away from the real story. I appreciate that for some, those details are important and it is in this context that I have asked the forensic journalist Tim Rayment to collaborate with me. He was sent by the Sunday Times to investigate Kids Company in 2015. In a climate of hysteria, he was the first journalist to approach the task with an open mind, seeking the truth. His and his colleagues’ rigour in investigating us generated a sense of trust. I respected him for his fairness.

         As Rowan Williams, the previous Archbishop of Canterbury, said to me: ‘Kids Company is forever in the eyes of the children who benefited from it.’

         Kids Company was a sanctuary and a place of hope. A safety net where reparation was possible and the imagination could create new dreams, making life worth living for children whose despair drew them to death. For desperate families, we were a secure base and through ordinary kindness we reduced the deleterious impact of maltreatment.

         Through our partnerships with the business, media, fashion, arts, sports and scientific outlets, we opened doors of opportunity to young people who by virtue of their poverty would have been denied them. Thousands of young people went on to achieve and contribute to their communities.

         There are undoubtedly many things we could have done better, but our failures were not the ones the 2015 media frenzy howled about. I would not apologise in the context of their pseudo-narratives, because in doing so, they would have had me confirming their ‘side story’, racism, xenophobia and misogyny, as representative of the truth. I am grateful for all those journalists who, as far as I am concerned, exercised integrity and did not jump on the destructive bandwagon. I felt deeply saddened by the fact that our self-employed staff and creditors were not paid. We left £2.1 million in the Kids Company bank account. They could have been paid, but the Cabinet Office’s false assertion that we had misspent their £3 million grant, ignoring the conditions attached to it, meant the trustees felt legally obliged to withhold payment. In 2017, as I understand it, a judge ruled that Kids Company did not have to pay the Cabinet Office back as the charity had spent the money in accordance with the contract. I was deeply sorry for the difficulties caused in some people’s lives as a result of the delayed payment.

         The upset I felt is nothing compared to the pain the children in our care had endured. Their courage has remained my inspiration. But I am sorry for the pain caused to all who were involved with Kids Company.

         The sight of a weeping mother putting her pleading hands on the metal mesh of the gates of Kids Company while her small children stared shocked and vacantly into space will always for me remain one of the most painful legacies of the organisation’s closure.

         This book is an attempt to understand what happened, and to learn from it, so that we can protect vulnerable children more meaningfully. Their courage deserves this reflection and I hope good will come from it.

         
            Notes

            1 http://www.bbc.co.uk/ethics/animals/defending/legislation_1.shtml, accessed 16 September 2017; http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1889/44/enacted, accessed 16 September 2017

         

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 1

            MEET THE KIDS

         

         It is dusk, and a man is walking along a dual carriageway. He is a young adult – not what you’d normally call a kid. He has broken glasses held together by Sellotape, and is wearing some kind of uniform. Nobody offers him a lift; but then, nobody ever notices this man, even in normal circumstances, on the streets of London in daylight. Something about his body language makes him invisible.

         If you had also been out for a walk at dusk that day on the dual carriageway – with no hard shoulder and no footpath – you might have seen the sweat on his forehead, the battered black bag over his shoulder, and the black, tired-looking trainers he would later change for blue Crocs at the start of his shift. He is of mixed race and his face wears no expression. Close up in the gloom, the uniform is now recognisable: this is a student nurse walking to hospital, a black jumper over his white shirt and blue clinical trousers.

         Meet Kevin. He is a former client of Kids Company, the children’s charity that imploded in spectacular fashion in 2015. Unless you were also a client, it is almost certain that in his twenty years of life he has seen more hardship than you. He would never tell you this. He walks calmly alongside the traffic after being chucked off a train for having no ticket. He knew that this would happen; he had planned for it. He left home at 5 p.m. to allow time to catch the train, be ejected from it, walk along the A21 and not be late for his 8 p.m. work placement in Tunbridge Wells. He is embarrassed by the fare-dodging, but is determined to get his degree.

         If you have ever wondered where the stiff upper lip went, consider this man. You might even think he embodies the best of being British, after absorbing some of the worst of being human. The same is true of his partner, Luciana. Her voice is soft as she describes her hopes for their baby daughter. ‘I don’t mind if she’s poor,’ Luciana says. ‘I just hope she’s stronger and more self-dependent than me’ – Luciana cannot sleep on her own at night – ‘and that she could meet someone like her dad that genuinely cares about her, because a lot of my friends are in horrible “domestic” relationships. And that she outlives me. I want her to outlive her parents.’

         It is an unusual wish, but then Luciana has just buried a friend who committed suicide at the age of nineteen. He looked like he was coping and then he was gone. Now she fears a second friend might kill herself. Luciana, too, is a former client of Kids Company.

         You have heard of Kids Company. It was a charity that grew and grew for nearly twenty years, because so many children and families turned to it for help. Everyone praised it and tried to be associated with it, even though it dealt with the dark underbelly of life and the children who have to exist there. Academics visited from business schools. Child protection officials from other countries flew in for advice and inspiration. In 2009, the charity’s founder, Camila Batmanghelidjh, was named Business Woman of the Year at the Women in Public Life Awards. Her portrait hung in the National Portrait Gallery and her clothes in the Design Museum. Celebrities, big companies, charitable trusts and thousands of people funded Kids Company to the tune of £123 million to 2015, on top of the £41.8 million it received from central government between 2003 and 2015. In addition, Kids Company competed for money from lottery funds and other statutory sources and received £2.6 million over fifteen years.1

         Then, over a few months in 2015, everything changed. The veneration vanished, evaporating in the heat of a series of media stories until people believed the whole thing was a fraud. There were reports of money being spent on spa treatments, £150 shoes and a mansion with a private swimming pool. Batmanghelidjh was said to have ‘mesmerised’ the Prime Minister into handing over millions for no good reason. She went from ‘Britain’s most colourful and inspirational charity leader’ (GQ and Editorial Intelligence’s 100 Most Connected Women 2014) to disgrace. By 2016, Kate Hoey, a Labour MP, was asking the authorities to consider stripping her of her CBE.2 As Wikipedia summarised it in 2017, ‘Amid allegations of mismanagement and the squandering of funds, Batmanghelidjh was forced to step down as the charity’s chief executive, and Kids Company was closed, by now insolvent, despite millions of pounds in government funding.’

         In one of the most extraordinary reversals of sentiment in modern times, some people even started to doubt whether the thousands of vulnerable children cared for by the former ‘Angel of Peckham’, her 650 staff and 10,000 volunteers, clinical staff and social work trainees ever existed. ‘Mysteriously, they were not there,’ is how Tim Loughton, the former children’s minister, described a visit to Kids Company.3 ‘What I saw was very, very few children using those services,’ Sue Berelowitz, the former deputy children’s commissioner, told a parliamentary committee.4

         ‘We have spoken privately to two journalists who very courageously and with great skill did put this issue into the public domain,’ Paul Flynn, a veteran Labour MP on the same committee, asked Berelowitz, ‘but shouldn’t you or some other person have alerted us to the fact that they were not doing the job? They didn’t have 36,000 children, they probably didn’t have 2,000 children and they were getting money on false pretences, and the children in great need were not getting any services at all?’

         Others asked whether Kids Company, which by the end raised and spent £2 million a month, had any real purpose. ‘How do you account for this very strong evidence from a very credible witness that, in fact, when social services looked [into] many of these cases, they simply said you were servicing clients where the need did not exist?’ Oliver Dowden, a Conservative MP and former deputy chief of staff to then Prime Minister David Cameron, asked Batmanghelidjh. ‘So, again, it is taxpayers and charitable funds being used for clients where there simply is not the need for it.’5

         It could be a case study for a 21st-century version of Extraordinary Popular Delusions and the Madness of Crowds, the enduring history of witch trials, financial bubbles and other collective follies by the Victorian journalist Charles Mackay. ‘Men, it has been well said, think in herds; it will be seen that they go mad in herds, while they only recover their senses slowly, and one by one,’ he wrote.6 But which was the delusion? Was the deification built on madness, or the denunciation? Or both?

         Now, it sometimes happens that honest people say the exact opposite of the truth without realising it, and that is the fate that befell Oliver Dowden. Social services – meaning David Quirke-Thornton, the head of children’s services in the London borough of Southwark, who had given written evidence to the select committee – had conveyed to MPs an understanding that it is deluded to think that large numbers of children are being failed by statutory services.

         This book will show the reverse. Britain has a crisis in child protection, and another in child mental health. The two scandals are hidden behind a fragile edifice of denial and muddling through. Despite the efforts of a few campaigners, the crises receive so little attention that when Kids Company closed, it was seriously suggested that ministers had done the charity favours by allowing it grants. In fact, Kids Company carried out work the state should have done with vulnerable children, and it was mostly private funders that paid the bill.

         
            • • •

         

         Even if you do not recall these controversies, you are likely to recognise Kids Company’s colourful founder and former CEO. That’s me. I am the fat beggar who persuaded people, possibly including you, to part with money to keep Kids Company going for nineteen years. Since the change of sentiment, I have been described as ‘that garishly-dressed lard-mountain of Persian self-regard’ (The Spectator), ‘an explosion in a Nigerian sofa factory’ (the Sunday Times), ‘a pile of Aladdin’s laundry’ (the Telegraph) and ‘a bowl of fruit salad’ (Daily Mail). ‘She arrived at Parliament yesterday wrapped in textiles of 100 colours,’ wrote Quentin Letts in the Mail.

         
            Yellows, pinks, scarlets, greens, indigos, and more tartan than they use in the carpets at Balmoral. She’s as tall and wide as a heavyweight wrestler, with Ronnie Barker spectacles and a Robbie Coltrane chin. Her accent is what a chef might call fusion: West Country by way of Tehran, Brick Lane and the Caribbean.7

         

         I do not mind these descriptions; the kids say worse, and I find the inventiveness of the insults funny. But they add to a perception that a person of my size and dress cannot possibly have ordered thinking. The assumption is that a ‘charismatic leader’ runs her organisation on whim. It is another inversion of the truth, which leads us to the second purpose of this book.

         Emotional wounds have a profound logic, and require logic in response. At Kids Company, we created structures that brought not just love to deeply troubled children but science. Love provided the secure base that allowed young people to face emotional and developmental disturbances with less loneliness and more control. We helped them lead healthier emotional lives and to be less dangerous. Everything we learnt is set out in these pages for anyone who is interested, whether parent, teacher, social worker, policy maker or researcher.

         Because they did exist, the 36,000 children, young adults and family members for whom Kids Company offered sanctuary and solutions. In the United Kingdom as a whole, they number many hundreds of thousands – abused, neglected, their pain denied by a country that cannot bring itself to acknowledge a scale of need with which it fears it cannot cope.

         Consider Kevin. Kids Company knew him as an infant. We became aware of him after one of his brothers, who was then fourteen, turned to street crime to survive. He was trying to rob bus passengers when he was stopped by a member of our staff, who told him about our services. The boy showed up the next day, taking advantage of a model that was our systemic weakness and our great strength. No one paid for the children who arrived at our centres, because they referred themselves, like people turning up at Accident & Emergency. We had to raise most of the money privately. I later made a home visit.

         The family of eight shared three plates; the entire household was depleted. Rat holes were stuffed with old clothing and shoes. There were no sofas, chairs or tables. Francis, the man performing the role of Kevin’s father even if this was not biologically true, cooked some rice; he put it on a single plate, with a single fork, and the kids formed a circle in the little kitchen before taking turns to ingest a forkful of food, then pass the plate and implement to the next child. With no furniture available, the group stood for its nourishment as an intimate circle. This was in 21st-century Britain.

         Everyone slept on a mattress on the floor except for two of the younger boys, whose beds were broken; one rat had got into a broken cot and bitten the baby’s ear. Social services should have known about this family’s circumstances: they had placed an extra child in the house, a disturbed fifteen-year-old girl in local authority care, and were paying the mother £50 a week to look after her. The decision had been taken without bothering to visit.8 After pressure from Kids Company, the girl was removed and the rest of the family offered a new home, where we helped with bedding, towels, kitchen resources and furniture.

         It is worth spending a little time with Kevin and considering his official classification as a child who was never in need of state protection except for one, brief period in response to chivvying from Kids Company. Many equally troubled families are hidden behind the fragile screen of denial.

         His mother, Diane, has a history of emotional and mental trouble and addictions to prescription drugs and crack cocaine. She was in love with two men who lived with the family. It was a set-up that caused Kevin and his siblings to witness extreme violence.

         On the day of the rice dinner, I had called round after finding Michael, one of Kevin’s older brothers, in a bloody state in the Kids Company shed. He had tried to intervene when Francis, the man he regarded as his dad, and Donald, the drug dealer trying to replace Francis in his mother’s affections, fought with knives. Kevin was seven years old at the time.

         The children described the general violence. Mum hit Dad ‘all the time … she stabbed him, put a cup in his face, dashed him in the skull with rollerblades … I used to go to school and when I came back I always used to see blood – on the wall or on my dad’s face,’ Michael told us.9

         The violence was so frequent that Michael stopped going to school for fear of what might happen if he were not there to protect his father. ‘I think I went ten times in Year Seven,’ Michael says now. ‘A few times in Year Eight … probably my whole attendance was sixty days, maximum, from Year Seven to Year Eleven, when I finished.’ He took up weed and became violent himself. He would pick up a knife and stab someone, or pick up a chair and hit Donald.

         Social care placed the children on the child protection register but failed to carry out the required assessments. Michael’s school was recorded as not co-operating with the child protection process. The violence continued. Kids Company made a further referral, reporting that the fights and stabbings were making the children very disturbed. It was decided to refer Michael to mental health services for therapeutic counselling, but there was no follow-up. A social worker is recorded, nine months later, as having spoken to him about counselling, and being told that he did not want to attend it. 

         Against Kids Company’s advice, Michael and his siblings were removed from the child protection register after just over a year (except for one sibling who had been removed earlier). His mother then threw him out. Aged fourteen, Michael moved in with squatters. Kids Company advised that a child protection investigation should be reinstated to look into the welfare of his younger siblings, including Kevin. We believed the children were not safe, were not getting enough to eat, and that older children were looking after younger ones. The local authority declined.

         Now and again, the mother disappeared. Even when present, she was not always conscious. ‘When she knocks out, she really knocks out,’ says Luciana, who once had an accident in the house as she was looking after Kevin’s youngest siblings, and could not rouse her. ‘She was in the room when it happened. But we couldn’t wake her. Even when the ambulance came she was unconscious. Everyone was jumping on her and she’s still flat cold.’

         I was so used to the pattern of referral and denial that in 2012, after years of being unable to get social care and mental health services to pick up our most serious cases, I decided to bring in independent evaluators to capture what was happening. I hoped that with a powerful partner I could get the government to take responsibility for these vulnerable children and compel local authorities to protect them properly instead of faking it. I would no longer be an unsupported voice calling for change.

         Too many kids were being considered children in need, an official category that means they get much less scrutiny, when they should have been child protection cases. Then the deprived and vulnerable children who should have been identified as ‘in need’ were being overlooked because the thresholds of intake were too high.

         We chose the Centre for Social Justice (CSJ), a Conservative think tank founded by Iain Duncan Smith and Tim Montgomerie. I believed in Iain’s commitment to the welfare of vulnerable kids. He seemed to understand how depleted the neighbourhoods were and the depth of the families’ struggles. A visit to Easterhouse in Scotland had taught him the debilitating impact of drugs. I knew that as Secretary of State for Work and Pensions in David Cameron’s government, his vision of helping families was being compromised as he battled it out with the Treasury. But I had seen the thoroughness of the CSJ when I sat on a judging panel with Theresa May, then the Home Secretary, to consider charities for an award. I also had faith in Adele Eastman, a lawyer who was a policy specialist there. She had shown great moral courage when her fiancé, Tom ap Rhys Pryce, was murdered for his watch by two teenagers. Instead of seeking revenge, she and Tom’s family sought to understand the factors that had brought the boys to stab him. The government would find it hard to dismiss a report from the CSJ. Who could deny the truth now?

         I gave Eastman and her researchers access to everything. They met young people and key workers and read the files. Among the cases scrutinised was that of Kevin’s family. The report, ‘Enough Is Enough’, tells the story of their interactions with social care through the eyes of his brother Michael.

         ‘Social care decided to work with the children on a child in need basis, but later no longer even considered them to be children in need,’ the CSJ found. The report also records that Kids Company described an alleged attempt by Diane to stab Michael, and continuing concern for the younger children, including Kevin. According to Michael, social workers never spoke to him about the alleged stabbing. When he needed to get away, he slept on the beach in Brighton.

         At sixteen, when his mother threw him out a second time over his fights with Donald, Michael was placed by the local housing department in a B&B where other residents reportedly used crack cocaine. Only after solicitors instructed by Kids Company threatened a judicial review did social care offer to make an assessment.

         The CSJ found, among other lapses, a ‘failure to undertake a child protection investigation … or issue care proceedings, despite clear and repeated evidence of all the children in the family witnessing or being involved in violence within the home, including stabbings, and the mother’s frequent absences from the home due to suspected drug misuse’. It also found a ‘failure by social care to treat Michael as a child in need and to accommodate him under S.20 [of the Children Act 1989], which also thereby deprived him of necessary support under the leaving care provisions’ and a ‘failure to adequately investigate or give sufficient weight to information provided by the voluntary sector’ – meaning Kids Company.

         The report adds:

         
            We have been astounded by the number and nature of legal failings and missed opportunities which were identified by the legal professionals’ review of Kids Company cases … Michael did not have a childhood. Kids Company tried for years to shed a critical light on the reality of the home environment – to secure social care’s intervention to ensure the safety of the children. However, despite the gravity of its concerns, Michael and his younger siblings remained in Diane’s care – exposed to continuing chaos, danger, neglect, emotional abuse and trauma.10

         

         All this happened in David Quirke-Thornton’s borough. In his evidence to Parliament, Quirke-Thornton was able to assure MPs that when Kids Company referred children and young people for help when the charity closed, ‘none of the 299 Southwark cases were escalated to Child Protection’.11

         Four of the 299 cases not referred to child protection are siblings of Michael.

         Only as an adult has it occurred to Michael that he was not, in fact, a child criminal – his arrests were for stealing milk and nappies for Kevin, not sweets for himself. ‘I used to be so kind and good,’ he says of his young self. He told the researchers for ‘Enough Is Enough’ that he would have opened up to a social worker, but that no one spoke to him on his own. 

         
            I put a mask on but was crying underneath, begging for someone to give me a hug or help me. Only my dad and Camila gave me a hug. When I was 10, 11, 12, 13 or even 14, I would have talked; it would have burst out and I would have cried. But no one had the time to look into me, although they could have seen the pain in my eyes. After that, I hated the system.12

         

         The ‘dad’ is Francis, the father figure Michael tried to protect; his biological dad had killed himself.

         Kevin was also affected. He lost a month of school when Diane became upset at her partner’s long hours in the betting shop. She vanished, leaving her son with no money and four younger siblings. Luciana did not have it easy either. She became part of Kevin’s household after a member of her family started creeping to her bed at night, a ‘cringe’ over which her mother was unsupportive. When threats from a gang meant that Kevin, Luciana and Michael had to relocate – after Kevin had refused on principle to start dealing drugs for the people who supplied weed and crack to his mum – they squatted in a place where one room was for a crack dealer, another for a weed dealer and there were prostitutes ‘just flowing through the house’. Luciana was approaching GCSEs; she was fifteen years old, and embarrassed to be a homeless school prefect who smelt.

         Luciana reported herself to social services. She says that after two days’ investigation, they told her to return to her mother and closed the case.

         
            So it was back to the crack house. I got really skinny. My head teacher noticed it. She’d buy me food and stuff, but it got really bad, because my exams were coming up and I’d be in class and pass out. And one time – two times – they had to call the ambulance.

         

         It was soon after that that Kevin and Luciana asked Kids Company for help. 

         
            • • •

         

         In Parliament after the charity closed, MPs seemed extraordinarily naive about inner-city life. Some suggested that Kids Company only had clients because it handed out cash that was then spent on drugs. (For the most part, it handed out Tesco vouchers.) Told that in the two months since the closure there had been several stabbings and four suicide attempts, Bernard Jenkin, a Conservative MP in one of the safest seats in the country and chair of the committee examining the government’s dealings with Kids Company, responded: ‘We have been advised that these incidents occurred because kids no longer had money to pay their drug pushers, and the breakdown in the flow of funds on to the streets has led to that violence – your clients no longer being able to pay for drugs.’13

         This sounds plausible, but only if you have never met people such as Kevin and Luciana. When the two teenagers finally asked for help, they were in a sorry state. For years we had glimpsed Kevin only at special events such as the Christmas lunch, or at one of our centres when he and Luciana ran out of food. It was desperation that brought the couple to my office.

         ‘I was thinking when I walked in, in all honesty, this woman’s crazy,’ says Luciana. ‘She’s a big, fat white woman that’s dealing with poor black kids, wearing a multicoloured turban with a tree in her office. I just looked at him like – this is a movie scenario. But by the time we left I already loved her. She gave me a hug.’

         Kevin and Luciana had walked to central London. They had no money for travel or to feed the siblings or themselves. As Luciana was taking GCSEs, she was not entitled to benefits: the pair had no income at all. Luciana was pregnant. They were homeless. Kevin had to glue his shoes together on the journey.

         What Luciana really wanted was a parent. As this book will show, the key to recovery for traumatised children is re-parenting. Or, to put it in simple language, love. 

         She found one in Jackie, the red-haired key worker Kids Company assigned to her. We also introduced her to a midwife. ‘My labour was through the night,’ says Luciana. ‘She didn’t take a phone call; she didn’t leave; she cuddled me, she put me in the bath and took me out of the bath. She stayed the whole labour. The whole labour.’ She says this as if it were the most amazing thing in the world. As for her key worker: ‘Jackie was my mum … I don’t have another mum like that. I have a breathing parent, but she’s my mum. I miss her.’

         Jackie bought Luciana her first plates and cutlery. She went with her to the park, to be quietly present when Luciana was overcome by depression.

         Luciana says now:

         
            I had a lot of people [say]: do you want to come and do your CV? I already had my CV. I need someone to cuddle me; I need someone to say, ‘You’ve done well.’ I need someone to say, this is how you spend money, not just, here’s money.

         

         She found that having a Kids Company worker had an effect on social services; we also found her a lawyer. ‘I went into meetings before, without Jackie, and they were like, so which case is this? They’re reading the case in the meeting. But when Jackie was there, they spoke to you a little bit more like a human being.’ She adds: ‘Why did I need a lawyer to argue as a fifteen-year-old that I should be in care? When I’m in the crackhead house and you’ve come to assess it? Why am I fighting to prove that I’m worthy of living? It shouldn’t be like that. It shouldn’t.’

         Luciana is now at university. Her ambition is to be a diplomat. Kevin has qualified as a nurse. All his work placements were out of London, and there was no money for fares after Kids Company closed. Sometimes he left home at 4 a.m. and came back eighteen hours later. He never missed a placement and never complained. He holds his daughter in the same way: quietly, without drama.

         Like Kevin and Luciana, Michael broke the cycle. With Kids Company’s help, he gave up drugs, qualified in his chosen occupation and became a very good dad. Of the charity, he has said: ‘Without Kids Company, I would have been dying out there – living like a tramp – and would have gone into the crime world and worked my way up the ladder.’14

         They are all worried about another brother – thirteen when we closed, and soon in a deteriorating state. Luciana believes he will end up in prison or dead. ‘When Kids Company stopped working with him, it was a bit of a shock because he was so used to them being his parent,’ she says. ‘He looks dirty. He has never been in a class. He had a court case last week. He sleeps at different addresses, and he’s, like, fourteen. Two days ago his friend got stabbed in this park thing. And it nearly was him.’

         He can be lovely, Luciana says; if there is money on offer, he hustles and works hard. But he is angry. No one cuddles him; no one even notices when he goes missing. ‘Before, Kids [Company] would give us some money,’ says Luciana.

         
            Therefore he was at mine all the time eating. I can’t feed him any more, so he’s losing weight. He’s smoking weed. He’s gone a bit skinny. And he doesn’t get money for clothes. All his friends are looking nice, they’re looking sharp, and – it sounds petty, but in our area that’s what it’s about. If you don’t look good and your friends do, you’re gonna want to get money, so how?

         

         Even before we closed, he held up a shop with a fake firearm. He has also dealt class-A drugs.

         I have referred him so many times to Quirke-Thornton. Nothing seems to happen.

         
            • • •

         

         On the day Kids Company closed, children clung to staff, both parties weeping. Mothers rummaged through our kitchens, gathering potatoes because they knew they were going to be short of food. For them, it was the end of a lifeline. Kids Company had been a second home, a source of comfort and hope in an unforgiving urban environment.

         The end was abrupt, and it was not because of money. I had been under intense pressure to raise just over £11 million, a task for which I was given three weeks. This was a requirement for the release of a £3 million government grant, with a further £3 million to come from philanthropists who would restructure Kids Company into a smaller charity. Without the first £11 million, all £17 million would be lost.

         I fell short by £350,000, for which I put up my flat as a surety with the Cabinet Office. The deal done, the government’s £3 million arrived. But within half an hour, news broke that Kids Company faced allegations concerning sexual and physical abuse. The claims, passed to the police by the BBC’s Newsnight, shut us down. For a children’s charity, a scandal over systemic safeguarding lapses can be fatal.

         In nineteen years we had not had a single child protection failure, an extraordinary achievement given the levels of vulnerability and disturbance on our premises. The allegations spanned seven years. The Metropolitan Police gave them to its serious complex case team, part of the Sexual Offences, Exploitation and Child Abuse Command. The investigation took six months.

         They were unfounded, as the Met revealed in an ‘update’ after six months. ‘These reports concerned allegations or information relating to children and staff based at the charity. However, the majority were third party reports which were vague in detail,’ the Met said in a statement.

         
            Officers carried out detailed and extensive inquiries to establish the veracity of the information … to date the Met has identified no evidence of criminality within the 32 reports which would reach the threshold to justify a referral to the Crown Prosecution Service. Nor have we identified any failings by the charity in respect of them carrying out their duty to safeguard children or vulnerable adults.15

         

         In short, Kids Company shut in a blizzard of accusations for which there was no case to answer. There was no victim and no perpetrator. There was nobody to arrest, or even to interview under caution. When the police told me, I burst into tears. They had called me to the police station, but would not say why until I got there. The no. 2 on the investigating team read out the statement. When she got to the line on safeguarding, I started crying, because we had worked so hard to keep the kids safe.

         The fact that police could find no evidence of any crime or safeguarding failure was announced on 28 January 2016. Three weeks later, Newsnight won an award from the Royal Television Society. The award is listed on the RTS website as ‘Scoop of the Year: The Closure of Kids Company’.

         I believe Kids Company closed as the result of a malicious campaign driven by Britain’s inability to tolerate a mirror reflecting back its lack of care for vulnerable children. We kept highlighting the need for meaningful structures. The political system refused the advocacy because it was preoccupied predominantly with its own survival. Newsnight was used to undermine us. The BBC programme helped generate a hostile climate for which the sexual abuse allegations were the deadly pinnacle. As an unwitting participant in the campaign, it missed the bigger story because it was part of it.

         There were exceptions to the intolerance. ‘We are calling on all political parties to commit to the establishment of a Royal Commission to advise on the wholesale redesign of social care and statutory mental health services for vulnerable children and young people,’ said the CSJ in its 2014 report. The commission ‘should report by the end of 2017, and, most importantly, ask how best to recreate parental support for these children and young people in the public space’.

         Needless to say, it did not happen. The children’s landscape is rich with guilt-inducing reports that are filed away or addressed by pseudo-initiative, and a commission would take too long. I urged a bolder plan, called ‘See the Child. Change the System’. The children’s sector would work together to propose a new structure for child mental health and social care. We would redesign the delivery of provision throughout the United Kingdom, and pilot the result in two local authorities before campaigning for its adoption in a fifteen-year recovery plan for children’s services.

         Sir Keir Starmer, the former director of public prosecutions and now the shadow Brexit Secretary, agreed to chair the taskforce. With £3 million from a philanthropist, the project was fully funded. Among the advisers were Maggie Atkinson, the then children’s commissioner for England; Javed Khan, the chief executive of Barnardo’s; Lisa Harker, the director of policy for the NSPCC; Derrick Anderson, the then chief executive of Lambeth Council; and Andrew Webb, a past president of the Association of Directors of Children’s Services. There were professors from top universities throughout England. Other partners included the Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health, the Royal College of Psychiatrists, the Health and Care Professions Council, the Royal College of General Practitioners, the Royal Society for Public Health, the National Youth Agency, the Royal College of Nursing, the National Association of Head Teachers, the British Association of Social Workers, the British Association for Community Child Health, the National Association of Social Workers in Education, Unison, Childline, Action for Children, the Children’s Society and the National Children’s Bureau.

         When Keir and I announced the venture at a social work conference in June 2014, one could sense the trepidation in the room at the audacity of it, but also the support. See the Child. Change the System was to be independent of Kids Company, to exercise neutrality and champion the best ideas. The charity was no longer a maverick organisation, as some in the government saw us. It was mobilising a serious group of institutions. Recruitment for the project started just before we closed. Modelling the new services was to take eighteen months, followed by the pilots.

         I turned up at the Department for Education to invite Sir Tom Jeffery, the director general for children, young people and families, to join the project. His response was aggressive: ‘I don’t want you doing this and criticising us.’ Criticism was not the aim: I wanted all of us to work together to bring about improvements for the children’s sector.

         Then came the first straws of scandal, and soon Kids Company closed.

         This is the story of what was lost, and why I think it happened.
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            CHAPTER 2

            SUZY

         

         At boarding school in England, my reputation was as an outspoken, creative daredevil. Everyone called me Batman and if there was anything adventurous going on, I was at the centre of it. At Sherborne Girls, the assembly hall on the first floor had an impressive hammer-beam roof resting on carved stone supports, as if it were the work of a medieval carpenter (in fact it is twentieth-century). The oakpanelled walls bore the names of award winners and old head teachers in gold. I would often sit there on the creaking chairs attempting to keep up with hymns. I could never follow the hymn book, so I would mime to minimise the fury of Gusy, who was God’s gift to music, and whom I grew to love and respect. Years later I found out she was actually scared of me, just in case I cracked a joke and engaged the other pupils in disrupting hymn practice. I love music, but even the piano teacher threw me out of her class in frustration. Thanks to my learning difficulties, I couldn’t read a note. I was so aware of how much she tried not to hit me over the head. The first day I arrived at Sherborne, I burst into tears in this hall. I had never seen a priest, so I couldn’t understand why this man dressed in black was shouting and making everyone sit, kneel and stand up! I later realised he was giving a sermon. I had been used to the mullahs in Iran bellowing Friday prayer, and I had got good at mimicking them, but the priest in black was a shock to my system. It was my first introduction to Britain, a country I grew to love very much.

         My experience of children’s social services and mental health comes from thirty years of working in the inner cities. In my early twenties, when I was training as a psychotherapist at Regent’s College, the London extension of an American university, I was asked by Westminster City Council to work with boys who had been sexually abused. I also worked at Women’s Aid supporting women and children who had fled domestic violence. Another aspect of my work involved therapeutic support for children who came from extremely wealthy backgrounds. I would discreetly go to their homes, using a suitcase of toys, puppets and art materials to work with them. And, in partnership with the Royal Free Hospital and Cruse, the bereavement charity, I ran groups for children whose fathers had died.

         I loved running these groups. Using the arts, we would try to help the children come to terms with grief. Since they were very young and distressed, they struggled to sit down and talk about their loss. So, we used to try to think of creative ways to enable them to express pain and process the abandonment. I remember covering the floors of the room we worked in with bags and bags of marshmallows. We had sprayed Evian bottles silver and dressed the kids in silver freezer bags, which looked like a padded space suit. A white builder’s mask was connected to the Evian bottles by tube. It was our trip to the moon. The marshmallows were sufficiently squashable beneath their feet to generate the feeling of loss of gravity.

         Through this symbolic adventure, the children were given a chance to explore the idea of death and transitions.

         Two weeks earlier, I had made a giant aeroplane with Nini, my co-worker, big enough for all twelve kids to fit in it. The kids created passports, and all of them got into the aeroplane, which travelled down the pavement at the venue. We were exploring how your life could change while also considering what the children may have thought about where their fathers had gone to in death and where they could go with their lives.

         The group was full of characters. Ginger-haired Tommy would shriek randomly, while Peter barely spoke a word or even looked up at anyone. At all times, I was aware of the other two co-workers who were holding groups with the mothers in the same room. My marshmallow and aeroplane trips were stretching their patience! However, for some reason, the kids were getting better, so they tolerated me with great generosity.

         I trained in infant and child observation at the Tavistock and Portman NHS Trust, a specialist mental health trust; taught psychology part-time at one American university in London, and therapeutic studies at another; and have had twenty-seven years of psychoanalysis, five days a week. This began as a requirement of my training. It helps to keep clinical work to a high standard. In my late twenties, I worked part-time with Family Service Units, a charity that supported vulnerable families referred by local authorities. My role was to run groups for sexually abused girls and boys with behavioural difficulties. This is when I founded the Place2Be, which is now a programme offering counselling to children in schools across the country. At the time, I was working with family service units as a therapeutic worker for children. My post was funded by BBC Children in Need. The team leader at Family Service Units was very generous as a manager and allowed innovation.

         I soon realised that for some children the model of offering therapy in a clinic is flawed, as it relies on parents making a commitment to take them there. Most of the carers we dealt with were busy surviving their own disturbances and struggled to achieve the consistency needed for therapy. Some children were disappointed if they missed sessions, while others came but found it a burden, because a parent told them what to say or questioned them afterwards. Most professionals will admit that one in three children from backgrounds of abuse or neglect drops out of therapy.

         Family Service Units offered some group work, but I could see that something much more substantial was needed. So, by ceasing to pay the mortgage on my ground-floor flat in north London and by using the psychotherapy students I was teaching at university, I had the financial and human resources to start work in a primary school in south London.

         As I did up the play room, I knew I did not want the support programme to have some miserable, therapeutic name. It needed to suggest help, twinned with joy. Sweeping the floor of the broom cupboard that would be our counselling room, I decided to call it the Place2Be. In a lunch break from teaching at the university, I drew the logo that to this day carries its cheerful history.

         I stood before the primary school in assembly to say that my team and I were there to listen and the children could bring us all their troubles, but also, if they wanted fun, we had arts, sports and play groups. I knew that we had to offer a non-stigmatising environment so that vulnerable children would not feel ashamed and cared-for children would feel included. I was also aware that it might take some time before a child trusted us enough to talk, and they might want to try us out with an activity before any counselling.

         All our team wore the yellow-and-red Place2Be badge. The broom cupboard, a fine example that was blessed with a window, could accommodate thirty-six children a week in one-to-one sessions that were fifty minutes long. As time went on, we created more rooms as well as running the activity groups.

         I started this project because of a little girl who had been referred to Family Service Units. I remember the call from the local educational psychologist. He told me he was worried that Suzy would kill herself on school premises. She had tried to suffocate herself with a plastic reading folder, had thrown herself in front of a car and had stood on the roof of a building. She was seven years old.

         I shall never forget the bolt of shock when I realised that for the psychologist, the thought of where Suzy might kill herself, on local authority premises, was more alarming than the question of why a seven-year-old would want to end her short life. I do not judge his anxiety. It is typical of what goes wrong in our care institutions, leaving staff more frightened than concerned.

         I visited Suzy at the family home. Her mother was barely coping as her younger child was very ill. Suzy stared at me through her long blonde fringe and did not utter a word. There was no way this mother was going to bring her child to weekly therapy sessions; I had to rethink it. So, I took the suitcase of toys and art materials I used for therapeutic work in my small private practice with wealthy families, and went to see Suzy in the school library. She sat on a chair, tight with resolve not to speak.

         The school believed she had a low IQ as she was not reading or writing at an age-appropriate level. It did not seem low to me. She was too determined to defeat me, and not to let me discover anything.

         I decided to make no inquiries. Finding anything out from her was precisely what I was not going to do. I would just sit with her and use art materials to function alongside her as a compassionate companion.

         Tentatively, she began picking up the felt tips. I drew and she followed me on the page. Eventually, her drawings started the communication. She would draw big gorilla bodies with a child’s head on top. Or a bird head with a child’s body. It was clear that she wanted to convey some kind of split between the head and the body propelled by grotesqueness. She still did not say a word. I did the talking, reflecting back at her what I felt about her drawings. Then eventually, on the back of my language, she reclaimed her ability to speak and in tiny whispers told me what had happened.

         Three men who lived in a tower block opposite her home had taken her in. Her mother was preoccupied with the care of her sick sibling. Suzy was a cute and curious five-year-old the men found easy to entice. Over two years, this child was in their flat experiencing adult sexual activity which, in her innocence, she perceived as ‘games with special toys’.

         For me, the most striking part of the narrative was that a five-year-old had not felt able to speak about what had happened to her. No one at the school or home, no neighbour, doctor or family member knew what was happening to her as she withdrew by degrees into an angry silence.

         Child protection protocols demand that neglect or abuse, whether emotional, physical or sexual, is reported to a school’s safeguarding officers, who tell the local child protection department (social services), which in turn can involve the police. Before long, all the professionals were round a table deciding what to do with Suzy.

         I was asked to take her to a police interview. The cameras were up on the walls. Two kindly officers sat ready to question her while I went to another room to watch on closed-circuit television.

         Suzy’s little legs could not reach the floor and she was swinging and twisting them with nervousness. I recall her little white socks, neatly pulled up as if this were the one thing she could control. The interview took hours, until they decided that she could not sequence events robustly enough for the narrative to withstand the adversarial criminal justice system.

         It was obvious she did not understand the police officers. At one point they asked, ‘When the men befriended you…’ and I urged a police officer sitting with me to pass on a message to her colleagues. ‘She doesn’t understand the word befriend!’ Sure enough, she spun in confusion. When it was concluded that she was not a suitable witness, the professionals withdrew and we were left with Suzy, who had to tolerate one of the men delivering the post to her home. Despite what he had done, he remained the postman for the block. To Suzy, it was evidence of his supreme power in the face of her powerlessness. So, aged eight, she began cutting herself as a way of managing complex feelings.

         Eventually her mother and I agreed that the family had to move, and through a house swap they went to another city and I never saw her again. The three men reoffended, and as I understand it, the twelve-year-old they chose next was a suitable witness to make prosecution a success.

         This little girl stuck in my head and my heart. She was the reason I wanted children to be able to ask for help directly. I wanted a service that was not reliant on adults noticing what children needed, but enabled children to say when they could not cope.

         They were too brilliant at it. Within months we had a waiting list and had to bring in more therapists. Children were referring children to the Place2Be and the programme uncovered the under life of the school. The teachers and support staff were incredibly caring. The head of the school was visionary. But no one knew what the children did about their own lives. When we got some more money, I brought in child psychotherapists to supervise our growing number of trainees.

         If a school file described a mother as living on her own with the kids, a child would inform us otherwise. We would hear of the drunken partner and the drug dealings at home. Once, I had to laugh when a child psychotherapist, acting as clinical supervisor for a student, launched into a long, psychoanalytic interpretation about the meanings of firearms in the home. A child had spoken of a gun while playing in the doll’s house in the therapy room.

         A product of the middle classes, the supervisor had not for a second thought the child was talking about a real firearm. When we checked, the child’s father had one.

         The beginnings of the Place2Be were challenging, not because of the children but because the established structures perceived me as an impostor taking therapeutic programmes away from their clinics into the community on an unprecedented scale.

         My understanding is that meetings were held to decide how to stop me. Rather than fight them, I invited them all to be supervisors. And so we came to collaborate, with some of the best child psychotherapists overseeing the work of trainees at the Place2Be.

         
            • • •

         

         Even as a child in Iran, I was interested in the mind. When I was nine, I asked my mother why, among her thousands of books, she did not have any that explained how people think and feel. She tried to tease out of me what I was looking for, as I did not know the word ‘psychology’. I said I wanted to understand children and how their minds work. By then I was quite interested in the fact that my little brother was hyperactive. He did not pick up the atmosphere in a room, whereas I felt it intensely. My mother was partly surprised, partly bemused. She ordered a child development journal. It was called Child and Life and arrived every Wednesday. I never read a novel or a story book; what I wanted was theory about children – in fact, anything about children. The journal, which was in Farsi, began to scaffold a vocabulary for what I was observing.

         The nursery teachers at my school used to leave me in charge of the little kids at lunchtime. It is hard to imagine in modern Britain, with its strict ratios of carers to children, but there were at least seventy infants and me, just nine years old myself. I organised them into small circles of activity for the first half of the lunch break and then, in the second half, brought them together for singing, dancing and showcasing their talents: they would jump or pull faces. I felt like the conductor of an orchestra, fine-tuning the atmosphere to stop them getting bored.

         Set against this was my absolute and total cluelessness about what was going on in my own class. I could not take in academic work at all. Concepts would not stay in my head, although pictures did; I made myself copy out the text in science books in an effort to break down the themes into something I could draw. I have almost no recollection of the classroom, the teachers or my peers, because I was on another planet. It is not until I reached adulthood and had lots of assessments that I realised I can produce and communicate very sophisticated material based on observations but I cannot decode material somebody else produces unless I have ended up sitting with them, going through it and then memorising it. The child development journal was easy to comprehend because it was giving words to what I was observing, but I struggled to decode the science material in the textbooks at school until I turned them into drawings and they were internalised.

         The other kids knew I was different. I had been born more than two months premature, and was sent home to die, weighing one kilogramme, without the birth being registered. As a result, I do not know my birthday. They didn’t think it was worth putting me in an incubator. The birth had been really traumatic. I had been starving because I was on top of the placenta and it was coiled around my neck. It took more than twenty hours before I came out. A combination of these challenges and the premature birth has resulted in my having a range of health problems and learning difficulties, impacting my writing, sequencing and the processing of complex information. The worst of my learning difficulties cluster around visual processing, so I can’t coordinate to use a keyboard, and stairs look flat. As a child, I used to tumble down them regularly until I worked out it wasn’t worth it and took to sliding down the bannister on my stomach. So I try to avoid the stairs as much as possible. People have got used to me knocking into door posts because I misjudge the space. I am not allowed to drive, and I didn’t learn to tie my shoelaces or tell the time until I was twelve. This is not an exhaustive list, but it gives you a sense.

         I do have two memories from primary school. One is of a teacher, her breath smelling of alcohol, congratulating me on getting zero for my spelling test. I remember thinking it was wrong that she was happy, but at least it wasn’t minus fifty, which was where my marks would normally be. The other memory is of a boy called Babak who was vomiting violently. I worried about who was going to take care of him, as he lived in an orphanage. Was it this boy, the only child I remember from school in Iran, who made me want to open an orphanage? That was my ambition when I was nine. I told my mother that I wanted to dedicate my life to helping children. Perplexed, she looked at me with a mixture of humour and surprise, and wondered what she’d given birth to. My mother looked like a cross between Sophia Loren and Elizabeth Taylor. She was very artistic and had great flair. I don’t think she thought her daughter would be running an orphanage, but she gave me the biggest gift a mother could give her child, which was to allow me to follow my dream even though it wasn’t hers.

         My brothers used to tease me, telling me to shut up and go and run my orphanage. They also used to regularly tell their friends that I was plugged into a different socket and not to mind me. I felt great love from them and they tolerated my inability to do a whole lot of things with generosity and patience. Consequently, I didn’t develop the emotional difficulties most people acquire when they’re continuously failing to achieve in school. To my dad, I was very un-Persian. I didn’t care about convention and didn’t worry about what people thought of me. He found my emancipation baffling, but we would play chess and backgammon. The chess he won, the backgammon I won.

         As children, we were very protected. Wealthy or influential families were very worried about kidnapping, so I never stepped foot in a shop except for the newsagent’s right next to our house. I did not go to the homes of my peers, but we spent every day we had free at the sports centre my father had built. It had ice skating rinks, swimming pools, dodgem cars, a cinema, a dry ski slope and a shooting range. We used to be given passes for activities and food. Then we would run around the centre with our friends. I was very good at shooting, which served me well when I got to Peckham! But the figure skating was an ask too far.

         The Persian culture, as I perceived it, was hospitable and thought children should be cherished. All around me there was a sense of opulence and a readiness to share that with others. However, in the spirit of not offending the guests, there was a tendency to prioritise other people and in the process exercise too much compromise. So people wouldn’t always say what they were thinking, and yet they would worry what other people were thinking about them. I was a touch oblivious to it all. I would wear what I wanted and endeavoured to be kind but say it as I saw it. My mother appreciated the drop in atmosphere my honesty would often create, but my father would silently shake his head, defeated by the fact that following convention wasn’t my trip.

         When I applied in my late teens to universities in England, my writing age was seven. Every university said no except Warwick, which offered an unconditional place to read Theatre and the Dramatic Arts. The interviewers at Bristol wanted to offer a place on the English and Drama course, but were told they could not by their Senate. The university didn’t believe that I would be able to achieve academically, despite having done really well in the interviews. The other universities wouldn’t even interview me because I hadn’t managed to get a pass in English or Maths GCSE. I was touched to learn that the lecturers from Bristol who had interviewed me still remembered me three years later, and contacted Warwick to ask how I did in my degree. I got a First.

         I was so grateful to Warwick University for giving me a place. They taught me to look at people through their strengths, and not through their disabilities. It was a gift I was able to pass on to the young people in the care of Kids Company, as we encouraged them to access university despite their difficulties. Warwick were also brilliant in helping me manage my health problems. A year prior, I had ended up at the research hospital National Institute of Health in Washington because my endocrine difficulties had become complicated. I wasn’t allowed to start university and had to stay in the hospital until the doctors could work out how to manage the crisis.

         While at the hospital in America, I absorbed an important life message. I shared a room with other patients who didn’t survive their illness. Some of them had to have brain surgery, which completely changed their character. Others died. So, aged seventeen, one minute I’d be acting out the menu for a Spanish-speaking patient who didn’t understand English, giggling at my chicken and Coca-Cola imitations. The next minute, I’d see the curtain drawn round a patient’s bed, knowing that this was a sign she had died. It made me think that the bottom line is they draw a curtain round you when you’re gone. It was, while deeply sad, peculiarly liberating, because I understood that none of us are that important, but we can do important things, and there’s limited time to do them. My motto became, when worried, ‘Is it going to kill you?’ If it is going to kill you, there’s nothing you can do about it, and if it’s not going to kill you, then it’s not worth worrying about.’

         When I was seven, I had an operation. There were complications with my reaction to the anaesthetic and I nearly died. I remember experiencing what is often described by people who have had neardeath experiences as being a kind of ‘tunnel of light’ one travels through. I believe this was a key experience in helping me tune into a more spiritual dimension to life. Even though I was surrounded by people with diverse religions, I did not follow a particular faith. But I was acutely aware of energetic forces beyond concrete experiences. This in part has informed a more vocational approach in my life.

         I started regaining the ability to write more legibly in my late twenties, and by the age of thirty I could write in the opposite direction to normal, with individual letters reversed, so that the result is best read using a mirror. But I still cannot write and think at the same time and cannot decide which hand to use for writing. I can copy legibly from my own scribbles if I really concentrate.

         I cannot use a keyboard. This book reaches you via personal assistants who typed thousands of words of dictation a day into laptops. I can dictate 10,000 words in one go, in clear sentences which seem to emerge in a state of flow. But if someone clicks a pen near me, or unwraps a sweet, then I will completely forget what I have just dictated, and have to ask my PA to repeat the last line before I can resume the dictation. Until recently I was lost without my personal assistants, but voice recognition software, such as the Apple app Siri, now makes email possible even though I still can’t type documents. During the disruption of Kids Company, my needing help and therefore having personal assistants was presented as a symbol of my allegedly indulgent, luxury-seeking behaviour.

         I grew up in a sheltered environment in a wealthy family, though my life has had its share of trauma: my sister killed herself after our father was imprisoned in the Iranian Revolution in 1979. This is not the reason I work with troubled children, however. That decision came much earlier. I have not changed since childhood. I think now like I did at that age; I have just learnt more. At night, before I went to sleep, the maid used to sit with me, and I was preoccupied with how to organise her room to make a larger living space for her and her sons. I had never been inside the room, since my parents’ fear of kidnapping meant that I was not allowed anywhere without the police drivers or the cook.

         I loved abstract things: visual images, sounds and philosophical concepts. I could never understand why an abstract painting would reduce me to tears, and I didn’t feel I could really explain it to anyone else; as already I had exceeded the abnormality scale! I painted for hours on canvas, always from my imagination. The cook would go out and buy the oils and the brushes for me.

         After I won an international award for painting, the Minister of Culture advised my parents to send me abroad, as I was ‘too unusual for Iranian education’. At ten, I was sent to school in Switzerland. Two years later I could write English like a child of about five, but I passed the entrance paper for Sherborne by dictating an essay to my mother and copying her writing. I ended up in the bottom set with five other common entrance mistakes: it was obvious there was something major wrong with all of us. I was the error with a passion for learning. By the age of twelve I could read widely, even if I could not write well. I read Bertrand Russell and philosophers such as Jean-Paul Sartre, George Santayana and Karl Popper. Popper became infatuated with my mother and used to visit our flat at Lancaster Gate in London, where we lived after the Iranian Revolution. I do not claim to have understood it all, but I was trying to find a language for what I felt I understood intuitively.

         By the second year at Sherborne, I was bored. I was struggling with the school work, but I still wanted some kind of philosophical exchange. I asked to go into the senior library to find books on aesthetics. Mr Hall, who was in charge of the library, told me I was too young. I thought this was outrageous and we had an argument. What has age got to do with it?

         I was saved by the bookshop owner in the town, who used to get me books every Saturday. He was a quiet man with no small talk. But he got books he thought I would like, and when I collected them he would comment on an aspect of them. He also helped with any words I could not read. By fourteen, I was familiar with Freud and Jung. The bookshop owner never asked questions or probed. It was an intellectual exchange, and he let me choose any book I wanted.

         By this time, I could write like a primary pupil. Then I regressed and lost the ability to write altogether. I started running in the wrong direction on the lacrosse and hockey pitches. I also stopped being able to do the high jump or long jump. To this day I struggle to work out how to step over an electrical wire on the floor.

         I now realise that significant changes were taking place in my brain, making my visual processing difficulties worse, and impacting my endocrine and immune systems. By the end of secondary school, I had become very ill and had to be hospitalised for what they believed was a tumour on my adrenal glands.

         When I let in twenty goals on the lacrosse field, they realised something was wrong. An optician tested my eyes and reported back to the school that I had read the clock the wrong way round. I was sent to Macdonald Critchley at the National Hospital for Neurology and Neurosurgery in Queen Square, who thought I was joking when I could not put together the puzzle on his table. He was shocked when he realised I was serious. He stopped the IQ tests and we started talking about whether I saw people in colours, as I did with music and poetry. At the time I was surprised that he had asked me this question because my senses did seem to merge. I now realise it is called synaesthesia.

         Critchley advised the school to halt all remedial lessons and to get an extra teacher to help me learn at an intensified rate. He also contacted the examining boards so that I could sit my A-levels at Senate House in London by dictating to a secretary. The teacher brought in by Sherborne was excellent. We studied the Greek tragedies and the French philosophers, and for the first time I was happy being educated. The school became a loyal supporter of Kids Company, too: years later it give a number of our kids free places. Sherborne had the courage to adapt and gave me the support I needed to be able to realise my potential despite the difficulties I was experiencing. They encouraged my artistic life and for that I will always be grateful.

         For as long as I can remember, children and adults have told me their problems. Even strangers would open up if they sat next to me at my father’s sports centre in Iran, or at the home of one of the ambassadors who made up our social circle. At Sherborne, I noticed that the girls were depressed at weekends, so I set up the jelly club. I trekked around the school with a lunch trolley, collecting board games from all the houses before setting up a games room with jelly babies scattered on the tables. On Sunday afternoons, the girls could come to play games and eat jelly babies. I also wrote shows, as school plays at the time seemed scripted and dated. I looked at every girl’s ability – some danced, some cartwheeled; one called Sally pulled amazing faces – and wrote their talents into the shows. It reached a point where none of the girls wanted to go to lunch because they were so busy rehearsing, and the school locked me in the sanatorium to get control back.

         By the age of sixteen, I had written the model for what I believed was my future project. It would be a street-level centre to give children therapeutic use of the arts. This is why I read drama at university, as I was interested in the therapeutic use of puppetry. The model emerged as part of my remedial classes. My first remedial teacher used to make me write Bs in the births column of the newspaper and Ds in the deaths column until the letters were the right way round. I thought she was crazy and fantasised about cutting her hair net in defiance. My second remedial teacher asked me to write something that interested me, so I wrote the model. The school then entered it for an award.

         It won a prize called the Spooner Award, including £250 to put towards the project. When I started the Place2Be, I put in £250 to honour the promise. At the Hay Literary Festival in 2014, the woman who had created the award walked up to me when I was with Jon Snow, to say that I had ended up doing what I said I would.

         I was ferocious about protecting the vulnerable. At eight, I got into a fight, rolling on the asphalt with a big boy who was beating up a smaller one. As he would not listen, I wrestled him to the ground. At Sherborne, there was a girl who had been placed at the school by social services. She was the classic withdrawn, nail-biting, knuckle-chewing, crying, constantly upset little girl. When I arrived at one of the houses to find girls trying to drown her in the bath, I went crazy. First I pulled her out, then I pushed them out of the bathroom.

         The girls at Sherborne had to wash their clothes by hand in the 1970s: there was no washing machine. People brought bags of washing, usually on a Sunday, and queued to use one of the big Victorian sinks. Then they put the clothes on racks to dry, as there was no dryer either. So, as a message of protest, as the school would not listen when I kept telling them we needed washing machines, I sent out a message to all the girls.

         I said Sherborne now had washing machines and told everyone to leave their clothes in labelled bags in the prayer room next to the big hall, so that the laundry people could pick them up and put them in the new machines. Of course, the girls brought their washing. At the Sunday-night service in the hall, Miss Coulter, the head teacher, who wore silver moon boots that glinted as she stood on the stage, was astounded to discover the prayer room full of laundry bags. I was made to wash the clothes myself, by hand.

         I was also made to stand in a circle chalked on the floor of the entrance hall as punishment for my attitude to school uniform. I had painted my brown school shoes in all the colours I wear now, and stretched my jumper over a wooden chest at night to make it baggy.

         Eventually, the school bought washing machines.

         
            • • •

         

         A gold-toothed bailiff was standing outside my home with his mate. I thought they were chirpy workmen, and as I left my flat I gave them my usual cheery hello. One of them responded by asking if I was Camila, and told me that they were waiting to repossess my flat in an hour. I was stunned. 

         It transpired that my mortgage lender was taking me to court. For some reason, I had received no warning letter. But for the glinting tooth of the bailiff, it might have been too late. But the men gave me the address of the hearing and I found myself in front of a judge next to a man from Abbey National holding my file.

         The judge asked why I had not paid my mortgage. I explained that I needed the monthly payments to get the Place2Be going, because no one would listen to me until I could show that it worked.

         Everyone else in the courtroom was asked to leave. It was just the judge and me. I thought, ‘He’s going to take my flat away.’ After a long silence he said, ‘Do you realise you could lose your home?’ I said yes. He said, ‘You’ve prioritised this project over your own home.’ I confirmed this was the case. Then he asked if I was for real.

         I said I was.

         There was a silence. The judge asked everyone to come back in. By now my heart was thumping, as I thought he was about to announce that they could take my flat. Instead, he told Abbey National that I would pay them back when I was ready. Turning to me, he asked for evidence. Benita Refson, who went on to lead the Place2Be after I left, wrote to the judge to confirm that I had used the money to found the charity. I hope one day to find this judge again, because he was an amazingly far-sighted man and because of his generosity the Place2Be was allowed to thrive.

         I left the Place2Be when I thought the model I had created could carry on without me. I left them with a giant manual of how to run the project, including a document for teachers on how they would feel when the Place2Be came into their schools. It predicted that they would initially sabotage the project. They would be furious with the trainee therapists for using the tea and coffee in the staff room, and would envy the children for receiving therapy and the therapists because the children looked forward to seeing them. This used to make the teachers laugh, because it was true.

         Within a year of starting, we had sixty trainee therapists in five London schools; it was to become a national provision. Benita made a big commitment to spread the programme, which now serves 282 schools. At its heart was a structure co-created with the children and the original volunteers. We were helped by a few charitable trusts and the Department of Health, which contributed a substantial grant just before I left.

         I still remember turning up at the health department with a roll of wallpaper on which I had laid out, in multicolour felt-tips, the structure of the Place2Be and how it would work. One of the doctors present took me by surprise when she asked my trustees if they were brave enough to follow the vision I had just shared.

         When I was supervising the therapists at the Place2Be, I would hear about children’s lives. They were primary school pupils of extraordinary courage. There was the boy who would not sleep for fear that his mother, a sex worker, would be attacked by a client; the children who hid under the bed when their mother was out of control and drunk; a ten-year-old girl who could only watch as her dad battered her mum and blood dripped down the staircase. This last child would use dolls to show us what had happened and then weep at the guilt of not having intervened. Then there was the seven-year-old whose mother had died of cancer, who would carry her bag from house to house to sleep on people’s floors, knowing that she was the unwanted leftover.

         Belinda stuck in my head. Her older sister had disclosed sexual abuse; the perpetrator had wired her up to the mains in revenge and electrocuted her. I worked with Belinda after she stopped speaking because of the trauma. We went to the park and I would spin her on the roundabouts. It was as if she were looking for things that moved so that she could find some kind of movement in her voice and eventually speak.

         For these children and others, the holidays brought a sense of horror as they meant losing the protection of school as well as its guaranteed lunches. The likelihood of being hit or abused is higher during holidays, as there is no teacher to notice a bruise.

         The kids watched their peers from more stable homes walk down the road with their parents, delighting in being close. These were the children who would go back to school with lovely stories to write in their exercise books, making the vulnerable kids feel further marginalised and bereaved.

         Some children became good at faking stories of their holidays, with fictitious ice cream-fuelled trips to Disneyland or London Zoo. For them, the contrasting loneliness inside was inescapable, and this is what made me want to set up what I thought would be a holiday programme for vulnerable children, whom we would identify via their schools. We would be their beautiful play room, a project offering activities, trips and healthy food. This was the original vision for Kids Company.

         To this day, I wonder at the madness of governments in seeing that some children need state-funded school dinners without considering the unmet need during the holidays, when we know that some 3 million children suffer from food poverty.1

         We found some railway arches in Camberwell, cleaned them and created a child oasis filled with toys and art materials. I was hugely helped in the early days by Sue, who generously donated funds as well as working hard alongside me. The Abbey National man became a supporter. He came to the railway arches with Abbey National pens and notepads for the kids. My next lender knew what I did, and when Kids Company had no money, it remortgaged me quickly so that I could pay the staff. Sometimes I used credit cards and store cards to buy food and other essentials for the arches. I had developed a fantastic begging strategy. I would stand in the queue at Harrods and Hamleys with my basket of toys for our kids and ask each passing parent to buy one for us as they bought toys for their own children. I was onto a good one until Harrods marched me out.

         Of course, my oasis of calm never happened. It was invaded by a gang of adolescent boys from the local criminal networks. As the police soon put it, every child they were looking for was on Kids Company premises. One hundred boys would arrive at my new project at 3 p.m. and rampage through the place, setting fire to the curtains, gouging out the eyes of the dolls, and rolling their spliffs in defiance. They had self-referred!

         I was terrified. The psychotherapy I had learnt in the training schools of Hampstead had not prepared me for the gangs of Peckham and Brixton, armed with scorn and knives.

         
            Notes

            1 Patrick Butler, ‘School holidays leave 3 million children at risk of hunger, report says’, The Guardian, 24 April 2017, accessed 16 September 2017 at https://www.theguardian.com/society/2017/apr/24/school-holidays-leave-3-million-children-at-risk-of-hunger-report-says
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