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Sunday 14th March



Mothering Sunday


When I got to the house Daniel was sitting on the swing underneath the wild cherry.  A sad pale looking kid with sunken cheeks an unhealthy greyish pallor and dark circles underneath expressionless eyes. A sort of vague disinterested look came onto his face when he saw me. It was as if he were looking through me rather than at me.


"My mum's dead," he said, "so I can't send her a card."


He stared into my face, as if searching for a reaction. I didn't know what to say. He got off the swing and walked toward the house. "We made her a boat," he said, "I'll get it."


He came back with a boat carved out of polystyrene. He'd fitted an Action Man's outboard motor to it. He'd written a letter to his mother and filled the boat with daffodils. He planned to take it to the coast and launch it into the sea Viking style.


"That's a great boat matey," I told him, "I bet your mum's really proud of you Daniel. I bet she's looking down from heaven and sending you her love."


He either didn't hear what I'd said or chose to ignore it. I felt as if I'd failed some kind of test. He picked up his boat and walked back to the swing. He sat on it moving his legs backwards and forwards. The swing didn't move.


I asked him if he'd like a push but he shook his head.





Tuesday 16th March


As soon as I walked through the door Daniel ran up shouting my name and gave me a big hug. I sat down at the kitchen table and he jumped onto my lap, pressing his face into my chest. I felt very uncomfortable and tried to explain that it was nice that he felt so safe with the staff at Little Smiles but that it wasn't always a great idea to be so affectionate with people you've only just met. He just kept wriggling and squirming so I put him down and asked him to go and do his teeth. A shadow passed over his face but he did as I asked.


On shift with Glenda and Elizabeth. Decided that I should take Shane, the 14 year old, out for the day while they did a bit of nurturing with Daniel. We thought it would be good for him to have some time to himself to do something mumsy. Elizabeth said she'd do some baking with him.


Shane got up at 11:00. I said good morning, but he blanked me and went into the kitchen. He got a bowl of cereal and went back into the lounge, switched the TV on to MTV and turned the volume up.


"Excellent bit of blanking that matey," I told him, "totally ignoring us eh? Brilliant. Made us all feel like crap."


 He glanced away from the TV and saw that I was grinning. His lips curled, on the way to a smile, but he caught himself in time.


"I thought maybe we could go to Chilworth Castle. It's fantastic. Just like it was in the days of knights in armour. There are cannons and swords to see. We could get some chips for lunch."


He just stared at the screen, shovelling cereal into his mouth.


"Look," I said, "just let me know if you want to go." I turned to walk away.


"OK," he said without looking away from the screen.


At the castle he was all bluff and bravado, fuckin' this and fuckin' that, spitting everywhere, shouting at the top of his voice. He calmed down when I got him on his own. He enjoyed looking at the weapons in the museum.


I suggested we play hide and seek. He looked worried about being on his own and he started to get loud again, so I told him he'd never find me and ran off down one of the long corridors. I let him find me easily the first time, to reassure him. By the third game he was having a great time. We played for 2 hours. Then I took him to the chippy for lunch and we ate them on the beach. He spent another hour skimming stones.


Back at the house he played football in the garden quite happily until Daniel got back. Then it all changed. Shane immediately started teasing him, winding him up, goading Daniel into aiming a punch or a kick, and then, being much bigger and stronger, throwing him to the ground. In the end I had to stand in between them. They acted as if I wasn't there. They didn't even look at me.


We managed to get them to sit at the table for some tea. After about 5 minutes they started throwing food at each other. Elizabeth suggested I take Shane out for an hour while they tried to calm Daniel down and get him ready for bed.


Daniel overheard then threw a fit. He chucked his plate across the room. Then   his mug at the window; it missed and smashed against the wall. He was screaming at the top of his voice, "Fuck you, fuck you, fuck you."


He pushed past me and ran into the garden. I went after him. He was laughing hysterically one minute then weeping the next. I followed him around to the front of the house and tried to get hold of him but he kept dodging out of the way. He opened the door to the Little Smiles Land Rover, climbed in and locked the door.


I asked Glenda to go and get the keys from the cabinet in the sleeping in room. I tried to unlock the door but Daniel held the door handle up from the inside. He spat at the window then sat staring at me, grinning like a maniac.


I asked the ladies to go back into the house, then sat on the front step trying to ignore him, which wasn't easy because he was still shouting obscenities at me through the half opened driver's window. "You fuckin' wankin' dirty fuckin' shit. You fuckin' cunt. You fuckin' bastard."


Eventually he got bored and came out. I asked him to go and get ready for bed and it sent him off again. I stepped towards him and tried to tell him that his language was upsetting the neighbours and that if he didn't stop I'd have to get hold of him and carry him inside like a baby. He gave me a demented grin, told me to fuck off, bent down, picked up a hand full of mud from one of the flower pots and flung it into my face.


Barely able to see I made a grab for him and got hold of his arm. He dropped to the ground kicking and writhing like a thing possessed. I managed to get my hands under his armpits and started to lift him but he screamed that I was hurting him. It worked. I let go immediately and he slithered away, jumped up and ran behind the Land Rover again.


I spent a while chasing him around and around the Land Rover. He made a dash for the gate, I had a moment of panic, thinking he was going to run straight out into the lane without looking, and just managed to get hold of the back of his jumper before he made it.


I took him by the arm and half pushed half carried him back to the house. He screamed and wailed, pleading for me to let go because I was hurting him. I felt awful. I released my grip and, talking as calmly as I could, knelt down in front of him so that we were eye to eye. I kept trying to talk softly to him, to calm him down.


He spat into my face with as much force as he could muster; it was in my eyes, my ears, up my nose. I stood up and backed away wiping my face with my sleeve.


Elizabeth put her hand on my shoulder. I was shaking like a leaf. She suggested that I take Shane, who had been sitting on one of the garden chairs enjoying the show, out for a while, to get rid of the audience. I asked him if he fancied it and of course he said no. I tried talking him round, telling him how grown up we'd think he was if he helped us out, but he just smiled and stuck his fingers up. In the end I bribed him with a Chinese take away. I was pretty desperate.


 


When we got back to the house it was wrecked. Daniel had turned everything upside down, he'd kicked the kitchen cupboards in, broken all the mirrors, smashed the TV; the ladies had ended up restraining him on the ground when he started throwing knives and forks at them. They'd held him down for half an hour.


I found him in the lounge. Face down, sobbing like a baby. I sat next to him and he flung his arms around my neck weeping against my chest. I put my arms around him and hugged him tightly.


"You fuckin' hate me, you only take Shane out, it was my turn to go out, I want to go to a castle too. It was my turn, not Shane's."


He couldn't stop crying. I asked him if he'd calm down if I took him out for a drive in the car. He nodded. We drove to Tesco's playing his relaxation CD. I gave him some money to buy flowers to say sorry to Elizabeth and Glenda.


When we got back I wrapped him in his snuggle blanket and we watched some cartoons on the settee together. After he'd said goodnight to the ladies I carried him to his bedroom and told him one of the stories I'd brought from home. I gave him a foot massage and sang him a lullaby. "Hush little Danny don't say a word, coz Terry's gonna buy you a mocking bird."





Wednesday 17th March


I feel terrible about Daniel. I wonder if the whole thing yesterday really was simply down to jealousy. Maybe he just couldn't handle the fact that I'd taken Shane out instead of him. Even though his reaction was over the top maybe I should have said sorry and explained things better, told him I wanted him to have some time alone with the girls because he'd had so much trouble settling in, that I thought it might help him calm down and sleep better.





Thursday 18th March


In the kitchen doing the dishes, watching Danny out of the open window. He'd taken one of the dining room chairs outside and was standing on it chatting over the fence to one of our neighbours. I could just see the top of his head.


The neighbour turned to walk away. Daniel waited a couple of moments and then shouted, "You fuckin' tosser," before ducking down behind the fence.


Five minutes later there was a knock at the door.


"We've tried to give you lot the benefit of the doubt," he said, "but you're not off to a very good start are you?"


I apologised profusely for Daniel's language.


Later he made some cup cakes with Glenda to take around to the bloke to say sorry. I went round with him. The chap was out, but his wife let us in and gave Daniel a glass of juice.


I nodded at Dan.


"I'm very sorry missus," he said, trying to remember what we'd rehearsed, "I mean for all I know he might not be a cunt an' I 'ope he likes his fuckin' fairy cakes"





Friday 26th March


The day after the builders had finished sorting out Daniel's destruction Shane's trashed the house. I got in just after it was all over. Kev and Susan who've worked for Little Smiles up north and moved to here when the new unit opened had restrained him in the kitchen after he'd gone berserk. Kev had a little cut under his eye where Shane had caught him with his thumbnail.


Shane was in the lounge watching TV. Or trying to. Spike, a member of the pool staff from up north, was berating him for his behaviour.


I'm not keen on Spike. He's a bit gung-ho for my liking. An ex-Para who treats the kids like they're in his platoon. He doesn't put up with any nonsense, which is a good thing, because the kids like to feel safe and secure and they get that feeling when someone is in control. I just wish he'd be a little more easy going. I wish he had a bit more insight.


Shane was here for two months before Daniel and the new staff team arrived. He was on a one to one ratio with staff he knew from up north. Having a great time. It was his place. His home. He got to do more or less what he liked; loads of outward bound, camping, climbing, hiking, fishing and what have you. Under no pressure.


Then Daniel had arrived and Shane had resented it big time. He wanted him out, wanted to be the centre of attention. So he started acting up again. But instead of being told that nothing had changed, that Little Smiles were still going to care for him long term, he got told that he was slipping back into his old ways and that he'd end up blowing this placement like he has all the others.


Not being a sophisticated fella, his reaction to that has been, "Yeah well fuck you, fuck this place and fuck everything to do with it." His behaviour's deteriorated. I reckon he thinks he's already blown it so why should he try, he might as well crack on and do whatever he likes.





Saturday 27th March


Not a bad shift. On with Spike and Chris, another member of the pool staff shipped in to fill the gaps. We tried to keep the lads apart. They took Shane and I took Daniel to Marcross Point for a walk on the beach and to do some rock pooling.


After we put the kids to bed we sat in the lounge talking. Both of them have worked with Shane before in various kids' homes and secure units. Both of them reckon he's got no chance of making it here. Spike says he always blows his placements, regardless of what's tried with him. He said that he couldn't be worked with, that he opts out of everything and just tries to disrupt things for himself and everybody around him.


I tried to suggest that, given his upbringing, it was no surprise that he had trouble committing to anything. That maybe we shouldn't be getting into to his face all the time for what he's done wrong, but trying to find some way of enabling him to make a go of it.


They both shook their heads and laughed. As far as they were concerned, based on past experience, and the way he had started behaving here, he was a waste of space, nothing could be done to change that and, for Daniel's sake, the sooner he was moved out the better.


So much for a new unit and a fresh start. I can't help thinking that it's a mistake to bring in staff that have worked with him before. Particularly in placements that have fallen apart so spectacularly. I mean Spike was Shane's key worker the last time he went of the rails and ended up in a secure unit. If he's going to have a chance one of the new staff members should be his key worker.


These are just the sort of comments the staff made when I was working in the homes in the Midlands. Well, I'm determined not to let myself get drawn into all that negativity. Not like last time. I'm determined to make a go of this. I'm going to stick with it no matter how bad it gets.


I'm not going to let these kids down.





Monday 29th March


The lads off to the sea zoo with bank staff.


Team meeting.


Low moral.


Despondency rules.


Two opposing camps. Everybody concentrating on Shane. Susan, Kev, Chris


and Spike, who've all worked with him before, are adamant that it's a repetition of his old ways, that there's nothing we can do and that he should be moved out.


Elizabeth, Bill, Glenda and myself, totally freaked out by how difficult he is to control when he goes into one, I mean he's a big strong lad for people who aren't used to having to use physical restraint, still wanting to keep trying with him.


I'm fed up because I've heard it all before. There's always one kid who is identified as 'the problem.' One month it's this kid, next month another. The logic goes…look, he's kicking off all the time, damaging property, a danger to himself, and the staff, there are child protection issues, what about Daniel's safety, if we move this problem kid, the one who is out of control, the one who is being so disruptive, causing all the trouble, to a more suitable placement, for his own good, things would improve here, not only for the staff but for little Daniel too. And then, the logic goes, we could offer a placement to a child we really could work with.


And a month after the new child arrives with all its own special baggage another child gets labelled the problem.


I think we should tell Shane this is his home and we're going to see it through with him whatever he does.


I'm not sure I'm going to win the argument.





Tuesday 30th March


Blazing row with Jane after work. She's really angry that I seem to be spending more time at work than at home. And then when I get home I don't spend time with her and the kids, I just fall asleep in front of the TV. Keep telling her that once things get settled with the kids at work it'll get easier.


She didn't want me to go back to residential care in the first place.


Way I feel at the moment I think she might be right.







Thursday 1st April


Got the go-ahead from Little Smiles head office to take the lads back to our farm as an activity, provided I've got another member of staff with me so that I can protect myself against allegations.


I told Daniel I'd take him first. I asked Elizabeth to come with us. She was really up for it. I like Elizabeth a lot. She's a great lady, very refined, not short of a few bob I'd say, drives a fancy soft-top BMW, not at all the sort of person you'd expect to find working in a kids' home. No spring chicken either at 57, but her heart's well and truly in the right place.


She told me that she'd always wanted to work with children in care, 'orphans' she called them, until somebody pointed out that wasn't quite PC and kids nowadays are called 'young people.'


She used to run an antiques business in Milford. Said she'd always lived an affluent middle class life and wanted to give something back.


Danny and I were sitting in the car waiting. Elizabeth got into the back seat and he went absolutely nuts. "I ain't going with that fuckin' cow," he yelled in his broad cockney accent, smashing his fist into the dashboard, "I fuckin' hate her Terry, I fuckin' hate her. You didn't say that fuckin' bitch was comin' with us."


Elizabeth sat in the back ashen faced, flinching every time he hit the dash.


I tried, as calmly as I could, to tell him that if he wanted to come to my farm and see my animals he'd have to start behaving himself. I told him that I wanted Elizabeth to come because I wanted her to see my farm and I needed someone to help me keep him safe around the animals.


He stared at me with a look of defiance and frustration. Then hawked and spat at the windscreen. I had to suppress a smile, I thought that was a little result, a week ago he'd have gobbed in my face.


He got out of the car, started running around the driveway picking up handfuls of gravel and throwing it at the house windows. We got out of the car and he started throwing gravel at us. I asked Elizabeth to go into the house and stick the kettle on. Then followed her in closing the door behind me.


I waited in the hall.


A couple of minutes later he booted the front door. I waited. He kicked it again, harder. I opened the door. He stood there with his fists clenched, breathing heavily, staring at his feet.


"Listen matey," I said, "I'm not prepared to chase you around, I'm not going to get hold of you and drag you into the car to take you somewhere nice, to my special place, somewhere you'll have a really good time. Now, I'm not going to take you today because I need you to be able to behave before I take you to my home, but, if you apologise to Elizabeth for being so rotten to her, I'll take you to Chilworth Castle and think about taking you to my farm when you've shown me you can behave."


The tears welled up in his eyes and he started to scream obscenities again. I thought I'd push my luck, "And, you need to take a tissue and wipe that spit off the wind screen."


I shut the door slowly. He booted it half-heartedly a couple of times.


Five minutes later Elizabeth came into the office and said that he'd apologised to her. We got back into the car. He forgot about the windscreen but I let that go.


He loved castle.


It was the same as when I'd taken Shane. All puffed up and macho to start with. We went to the museum and he put his 'this is boring I don't do education' act on. But he wouldn't leave my side, he was frightened of the new experience, the laddish bravado a front. When it came down to it he was just a frightened little lad; scared of the long corridors, the walkways, the empty rooms, the high towers, the echoes and whispers.


When we played hide and seek he refused point blank to go off on his own. I encouraged him to be on a team with Elizabeth to try and get some kind of relationship going. After a while he asked if we could hide and Elizabeth seek. I found a little anti-chamber leading off from one of the main rooms in the King's Tower. As we crouched in the half-light I felt his little hand grip mine.


He behaved really well the whole time. If a little loudly. The volume is hard to cope with. It attracts a lot of attention. Everything he said was at full pitch. In the museum, "Fuckin' 'ell Terry, Oy Terry, for fuck's sake come an' 'ave a butchers at this fuckin' great chopper." You have to become inured to the tut-tuts and looks of disapproval; it's hard to damp down that over-the-top enthusiasm, hard to take those moments of excitement away from the kids.


He certainly cleared a space for us in the auditorium with his pithy and insightful comments pertaining to the audio-visual presentation on the history of medieval Britain. The screen parted to reveal a replica marble bust of the castle's founder. "Who the fuck's that cunt then Terry?" Daniel shouted at the top of his voice.





Friday 2nd April


Shane away camping for the weekend with Spike and Kev.


Took Daniel to the farm.


I pulled up at the gate leading to the yard to give him a pep talk. "Listen my little friend, " I said, "you have to remember that this is my special place OK? It's my home. My family lives here. You have to treat it with respect OK? I wont have you cursing and swearing and running riot. If you do that here I'll pick you up, put you back in the car and take you back to the house OK? And you wont come back."


I asked him if he understood. There was no response. He just kept staring out of the window.


"Daniel," I said loudly, "look into my face and tell me you understand. Because in a couple of hours when I say we've got to leave I'll be really fed up if you mess me about."


He stared at me in silence for a long time with a vacant expression on his face. Then he nodded, slowly and deliberately and with real concentration.


He was excellent.


I let him get out Sophie's new collie bitch. She loves kids and made a real fuss of him. He took her for a walk around the big field on his own, then spent half an hour throwing sticks for her while Elizabeth and I sat on the deck drinking coffee and watching him. Then he spent another hour with the dog playing in the tree house and on the swings and climbing frames.


I let him take buckets of feed out into the fields for the cattle and sheep. He took a real shine to our girls' pet duck, chasing her around the barn, picking her up and setting her down in the pond.


He loved every minute.


As a final treat I saddled up the old gelding, sat Danny on his back and walked him up and down the lane. Danny shrieked and whooped with high-pitched laughter. It was a joy to behold.


After we had some lunch I told him it was time to go. I didn't want him there when Jane and the girls got home from school. I thought that would be too much for him. And, I didn't fancy exposing them to the sort of behaviour I knew Daniel was capable of.


He groaned and shook his head when I told him we had to leave and I thought he might go into one, but I reminded him that we'd come again if he left without fuss. He got into the car.


To see the change in him at the farm was really heart-warming. He seemed to forget for a moment the awful things he's been through; to escape the dismal, traumatic and tragic world he lives in. It was as if for a little while he'd reverted to the normal, happy, carefree lad he ought to be.





Monday 5th April


Something strange happens to the kids after an outing. As soon as you get back, or sometimes in the car before getting back to the house, they start getting really hyped up. They get loud, boisterous, start to mess about in the car; fiddling with the radio, the heater, switching on the lights, the windscreen wipers, opening windows, saying strange, inappropriate and nonsensical things. Something just clicks inside them.


I can't put my finger on what it is. Maybe they're frightened about things ending. Or going back to the house. The Vicarage is pretty spooky. I'm not sure.


The thing is, if they don't want the trip to end, that's normal kid behaviour isn't it? Your own kids do that don't they? They don't want things to end so they moan and cajole too; can we do this, can we do that, just one more time please Dad.


The trouble with Danny and Shane is their response is so extreme, their behaviour so off the wall, that you have to concentrate on keeping some semblance of order rather than dealing with the underlying issue, the simple everyday thing that's prompting their mad behaviour, which may be that they just don't want the good time to end.


With hindsight you see that they don't know how to deal with things in an ordinary way; but it's really hard to try and stay focussed and dispassionate when they're trying to make you steer the car into a ditch. And by the time you've thought about it it's too late.





Saturday 10th April


Bill and I took Daniel to Lewis for the day. We took him to the aquarium then played football on the beach for an hour. We said he could have £5 to play in the arcade. He won himself a cuddly toy which he was very chuffed about.


As a last treat we said he could go into the indoor adventure playground, Tarzan's, for half an hour. He was having a great time and behaving really well. He made friends with a couple of lads and for a while you couldn't tell him apart from any other kid.
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