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AUTHOR’S NOTE

It is important to ensure that the details of some of the individuals encountered through my work (witnesses, police officers, social workers, teachers, etc.) are not set out in a manner that would enable people to recognize them. It is of course also necessary to protect the identities of children and the parents whose stories are detailed in this book. The authors have, with the exception of names that are in the public domain, protected the identities of these people by changing names and altering some background details. Those cases that are a matter of public record are reported in their original detail.


  
    
  

CHAPTER ONE

SIEGE MENTALITY

‘That’s the last time I leave you idiots in charge!’ my boss Rob yelled down the phone. Bloody hell. This was supposed to be an easy one. Practically my first job and I’d kicked off a full-blown siege and a thirty-strong lynch mob was ready to rip our suspect to pieces. I’d had better Monday mornings.

I glanced up at the windows of the council house in Hackney’s heartland. Somewhere behind the glass was our man, armed with a knife, threatening suicide. I shivered in the January drizzle as the van full of officers in riot gear pulled up. What was keeping the hostage negotiator? He’d been talking to the bloke for ages.

A white guy with a mullet was the most vocal of the growing mob. ‘Scum!’ he yelled at the house. ‘Castrate the bastard!’ About thirty neighbours and passers-by had joined him in the street. Pure hatred radiated from them to the house.

James and Simon were both giving me daggers. ‘What? It’s not my fault the guy’s a fruit loop.’ But I knew my gung-ho approach hadn’t helped. When I joined Hackney’s Child Protection Team at the end of 2001, I thought I had all of the answers to their many problems.

I was rapidly finding out that this was not the case.

The Child Protection Team (now called the Child Abuse Investigation Team or CAIT) investigates all forms of abuse (whether physical, mental, sexual or emotional) of a child by family members, extended family members, main carers, babysitters, youth workers and teachers – because in most cases of child abuse, that is exactly who’s responsible. In this case it was an uncle accused of molesting his nine-year-old nephew.

When my colleagues heard I had applied to join Child Protection they asked me, ‘What the hell are you going there for?’ It was a fair question. Nobody wanted to join the ‘Cardigan Squad’ – so-called because Child Protection officers were seen as woolly, glorified social workers that mopped up after domestics. It was the least glamorous department in the Met, a real career cul-de-sac. Ambitious officers were expected to fight drug-dealers and terrorists, the exciting big-budget departments with cool gadgets and massive, prestigious operations.

Not me. I wanted to be out on the streets, fighting crime, getting my hands dirty.

My hard-hitting approach had worked wonders at my previous posting, as a uniformed sergeant in charge of the five-man Haringey Drugs Squad. My team and I decided that the only way to return the streets to the community was to fight a war against crack. Our mission was to eliminate all one hundred crack houses in our borough in one year. It should have been impossible. But we did it. As a direct result all black-on-black killings in Haringey were halted for the following twelve months.

About six months into our marathon, we crashed into a crack house in Tottenham. By this time we were pretty much immune to the sight of prostitutes and their clients in a filthy stinking room but this time we were brought up short by a sight that absolutely stunned us – in one of the bedrooms we found two terrified kids hiding under the bed. One was six years old, the other eleven. The older child asked me if they could still go to school. Christ, I thought. What chance have they got? I made sure they were handed over to the care of Child Protection.

A few weeks later, as I took one dealer into custody, a little girl walked past me in the company of two adults – she looked terrified. I wondered what her life would be like, growing up surrounded by violence and horror. I hated the fact that, more than any other age group, drugs seemed to hurt children the most.

I didn’t know it then, but living just a few doors away was another little girl who was about to change my life.

Her name was Victoria Climbié.

From July 1999, the moment she arrived in Tottenham from the Ivory Coast, eight-year-old Victoria was tortured by her ‘aunt’ Marie Kouao and her boyfriend, Carl Manning, who believed she was possessed. To exorcize the ‘evil spirits’ she was beaten with belt buckles, bicycle chains, coat hangers and shoes. Razor blades were taken to her fingers and a hammer to her toes. She was burned with cigarettes, had boiling water poured over her and slept on a bin bag in the bath.

She died on 25 February 2000, of hypothermia, severe neglect and malnutrition. Her body had 128 injuries. According to the official inquiry that followed, a large part of the blame fell on the ‘blinding incompetence’ of Haringey social workers who missed twelve chances to save her. The police hadn’t fared much better; one officer from Haringey’s Child Protection Team decided not to visit Victoria’s home because she was worried about catching scabies.1

When the news of this reached me I was, like most, utterly stunned. I was horrified that this had happened round the corner from where we’d been closing crack houses. I’d been so close.

I wondered how on earth the Child Protection Service could have let this happen. I soon found out why. They had hardly any trained officers and no budget to speak of. I was amazed to discover that detectives investigating serious offences against children weren’t actually trained detectives. They were simply regular police officers with a job title.

Our little drug squad didn’t have any computer technology to speak of but Child Protection was supposed to be a serious department with countless cases requiring major resources. Yet their software was slow and unwieldy; it could take all day just to research four or five cases when they should have been able to do that many an hour.

Worst of all, no less than fifteen children had died in recent years in the London Borough of Haringey while in care. Nine children had died while they were either in council-run children’s homes or with council-approved foster parents or adoptive parents.2 Haringey council had also unknowingly recruited child molesters, two of whom worked as caretakers in the borough’s primary schools.3

And most worryingly, these examples weren’t restricted to Haringey – they were cropping up all over London and the UK. In one of the worst cases a mother rang social services and told them she was going to harm her two children aged eight and nine (who were already on their ‘at-risk’ register). She was ignored. The next morning she set fire to her house and both of her kids burned to death. A six-year-old girl was murdered, smothered to death after her stepfather stabbed her crack-addicted mother in the heart, killing her. In another case, a ten-week-old baby was on the child protection register when she died in agony from blood poisoning caused by severe nappy rash. She had been seen by social workers twenty-eight times in the weeks leading up to her death but was allowed to remain with her crack-addicted mother.

As I looked at the files, I realized I was staring at the faces of kids we’d ‘rescued’ from the horrors of crack cocaine. What was the point of handing them over to Child Protection Teams only for them to disappear, eventually showing up years later as crack addicts and prostitutes?

I was, like most, utterly stunned. Along with everyone else, I wondered how on earth the Met’s Child Protection Service could have let this happen. Unlike almost everyone else, I was in a position to do something about it. So, instead of accepting an offer to head up part of a major new glamorous drugs task force, I transferred to Child Protection.

I believed that the department lacked passion, had no sense of urgency – after all, something was desperately wrong if they didn’t have the money or manpower to save a little girl from being murdered while I was successfully busting all the crack houses in the neighbourhood. As far as I was concerned, they needed a boot up the arse.

But it was never going to be that straightforward.

There was no time for official training at the understaffed department, so I was magically transformed from a uniform into a detective overnight – a process which normally takes between four and seven years.

With barely enough time for a hello to the fifteen-strong team, I found myself standing on a Hackney doorstep, dressed in a suit, freezing my backside off on a wet January morning. The man inside was accused of sexually abusing his nine-year-old nephew. I knocked.

‘Fuck off! I’m not coming out,’ came the reply.

Idiot.

The sensible thing would have been for him to come out and play the game. Our chances of getting this guy locked up were slim to none. The allegation hadn’t been corroborated and his family didn’t even want to take it to court. But a complaint had been made, so the plan was to arrest and interview him in the vain hope he’d break down and confess under questioning. It was what was referred to as a ‘never to return’. In other words we bailed them, but because of the lack of evidence and willingness to prosecute from the family, they’d never be asked back.

My partners for the day were James and Simon. James was a real rarity, a lifelong detective constable, experienced in major inquiries. Like me, James had asked to come to Child Protection and was determined to make a difference. Simon had joined the squad around the same time as me. A natty dresser, he’d made a couple of million buying and selling property and came from the murder squad; his experience there would prove to be invaluable later. Many of his fellow officers wondered why he’d decided to stay in the Force, let alone sign up for the Cardigan Squad. (I for one was mortgaged to the hilt, with wife, three kids and two horses.) He jogged round the rear of the house, just in case our man made a run for it.

The plan was to nick the guy and head back to ‘Stokie’, Stoke Newington police station. Then we’d have a leisurely breakfast at the local Turkish cafe while we waited for the solicitor to show up.

Determined to have him come quietly, I turned on the charm but our suspect wouldn’t budge. We were freezing; our empty stomachs rumbled. I gave the flimsy blue door a push; it was on a piddly Yale lock. Sod it. We’re going in – Harry style.

I’d given the door a couple of warning kicks to alert him to the fact that we were about to crash through when James produced a shovel he’d found round the back and suggested we use it to prise the door open.

It worked. I held the door open while James wandered inside, me right behind him. The house was untidy but looked fairly normal, nothing that screamed ‘child molester’.

There was a ‘clunk’ from upstairs and Simon ran up. As I followed him our suspect screamed, ‘Get back!’ and suddenly Simon turned tail and bounded down the stairs towards me at top speed, screaming, ‘He’s got a knife!’ I wanted to run up and spank the idiot but Simon shoved me outside, slamming the door shut behind us.

‘Bloody hell!’ he cursed, catching his breath.

James tapped me on the back. ‘Erm . . . where did that lot come from?’

A small crowd of about fifteen people had gathered. Some of them knew or were related to our suspect and were angry at what they saw as our heavy-handedness.

A woman joined the crowd. She went up to a tall bloke with a mullet who was in the middle of chastising us and said: ‘You should let ’em ’ave ’im. He’s a bloody paedo.’

‘What?’

‘Yeah, I’ve just been talking to Jill who’d met Kieran’s mum and she told her that he’d “touched” her son; he’s a pervert!’

The mood changed as they realized their friend, neighbour and relative was a ‘monster’. People think that child molesters are fiends who abduct kids. They aren’t. They’re the nice ones, the clever ones who persuade you to invite them inside your house. They’re a father, uncle, friend, brother, the helpful neighbour, the dedicated youth worker, the schoolteacher.

Now the crowd hated him.

Oh God. Oh no, no, no. I suddenly saw where this was going. The crowd grew. And the larger it got the more people came

to see what was going on.

We put our standard tactics into place. We surrounded the house and put in cordons. I started to shiver. No coat, and no hope of breakfast thanks to this fool.

We should have been on our fourth coffee and going through the paperwork. Instead we were stood around with blue noses while the hostage negotiator tried to talk our suspected paedophile out of killing himself. I couldn’t help but cough out a bitter laugh as I wondered what the angry mob would make of that.

The negotiator tapped me on the shoulder. ‘He’s lost it. Very likely he’s going to kill himself. You should go in.’

Great.

At least I was on familiar ground here. ‘No problem,’ I told the negotiator, ‘this should be a piece of cake.’ I’d been used to facing mob-handed suspects, dealers and addicts armed with every kind of weapon, but here we had just one puny guy with a knife who only wanted to harm himself.

After a quick scout round the outside of the house, I briefed officers from the Territorial Support Group (TSG). These are the Met’s muscle; they patrol the capital in vans with six or more officers ready to rush to any incident. They formed up on the pavement and, on my signal, stormed the house, much to the excitement of the crowd.

With rising horror, I watched as the mob, who had been whipping each other up into an outraged frenzy, stormed our cordon and charged after the TSG, mullet-man at their head crying the battle-charge: ‘Get the fucking paedo!’

Just when I thought this day couldn’t get any worse.

I sprinted back to the doorway and blocked it, pushing the mullet-man back. ‘Get back! Get the fuck back! I need some help here!’ The TSG started coming back out of the house, yelling for calm. I prayed that no one was taking pictures. An image of the TSG in full body armour looking like they’re about to charge a bunch of innocent civilians would be on the front page of the Evening Standard in a flash.

‘Bastard! Kill the paedo! Castrate the bastard!’

Meanwhile, our suspect, screaming all the way, had fled for his life out of the back door, straight into the arms of the waiting TSG officers. Foolishly, he decided against surrendering; not smart – especially when the TSG know you’re armed with a knife. He disappeared underneath a wave of blue overalls and NATO helmets. After a couple of well-placed thumps, our suspect was cuffed and carried, wriggling and screaming, into the van – yet another stupid move. The baying mob darted away from the front of the house and towards the van. Luckily the TSG were able to form an immovable wall and held the hordes at bay amid much shouting for calm and the occasional wallop.

After all that, once we got back to the station all I got was a brick wall of denial.

‘Bastards!’ the suspect shouted at me, his eyes red, his voice hoarse. ‘How can you think that?! I can’t believe that you think I did it . . . whoever did this is sick.’

‘I’m not getting anywhere,’ I told Rob when I stepped outside. ‘Perhaps he is innocent, after all.’

Rob, who’d been listening in, sank back against his chair, which creaked under his massive frame. He pushed his glasses back onto his balding head. ‘No, Harry. You need to be able to pick these people apart. Within his denials are evasions; they give you something to work with, no matter how small. He was objecting to the question, answering a question with a question, saying he can’t believe – not that he didn’t do it – and uses projection: he doesn’t believe he’s sick. He thinks what he did was acceptable.’

I looked back at the suspect. He was forty-something, had a big, round face and was short and skinny. Definitely the runt of the litter.

‘Even the way they speak can tell you all you need to know,’ Rob continued. ‘Their words may sound truthful but their voice pitch may rise or perhaps they make a gesture which is out of synch with what they are saying. There are always micro-expressions of anger, no matter how hard they try and control it. Admittedly he’s good at lying but he’s been lying to his family for the last God-knows-how-many years. He’s practised for the moment when he’s caught for months, years even.’

Even with Rob’s advice, I wasn’t able to get anything more out of the suspect. As it was just his word against the kid’s, and as the family didn’t want to see him cross-examined, we had to turn our suspect loose.

He turned pale when I told him. ‘What? Back there?’ he gestured, jerking his thumb over his shoulder. ‘With that mob?’

As I escorted him out of the station, I tried to hide my grin and said, in my most reassuring voice, ‘Oh, don’t worry, I’ll be keeping a very close eye on you.’

After our dejected suspect had left to face whatever awaited him back home, we headed off to the Turkish cafe for a very belated lunch. I’d lost my appetite and poked at my food dejectedly. Rob leaned across the table and pushed his specs back on his head. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said sympathetically, ‘it’s a bit different from kicking in crack house doors, but you’ll get there.’

I wasn’t so sure.


  
    
  

CHAPTER TWO

CARDIGAN SQUAD

‘Don’t come here expecting any glory,’ Rob had told me, ‘the boys upstairs only want to know when we’ve screwed up. So we don’t screw up and they leave us alone.’ Easier said than done.

The one massive plus was that after Victoria Climbié, money was (almost) no object and we were expected to pursue the accused using every inch of the long arm of the law without thinking about cost. The problem was that apart from a few exceptionally hardy and deeply dedicated officers, no one wanted to join us and we remained extremely short-staffed and underqualified. I felt very uneasy about my sudden elevation; certain skills and knowledge were supposed to come with the title of detective and I didn’t even yet know what they were, let alone have them.

Of course, the Cardigan Squad was anything but woolly. We were operating in one of the most challenging environments the UK had to offer. Hackney, home to about 205,000 people (according to the 2001 census, but the true figure was probably higher), remains one of the most deprived areas in Europe with 47 per cent of kids living on or below the poverty line.4 There was an extreme lack of affordable housing and the Met’s own crime figures for 2000 to 2001 revealed that burglary figures were almost three times the national average, while robbery levels were an astonishing eight times higher.

Personally, I loved the area. Although I now lived with my family in a leafy part of Hertfordshire, I had cut my police teeth in Hackney, working as a beat officer. This was where the action was, where impossible challenges awaited us every day. I knew the people, criminals and local officials. I knew the make-up of almost every street, where the drugs gangs were, where the Turkish Cypriots drew their territorial lines, where the Somalis bought their khat, which schools had gang problems, and I felt totally at home.

Besides, Hackney was far from being entirely bad. Plenty of people of all colours and creeds were enjoying life there. The buoyant housing market meant that many wealthy and middleclass people had seen Hackney’s potential and had started investing in the area, which was only a few minutes’ commute from the City.

Unfortunately, Hackney also had the distinction of being the place where you were more likely to hear the sound of gunshots than anywhere else in Britain. The area running between Lower and Upper Clapton was known as ‘Murder Mile’, and shortly after I arrived murders and shootings were at their peak. Gunmen pursued their victims in broad daylight, finishing them off at point-blank range in streets packed with witnesses.

For example, on 27 March 2000, a man tried to use a stolen credit card at the Shell petrol station on Lower Clapton Road. When the attendant refused to hand it back to him, he returned with a handgun and opened fire. Fortunately, the thick glass saved the terrified attendant’s life.

Two months later, on 25 May 2000, Memet Adiguzel, thirty-seven, was shot six times in front of dozens of witnesses in broad daylight as he sat in his car in Upper Clapton Road. Three weeks after that, a man in an Afro wig shot another man waiting outside a West Indian cafe called Too Sweet, close to Lower Clapton Road. The victim survived. Five days later, Meneliek Robinson was driving his red BMW convertible along Upper Clapton Road, when a motorbike rider fired several shots through the window. Robinson staggered from the car and collapsed on the street, dying of massive blood loss. A few weeks after this, John Nugent, forty-six, was beaten unconscious by a group of men and pushed under a bus. He was pronounced dead on arrival at Homerton Hospital.

The next week . . . well, I’m sure you get the point by now. The official number of shooting incidents, beatings and knifings was high but the reality was even higher – a huge number went completely unreported. If you look at the call-out records for the ARVs (armed response vehicles), you’ll find they go to Hackney more than anywhere else. In fact, if they are at a loose end, they always hang around in Hackney because sooner or later, the call will come.

Locals were used to it and simply went about their business. Some people even brought their children to look at the police cordons. And that was the point, of course. Many of these dealers, hit-men, robbers and crack prostitutes all had families, girlfriends, wives and kids – kids that needed to be saved from that violence if they were to have a shot at a decent life. The kids most at risk lived in rough estates with aggressive, sometimes drug-addicted parents, some of whom were armed. Occasionally we’d find ourselves trying to gain access to the homes of some of London’s toughest gangsters so we could take their kids away.

And there was no shortage of cases to investigate. Several hundred kids were on our radar at any one time and I soon had twenty-two on my own list to deal with.

We had fifteen staff led by our Detective Inspector, Robert aka ‘Rob’, or the ‘Fat Controller’. He grasped my hand warmly and I immediately took a liking to him. But for the obligatory cigar and shotgun under the desk, he looked exactly like every TV show’s rough-round-the-edges, I-miss-the-mean-streets police chief. Rob was the unit’s rock, always 100 per cent behind us no matter what crap we ended up dumping on his desk. He went on to write the serious case review for Baby Peter, an indication of just how highly regarded he is.

He was always at work by 6 a.m., worked at least twelve hours, glasses pushed back on his balding head. He never wore a suit because he wanted to appear relaxed and approachable. He refused to stay in a separate office, working instead among us, right in the thick of things. As a salaried detective inspector, he didn’t have to work so hard but he couldn’t help it. It was in his blood. Rob was a totally committed and experienced detective who made sure we did absolutely everything we could to protect children. He inspired confidence and formed the bedrock of our fantastic working environment.

Our brand-new, spacious and modern offices were in Stoke Newington and weren’t bad at all. Much better than the stock cupboard that had once been Haringey Drug Squad’s office. Until recently the Child Protection Teams across London were housed in rather scruffy accommodation with poor facilities.

‘Not everything’s perfect, Harry,’ Rob said, ‘for some reason we’ve only been allocated one vehicle between fifteen of us, but,’ he added proudly, ‘the important stuff, the environment we can now offer children is second to none.’

He took me on a guided tour of the cosy flat with mini doctor’s surgery and discreet CCTV lounge where we interviewed children. The flat had its own secluded entrance to the police station, unaffected by the hustle and bustle of a busy North London nick.

Also inside this section of the building was the SOIT (Sexual Offence Investigation Trained) suite. This was where victims of serious sexual assault were taken. ‘Here’s the lounge,’ Rob said, ‘TV, DVD-player, comfy sofas and plenty of toys for all ages.’ It was just like an ordinary family lounge; no clue that you were inside one of London’s largest police stations. The decor was ten years out of date but tasteful. Decent prints on the mellow-coloured walls; the furniture looked warm and cosy. Everything was done to try and make those brave children who stepped through our door as comfortable as possible.

The interview room, very similar to the lounge, was opposite. The one difference was that it contained tiny cameras, one in each corner. These fed images to a small control room.

Interviewing children is one of the most difficult things a police officer can do and took anything from a few minutes to several hours. I had kids of my own and had already interviewed some youngsters from my drugs squad days but I wondered whether I had the skills to cope with abused kids. I was counting on Rob and the rest of the team to show me how.

‘I typically start with a gentle chat about favourite sports, TV shows and school,’ Rob told me, ‘before tackling the questions about abuse. We don’t use dolls but sometimes the kids like to write or draw.’

The two remaining rooms were the witness statement suite and the forensic medical examiner’s room. This looked similar to the nurse’s room at a GP’s surgery and was a great facility, with a very large, comfy examination table. It proved so attractive that one unknown idiot cop got too drunk down at the local boozer to stagger home and so slept on it – after urinating in the flowerpot. After that, the security arrangements were updated.

The child protection process works like this. After a teacher, doctor or concerned relative contacts social services to raise concerns about the well-being of a child, a social worker will decide whether the case comes under Section 47 of the Children Act (1989). This is the key legislative document for children and families. It places a duty on local authorities to safeguard children, and Section 47 states that a ‘Local Authority has a duty to investigate when there is reasonable cause to suspect that a child is suffering, or is likely to suffer, significant harm’.

Once an S47 is launched then we get involved and, along with all the relevant agencies, we look at the evidence and a child protection conference is held to decide whether or not the child is placed on the child protection register. This confidential list is only available to professionals, indicating that the child is at risk of significant harm and there is a plan in place to address the harm. The plan of action is decided by a Core Group, formed by various agencies, and follow-up conferences then take place at three-month, then six-month intervals to review progress. In a nutshell: ‘The child protection service is a framework of mechanisms that exist to identify significant harm, formulate actions to address harm, carry out the plan and review progress towards the objective of making a child safe as soon as possible and adjusting the plan as required to meet this goal.’5

Each London borough has a Police Child Protection team and since Victoria Climbié’s death they are controlled centrally from the Metropolitan Police’s Child Protection Command, based in Cobalt Square in South London. The big boss was Detective Chief Superintendent Peter Spindler, who, I’m pleased to say, drove forward the principles of aggressive case investigation coupled with the sensitive handling of victims.

Knowing all this made Child Protection a great place to work. We all knew that we had the full confidence of our superiors and that we would be allowed to pursue every investigative lead. As an added bonus, we knew that we also had strong support from the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS). This was thanks to Rob, who’d wisely identified that early consultation with the CPS in child protection cases is a highly effective way of helping to secure convictions. This early consultation process has since been rolled out across the UK.

We relied heavily on members of the public and professionals who worked with children such as teachers, nurses and council officials to refer cases. The main pooling point for all the information that came through Hackney at this time was Duty and Assessment at Downham Road, run by social services. Any information that came in was logged into a computer and assessed there. They then referred cases to us by fax.

When the fax arrived at Stoke Newington, it was logged and a yellow form was added. Some basic checks were made and, after a telephone discussion with social services, it was decided whether we should act together or separately. Rob had decided that at Hackney we should log our decision-making, again a wise move that has been replicated across the Metropolitan Police Service.

We scored cases according to four types of abuse (Emotional, Physical, Sexual, Neglect) and we then held a strategy discussion with caseworkers, managers and sometimes parents. This very formal but extremely dramatic process was where massive decisions were made that affected the child’s life for ever. Of course, although it sounds simple, there were always complications and sometimes serious communication and cooperation problems between most of the bodies involved in child protection.

The following quote came from an inquiry into child protection held by the London Borough of Greenwich Council, published in 1987. ‘The report of the inquiry into the circumstances surrounding the death of Kimberley Carlik in June 1986 showed clearly that no system of exchanging information among the relevant agencies existed.’ Kimberley was starved and beaten to death by her stepfather, Nigel Hall. He was given life for her murder while her mother was given twelve years for assault and cruelty. The inquiry found that her death was avoidable and concluded that four key social work and health staff in Greenwich failed to apply the necessary skill, judgement, care and communication.

Sixteen years later and another report into the murder of a child was published.

[She] was known to no less than two further housing authorities, four social services departments, two Child Protection teams of the Metropolitan Police Service, a specialist centre managed by the NSPCC and she was admitted to two different hospitals because of suspected deliberate harm. The dreadful reality was that these services knew little or nothing more about Victoria [Climbié] at the end of the process than they did when she was first referred to Ealing Social Services by the Homeless Persons’ Unit in April 1999.

Time and again, year after year, there had been far too many communication breakdowns meaning that crucial information had not been passed on, or acted on, when it had been received. Amazingly, this problem had been addressed way back in 1990, when, in an enlightened experiment, a North London Police Child Protection unit and a team of social workers were housed together in Havering. This made perfect sense to me. We would have loved to have had rapidly organized face-to-face formal and informal meetings, information exchanges, and to travel together on visits but, for whatever reason, it was judged by the powers that be as a failure and was forever forgotten.

Shortly after I’d applied to join Child Protection, I’d been on attachment with Haringey’s Child Protection Team. This was a temporary assignment designed to give me a feel for the type of work that went on in that department, to see if this was what I really wanted to do. I spent it with Ricky Budd, one of the sergeants who worked on the Victoria Climbié Inquiry. When we travelled down to the offices of the social services department, we were met by a very pleasant social worker, who explained very politely that we were not allowed inside their office and would have to stay in another area. Ricky explained that this was because one of the managers didn’t like the police! This was exactly the sort of attitude that drove me, and many others, totally nuts. We need to work together to protect kids – how could we hope to do that if we’re not even allowed in their bloody office!?

There have been at least seventy public inquiries into tragic failures in the British child protection system. Inevitably Lord Laming’s report on the murder of Victoria Climbié repeated many of their recommendations. Including his report, sixteen inquiries out of the thirty-six held since 1973 have called for improved communications among the staff and services involved in safeguarding children. The key points remain:

Lack of inter-agency communication.

Lack of multi-agency communication.

Lack of training (no time).

Lack of supervision (no time).

Unqualified social work staff undertaking complex assessments.

As far as I could tell at this early stage, many of these problems lay at the door of social services. I relished the challenge of dealing with them and looked forward to ‘communicating’ until I was blue in the face.

As we finished my tour, Rob introduced me to the rest of the team. There was millionaire Simon, the detective sergeant who joined me on the disastrous siege and who eventually became my best mate on the unit. We never grew tired of teasing him about his wage slips being ice cream money and, although he had no financial reason to stay in the police, as he said, he didn’t want to become a ‘fat useless tosser sitting in a Benidorm villa, sipping pina coladas all day’.

As we chatted, Simon suddenly looked over my shoulder. ‘Oh crap, not again,’ he said. I followed his gaze and spotted what was a basic flaw in inter-departmental communication. It sat looking distinctly out of place in our modern office. An antiquated fax machine. ‘Should’ve realized, the bloody thing’s been too quiet,’ Simon added.

Rob saw my puzzlement and explained. ‘All the referrals arrive from social services via fax. Sadly, their budget doesn’t allow for a half-decent IT system with email.’

The team gathered round the machine as it started to spew sheet after sheet of paper. Rob said: ‘The problem is that the bloody thing runs out of paper very quickly and they often jam.’

‘Then we get this after the fault’s been discovered,’ Simon added, ‘a nasty white-knuckle ride where we learn whether we should have been rescuing some poor kid half an hour ago.’

Rob went on to tell me that it was not unheard of for someone to accidentally hit redial or press a wrong digit and a child’s sad history would whirr out of a random fax machine anywhere in the UK. Unbelievably, it took until February 2009 before this antiquated system was replaced by email.

As Simon checked the referrals, Rob carried on with the rest of the intros. Craig, a detective constable, came from the streets; he had been a uniform officer in East London. He took work very seriously and was a tenacious and dedicated investigator. He felt, like many, that the change from walking the beat on a Friday afternoon in uniform to investigating child rape in a suit on Monday was a travesty but he had the courage and determination to see it through.

Patrick was also a former uniformed constable. A great storyteller, he was built like a tank, very useful when visiting some of Hackney’s rougher estates. I was delighted to see a familiar face sat next to them – Clara, the office manageress. I knew her from my days as a PC at Stoke Newington. That was perfect; I knew she would help bolster my reputation with the rest of the team. They would hear from her that I was a solid, committed cop that could be trusted. A local girl, she took no nonsense and was well respected by all. Although Rob was king, Clara kept the shop floor in order.

Part of the reason we were known as the Cardigan Squad was due to the false perception that most of our officers were female and part-time officers with their own families who zipped out the door faster than a jack-rabbit at 5 p.m. every day, with no regard for the cases they left sitting on their desks.

As far as our squad was concerned nothing could have been further from the truth. Any investigating officer in Child Protection wanting to work nine to five from Monday to Friday is in the wrong job. Lucy, a uniformed officer, was a fantastic role model and showed us how it was possible to balance home life and work – even though her son had several medical problems requiring a great deal of attention.

Lucy would never say: ‘I’ve got to be at the hospital, goodbye.’ She’d solve the issue first, saying something like: ‘I’ve got to be at hospital this afternoon, but I’ll ring the victim tonight and when I’m done I’ll write it up from my local nick.’

Lucy’s work was always done and her son kept all his appointments. I know this seems like common sense but in my experience many people don’t seem to behave as well as this in real life. Lucy didn’t need supervising, because she balanced everything and came to managers with solutions, not problems.

Another former uniformed officer was Sarah, who was the sharpest, toughest tool in the box. Again, she was the type that didn’t need supervising. Deeply passionate about her work, she always spent considerable time analysing her cases in great depth and never went home until absolutely certain everything had been done correctly. Sarah was always at the forefront of the many heated discussions and debates we had about the best way to protect a particular child. This was exactly as it should have been. She was never afraid to tell me when she thought I was wrong about something – and she was often proved to be right. I soon developed a huge respect for her and we ended up working closely together on several difficult cases.

James was the extraordinary detective who’d also joined me on the siege. He was exceptional, utterly determined to make a difference. Karl was nearing retirement and had been a uniform constable for his entire career. He’d seen it all, from the days when the police rule book collected dust from lack of use, to the politically correct, form-filled world of today. He often made it robustly clear which era he preferred. He was like a pit bull, once he got his teeth into a case he couldn’t ever let it go, a trait that some thought would be too difficult to live with in Child Protection. I thought he was just what a post-Climbié Child Protection Team needed; someone who would really push the boat out to protect children, say what he thought and who would get things done through dogged detective work – as he would later demonstrate.

And then there was me: thirty-five, six foot four, skinny as a rake with a strange resemblance to the rubber-faced Hollywood actor Jim Carrey, determined to prove that the Cardigan Squad were anything but woolly. I was on a mission to take down every last child abuser on our patch; anyone with me on their case needed to be very afraid. It was, of course, never going to be that easy. Bashing down the doors of crack houses was simple, dealing with the minds of paedophiles and child abusers, as I was about to discover, was a very different and very complicated kettle of fish indeed.


  
    
  

CHAPTER THREE

SKELETONS IN THE
CUPBOARD

So here I was, not long after nearly kicking off a full-scale riot, ready to knock on the very respectable-looking door of a suspected paedophile, the first on my very long list. I still hadn’t got used to wearing a suit on the job; it felt awkward.

Normally a ‘raid’ to me meant running at the door full pelt with a battering ram and forcing the occupants into submission. This felt far too civilized; once again I wondered whether I’d done the right thing, turning down a prestigious post on a swanky new drugs task force.

The fact that the address looked so decent had really thrown me; the immaculate front garden packed full of expensive plants; the perfect front door, statues on either side; the bay windows with original shutters.

Inside, the family were no doubt going about their morning routine. I took a breath. I was about to rip their lives apart. Within twenty-four hours the man will be jobless, friendless, possibly homeless, facing the public humiliation of being dragged through the courts for this most terrible of offences. Some kill themselves before they make it to court.

But I knew what he’d been watching. Out went any sympathy. Think of the kids. My stomach knotted, my neck muscles hardened.

Here goes . . .

A young man answered the door. He was in his late twenties, looked normal. No obvious signs of perversion (although I had no idea what I was expecting).

I introduced myself; he asked us in, offering a seat and a cuppa. ‘How can I help?’ This polite greeting made me feel even more uncomfortable. I was more used to the cold shoulder, verbal abuse or a broom handle through the letter box – I knew where I was with that, but his casual civility threw me. He looked and behaved just like one of the guys from my circle of friends: middle class, ambitious and clean living.

The house was spotless; beautiful stripped-pine floors with furniture to match. ‘Have a seat,’ he repeated as we arrived in the lounge. I just couldn’t do it; I just couldn’t sit down.

He confirmed his name. This was my suspect, so I took a breath and explained why I was there. He’d accessed child pornography on the Internet, along with 7,250 other British people whose credit card details and Internet provider addresses were uncovered by the Dallas Police Department in the United States. The colour drained from his face. He wasn’t going to deny it.

‘This is bad,’ he said. ‘My girlfriend’s upstairs, she’s pregnant.’

Oh God. That’s three lives I’m about to shatter. How am I supposed to play this? I started to say: ‘I can tell her—’

‘No! No way. I’ll do it, if you’ll let me go upstairs.’

I nodded.

She came down a couple of minutes later, ashen-faced, and asked me if she could leave. Yes, but not without a search. Luckily, Lucy was with me; she performed a quick, professional check and the man’s girlfriend left without another word, an innocent victim, her life suddenly trashed.

Our suspect, John, was carted off to Stokie, where he was interviewed. He was bailed for six months, due to a huge backlog in computer examinations. This backlog was thanks to Operation Ore, Britain’s biggest child pornography investigation, one small part of the world’s largest child pornography investigation – Operation Avalanche. In 1999, US investigators stumbled across an online child porn empire stretching across three continents, with some 250,000 subscribers and a turnover of $1.4 million a month.

The usual excuse people tried on us first was that they’d stumbled upon child porn by accident but in this case there was no question of their guilt. For those who knew how to access the portal that led them to a network of 5,700 child porn sites, owned by a company called Landslide Promotions, there was no hiding what was on offer. On the homepage there was a button that said ‘For child porn click here’. And if you clicked on that button, that’s exactly what you got (after handing over your credit card details).

Users were able to download and share pornography with other paedophiles all around the world. All the subscribers had to provide a credit card number, so once the authorities cracked the code scrambling the numbers, they started tracking down the owners of the cards – and the links that took them to Landslide Promotions’ front door. The owner of Landslide, Thomas Reedy, was found guilty of eighty-nine charges in December 2000, including sexual exploitation of minors and distribution of child porn. He was sentenced to 1,335 years in prison (reduced to 180 years on appeal).

Once the UK list was ready we had to prioritize and take out those who worked with children or worked in law enforcement. This included judges, solicitors, social workers and police officers.

This taught me a useful early lesson. Paedophiles are everywhere – they are computer programmers, truck drivers, company directors, accountants, actors, pop stars and the unemployed. They are in their twenties to seventies. They live in small council flats on problem estates and in detached houses with long drives and pools. They live on their own, with their parents, or had a loving wife and children.

They had nothing in common except for a shared set of fantasies that was for many of them their central driving force in life. They shared a bond that transcended social class, economic grouping, family background and education, and they sought each other out over the Internet. They formed clubs, secret societies with chat rooms to exchange fantasies and experiences. They were obsessive collectors of photos.

In all, 4,283 homes were searched, 3,744 people were arrested and 1,848 were charged resulting in 1,451 convictions and 493 cautions. Some 140 children were removed from suspected dangerous situations and at the time of writing over 850 investigations are still under way.

We were given the names of a new batch of people linked to Operation Ore every few weeks. There were so many requiring verification that they couldn’t all be done at once. Some of these men were the innocent victims of credit card theft and fraud but the overwhelming majority were guilty. The police unit that was supposed to go through their computers was so overwhelmed with a two-year backlog we had to use private companies, so the PC belonging to this man John was sent to a company based in Oxford.

At the next address, a 1930s semi, once again everything screamed respectability: a pint of milk on the doorstep below the 1950s door with frosted glass, which was opened by a lady in her late sixties wearing slippers. The door opened and stopped as the chainlock kicked in. She looked at me with some concern – not surprising really, I’m six feet four and don’t wear suits well. I plastered what I hoped was a friendly smile on my face, showed her my warrant and introduced myself. ‘May we come in?’

She smiled at my card. ‘I wouldn’t know what a real one looks like anyway, dear.’
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