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Dedicated to Southwark housing officers and all UK local authority officers, past and present, who have gone that extra mile to try to make a difference in their residents’ lives.

To Clive Woods, RSO and Unison steward: Rest In Peace.

To my mum and dad, your strength made me who I am today.

To all my friends who have always supported me, especially Sharon, Gillian, Patricia, Noreen and Ramatu.

And finally,

Indya, Isaac and Lloyd, your love gives me hope.






INTRODUCTION

‘So what do you do, then?’

That’s what tenants often say to me when they ask for something they can’t have: a bigger house to move into right now, a repair guy to fix their leaky pipe in the next five minutes. They don’t always understand that Southwark Council has a tight budget. It’s public money, and we have to justify every penny we spend. That’s why we sometimes have to tell them ‘no’, or explain how to apply for what they need themselves.

There’s not much sympathy for housing officers. People imagine us sitting at our desks, drinking cups of tea and plotting how to evict people. They think we’re faceless bureaucrats. Pen-pushers. But we’re nothing like that at all.

In 2019, Channel 4 made the TV show Council House Britain. It highlighted the work of Southwark Council’s housing department, and it gave us housing officers a chance to put the record straight. My colleagues and I worked with the producers and camera crew for months, sharing the challenges we face and how we try to help and support our residents. It was very exciting to take part, but just as we were wrapping up the filming, the Covid-19 pandemic turned everything upside down. Eventually, in October 2020, Council House Britain was broadcast. It felt unreal to sit in my living room and watch myself on screen, but I was really proud of what we’d achieved.

A few weeks later, I got an email asking if I would like to write this book. Straightaway I said yes. The TV programme was great, but it could only show snippets of what we housing officers actually do. I wanted to tell the bigger story – and here it is.

As I write, there’s another pandemic going on: a crisis in public housing that spreads right across the country. It’s not just my borough in south London where we have limited space to build, limited funding to use and there’s always a cry from some family in desperate need of help. In every borough, in every city, in every part of the UK, it’s no different. Housing officers work very hard to deal with the challenges that are brought to us. Too often we’d like to do more, but our hands are tied.

As well as shedding light on these problems, there’s one more reason I wanted to write this book. When I was born, my family lived in one room in south London. Later on, we moved to a house on a council estate, so I empathise with my residents and the challenges they face. I’m also very proud of where I come from. Growing up, I felt like part of a community, and I strive to keep that community spirit alive. And it really is alive. It’s just as strong as ever; I know because I’ve felt it. In the lockdowns of 2020 and 2021, it’s what kept people going.

I’m proud of my residents and the way they struggle through their situations, how they make the best of what little they have. I don’t want readers to think that all of them have – or cause – problems. Most of the tenants on my estates are living a good life. No matter what their income, they’re still proud. We’ve got kids there who go on to university, who get good jobs, who do well. Not everyone who comes from a council estate is a gang banger, whatever you might read in the newspapers.

Even when I can’t change the world, each little thing I do as a housing officer can help someone from the community I’m working in. Every tenant’s problem is serious to them, and we deal with each one to the best of our ability. Of course, we make mistakes and things go wrong sometimes, but we always try our hardest. I hope, if nothing else, that this becomes evident in the pages that follow.

Charmain Bynoe

March 2022






CHAPTER ONE ONLY WAY OUT


2002

I’m hurrying to the address in Clifton Crescent, close to the Old Kent Road. I’m running late today, but as I turn the corner, I still notice how attractive it is around here. The Georgian houses on the well-maintained green are a pretty far cry from many of the flats I’m used to visiting as a housing officer in this part of inner London.

I’m here to assess a man who’s applied to Southwark Council for a flat on the grounds of homelessness. Right now, he’s sleeping on his sister’s couch. As I knock on the front door, I straighten my clothes after my speed march and gear myself up for another routine appointment.

A young Black guy in his thirties answers the door. I give him my usual quick once-over. Visiting a person in their home always carries some degree of risk, but five years as a council housing officer have sharpened my instincts. My life experience has taught me to be wary, and this job’s made me more so. If there’s a threat to my safety, I’m quick to spot the signs.

He’s a bit rumpled and sleepy-looking. Calm. Nothing here to cause me concern.

‘Michael? Hi. How are you doing today?’

I hold out my hand but he ignores it. He doesn’t say anything. I go on.

‘I’m Charmain from the housing office. I’m here to confirm the details from your housing application.’

‘Finally!’ He sounds annoyed.

‘I’m so sorry I’m late. I had an emergency this morning,’ I say. I know that it’s important to explain – to make clear to a tenant that their time matters to you – but my apology doesn’t quite work.

‘I thought you was coming at 9.30!’ Michael says.

Now I start to notice an edge of real aggression in his voice. I’m immediately a little more alert. I smile at him, not showing my concern, keeping things friendly and relaxed.

‘I do understand it’s frustrating to wait,’ I say to him. ‘So let’s go through the form now and see if we can get your application in.’

‘I already done the form!’

‘I know you did,’ I say, ‘but I have to check your information.’

He still looks angry, but he moves back into the darkened hallway. I hesitate before I step inside. Michael is upset with the council, but I don’t see any real red flags here. I’ve had no advance warning that he might be a problem. There are no signs of substance abuse, no seriously threatening behaviour. His assessment will only take five minutes.

Calculating risk like this is just a part of my job. We housing officers find ourselves faced with drug addicts, gang members, situations of domestic violence, or just frustrated and angry people who feel they’ve been kept waiting far too long. One Southwark officer was chased across an estate by a bunch of men with knives. Another was stabbed in the hand in an altercation. In the local authority next door, a colleague was shot – and thankfully not seriously hurt. He’d been conducting what should have been a simple eviction of a man who wouldn’t pay his rent.

So we know we’re in harm’s way, but safety in the workplace in 2002 might just be a note on the cover of a file: ‘Do not visit alone’ or ‘No female officer to visit’. It’s better than nothing, but in an emergency or a rushed situation, a warning like that can get missed – and today I’m in a rush. I should have been here two hours ago. But I got called to an emergency that is still not fully sorted. Now I’m trying to make up for lost time. Perhaps that’s why I miss the warning signs I should have seen. My assessment of the situation isn’t up to the mark.

‘Come in, then,’ Michael says to me.

My training is to always stay behind him so that at all times I can easily turn back and reach the door. But now he holds the door open and I automatically step inside. As he follows me into the kitchen, I instantly realise I’ve made a big mistake. There’s no other door in this room – I’ve let him get between me and my only way out. Experience tells me that my best bet to keep things under control is professional confidence. I’m holding a copy of the housing application form that we will go over together and I glance down at it, eager to get the visit done.

‘So, Michael. You were living with your mother but she asked you to leave in…’ – I turn the form over – ‘…in November 2001. Is that correct?’ I ask him.

While I’m talking, I’m taking in the details of the kitchen. That’s another skill I’ve picked up on the job – the ability to suss out someone’s living situation without staring or asking too many questions. I see at once that it’s a family room, welcoming and warm. There are breakfast dishes waiting to be washed up in the sink. There’s a pile of clean tea towels folded on the side. Children’s drawings and a star chart for good behaviour are taped to the fridge.

‘My ma was on my case,’ mutters Michael. ‘Always on at me to get a job. It ain’t that easy!’

‘No, it’s certainly not. So you moved to this property belonging to your sister?’

‘Yeah. When can I get my own place?’

‘First I have to check that you qualify,’ I explain to him. ‘That’s what this visit is for.’

He doesn’t respond. As we stand there, I’m becoming more and more aware of the silence around us. I realise uneasily that there’s no one else here.

‘Is your sister at work?’ I ask him, making sure.

‘Yeah. Early shift. The kids are at school.’

My heart plummets, but I carry on. ‘Three kids. So there are five of you. Where do you sleep?’

Instead of answering, he glares at me suspiciously. ‘Why you askin’ all these questions?’

‘It’s my job to assess your living situation,’ I tell him. I notice that he’s becoming more agitated, starting to breathe heavily.

‘I sleep through there. On the sofa.’ He jerks his head towards the hall. Seeing an opportunity to escape from the kitchen, I ask as casually as I can manage, ‘Can you please show me?’

‘What you want me to show you for?’ His voice drops to a growl. ‘You work for the council! You know what the sitting room’s like!’

I understand how all these questions must sound to him, so I try to explain.

‘I have to check how many people sleep here,’ I say. ‘If this place is overcrowded, it will help you get a flat of your own.’

But Michael is still glaring. ‘It’s a waste of time!’ he mutters. What’s bothering me most now are his hands. They’ve started clenching and unclenching at his sides. If I’m too assertive, I think to myself, then he might get really nasty. I look for a way to take the aggro out of this situation.

‘Okay,’ I say quickly, ‘we’ll check that in a minute. You’ve been staying here for five months. Is there anywhere else you could go? Friend’s place, maybe?’

‘Nah! I told ya! I need my own flat! When—’

‘Michael, I promise, we’ll do this as quickly as we can. I just need to confirm the information that’s on the form. Can you please show me your original documents? Your birth certificate and passport number?’

‘My sister done the form! She got all the papers and she filled it out!’ The housing application form is lengthy and detailed. Michael’s sister must be busy with her job and her family, I think to myself. If she did all that, she really wants her brother to leave.

‘You seen my forms! You know I need a flat!’ He’s shouting now, squeezing his hands into fists.

Unfortunately there are important reasons for these checks, so I am going to have to insist. We’ve recently received a number of housing applications using false identities. Fraudsters have been looking up the birth certificates of children who’ve died, then using their details to claim benefits.

‘Michael, it’s important that we follow the procedure here. I need to confirm a few things.’

He narrows his eyes, then bangs his fist down on the sink. The metallic crack is sudden and very loud. I make an effort not to flinch. I realise that I’m extremely unsafe, just one mistake away from this situation getting out of hand. ‘For fuck’s sake!’ He’s really angry now. ‘What’s your problem? Why you givin’ me grief?’

I do have one bit of personal protection. A few weeks ago, all Southwark’s housing officers were given personal alarms. They’re little silver boxes with a pin release – pull the pin and your eardrums are blasted by a siren. I wonder for a moment whether I should use it, but I’m not sure how it’s meant to help me get away from a perilous situation like this one.

Perhaps if I threw the box at Michael, he’d go down like a sack of potatoes and I could jump over him and run. Nah, that’s not going to work… The thought’s just a product of the flood of adrenaline that’s racing through my body.

‘When – can – I – get – a – fuckin’ – flat?’ Michael demands through gritted teeth.

I keep my voice level. ‘It’s a bit long-winded, I get that. But I’m afraid this is how the application system works.’

‘So how much longer?’

‘I don’t have a computer in front of me,’ I say, ‘so I’m afraid I can’t tell you right now.’ I’m edging towards the kitchen door as I’m speaking. Unfortunately, Michael’s noticed this. He sticks out his foot and kicks the door shut. It’s an unusual response I know, but when anyone tries to intimidate me, I can feel myself getting angry. I ain’t showing I’m shitting it right now, I think to myself. You are not going to look in my eyes and see fear.

I draw myself up to my full height and say, ‘Why are you standing in front of the door, Michael?’

‘You got a problem with that?’

‘Yes, I do.’ I speak the words firmly. ‘You are stopping me from leaving.’

‘I just wanna know how long it’s going to be with my flat!’

I’ve dealt with scary, out-of-control people before. If he sees that he’s intimidating me, this situation will get worse. I give him a smile, making an effort at normality. ‘So before I can tell you,’ I say, ‘I need to go back to my office and put your details into the computer.’

‘Well, that’s not good enough!’ he yells into my face.

‘I’m going back to the office now,’ I tell him. ‘We’ll have to finish this another day.’

‘Nah! You’re not leavin’!’

‘Yes, I am, Michael.’

He slams his fist against the sink once again, using much more force this time. A scary amount of force. ‘You’re not leavin’ ’til you give me an answer!’

I don’t know what to do. I’m trapped inside the flat with an angry, unpredictable applicant, with no way of contacting anyone. For the first time since I started this job, I’m in danger. Real danger. Welcome to the life of a housing officer.






CHAPTER TWO YOU’RE LEGAL, BABY!


Our reception desk at Southwark Council’s housing office in Meeting House Lane is always packed and busy. This desk is where our frontline team deals with everyone who walks in through the door – all our residents’ requests, their problems and crises: everything from leaky radiators and noise complaints to domestic violence and serious anti-social behaviour. There’s always a named duty officer and named duty rent officer available in the building for them to refer cases, but it’s the customer care officers on the desk who work out what to do and who to get in touch with. There are often dramas here; staff have to deal with people venting and they take on a whole lot of issues.

Our interview rooms are all along one side, with walls of coloured glass to make the whole place feel brighter and less stressful. Keeping aggro levels down is the intention but it doesn’t always work, so there are panic buttons underneath each table and CCTV is always watching. Our reception desk has already been raised to discourage irate residents from trying to climb over it, and a visitor once brought a car battery along with him and threw it against a glass door. Fortunately for us, the glass was shatterproof. A security shutter has been installed on the desk, but it comes down rather slowly. Once, while it was being lowered, someone gave it a kick and now it sticks halfway.

A couple of years ago, Gloria, a young mum at the end of her tether caring for her three kids in a one-bedroom flat, arrived here with her children and a bag full of nappies, toys and snacks. Silently she placed them and all their kit in the waiting area, then she turned round and left. The customer care officer that day, Kaarima, instantly realised that this was an emergency.

‘Charmain!’ she called. I was standing behind the desk, finishing dealing with another resident’s query. I heard the urgency in Kaarima’s voice. ‘That woman,’ she pointed. ‘Can you get her, quick? Can you stop her leaving?’

I looked up and saw Gloria heading out through the sliding glass doors into Meeting House Lane. I could also see her pram in the waiting area, its net underneath stuffed full of carrier bags. Her baby son was sleeping in the seat but her two daughters, one a toddler and the other about four, were holding onto the handlebars, looking really confused and anxious in this noisy environment.

I’d met Gloria before and I knew that she wasn’t coping well with her situation. My heart went out to her struggles as a single mum on a low income, suffering all the stress of sharing a one-bed flat with three tiny children. Their dad wasn’t part of her family unit and it’s not always possible to ask a man for help, even if you’d like him to take responsibility for his kids. Gloria didn’t want him around and there had to be a reason. We didn’t pry into it but, for all we knew, their relationship could be abusive.

But Gloria just wasn’t helping herself. She’d got into rent arrears, so although she badly needed a transfer to a bigger property for her three under-fives, she couldn’t have one yet because no one who’s behind on their rent can be given a larger place by the council. The last time I saw her, I’d told her that she had to make a payment plan for her arrears and stick to it. We’d make sure the amount was affordable, and then she could be offered a larger property. Until she did that, though, we couldn’t help her.

But I could see she wasn’t listening. Each time I mentioned her rent arrears and how to pay them, she just switched off. She’d come in to see us twice in the past few weeks to chase up her transfer request, but still didn’t seem to understand why she couldn’t get one. It’s really hard to help someone who just won’t engage with what you’re telling them.

‘Gloria!’ I ran after her, outside into Meeting House Lane. ‘Gloria! Stop!’

As I caught up with her, I grabbed her arm. I was shocked by the blank look of exhaustion on her face. ‘Gloria, what d’you think you’re doing?’

She stared at me.

‘Gloria. Look. You can’t leave your kids here. Whatever the problem is, we can sort it out. But you’ve got to come back inside.’

‘Nah.’ Her voice was very low. ‘I can’t do nothin’ more. You have ’em.’

I didn’t think she wanted to leave her kids at all – this was just her desperate cry for help. She was completely at the end of her tether.

‘Gloria—’

‘I can’t stay in that place,’ she told me flatly. ‘I’ve had enough. I got no space. I got damp. I got no room to breathe.’

I knew I had to get her back inside. ‘Gloria, I know how you feel. We can find a way to help you. But—’

‘And how long that take?’

‘I’m afraid I can’t tell you exactly. Let’s not talk about it here on the pavement. Let’s sit down inside.’

‘Charmain, these kids ain’t gettin’ smaller! They gettin’ bigger!’

‘I understand,’ I said. ‘I get how stressful it is for you. But—’

‘So you gotta house ’em! I can’t do it!’ Gloria was shaking her head adamantly.

‘Listen to me,’ I said. ‘Really listen. You mustn’t leave them here. If you do, I will have to call Social Services. It will count as abandonment.’

This time she heard me. She looked completely shocked.

‘Abandonment?’ she said.

‘Yes. I won’t have any choice. It’s the law. I will have to report it. You might have to go to court to get them back.’

‘But I can’t go on like this!’ Gloria cried. ‘I can’t. Not every single minute, every single day. My kids need better than this. How would you like it in a one-bedroom flat?’ She shook her head and clenched her hands together in distress. Passers-by were starting to glance at us.

‘I understand,’ I said. ‘I can imagine how you feel. Kids just take over, don’t they? There’s no room for you.’

Once she knew that I got it, that I understood the way she was feeling, she seemed to become a little calmer. She stood there looking totally defeated. When I reached out to gently guide her by the elbow, she walked back inside. Kaarima had already taken the kids away into our play area along with their buggy and the bags, and I could see her distracting them with games so that they wouldn’t notice that their mother was in crisis. They were giggling and playing peekaboo. At least they seemed okay.

Gloria sat down. The dazed, blank look had begun to leave her face. Suddenly she burst into tears and cried for twenty minutes. I fetched her some tea then just sat there alongside her. It gave me a chance to think about finding a solution to her problems, but there was no use saying anything until she could listen.

‘I wouldn’t abandon them!’ she finally managed to say.

‘Of course not. You’re a good mum. They’re well looked-after, they’re well-fed – you’re doing a great job.’

Following our procedures, we did manage to find a solution for Gloria. We referred her to a charity that could award grants to buy clothes and necessities for her children. They also gave her help with her debts. Then we solved a problem she was having with her housing benefit, and the backdated benefit payments cleared her rent arrears. Gloria and her children were living in a property that was counted as overcrowded, so we completed a statutory overcrowding proforma for her. That in turn made her a higher priority for transfer, and she could move within six months. But that was back then; nowadays, her wait for help would be far, far longer.

So, in a way, her extreme actions worked. She was given the chance to make a fresh start. But she’d stepped out on a precipice, just seconds away from losing her children. Although I felt relieved that we had managed to help her, I was terrified just thinking about it.



2003

The first time I meet Pleasant, it’s just routine: I’m doing a quick tenancy check. Everyone’s at home and they seem like a nice little family. There’s gruff Samuel in his mid forties; shy, polite Pleasant, at least twenty years younger than her husband; their five-year-old son Isaac and baby daughter Ama. I notice that Samuel does the talking while his wife seems slightly wary. But the house is well kept and the children are happy. I don’t have any cause for concern.

The second time I meet Pleasant, Samuel is under arrest. He has battered her so severely that her eyeball has been dislodged from its socket.

The police phone me early one morning to tell me that Pleasant’s in hospital. Little Isaac ran and banged on a neighbour’s door in the middle of the night screaming for help – a really brave thing for such a young child to do. Their neighbours were already awake because of the sounds of a fight – and it wasn’t the first one they’d heard between the couple. The wife rang 999 while the husband went round to intervene. He found the kids hysterical, the kitchen table smashed to bits, blood splatters on the walls and Pleasant almost unconscious on the floor. Samuel was extremely intimidating, ordering the man to leave and yelling that this had nothing to do with him, but the horrified neighbour refused to go. Then the police arrived and Samuel was arrested.

When anything like this happens to one of my tenants, I go over what I’ve seen and what I’ve done again and again in my mind. Should I have spotted that something was wrong when I visited? Were there signs of abuse? Was Pleasant’s little son too well-behaved? Too quiet? Did he seem frightened of his father? Should I have seen that his mother was being intimidated? It’s awful to think that I might have missed a chance to protect a vulnerable woman.

Social Services step in quickly to arrange emergency fostering. Then, after a few days, friends from Pleasant’s church who know the children well agree to take them. That gives Pleasant some peace of mind. But she’s still scared of Samuel – terrified that he’ll be released from custody and come looking for her.

It’s the early 2000s and domestic violence isn’t treated quite as seriously as it would be today. But there’s been such extreme force used in this case that Samuel hasn’t been charged with battering his wife, but with grievous bodily harm. With a charge of GBH, he’s held in prison on remand.

We always contact the charity Women’s Aid in cases like these. They can provide emergency refuge if it’s needed, plus specialist counselling not just for the woman who has suffered the abuse, but also for her children. Women’s Aid gives legal advice too: they put survivors in touch with solicitors who are experienced in family and housing law and assign a case worker to each woman.

Pleasant’s new social worker phones me quickly. She’s completely on the ball, and asks me all about Pleasant’s legal position in her council house. I’ve checked already: right now, the place is in Samuel’s name only. I explain to the social worker that this can be changed: Pleasant and Samuel are married, and that gives her an automatic right to half the tenancy.

‘Great,’ the social worker replies, ‘so Women’s Aid will get started on that. But right now, Pleasant’s so frightened of everything, it’s hard to get her to talk.’

‘When the Non-Molestation Order’s in place,’ I say, ‘surely that will help?’

The Non-Molestation Order will set limits that Pleasant’s solicitor can request. It will specify that Samuel can’t be within a certain distance of her, or of her home. Women’s Aid will act as her advocates to make sure that she gets what she needs.

‘Yeah, I think so,’ the social worker says. ‘I’ll see her and explain how it works. What she needs to know is that even if they do let him out, he can’t go near her.’



It’s a warm May afternoon in Meeting House Lane, and things seem pretty quiet. I can’t believe it’s going to stay that way. Then I see Mr Youd at the enquiry counter. He’s a tenant from the Cloister estate, a very small, slight man with short black hair and a permanently worried expression on his face, as though he’s waiting for the sky to fall in. He’s always scratching his head as though he’s deep in thought. Behind him in the queue are a man in his fifties and a woman holding the hand of a fidgeting toddler. They’re both shifting from foot to foot in that restless way that tells me they’ve been waiting for a pretty long time. I can’t say I’m surprised: whenever Mr Youd comes in to speak to us, the same thing seems to happen.

Kaarima’s at the desk, trying to deal with him. She catches my eye and I can see she’s pretty stressed. I walk over to the counter and stand next to Mr Youd. ‘So please can you tell me when is my appointment?’ he’s asking her. Kaarima gives him a reassuring smile.

‘Next Tuesday, Mr Youd, like I said. At half past two. Somebody will—’

‘Please can you write it down for me?’

‘I’ll do that straightaway, Mr Youd.’

Kaarima picks up a slip of paper from the counter and writes down the date and time.

‘And they will deal with my repairs?’ he asks her anxiously.

‘Yes, Mr Youd, they will. Now if you could please just stand to the side—’

‘But have you written it down?’ Mr Youd enquires.

‘Well,’ says Kaarima patiently, ‘I don’t need to, you see. When I make a booking, the computer records it automatically.’

The older guy in the line behind is getting tired of waiting. He lets out a huge, noisy sigh. Mr Youd glances nervously over his shoulder.

‘Did the computer record the right time?’ Mr Youd asks.

‘I’m sure it did, Mr Youd. It works really well.’

‘But please can you check?’

I really admire Kaarima’s patience, given the amount of work she has to do. But I decide that I need to intervene. ‘Hello, Mr Youd,’ I say to him. ‘How are you doing? Is everything okay?’ He jumps when I speak, then looks at me worriedly.

‘Hello, Charmain! I’m just checking that – I need to check that my appointment time is—’

‘That’s fine. We can certainly check for you. But can you stand over here while our staff serve other customers, please?’

Kaarima smiles at me gratefully. As Mr Youd shuffles along the desk, she apologises to the older guy for keeping him waiting.

‘Charmain! I need to check the time of my home visit!’ Mr Youd tells me. He sounds panicky – and that’s exactly how he feels. He has obsessive-compulsive disorder, and one of his symptoms is this continual checking. He goes over everything we tell him again and again until he’s quite worn out. He’s a sweet and well-meaning man and I’ve never heard him say anything that isn’t respectful and polite. But his visits to the enquiry counter rob the customer care team of their will to live.

‘So I just heard Kaarima tell you that your appointment is 2.30 next Tuesday,’ I tell him, as reassuringly as I possibly can.

‘Well, yes. But can you check?’

‘I’m sure it’s right, Mr Youd. She won’t have got it wrong.’

He wrings his hands in anxiety.

‘Please can you check?’ he asks again. It’s really sad to see him going round and round again in loops of such dreadful anxiety.

‘Okay,’ I say, ‘Just wait a moment.’ I step around behind the counter and scan the appointments schedule on one of the screens. ‘Yep – that’s definitely the right time, Mr Youd. Please don’t worry any more. You’ve got the right information. It’s all fine. Why don’t you go back home now?’

‘Yes. Yes.’ He nods uncertainly. ‘I – I will. I’ll go home. I definitely will.’ He turns away from the counter. I still stand and wait. A few seconds later, he’s back.

‘It’s okay, Mr Youd,’ I say again. ‘Your appointment is booked.’

‘Right.’ He nods. He seems all right for a moment, then panic flickers across his face.

‘Definitely?’ he asks me.

‘Really, definitely.’

Reluctantly he walks towards the exit.

‘Thanks, Charmain,’ Kaarima says to me.

‘Don’t thank me yet,’ I tell her. ‘I don’t think this is over.’

I head towards the door into the stairwell to go back up to my office, but before I’ve got halfway, I hear Mr Youd’s voice once again. He’s shuffled anxiously back up to the counter.

‘I’m sorry – um – sorry – this won’t take a minute – uh – can I just check – um – what time is my repairs appointment next week, please?’

The older guy in the queue has been served now, but the woman with the toddler is still waiting. She’s not looking happy. Her little daughter is dragging on her arm and beginning to whine. This time it’s Anthony, the other adviser on duty, who’s speaking to Mr Youd.

‘Your appointment is fine,’ Anthony tells him firmly. ‘It’s all booked. Somebody will definitely come around to see you.’

But Mr Youd looks distraught. He twists his hands together. ‘But – but – please can you check that the computer has—?’

‘Mate, you’ve been seen,’ the woman with the toddler tells him sharply. ‘It’s my turn now.’

I don’t want an argument to start at the counter, so I walk back over to them. Anthony is yet again writing down the time of Mr Youd’s appointment on another piece of paper.

‘Mr Youd,’ I say to him, ‘it’s okay. It’s all done. You can go now. The staff need to deal with other people.’

‘But—’

‘Honestly. It’s fine. Your appointment is fine.’

This time, Mr Youd actually leaves the building. Just for a moment, the counter is quiet. The moment he’s out of sight, I say to Kaarima and Anthony: ‘Come with me!’

‘Come where?’

‘Come in the back office! Quick – we need you out of sight. He’ll be back in a minute.’

Anthony gets it right away. Kaarima hesitates.

‘If you stay standing here,’ I say to her, ‘he’s never going to stop coming back. He’ll still be here in an hour. I know it seems mean, but none of this is helping him at all. All it’s doing is making him more and more upset. He’ll feel better when he can get away from here, but as long as we keep answering his questions, he’ll be stuck.’

‘Okay, then.’ Kaarima nods in agreement, and the three of us dodge quickly into the back office. There’s a glass panel in its door.

‘We’ll just have to stay here ’til he leaves,’ I tell them firmly. Mr Youd is an unwell and vulnerable man, but his obsessive-compulsive disorder is making him almost impossible to deal with.

Sure enough, two minutes later, a quick peer through the glass panel shows him coming back yet again into Reception. He’s clutching the slips of paper that Kaarima and Anthony have written on. He stops at the empty desk and looks anxiously up and down. We all keep out of sight.

‘I’m going to report this to his social worker,’ I tell Kaarima and Anthony. ‘I think the poor guy needs more support with his OCD.’

‘He does, Charmain. He really does.’

A minute later, Kaarima decides to risk a second peep. Finally, Mr Youd has left. But I know he’ll be back another day. I wish that this vulnerable tenant could find some peace of mind. Unfortunately, however, we know that his endlessly circling anxieties are bound to bring him back to us.



Once Pleasant gets out of hospital, she comes to see me at the office. Her face is still a mess and there’s a gauze pad covering her eye. Her cheekbone is broken and her face is badly swollen. But although she’s bruised and gashed, she’s been lucky that her eyesight has been saved. Isaac’s back at school and baby Ama is with her, fast asleep in her pram. I feel really relieved.

But she’s still terribly on edge. She speaks softly as she nervously answers my questions. I hear about how she came to London from Ivory Coast after Samuel’s family put pressure on him to get married. Their families arranged for them to meet, they got on well and he told her relatives that he’d help her to get an education. That was just what Pleasant wanted, and she put her trust in him. But when they got to England, she found she was alone. Her family couldn’t afford to come and check up on her. She wasn’t sure how things worked in this country, so she went along with everything Samuel said. His promises about her education didn’t amount to much and pretty soon she was pregnant. Since then, her family has taken up all her time.

It was during her first pregnancy that things began to change. Samuel became very controlling, wanting everything to be a certain way. Pleasant tried to do as he was telling her, but he flew into rages if she didn’t follow his exact instructions.

‘When did he first act so angry?’ I ask her gently.

She sighs. She’s thinking hard. When she answers, her voice is low and flat. ‘I can’t tell you when it started, Charmain. I don’t know.’

I understand what she means. I get it. Before I started working for Southwark Council, I was a project officer in a domestic violence refuge for over a year. It was a crash course for me, and I’ve never forgotten the women who lived there or their stories. I’ve had close friends, too, who’ve been through something like this. And one thing I’ve learned is that violence doesn’t just start out of the blue. There isn’t a big turning point, or a day when someone suddenly hurts you very badly. Domestic abuse is a gradual thing, almost like a kind of grooming. Without you realising what’s happening, the abuser drip-feeds you into their control. Then, once you’re ingrained in the relationship, the nastiness happens.

Pleasant’s been brought up in a traditional way. She doesn’t question the head of her household. Samuel has taken advantage of that. I try to take down the details of what happened on the day that he was arrested, but Pleasant can’t pinpoint what started the argument that led to his violence.

‘He just came home angry,’ she tells me. ‘I don’t know why he was. He’s like that.’ She can’t get to the memory. Perhaps she’s blanked it out. I remember that he injured her head – that might have something to do with it as well. ‘I shouldn’t even be talking to you now,’ Pleasant says anxiously.

‘Is that what Samuel told you?’

She bites her lip.

‘It’s – the problem is – I – the – the UK authorities…’ Her voice peters out.

‘Did he tell you that the police would take the children away if you reported him?’ I ask.

‘He told me what is British law,’ she replies simply.

‘What exactly did he say was the law?’ I ask her. There’s a very long silence.

‘He said – he says – I – I am not legal here!’ Pleasant tells me at last. She clasps her hands together tightly and looks really afraid.

‘What do you mean – you’re not legal?’

‘I shouldn’t b-be in England.’ She stammers as she speaks. ‘He t-told me I’m an illegal im-immigrant. So I have to stay quiet. N-not draw attention to myself. If the – the authorities find me, they will s-send me back to Ivory Coast. But – but Isaac and Ama, they are English – they were b-born here. They have different passports from mine. He told me this! If I was sent back, they would have to stay.’

Samuel’s told her so many lies. It’s as though he has been holding her hostage, using the children as his weapons. I feel so immensely angry that it’s hard not to show it. But right now, my anger won’t help Pleasant. It’s my knowledge of housing law and my practical help that she needs.

‘Pleasant,’ I say. I look straight into her face. ‘I promise you that what Samuel said isn’t true. You are married to a British citizen. That means you have rights. We need to look through your documents. The papers are in your house, right?’

I see her hesitating. Samuel’s had her believing for so many years that she’s just one step away from being thrown out of the country. He’s made sure that she hides away from everyone. And Pleasant also sees me as authority – a frightening authority that might take her kids from her. It’s going to take some time before she trusts me.

‘I understand this is very difficult for you,’ I say to her. ‘But next time you come to see me, could you bring the papers with you?’

‘Ummm… they’re in his briefcase,’ she tells me. Her voice drops to a whisper. ‘At least – I th-think that’s where they are. But, Charmain – I c-can’t go in his case. I can’t touch it. He never, ever lets me.’

Even though she knows that he’s in prison, it’s as though Samuel’s still listening somewhere. I see how completely she’s internalised his power. He doesn’t even need to be present to force her to obey him.

‘Yes, you can, Pleasant,’ I say to her. ‘He’s not here. You can decide what you should do. He can’t stop you.’



When Pleasant can’t find the key to Samuel’s briefcase, she breaks into it. When she tells me what she’s done, I’m really impressed by her bravery. Somewhere inside this stammering, frightened girl is a steely young woman. At her next appointment, she hands me the open case.

‘I h-hope he never finds out about this, Charmain.’

I look straight at her. ‘Babes,’ I tell her firmly, ‘remember: he’s not here.’

Pleasant takes a deep breath and nods.

‘So,’ I say, ‘you are giving me permission to look through these documents?’ It’s important that we follow this procedure legally, stating that Pleasant is okay with what I’m doing.

‘I give you permission, Charmain.’

I start looking through the case. It’s all in good order, with passports and legal documents in files. Samuel has organised his paperwork well – it’s just a shame he never told his wife what she needed to know. The children’s passports are British and Pleasant’s is Ivorian. Then I spot what I’m looking for. I knew it had to be here. It’s a letter from the IND, the Immigration and Nationality Directorate. I quickly read it through.

‘Pleasant,’ I ask her, ‘do you remember going with Samuel to the big immigration office down in Croydon?’

She nods.

‘You had an interview there?’

‘Yes…’ She looks doubtful.

‘Do you remember what questions they asked you?’

She shakes her head.

‘No, I’m sorry. It was – it was hard. Samuel was there and I – I was worried that – I didn’t want to give the wrong answer.’

She’s been so afraid of making her husband angry that she’s gone through this whole legal process without really understanding what’s happening to her. ‘Well,’ I say to her, and I can feel my face breaking into a grin, ‘well – did you know that you have indefinite leave to remain in Britain?’

‘What?’ Pleasant looks completely shocked.

‘Indefinite leave to remain.’ I point to the words. She flicks her one uncovered eye across the document, too fast to really read it.

‘It’s right here, Pleasant. You’re legal, baby!’

‘Really?’ she asks me.

‘Yes, really!’

And then her eyes light up. There’s so much relief in her face. Although she’s only in her twenties, I suddenly see how the fear and stress she’s been living through have aged her. She looks so young and free. At last, she giggles. It’s the first time I’ve ever seen her smile. Just for a minute, we properly laugh together.

‘Oh my God, Pleasant!’ I say to her. ‘The world’s your oyster now, hon! You can do anything you want! We can get your name on the tenancy for your house. Then it will be just yours. And did your social worker tell you about the Non-Molestation Order?’

‘Y-yes, yes, she did. I think I understand.’

‘You’ll have to go to court – Women’s Aid will help you with that. The police will back you up. There’s lots of evidence against Samuel. Once you’ve got the order, he won’t be able to come near you or your house, or contact you, or get anyone he knows to contact you. He’ll have to leave you alone.’

Pleasant hesitates. ‘He’ll have to?’ she says softly. Again I see the shadow that falls across her face. I can tell just by the tone of those few words how completely her husband has ruled her life with fear. As far as she’s concerned, he’s in charge. She can’t imagine that anybody could make him do anything.

‘Pleasant, Samuel is hopefully going to prison,’ I tell her. ‘When he comes out, the Non Molestation Order can be renewed. The police will keep you informed about it.’

I can see how much she wants to believe this. For the first time, there might be some hope.

‘Pleasant, we’ll help you. Please trust me. You can make your house into a safe home now – just for you and Isaac and Ama. Your new life starts right here.’






CHAPTER THREE CUCKOOS


2017

‘There’s bad stuff going on in this building,’ my tenant tells me.

My ears prick up. I’ve heard about some problems in Stonewall House, but up until now there’s been no one who will go on the record. The tenant who’s ringing me today is being very brave – it’s scary to report what you know when there are criminals involved. People worry about what will happen if they find out it was you who grassed them. He sounds pretty stressed out and I’m not at all surprised.

‘Thanks so much for getting in touch,’ I say to him. As I listen, I’m starting to make notes. ‘It means we can do something to help. Can you please tell me what you’ve seen?’

‘So – erm – there’s ladies – er – sex workers in one of the flats here. Definitely. I seen guys hanging round on the staircase all hours of the night. They’re dealin’ in there too.’

‘Do you know which flat they’re using?’

‘Other side of the building to me, third floor. And, um…’ He hesitates. ‘Yeah, now they’re workin’ in the garden as well.’

‘The sex workers are doing business in the garden?’

‘Well, they’re using the dustbin cupboard. Two girls in there together.’

‘Really?’ I’ve seen some things in my time, but I do find this surprising. The dustbin cupboard isn’t the most fragrant place.

I contact my manager Denise and tell her what I’ve heard. It turns out that she was just about to raise this problem with me. ‘Yes,’ she tells me, ‘I drove by late on Monday night and I could see a load of men lined up outside the bin cupboard. No prizes for guessing what was going on.’
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