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    FOREWORD




    When Baby X was published in January 2009, the reaction took me completely by surprise. Within a couple of weeks it was in the bestseller lists and to my continued amazement it remained there for some months.




    The reaction was also evident in my inbox. Emails started arriving from all over the UK, some from people working in child protection (especially social workers) and many more from adults who had been abused when they were children.




    Many of the social workers who got in touch said that they felt – quite rightly – that their profession has been given a raw deal in the media in recent years. A series of high-profile cases has seen the blame quickly thrown at those on the front line, who were often suspended before being sacked. It was only some years later, upon the completion of serious case reviews (most of which are never made public), that they were exonerated. All too often, blame for the failures we see in child protection reaches much further than one individual.




    I hope this book goes some way towards showing what it’s really like for front-line social workers in child protection, the good and the bad, and helps to explain why we, as a first-world, twenty-first-century society, are still letting down some of the most vulnerable members of our community.




    To all those who wrote to me with their own personal stories of being abused, I was deeply moved by every single message I received. Your stories revealed much bravery and courage. Others made me smile as you described how you had gone on to find happiness and satisfaction in life, despite suffering horrendously as children. It was also eye-opening for me, for although I have dealt with many historical cases of child abuse, many stories revealed deep thoughts and feelings I had not heard before.




    The young children I dealt with rarely understood what had happened to them. They had no knowledge of sexual abuse and so found it very difficult to put their experiences into words. It was heartbreaking to hear them try. They were so innocent, so honest, as they struggled to express themselves – after all, they can’t make up stories about something they know nothing about.




    Very often, until someone notices something is wrong, children suffer in silence. They experience very strong feelings: fear, depression, guilt, shame, confusion, helplessness and despair. As those who wrote to me have made abundantly clear, adult survivors of childhood abuse are able to describe these thoughts and feelings, as well as fully understand the actions of adults who abused them.




    Reading your innermost thoughts has been an honour and privilege and has widened my understanding tremendously. Where I have tried to help, I hope my assistance has proved useful and I hope this book, which many of you asked for, encourages more people to come forward to talk about their experiences.




    Do keep writing to me. You are not alone; child abuse is a huge problem, much bigger than most people realise. It is possible to survive and find meaning and happiness in your life and there are many people who are ready and willing to help you.




    This book, which describes a truly incredible year in the life of Hackney Child Protection, is dedicated to all the little victims – young and old – and to all those social workers, past and present, who have done an extraordinary job protecting the most vulnerable people in our society.




    Harry Keeble


    harrykeeble@btinternet.com








  



    

       

    




    CHAPTER ONE




    A YEAR IN THE LIFE




    ‘Hi, John, I’m Harry.’




    ‘Fuck off! Just fuck off!’




    Easier said than done when you’re stood on the roof of a building six floors up – actually make that a crumbling Victorian building with nothing but a suspiciously crooked chimney pot for company – oh and I was perched on a tiny handkerchief-sized piece of flat roof, a drop in front of me, a long sheer drop to the left, right and behind.




    A stiff breeze whistled at my back. I held on to the pot a little more tightly. Ten yards away, John, fifteen years old, six feet tall and very angry, was crouched behind a raised part of the roof.




    A voice shouted behind me from an open window. It was the care home manager. ‘Harry, the negotiator’s arrived!’




    Thank God for that.




    First thing that January morning, John had gone AWOL from the children’s home – for the third time in seven days. He was what we call a ‘regular misper’ (as in missing person) and even though these things are usually a waste of police time, of course we have to go through the routine of responding to the form faxed to us from the children’s home.




    John, whose face was a familiar sight to many of Hackney’s finest, had been quickly spotted in the high street by two constables. Instead of surrendering, he took off and they gave, well, I wouldn’t exactly call it a ‘chase’, more like a ‘follow’. It’s not the same athletic pursuit you would associate with chasing a burglar over back-garden fences or someone running from a stolen car.




    John jogged along, the two police officers not too far behind, grateful that they weren’t being forced into a frantic chase – besides, running with all the gear they carry these days is a lot trickier than it looks.




    To their relief, John headed back towards the children’s home and straight to his room. ‘Good lad,’ they thought as they climbed the stairs, huffing and puffing from the mild exertion.




    Even better, John didn’t lock his door or barricade himself in. ‘Crikey, what a good boy,’ the officers thought, ‘he really has “read the script”. Just a few words and then we can write off his umpteenth missing person report, be on our way and solve some proper crimes.’




    One of the cops gently pushed the door ajar.




    ‘Oh bugger,’ he said.




    No John.




    The window was open. He peered out of the window to see John hopping across the roof, climbing over chimney pots, surrounded by six storeys of air. He reached for his radio.




    Standard police tactics came into force. A cordon was quickly put in place around the building, closing streets, attracting a lot of attention and sucking up Hackney’s precious police resources.




    Once all the necessary officers and cars were deployed around the block, any member of the public calling the police station about burglary or shoplifting would be told: ‘We’re very sorry, we’re dealing with a serious incident, we’ll get to you as soon as we can, please be patient.’




    One car would be left to deal with emergencies while the rest of Hackney’s uniformed police officers spent the rest of the day getting stiff necks, reporting any rooftop activity to those in charge.




    Lucky me, I was the one who picked up the Child Protection bat-phone. I was on the scene in a few minutes. I found Adam, the manager, a tired, unhealthy-looking man with pale skin. He had all the physical signs I associate with stressful jobs that don’t allow for a private life or exercise.




    Adam’s job certainly involved a great deal of time at his desk. On a shelf in his office were two ring folders bulging with statutory regulations and policies. One contained forty-seven separate procedures, ranging from how to deal with bullying, discrimination and substance abuse, to what to do if a child tries to make contact with a member of staff once they have left (although this advice runs to several pages it can be summarised as ‘Don’t’).




    Staff are expected to keep three simultaneous daily logs. The first is a handwritten diary noting the movement of staff and children in and out of the home; no Tipp-Ex corrections are allowed and all unused parts of pages must be crossed through and initialled. The second is a 24/7 record of the children’s activities, registering, for instance, if a child gets up for a glass of water in the night. The third is an individual log compiled each day for each child, noting their movements and behaviour. All these logs and diaries must be stored for a minimum of seventy-five years – partly in case a child makes an allegation of abuse against a care worker. There are so many files like these that they’re kept in a special storage unit in a disused salt mine in Kent.




    It’s very easy to end up puzzling over why people like Adam are drawn into this line of work. It’s certainly not for the pay. There’s no one to register their successes and pat them on the back, no commendations hanging on the wall: ‘For rescuing Annette, aged fourteen, from prostitution’ or ‘For freeing Dominic, aged sixteen, from the horrors of crack cocaine’.




    The only reward for people like Adam is the belief that they’ve made a difference. For some this fades over the years, as does the effort they put in and the distance between them and the children only increases and with it the sense of failure.




    As Adam and I climbed the stairs, I told him that he did an amazing job. I was aware of the fact that the cops all too often blame places like care homes for failing to control these troublesome teenagers. I was also aware that if Adam lost hope, then the kids would lose a vital safety barrier between them and a life of misery and despair.




    ‘Has John been suicidal before?’




    ‘No, not at all.’




    ‘Depressed?’




    ‘No. He’s extremely boisterous; he just wants attention. I’ve had a few wrestling matches with him before when he’s tried to get the entire home up in arms.’




    ‘Has he been in care long?’




    ‘Since he was ten.’




    ‘Parents?’




    ‘His father’s halfway through a long prison sentence for GBH. His mother last visited him three years ago. She’s more concerned where the next can of strong cider’s coming from.’




    ‘Right.’ Here was a fifteen-year-old boy, starved of his parents’ love, desperate for the gap to be filled. The various carers did their best, and they helped him survive but there was no way they were ever going to fill that hole.




    It’s hard for the police to stay objective with kids like John. John’s first introduction to the law was when he had been caught shoplifting. All the officers saw was an aggressive and rude acne-ridden teenager in a cheap tracksuit calling them ‘wankers’ and telling them to ‘fuck off’ – not the best of starts to any relationship. But of course, in John’s case, his behaviour was the symptom of many tragedies. He didn’t choose this life, he didn’t want to become a pain in the arse, but shoplifting, running away and staying out all night was all he had.




    It seemed as though everyone but the care home manager had had enough of John. ‘John’s been diagnosed with everything,’ Adam told me, ‘given every possible excuse; things like “school refusal disorder” and “oppositional defiant syndrome”.’ (To you and me that’s rebellious behaviour to cops, teachers and social workers.)




    ‘I’m starting to think he’s got “corporal punishment seeking disorder”,’ Adam continued, ‘he just wants someone to take control and push him in the right direction, although God knows which way that would be. He’d probably make a good cop,’ he said with a smile. ‘Seriously,’ he continued. ‘He looks and sounds like a monster but if you spend enough time with him, you get to see a chink of light now and then, a real interest in what’s going on around him and a natural savvy you can’t teach. And his vocabulary’s much better than anyone else’s in here. He’s just had the worst possible start in life. How does the poem go?’




    I knew it well. ‘“They fuck you up, your mum and dad . . .”’




    ‘That’s the one. Larkin, isn’t it?’




    It was very hard for most people to see John as emotionally vulnerable. It didn’t help that he was six feet tall and looked like he could quite easily box middleweight at Olympic level.




    Beat cops don’t have time to get behind the facade, they have to deal with what they see going on in front of them to stop crimes being committed and that often means arresting, handcuffing and imprisoning the offender. This wasn’t exactly the best therapy for someone like John, who had the loneliness of an orphan and the anger of a young man betrayed and unloved by those who should have cared more than anybody else. Now all he had was constant reminders – thanks to TV programmes and adverts – of what he didn’t have, what everyone else takes for granted: a family.




    Those programmes and ads twisted like a knife in John’s heart; loving mums and doting dads were a cruel fiction to him. He never got to see a version of his father on TV, the father who came home drunk and high, who slapped his own flesh and blood around for half an hour or so, and who called him a ‘useless little cunt who will amount to a pile of fuck all’.




    As the first hour came and went, John steadily became – to the police, care home workers and the people who were stuck in traffic jams thanks to the roadblocks – a selfish nuisance. Everyone, including me, just wanted him off the roof and back at the home, and then we could all get on with the rest of our days and leave the staff to it – until the next time of course.




    Mainstream cops have no time for attention-seekers. They spend their days charging around Hackney giving emergency first aid to young people with gunshot and stab wounds, tending to victims of muggings, robberies, arson, rape and murder. People like John ‘waste police time’. The problem is that it’s people like John who need more time than anyone else. If we spend the time on him now then there’s less chance we’ll have to rush to a future crime scene of John’s making. After all, it’s young lads like John whose short intense lives full of rage and frustration end in a hail of bullets or in a cold flash of steel.




    Armed with an emotional snapshot of his life and hence totally out of my depth, I foolishly decided to engage. I clambered out of the window and onto the roof and, walking on all fours with all the speed and grace of a tortoise, I managed to get up to the apex. Gingerly resting my hands on a beautiful but wonky Victorian chimney pot, I manoeuvred myself onto a small section of flat roof about ten square feet, probably someone’s en suite below.




    I’ve got a bad feeling about this, I thought, as I tried not to think about crashing through the old roof into someone’s bathroom.




    Trying not to shake, I looked over the roof to see John poke his head over a parapet about ten yards away. He spotted me.




    ‘Fuck off!’ He disappeared again.




    A lot of people are going to have stiff necks by the end of today, I thought, as I looked down and saw dozens of locals looking up and shielding their eyes from the sun. The eyes of Hackney were upon me.




    ‘Great,’ I muttered, ‘just great.’




    My mouth was dry. I should have had something hot to drink before coming up here. Although the sun was out, the January wind was freezing. What a start to the year, to the first day back after the holidays, Christmas pudding barely digested and here I was playing silly buggers on an icy roof.




    The roof was constructed of flat dormers and steep tiled sections and John was quite happily jumping from one to the other like a mountain goat. I eased myself down onto another tiny flat square and stood up.




    ‘John?’ I called out hopefully.




    ‘Fuck off, copper.’




    ‘Why don’t you come inside? It’s dangerous out here.’




    ‘No way.’




    ‘Look, you’re not in trouble with the cops, OK? Just come inside.’




    ‘I’m not coming back in. I hate it in there. It’s full of idiots telling me what to do. I just want to do my own thing, so fuck off.’




    I turned around at the sound of a soft ‘Hey!’ It was the hostage negotiator who was now clinging to another chimney pot just a few yards from a window that opened onto the roof.




    ‘He doesn’t want to engage, so good luck,’ I said quietly. ‘I’ll keep you company just in case.’




    The negotiator nodded and tried to get John’s attention. John ignored him and continued to amuse himself by hopping from one part of the roof to another.




    I missed my crack dealers. You knew exactly where you were with a crack dealer. They dealt drugs, I arrested them; occasionally we had a good old punch-up but that was pretty much it.




    I never knew what was coming next in Hackney’s Child Protection Team. I had to admit that this was part of the attraction and part of what made me want to sign up but it was at times like these that I looked back on my crack-house raiding days with rose-tinted spectacles.




    Working in child protection is one of the most challenging fields there is. The team investigates all forms of abuse (whether physical, mental, sexual, as well as kidnappings) carried out against a child by family members, extended family members, main carers, babysitters, youth workers and school workers – because in most cases of child abuse, that is exactly who’s responsible.




    In Hackney, cases arrive by the truckload each week, covering everything from rape to ritual abuse, from allegations of assault and/or inappropriate sexual behaviour made against teachers (about 900 in the UK last year, 79 of which led to criminal investigations)1 to unacceptable behaviour from doctors, from paedophiles stalking schools to runaway kids on rooftops.




    ‘I’m having no joy here,’ the negotiator said twenty minutes later. ‘I think we’d better let boredom and hunger do its work.’




    After a long and tedious hour, I started to get the feeling that John was looking for a way to get past us. I stood up and looked behind me. The neighbouring building was but a short hop away – albeit over a sheer drop. If John made it, it was part of a large square of buildings and he would probably be able to lose us by escaping inside, or start a brand-new rooftop situation. I had visions of helicopters, fire engines, giant trampolines and enormous cordons spreading through the borough. As far as attention-seeking went, this was right at the top of the chart and would be more than enough to keep him on the roof for the rest of the day and into the night without any dinner. It didn’t bear thinking about. Besides that, I had plenty of urgent referrals sitting on my desk. I wanted this over and done with.




    I got myself into a position where I could spring forward and tackle John before he could dodge past me. This was not something I wanted to do at all but I hoped that seeing I was ready for him would be enough to put him off. I’m six feet five and thirteen stone. With my arms wide open on this tiny square of roof it would take someone with the devilish skills of Maradona to get past me.




    However, this new activity did not go unnoticed by those below and I thought I could hear some yells of encouragement, whether for me, John or for us both I had no idea. I glanced down. This was a part of the world where kids saw crime scene cordons on a daily basis and thought they were entertainment. I could see kids John’s age with phones pointing up at us. I was today’s live show.




    I soon realised that they were encouraging John to jump. Great, I thought, that’s all we need. I really hoped John wasn’t able to hear. If he did jump, and they were confronted with the horrific physical and emotional consequences of their actions (if a jumper lands feet first then the thighbone tends to travel through the body and out of the shoulder), then I bet they would soon be screaming and crying. Cowards. I watched with relief as the cops below removed them. Off they went. Good riddance.




    I turned back to face John and started to wonder if I had been a bit premature, getting myself into a position where I could capture him. John wasn’t suicidal; he wasn’t literally on the edge and about to jump, so why take the risk?




    Just then John jumped and landed on the flat piece of roof right in front of me with a thud.




    Oh Christ.




    If we fell over the ledge where he’d just come from then the four-foot drop would leave us bruised, but fine. Anywhere else and we were dead.




    My body tensed as John edged towards me, looking for a way past. I took a breath, tensed and prepared to give him the biggest, most desperate bear hug of his life.




    Suddenly a voice behind me yelled: ‘Don’t do it, Sarge!’




    It was the negotiator. What the hell? That wasn’t part of the plan! John saw my hesitation, seized the moment, leapt and elbowed past me and onto the other part of the roof. I felt myself teeter back and as my heart leapt I waved my arms in rapid circles, clawing through the air for what felt like an eternity to bring myself gradually back upright. It was probably just a second or two but it was enough time for my life to flash before my eyes. I sat down, swore, got my breath back and looked up.




    John was ten feet away and smiling at me. He’d got past me. He’d beaten the cops, outplayed us all day long; this was a great victory for him. Now all he had to do was leap a five-feet gap and it would be helicopters and trampolines all night long.




    Instead of making a run for the other building, however, John walked confidently back to the window where the negotiator was sitting, and climbed inside – of his own free will. This victory had been enough. I looked at the negotiator. He raised his arms in a shrug as if to say ‘Whaddya know?’ and disappeared inside after him.




    I was simply relieved to be alive. And at least we’d got John down before the fire engines and helicopters drew the TV cameras. I climbed in and started to head downstairs. My phone rang. It was Rob, my avuncular boss.




    ‘Harry, what’s the point of you having a job phone if you don’t answer it? Where on earth have you got to?’




    Damn. I’d left my phone in my jacket pocket, inside the building. ‘Well, I—’




    ‘Never mind, get yourself down to the Hackney Downs estate. Craig will meet you.’




    Rob gave me the address as I jogged downstairs and into the street.




    ‘And a Happy New Year to you to,’ I muttered to myself.




    Yes, another day in the life of Hackney Child Protection was well and truly under way.








  



    

       

    




    CHAPTER TWO




    HACKNEY’S ROSE




    Hackney is one of the most demanding areas to police in the UK. About 225,000 people (according to a 2007 study) are packed into this small borough. Forty-seven per cent of kids live on or below the poverty line. Burglary figures are almost three times the national average, while robbery levels are an astonishing eight times higher.2




    Personally, I loved the area and the people in it. 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 in the early nineties. This was where the action was, where impossible challenges awaited us every day. Here, there was no regeneration, thank goodness – it was a happy mess. Old was swallowed by new all right, but with a bargain basement entrepreneurial air.




    I passed by officers who were rolling up crime scene tape and opening the cordon and jogged past tagged steel shutters, teenagers in the purple school uniform of Bridge Academy queuing outside a corner shop – ‘Ownly 1 Shcoolchild at Time’ read the memorable warning. I passed a bus shelter full of kids. Someone had scrawled ‘Hackney Girl run tings’ in thick black marker over the timetable. Some of them had faces and expressions older than their years. God knows there were enough risks for kids in Hackney without the dangers that came from those closest to them.




    It’s an intense place to live; never silent, the cries of a thousand languages echo through the borough and every kind of road vehicle roars, coughs and splutters over speed humps and dodges the traffic-calming twists and turns near the high street before becoming mired in East London’s larger arteries. Pedestrians ignore every single piece of road safety advice; no one waits for the green man here. Like me they’re all in a hurry to get somewhere that’s important to them, whether they’re criminals, local town hall officials or the underground artists overflowing out of fashionable Shoreditch and into the cheaper Hackney side of Bethnal Green Road.




    A man in trendy black skin-tight jeans was passing a man coming out of a mosque dressed head to toe in white. Next to the mosque was a Baptist church. Turkish Cypriot cafes line the high street and I passed a procession of Kurds protesting about the treatment of their people in Kurdistan. At any moment I could be called to deal with someone from any one of those groups.




    As a cop, I also knew Hackney’s dark side, its shadowlands; I knew which gangs dealt which drugs on which streets, where the Turkish Cypriots drew their territorial lines to the north, where the Somalis bought their khat, which schools had the worst gang problems.




    Hackney is packed full of contradictions; the crime-free Jewish area of Stamford Hill sits right next to Clapton’s infamous Murder Mile. The rich live beside the poor; million-pound houses, way above the average price for London, sit squarely just a couple of streets away from some of London’s most deprived council estates, infamous warrens of deprivation.




    The borough is only a few minutes’ commute from the City and for many the risks and inconveniences are outweighed by the potential return on a property development. Rich people abuse children too and we were often called to the posh homes as well as the council flats.




    As I walked along Downs Park Road I passed massive ancient trees shading a burned-out Fiat, the black of the fire long faded to brown. The road was badly potholed. For some reason, some of Hackney’s streets were as smooth as glass while on others you could kiss your car’s suspension goodbye.




    These contradictions are largely thanks to its people. About a third of the population of Hackney were born outside the UK. It meant we saw every kind of possible abuse that’s ever been recorded and some which hasn’t. For example, we were the first to come across ritual abuse of children who had been declared witches by their community.




    It’s not easy being a criminal in Hackney. There’s a lot of competition here, whichever field you enter. Hackney also has the unfortunate distinction of being the place where you are more likely to hear the sound of gunshots than anywhere else in Britain. But it’s not the ‘general public’ that are being shot. It’s the teenage underclass. Gang members open fire on one another, not over money or drugs, but mainly over ‘respect’. Kids join gangs for security and for prestige. That surge of well-being they get from believing that they are part of something and are valued is a false one. All too often they don’t realise it until they are staring up at a paramedic’s face.




    These were the kids we often tried to rescue. Damaged children often turn to gangs because they don’t get affection at home. They’ve often suffered abuse from their parents. Many criminals, whether hit men, robbers or crack prostitutes, had families: girlfriends, wives and kids – kids that needed to be saved from 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.




    I jogged into the Downs Park estate and found Craig waiting for me by the lift. It looked like a bomb had gone off inside. And it stank like a week-old corpse.




    ‘Stairs it is then,’ I said.




    Young Craig and I began our five-floor ascent and were soon breathing heavily, sucking in the smells of breakfasts from every continent on the globe, tinged with the unpleasant tang of ammonia. Gang graffiti covered every other wall. Criminals had set up shop in estate stairwells to evade the CCTV cameras recently installed on the estates. Nobody had thought to put cameras in the stairwells. Instead of driving crime out, the cameras had pushed it closer to people’s front doors.




    As we climbed, Craig told me that the fax had rolled in from social services earlier that morning. A neighbour had reported the sounds of several screaming children coming from the flat throughout the week.




    ‘Great way to start the New Year, eh, Harry?’ Craig huffed, his breath steaming in the cold air, as we arrived at the door. I smiled grimly and didn’t mention my early morning rooftop adventure.




    I’d known Craig for a couple of years. He’d arrived at Hackney’s Child Protection Team some time before me, when it was a poorly funded department in desperate need of more officers to cope with the never-ending demand. He was in his late twenties and had one of those youthful faces that often led people to make comments about policemen getting younger and led criminals into a false sense of security, thinking that they could pull the wool over his young eyes. Despite his baby face, Craig was a seven-year veteran of child protection and took his work very seriously. He was a tenacious and dedicated investigator.




    The need for detectives was so great that Craig had gone from walking his Hackney beat on a Friday afternoon in uniform to investigating child rape in a suit on Monday. It was a daunting prospect (it usually took about four to seven years to become a detective) but fortunately Craig had the courage and determination to see it through.




    I’d found my rapid transformation from uniformed sergeant to besuited detective equally unsettling but at the same time I’d been excited by the prospect. I’d come to Hackney from the neighbouring borough of Haringey, where I’d led a five-man drugs squad on a non-stop war on crack. We’d had a lot of success, closing a hundred crack houses of all shapes and sizes in just twelve months. At the end of the year I was asked if I wanted to join a glamorous new anti-drugs task force.




    I turned it down in favour of Child Protection. Why? Because of the children and crack babies I’d seen in the crack houses. And because eight-year-old Victoria Climbié had been tortured to death a few streets away from where I’d been raiding drug dens. I hated the fact that it was the children who suffered most from the drugs trade; I felt the police were letting them down – these kids were the most vulnerable members of our society, after all.




    To make certain, I was given the opportunity to spend some time at a North London Child Protection office, in a sort of ‘suck it and see’ experiment. It was known amongst the more macho police circles as the ‘Cardigan Squad’ and had a low status; its officers were seen as the ‘poor cousins’ or ‘Cinderellas’ of the Met. They had hardly any trained officers and no budget to speak of. Our little drugs squad didn’t have any computer technology but Child Protection was supposed to be a serious department with countless cases requiring major resources. Yet the 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.




    I was amazed to discover that officers investigating serious offences against children weren’t actually trained detectives. They were simply regular police officers with a job title. As I studied the files, I realised 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’d come to Hackney Child Protection thinking that the department needed a good boot up the backside. This illusion was soon dispelled by the dedicated team who worked on some of the most complex cases I’d ever seen. I was out of my depth quite soon.




    That I’d stuck with it was thanks to my colleagues, but none more so than our boss, Rob, who took the time to steer me through some really tough investigations. Not many people have the stomach, heart and mind for what we do – the demands of interviewing paedophiles and their victims as well as studying thousands of photos and hours of films of child porn, searching for clues that could rescue the children trapped in the nightmare world of those videos, is not something that most people can do without suffering psychologically.




    There was no response to my loud policeman’s ‘I mean business’ knock on the door, so I repeated it, this time with considerably more force.




    Silence. Except, listening carefully with my ear to the door, I could make out the sounds of thumping and children shrieking from somewhere in the flat.




    God, what the hell’s going on here? I thought. I was about to upgrade my knock to my size-ten boot when the door cracked open and an African woman peered out at us.




    I flashed my warrant card. ‘Hi there, police, may we come in please?’ It wasn’t really a question, we were going in no matter what, but I always liked to keep things as friendly and polite as possible.




    The woman, who was wearing a large bright orange and red dress and hat to match, frowned and said nothing. Slowly, reluctantly, she swung the door open.




    It was a three-bedroom council flat with good-sized rooms and in a few seconds Craig and I were surrounded by children who poured into the hallway. They quickly filled every available space, yelling at the top of their voices.




    ‘What the . . .?’ Craig said as we stared at one another open-mouthed at the sheer volume of children.




    The kids, who were still coming into the hall from all directions, all seemed to be laughing. It was a very surreal moment. The woman, who was still frowning, said nothing and led us down the hall into the lounge.




    I couldn’t see any signs of abuse. The flat was clean, so were the kids, several of whom were in nappies – which I noted were all unsoiled. Often I would come across kids in yellowing nappies so full the elastic had been stretched. They’d look at me, crying their eyes out, while their mum clung on to her can of strong cider. Although they’ll never remember it in later years, this pain blights their early life. Toddlers in this state don’t scream after a while because they become so used to the pain; they’re just miserable (although in some extreme cases babies have died from nappy rash, due to blood poisoning). Some suffer in this way as their carers are downright lazy, others because they cannot cope.




    But that was clearly not the case here. The kids quickly grew boisterous with our presence. Even though they ranged in age from eighteen months to seven, there was a healthy pack mentality: we were on their turf; we had upset their routine and they wanted to know why.




    I counted seven in the lounge as we sat down, and could hear others playing elsewhere in the flat. Some were drawing, others were playing with a variety of brightly coloured toys in the simply but cleanly furnished room. They were totally unafraid and seemed to me to be completely contented.




    ‘Who are you?’ one boy asked confidentially. I took him to be about seven and quite probably the pack leader.




    ‘Harry,’ I answered, ‘and what’s your name?’




    ‘Hayden. What football team do you support?’




    ‘Arsenal. Where’s your mum?’




    ‘She’s at work. Who’s your favourite player?’




    I’d seen this before – but in an entirely different location. This was a crèche – except this one was illegal and the woman running it, sat opposite us, was very frightened, although she proved herself a natural by quickly silencing the children.




    ‘Play quietly now,’ she said firmly in a strong Nigerian accent, ‘and let me talk to these men in peace.’




    Sure enough, the kids quickly settled down. I made the proper introductions, which only served to increase her anxiety.




    ‘My name’s Omorose, but everyone calls me Rose.’




    ‘Auntie Rose!’ Hayden corrected.




    She smiled, albeit with anxiety. She knew troubled times were ahead.




    ‘We’re going to have to report this,’ I said. ‘It’s clearly not legal. You do realise that, don’t you?’




    She said nothing for a moment; no doubt there would be tax issues and probable financial penalties for an illegal crèche. Plenty for her to worry about.




    ‘What about the children?’ she asked.




    Ouch. That question filled me with guilt. The kids were her first concern, not the Inland Revenue or Ofsted. It would have been a lot easier had she simply been a money-grabbing businesswoman who didn’t care about the kids. Then we would have simply removed the kids and prosecuted, nice and easy. I could already tell this was going to turn out differently.




    ‘We’re not going to take the kids away, I can see that they’re not in danger.’ I did wonder how she might react if the kids ever got out of hand, as I’m sure they would and, of course, why some who were old enough weren’t in school.




    ‘But what about tomorrow?’ Rose demanded. ‘These children’s mothers depend on me, how else can they go to work? Without me, they cannot work, they will be unemployed and have to rely on handouts.’




    While this wasn’t our problem, Craig and I were sympathetic. We knew only too well, having worked the night shifts, that there’s a whole other world out there, a world that most Londoners never get to see.




    As a beat officer working the early shift, I’d once caught the night bus into town from home. When it arrived, even though it was 4.30 a.m. and the streets were deserted, inside there was standing room only. This is the ‘other’ rush hour; the one that transports the people that keep the cogs of the City of London turning; the men and women who prepare the way for and look after the city – the security guards, caretakers, street-sweepers, sandwich fillers, newspaper sellers and coffee-makers. A hundred and fifteen buses ferry 104,000 passengers every night, half of whom (according to Transport for London) are people travelling to or from work, mostly on minimum wage jobs. In the last decade the use of night buses has gone up from 14 million to 38 million passenger journeys per year, a reflection of the rapid expansion of minimum wage jobs in London.




    As the bus stopped at the massive estates between Stamford Hill and Stoke Newington, I marvelled at the large crowds that surrounded each bus stop. People either desperate to get to work on time or desperate to get home to bed after a long night’s clubbing battled to get on the already overloaded bus.




    I decided to make room and walked the last ten minutes through the deserted streets, past a homeless man asleep in the door of a KFC, grateful for my life, grateful that my job paid me enough so that I could save up for a car.




    Of course, many of these poorly paid workers were parents. As is so often the way with London’s poor, these parents had found in Rose a solution to the problem of childcare, just one part of the massive illegal – but often extremely practical – underground economy.




    ‘Hayden’s mother is single,’ Rose told us in her rich Nigerian accent. ‘She’s over forty and works from 6 a.m. in the City as a cleaner. She makes £600 a month. She has to drop Hayden off and then I take him to school for 9 a.m. She’s back home by three, so picks him up. Without me she has no job. There aren’t enough places. Even if she could find somewhere to leave her son, she can’t afford childcare. We are just trying to help free ourselves from the poverty trap.’




    ‘Rose, if you’re going to do this, you need to do it legally,’ I said.




    I felt awful. This was a community trying to solve its own problems in its own way; there was no obvious need to take these kids into care. Craig and I left Rose in the lounge for a quick conflab.




    ‘I think she deserves a medal,’ Craig said quietly, ‘not to be shut down and prosecuted.’




    ‘Maybe, but we both know there’s plenty that could go wrong here for these kids – no matter how noble the intentions – that could land Rose in serious trouble. We’d better call social services and wait for the parents to arrive. Perhaps between us we can figure out some solutions for the mums.’




    I called Hackney Social Services, one of the most overworked departments in the UK. Dev answered the phone. He was one of the friendliest people I’d ever met; most people mistakenly saw him as incredibly naive – he was anything but. Dev had an almost magical Derren Brown-like ability to see through lies, combined with incredibly sharp observational skills that would have turned Sherlock Holmes green with envy. He also had an incredibly thick Indian accent and a curious way of phrasing sentences. It had taken me a few weeks to be able to understand him.




    ‘Ah, Harry, I must say as much as I like to hear your voice, the sound of it has made my heart sink somewhat. I’d set aside today to write a report and two core assessments. And now there’s no one else here. Let me have a fast word with my manager and expect I’ll be there in twenty minutes.’




    Sure enough, Dev was with us in good time to greet the dozen or so mothers who gradually started to roll up to collect their kids. As I expected, all of them were single and had been working in the City in low-paid jobs. They were nearly all Nigerian or West African. Most of them had been at work since 5 a.m., which of course meant that they had had to get their kids up at that time, hardly ideal.




    All of them, without a shadow of a doubt, were totally committed to their kids and would not be able to afford childcare – let alone find someone prepared to take their kids from before 5 a.m. Only one of them had ever cropped up on the child protection radar (and that was for something entirely innocent); they were good mothers determined to work, determined to do the best for their kids, to build a future for them. For many, breaking out of poverty requires an iron will, sacrifice and a hundred per cent dedication – and it’s twice as hard if you’re a single mum with a child.




    As a father of three kids myself, one newly born, I knew all too well the problems of finding good and affordable childcare. Across the UK, the cost of a nursery place ranges between £125 and £375 per week. Inner London is the most expensive with an average cost about 25 per cent higher than the rest of the UK. If the baby is under two years old, prices go up even higher as babies require more hands-on care.3




    Many nurseries also charge penalties if children are collected late (although wealthier parents are sometimes happy to pay the fine for the extended babysitting service). State-funded nurseries have a huge waiting list and the system to claim money for help with nursery care is so complicated that many people don’t even realise that they’re entitled.




    Rose had no overheads and insisted that she ran it on her own. There were pictures in her flat of her with a man I took to be her husband, but nothing recent, so I wondered if perhaps he had passed away. Even so, I guessed that someone would have joined her for the school run and beyond – after all, she couldn’t leave all the youngest kids behind while she dropped the others off at school.
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