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            For my parents, Ramsay and Viola Pryce

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            The true focus of revolutionary change is never merely the oppressive situations which we seek to escape, but that piece of
               the oppressor which is planted deep within each of us.
            

            —Audre Lorde
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            Author’s Note

         
         At the beginning of this writing project, I had ten Black women who I intended to include in the book. Most of them, I did
            not know. They found me online and reached out to share their tumultuous journeys with child protective services (CPS). I
            planned to weave all of their narratives throughout the book, emphasizing the systemic issues within child welfare. I wrote
            that iteration in the third person, as a researcher who was reporting on qualitative interviews. It was a solid manuscript,
            but my publisher and editor challenged me to dig deeper. They encouraged me to write a book that was different. A book of first-person accounts of my time working in CPS. That, for many reasons, frightened me. It required a level of
            vulnerability and culpability. But it also created an opportunity to get to the essence of how CPS plays out with families.
            As I made that pivot, I decided to only include cases on women I knew personally or worked with directly.
         

         
         During this leg of the writing journey, I took a six-week online course on narrative nonfiction and read every book that I could find on it. This was the beginning of several months of narrative journaling, which allowed me to detail the CPS cases that had stuck with me over the years. This process also included a self-reflection period where I explored the impact of each of these cases on me personally and professionally. I spent considerable time with former colleagues and conducted interviews with some of the parents included in the book. 

         
         It is important to note that although there are firsthand accounts of events from my time in the field during 2008–10, this
            book is not asserting that the exact CPS context is the same today. Although it is clear that some CPS operations have persisted
            over the years, this book does not negate the improvements that child welfare agencies have made along the way.
         

         
         Many of the events in this book I witnessed firsthand as an investigator, with the exception of case details that were provided
            to me through in-depth interviews. Each interview was recorded, and any additional follow-up communication with parents occurred
            via phone calls, email, and text messages. Direct quotes and dialogue in this book derived from my frontline casework, interview
            transcriptions, case notes, medical assessments, CPS reports, and court documents. To contextualize the interview content,
            I used public records, news media, research, data, and policy analysis. In certain instances, I have reconstructed the content
            of CPS reports, such as allegation narratives, based on my distinct recollections and interviews with my former colleagues.
            All names and identifying details have been changed in order to protect privacy, with the exception of a few individuals whose
            real names I have used at their request. No one interviewed for this book has a current case pending before or employment
            with CPS.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Please note that the terminology “child welfare professional” refers to an investigator, a family support social worker, or a caseworker/case manager who carries a caseload and works for or contracts through a child protective services agency. The terminology “child welfare community partner” refers to various family-serving professionals, such as (but not limited to) child welfare attorneys, judges, mental health providers, court-appointed advocates, educators, physicians, social workers, foster parents, and law enforcement. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Introduction
It Starts with Us

         
         I had been a child protective investigator for about one year when I started having nightmares. In this particular one, I
            was getting ready for work, like any other day. I went into the bathroom to look at myself in the mirror. To my horror, my
            face was disfigured. I had thick webbed scarring, and my skin seemed waxy as if it were melting in place. It was the sort
            of disfigurement that frightened people and made them avert their gaze. I gasped and stared for a moment longer before I finished
            getting ready. I had to make a stop for a case on the way into the office. When I arrived at the house, I was shocked to find
            dozens of Black children lying across the lawn. All of them appeared dead, and their faces were disfigured in the same way
            as mine. Why did my face match all of these dead children?
         

         
         I got out of my car and carefully stepped over their bodies, one by one, and I made my way to the house. It was as if their
            bodies were uneven bricks on a sidewalk. A woman opened the door before I knocked. But it wasn’t just any woman; it was my
            best friend, Erica. I introduced myself as the child protective services (CPS) investigator and informed Erica that I had
            received a report regarding her children and needed to ask her some questions.
         

         
         “There are dead children all over my yard and you want to ask me questions?!” She was livid. I noticed her face was unblemished, and I wondered if she could see my face the way I saw it that morning in the mirror. 

         
         “Yes,” I said bluntly. “I need to get some questions answered, I need to walk through your home and see your children, complete
            a risk assessment, and—”
         

         
         “And you need to go talk to the school and the neighbors and ask them if they have any concerns about the safety of these
            kids,” my CPS supervisor said, as she appeared next to me, giving me additional directives. I nodded and quickly jotted down
            a single note: The children are already dead.

         
         *  *  *

         Psychophysiologists call dreams the road to the unconscious.1 Science tells us that within five minutes of waking up, a person generally forgets 50 percent of their dreams. Within ten
            minutes, 90 percent has been forgotten. It has been fifteen years, and I still remember that dream. I will not claim to be
            a dream interpreter, but I do have a guess at what it meant.
         

         
         In CPS, we often focus on the wrong things. We overlook the true essence of what is in front of us and engage in rudimentary
            queries about surface-level dynamics that do not get us to a genuine understanding of what is happening with families. When
            the approach is one-size-fits-all, then our priority is making it fit, no matter what is going on around us. Decisions are
            made that vilify parents, even when we know that families are stuck in a cycle of inequity, low access to support, intractable
            poverty, and the complexities of human relationships. With insufficient information, we wield elusive power,2 and we require tasks that are focused on rehabilitation and surveillance.3

         
         That dream disturbed me a lot. It made me realize that CPS work truly does change the professionals in the system. There is trauma in what professionals witness, what they endure, and also when they realize that their help is actually harm. When the realization of culpability surfaces, moral distress and shame often create a cycle that plagues your waking and sleeping
            hours. Although my dream showed external disfigurement, I believe that CPS disfigured me on the inside. That disfigurement
            was facilitated by the systemic harm I passed along to families and children. For me, the dream confirmed that not only are
            children and families being harmed by the system, so are the professionals.
         

         
         Doing CPS work often felt as if the strings that were attached to investigators and caseworkers led back to a dehumanizing
            mandate or an outdated policy or procedure. Many families were so clearly in need, in crisis, but we had a process and an
            investigation to complete. Working with families is dynamic, and all questions shouldn’t be the same, all inquiries shouldn’t
            sound the same, and all investigations shouldn’t produce the same result, which is often a family left powerless, fearful,
            angry, and dazed.
         

         
         This book is largely about the strange odyssey of my child protective work. In 2007, the year before I started in the field,
            a group of authors posited that child welfare professionals should be given a warning: beware, this may change you forever and can be dangerous.4 I came to realize that the dangers were far more than just physical. Moral injury and moral distress in child protective
            agencies have been explored by social scientists, and there is great need for mitigation tactics and support structures for
            child welfare professionals. If it is true that “hurt people hurt people,” then the harm to families will continue and likely become more pronounced as the workforce continues
            to suffer.5

         
         I am (and have been) a sort of satellite in the orbit of the CPS system. I don’t think I ever belonged there, but I am certain that my purpose was to be there. And I have been there in many ways—as an intern, as a social worker, as an investigator, as a friend, as a relative, and as a subject matter expert. At the onset of my time working in CPS, I did not know how subjective the job could be. Our childhood and upbringing is a lens through which we, subjectively, see the world. I grew up in a tight-knit family in a small neighborhood. The insularity of my childhood didn’t prepare me to fully understand the vulnerability of my community or the structural challenges that ensnare many families. 

         
         I hope this book will be helpful for a wide variety of readers, but I wrote this book for the professionals who are currently
            in the child welfare field, students who are interested in social work, and the CPS system’s partners like therapists, educators,
            medical professionals, attorneys, judges, court-appointed advocates, guardians ad litem, and law enforcement. Child protective
            work is interconnected with other family-serving organizations, so if your work affects the well-being and safety of families
            and children, I hope you will read with an open mind and open heart. I invite the reader into my personal journey through
            deep moral conflict. This book brings together firsthand accounts from my child protective field work and additional stories
            of the experiences of Black women. It includes the difficult situations that professionals face daily, and also the desperate
            situations that many families are in.
         

         
         Before this book, I had written academic articles, thought-pieces, court affidavits, and trial testimony. I have prepared
            countless speeches and presentations. But I have not shared my personal journey. In this book, I have highlighted how my personal
            values, education, and training all affected my frontline experience as a young CPS investigator. My mindset has certainly
            changed in and through my experience with CPS. Today it is hard to recognize myself back when I received my very first case.
         

         
         The journey to this book was more than sifting through eighty-five hours of recorded interview content, reading and rereading
            transcriptions, synthesizing research and policies, and years of revisions. It was a journey of self-awareness, self-discovery,
            and finally, self-actualization. Broken: Transforming Child Protective Services—Notes of a Former Caseworker is intentionally abridged as it relates to history and policy, because that has been well documented.6 Unlike previous works, the voices of Black women play a central role in this book, those who have worked within the system
            and those who have been affected by the system. My aim is to galvanize child welfare professionals who are stuck between what
            the system requires of them and what humanity deserves from them. I constantly found myself in the middle of that dilemma—failing
            at balancing both. It is clear to me that if professionals continue with this balancing act, the workforce will suffer, and
            poor outcomes for families will persist.
         

         
         *  *  *

         I created a framework that maps my evolution through the field of child welfare. The framework starts with being an Agent of the state, then an Advocate for change, then an Activist toward equity and justice. For me, my development through these phases was facilitated by questions. When I was in the agent phase, all of my questions were directed to families. I rarely thought to question myself or the
            system that governed my work. As an investigator of child abuse, all of my questions were focused on uncovering parental failures.
            But in the advocate phase, my awareness deepened, and I started considering hard questions and tracking down answers. Questions
            like: Why are Black families overrepresented in the child welfare system? Why are some families reported for child abuse at higher
               rates than other families? Since poverty is so similar to neglect, how can the system be more effective in extricating them?
               Why do the courts mandate virtually the same requirements for all families? When I was able to answer those questions honestly, the resistance that carried me into the last phase—activist toward equity
            and justice—was ignited. At this point, all of the questions from my advocate phase were directed at the child welfare system
            as a whole.
         

         
         To expound, agents of the state carry out procedures and requirements, always hiding behind the bureaucratic shield. They see it as their civic and professional duty to investigate families. They embrace the imbalance of power, and they wield it to secure compliance. Policy and procedure drive the actions of the agent, and vulnerable families suffer because of it. They carry out the most disturbing of routines and the most invasive of procedures, even if unwarranted. More times than not, they’re unwarranted. Agents of the state are driven by the urge to find a guilty and offending parent and punish them. This sort of professional makes all-encompassing judgment calls that usurp any nuance or individuality. Agents rarely take time to acknowledge structural, systemic, and community factors that affect families. They operate as if they have the solutions to problems that they haven’t even taken time to understand. This is known as a segregationist mindset,7 where professionals see the families they serve as categorically inferior to them. There is a deep and never-ending chasm
            between an agent of the state and the families they serve. Due to that chasm, they are void of empathy and hope, and their
            actions reinforce the “othering” of families.8 At the start of my career, I was an agent of the state, and I describe several cases that ran concurrently during that phase.
         

         
         In the advocate phase, professionals are clear that inequity and injustice are marring the child welfare system in various
            ways. This phase is a time of self-awareness, a time to pursue answers to tough questions, and to advocate for change. Advocates
            recognize the power dynamics within their work and pursue a negotiation of power with families. This negotiation of power
            allows families to share their perspectives, thoughts, and feelings (known as their lived experience),9 though the true impact of their voice on the case outcomes is limited and inconsistent. Most social workers are educated
            and trained to be advocates, and although it has potential for positive influence, this phase is considered the safe zone. During this phase, social workers embody their professional code of ethics—social justice, dignity and worth of the person, and importance of human relationships10—but they are still tightly woven into the status quo. Scholars recognize the person in this position as being an assimilationist,11 which is a person, in contrast with the agent of the state, who has hope for families. With that hope, they work to save
            families through rehabilitation. That road to rehabilitation is littered with tasks and mandates that are informed by heteronormative
            white values. Advocates may not seek to punish parents like agents do, but they are still committed to saving families. And the savior mentality creates a dehumanizing chain of events because it doesn’t allow for professionals to see
            the inherent strength of families.12 It was during this phase that I pursued a PhD, leaned into my social work values, and fiercely advocated for change. But
            I didn’t rock any boats. Much of that advocacy was facilitated by researching, writing articles, and delivering expert testimony
            in child welfare trials.
         

         
         Activism was the next phase of my development. I believe that the beginning of true change is developing the questions. The
            resistance begins when child welfare professionals ask themselves the hard questions. Then the revolution is activated when
            they speak up and ask others to embrace discomfort. In this phase, child welfare activists are challenging the mindsets and
            antiquated behaviors of those around them. And once they start asking others the same hard questions—Why are Black families overrepresented in the child welfare system? Why are some families reported for child abuse at higher
               rates than other families? Since poverty is so similar to neglect, how can the system be more effective in extricating them?
               Why do the courts mandate virtually the same requirements for all families?—they finally see that this system is functioning in blissful and willful ignorance. No one is willing to answer those questions
            because the answers point directly to an incredibly flawed system that lacks the capacity to protect or strengthen anything,
            let alone a family.
         

         
         Becoming an activist meant a new lens of bravery and courage for me. It pushed me beyond social work values and made me pick a side from the line that I had been straddling. A child welfare activist is someone who doesn’t lead with punishment (Agent), but they also don’t rely on their education and training (Advocate). An activist has an antiracist mindset and is led by a sense of ethics and the pursuit of equity and liberation. Activists are determined to free families from the harmful systems that surround them. The forefront of activism is the value of humanity, and activists operate with the belief that compassion and empathy can lead the way to a new child welfare paradigm. An activist stands up and says the hard thing; they push themselves beyond comfort and lay a lot on the line. In this book, I describe a case that catapulted me into activism and into a space where it was impossible to see the depths of harm inflicted by child welfare and remain standing still. 

         
         The intentional development of the child welfare workforce could be an incredible lever toward true change. Professionals
            in this field should be your partners in transformation. These are the people who have direct contact with families in our
            communities, and the voices of families must be prioritized with any change efforts. Child welfare professionals need to see
            their role in the paradigm shift toward the empowerment of families. These professionals must have the safety and support
            to acknowledge culpability, take responsibility, and seek accountability. With all this talk about changing the system, I
            take some solace in reminding folks that the system is made up of people. Those people are human beings who have solidified
            value sets yet malleable hearts that can be shaped toward justice.
         

         
         The workforce is bound by ethics to promote safety, permanency, and family well-being. With that ethical charge, child welfare professionals can make a huge difference in transforming the system. They are the most proximal to what families are facing and the barriers that exist to providing for their needs. For a shift to occur, there has to be a commitment to reimagining how the system operates and then work toward reconciliation with and healing of the community through rebuilding trust.13 A big step toward building trust starts with an admission that our system has lost its way.14

         
         I believe that there is power in the people. Which includes families, child welfare professionals, policy makers, and community
            partners such as educators, physicians, mental health providers, and law enforcement. Child protective services can’t do it
            alone, but they also cannot wait for everyone else to change before they do. In order to begin a redesign process for a new
            system, which is equitable and family centered, child welfare needs to take an honest and brave look at who they really are,
            who they are serving, and what truly is best for children and families.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Prologue
What I Know for Sure

         
         I grew up in a town with one traffic light. There are a few more there now but it’s still a tiny town. We called our community
            Fruitland Park, because most of the streets were named after fruit—Orange Street, Grapefruit Street, Lemon Avenue. I learned
            later than I’d like to admit that Fruitland Park was actually called Highlands Community. It was a small suburb in central
            Florida. My neighborhood was made up of about four blocks. It seemed like my mother could call for me from our house, and
            I could hear her no matter where I was in our neighborhood. Fruitland Park was a predominantly Black community. Our local
            church was nestled in the center of those four Fruitland blocks. We only had to take a short stroll on Sunday mornings to
            get there. The church was painted white in some century before I was born. It sported a rusted marquee on the front lawn that
            listed service times. The sign also alternated uplifting spiritual phrases like “Jesus Loves You” or “God Is Good.”
         

         
         Everybody knew everybody in Fruitland Park. We were invested in caring for one another. The children of one family were loved and cared for by other families without question. A neighbor would call on another neighbor for more than forgotten ingredients to a recipe. Neighbors looked after each other’s kids outside and inside our little collection of worn-down houses. A single mother could count on neighbors to take care of her children if she had to pick up another shift at work. An elderly widow knew that her lawn would be cut each week by someone with a riding mower. Somebody would return an empty trash can after trash pick-up or run an errand to a grocery store for someone who wasn’t feeling so well. 

         
         Our close-knit community also came in handy if unwanted insects made their way into your home. One night I heard my dad rummaging
            around the house to get dressed. I was bleary eyed and barely done dreaming. I was twelve. I went to see what the commotion
            was and saw my dad shuffling down the hallway putting on his shoes.
         

         
         “What’s happened?” I asked him.

         
         “Sister Henrietta has another lizard in the house,” he said on his way out the door.

         
         “Oh, okay.” I went back to bed.

         
         My father, the neighborhood lizard-slayer, emigrated from Jamaica at age seventeen. He was not formally educated but he could build anything. He was a carpenter without a union. He spent his days working at a nearby construction company and weekends helping repair our neighbors’ homes. My mother, born and raised in Hurtsboro, Alabama, worked as a certified nursing assistant for my entire childhood. They raised me and my two sisters, one older, Rachel, and one younger, Coretta. We each had our own rooms with a TV and posters on the wall of our favorite singers and celebrities. We had a bulky desktop computer that we all had to share. My parents were married. They both worked full-time, and they both cooked dinner for us. It just depended on who was home at dinnertime. In our eyes our mom was a southern soul food and pastry chef who forbade us from entering the kitchen until she was done baking. My dad was an expert in currying goat, and he made meals while belting out songs, never finishing a song before starting another one. He usually made too much but I loved the leftovers and so did the neighborhood. My sisters and I had a chore chart that hung on the front of our refrigerator. We spent hours and hours negotiating the terms. 

         
         “If you do the dishes for me tonight, I’ll vacuum for you all week,” I said to my older sister, Rachel.

         
         “Hell, no,” she said. “I hate dishes.”

         
         Fruitland Park was insular, and its insularity made it all the more intimate. I had a family at home, a church that felt like
            a second home, and a community that was fully present in the lives of its children—all of its children. I had people all around
            me who I trusted and who cared for my sisters and me. In youth, you’re often unsure and constantly figuring things out as
            you grow. But what I knew for sure was that Fruitland Park was where I belonged. I could not fathom being taken away from
            any of it.
         

         
         *  *  *

         I went to college in a city adjacent to mine. I still drove to my neighborhood church every Sunday. I decided to study criminology and sociology. These were interesting disciplines, but not very practical in terms of the job market. During my last year, I took an elective course on grief and loss. Our professor asked us to call him Bruce. The course met every Thursday evening for three hours. Bruce was a tall African American man with a bald head and a graying stubble beard. He told us that he was a licensed clinical social worker (LCSW). I had never heard of this before. He explained to us that he worked with children during the day and taught college courses at night as an adjunct professor. His work was therapeutic; he helped children cope with loss. Bruce took a practical approach to the material from our textbooks. He would add context from his work in the field and gave us knowledge we could use. It was real to me because I had already experienced grief in an indelible way. My father had died during my junior year of high school; I had no words for that loss, until that course with Bruce. The course even broadened my understanding of grief. 

         
         “We are all at varying stages of grief. Usually, grief is only associated with death, but I want folks to understand that
            grief and loss can also happen even outside of someone dying,” he told us. Although it made sense that you could grieve someone
            who was not dead, I had never considered that. I had attributed all grief to mourning the loss of someone through the finality
            of death.
         

         
         After taking his course, I knew I wanted to become a social worker. I wanted to work directly with children but I also wanted
            to share what I was learning in an educational setting like Bruce. I applied and was accepted into a social work master’s
            program at Florida State University (FSU), the same place where Bruce received his social work degree. I was headed to Florida’s
            capital city, Tallahassee, four hours north of my hometown.
         

         
         *  *  *

         At twenty-two, I moved into my first apartment not too far from FSU’s campus. Social work was a broad discipline; there were
            many career options that a social worker could pursue—therapeutic practice, medical social work, veterans’ affairs, public
            health, and policy work. Sometimes having too many options is tough. When I met with our internship counselor during my first
            year of grad school, I was presented with an opportunity to receive a scholarship that would cover my full tuition along with
            a stipend to cover housing costs. It sounded too good to be true. The catch was I would need to complete an internship in
            child protective services and commit to working in that job for at least one year after graduation. I wasn’t convinced that
            this was the right career path, but the counselor explained that an internship was a great way to find out.1

         
         “So, you want to take people’s kids away?” my classmate asked me after I told her about my internship. She made a face that was half disgust and half worry. 

         
         “Of course not. But a part of the job will be making sure that kids are safe.”

         
         “Well, good luck,” she said, “because nobody likes those CPS people.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1
Do Better

         
         
            2008

         

         On the first day of my graduate school internship, I arrived at the child protective services office dressed in black slacks,
            a white collared blouse, and a single-breasted gray blazer. I wore a nice pair of black shoes that pinched my toes whenever
            I took a step. The lobby was spacious with black and silver chairs lined in rows facing each other. A wide aisle separating
            the rows of chairs led up to a receptionist’s desk. The lobby had beige walls and worn white ceramic floors. It was an airy
            but also eerie atmosphere.
         

         
         According to her nameplate the receptionist was Shelley Irving. Shelley was petite. She sat behind a desk with a protective
            glass shield. The small rectangular opening was not big enough for anything larger than a piece of paper or a small notebook.
            Her computer was off to her left side, and she was gazing toward it. Her cell phone was lying next to her keyboard and someone’s
            voice was blaring from its speaker.
         

         
         “Good morning, my name is Jessica Pryce, I’m an intern from FSU and this is my first day.” The person on the phone quieted
            at the sound of my voice.
         

         
         “Hold on one second,” Shelly said toward her cell phone, tapping the screen quickly to place it on mute. She turned her chair
            toward me. “Good morning. Do you know who your supervisor is?” she asked.
         

         
         “Lydia Davis.”

         
         “Lydia works in Unit 6. Walk through this door.” She pointed toward her right side while pressing a button to buzz me in.
            “Go straight back and to the left.”
         

         
         I thanked her and walked through. There were identical charcoal-colored cubicles on both sides of the hallway, which was lined
            with gray carpet. It was so thin, it felt like old hardwood under my feet. Sounds rang out around me: various pockets of chatter,
            the hum of papers sliding through copy machines, and phones ringing. Periodic spurts of laughter bounced off the partially
            enclosed walls. I turned into an enclave of cubicles, after seeing a small placard that read: Unit 6.
         

         
         As I walked in, there was only one woman there; she seemed antsy leaning over the back of her desk chair typing with purposeful
            and rapid keystrokes. She had to stand on her tiptoes to type over her chair. She was African American and wore a more casual
            outfit: black capri pants, gold top, and fabric flats. Long black braids hung to one side, hiding her face from my view. Before
            I said a word, she paused her typing and slightly whipped her braids to look at me.
         

         
         “Are you my intern?”

         
         “Good morning, yes, I believe so. I’m Jessica.” I hesitated before confirming her identity. “Are you Ms. Davis?”

         
         In a seamless motion, she stood upright, picked up a large black tote, and slipped it over her shoulder.

         
         “Yep, and we have a case. Let’s go.”

         
         *  *  *

         I was several inches taller than Lydia and had longer strides, but she marched far ahead of me, leading the way through the
            same door I had just entered. Feeling the sting of each step, I questioned my choice of footwear. Lydia acknowledged Shelley
            at the reception desk with a quick head nod as we exited.
         

         
         “We’ll use the state car today. We have to drive out to Woodville Highway,” Lydia announced. Neither of us slowed our stride until we reached an old Ford Taurus covered in rusted gray paint. The state car, I assumed. “And none of that ‘Ms. Davis,’” she said, unlocking the driver’s side. “Just call me Lydia.” 

         
         I nodded and climbed into the passenger side. Although I had been in Tallahassee for about a year, I did not venture out much,
            so I wasn’t sure how near or far Woodville Highway was. Lydia pulled a GPS out of her tote and attached it to the mount on
            the front window. I adjusted my seat to get more comfortable. Once I got settled, I glanced in the back and noticed two car
            seats. One standard seat for a small infant and then a booster seat that could be for a toddler. Lydia placed her bag, stuffed
            with a thick manila folder, near my feet. Everything was seamless in the way Lydia moved from typing in the address on the
            GPS to situating herself in the driver’s seat. When she was done, the GPS displayed an estimated thirty-five-minute drive
            to our destination.
         

         
         At first, I was worried about what we’d talk about, but it turned out, there was a lot to discuss.

         
         “I graduated from Florida State, six years ago,” she said. “And I’ve been working as an investigator ever since.” I guessed
            her age was about twenty-eight, about five years older than me.
         

         
         “Do you like it?” I asked.

         
         “Some days. Some cases are so bad and they stick with you, and the long hours are rough. My mom helps with my three kids.
            I don’t know what I would do without her. ‘Sorry I’m late’ is like my catchphrase these days.”
         

         
         Lydia took a deep breath as she drove. “But you know what? This job is important, and my kids are at the age where they understand
            what I do, they know that I work to keep kids safe.”
         

         
         I smiled. “You must be a superhero in their eyes.”

         
         “I don’t know about that,” she said. Still driving with one hand, Lydia reached over and pulled the folder out of her tote and handed it to me, never taking her eyes off the road. “Here’s the case, you should review it. When you finish, let’s call the reporter.” 

         
         As I’d learn that first day, some states require all people to report concerns for child abuse, but most designate particular
            professionals as mandated reporters.1 Those mandated reporters include social workers, medical personnel, teachers, mental health professionals, childcare providers,
            and law enforcement officers. When someone calls in a suspicion of abuse toward a child, they call a hotline. As they speak
            to a hotline operator, the reporter is asked a series of questions in order to determine if the call will be “screened in”
            as an investigation or not. Sometimes cases are “screened out,” which means they are not accepted, meaning there wasn’t enough
            information to justify opening an investigation. This is the process of how a case arrives on the desk of an investigator
            like Lydia. In that year, 2008, there were three million reports called in alleging child abuse, which accounted for six million
            children. Sixty-three percent of those reports were “screened in” for investigations, which means approximately two million
            reports spanning over three million children and their families underwent an investigation that year. 2 And Naomi Harden, the person we were on our way to see, was one of them. She was African American, a mother of three, and
            in her late twenties. I opened the folder and started to read through the pages that were fastened together by small, round
            metal prongs.
         

         
         “Each report is classified under a specific maltreatment or abuse code,” Lydia explained. This report was categorized as Environmental Hazard.
         

         
         “What do they mean by ‘environmental hazard’?” I asked.

         
         “Basically, a dirty house.”

         
         “People are reported for having a dirty house?”

         
         Lydia answered without missing a beat. “If there are young children and the house is really bad, yeah, we have to go out and
            investigate. How old are the kids? Their ages should be toward the middle of the page.”
         

         
         “Joshua, seven; Zoe, five. The youngest is Miles; he’s two years old,” I read aloud. The older children shared the same last name, and the youngest had a different last name. I continued to read over the file, taking in these new terms and details. 

         
         “Since you’re an intern, you can’t interview anyone in the family on your own. Just shadow me and observe. You understand?”

         
         I nodded. I had no interest in interviewing anyone.

         
         “But you can take notes for me in case I miss something,” Lydia added. “You’ll also help me with entering the notes in the
            system and submitting our reports. I usually have interns help pull criminal records and prepare court documents too. And
            you will handle all of the collateral contacts.”
         

         
         Lydia’s brain seemed to move a mile per minute; she spoke with rapid-fire cadence, but everything was clear and coherent.

         
         “Collateral contacts?”

         
         Lydia explained that collateral contacts are interviews with people who are a part of the children’s lives but not in their
            family. These could be neighbors, teachers, a therapist, or even pediatricians.
         

         
         “You should also walk through the home noting any hazards while I talk to the mother. I’ll need you to check the kitchen and
            cabinets to see if there is sufficient food in the home. Walk through each bedroom to note anything you think might be harmful
            for young kids. Read page two and the criminal history is toward the back.”
         

         
         
            Allegation Narrative: The three children are living in squalor. Home not cleaned in months. Children arrive at school in the same clothes, unwashed,
               day after day. There are dirty diapers all over the home. There is a roach infestation, some coming out of children’s backpacks
               in class. Teachers noted fleas on the children and ringworms in their hair. Multiple animals on the property, unknown if they
               are family pets. Children spend hours outside until dark. Hard to reach mother. Whereabouts of the children’s father is unknown.3

         

         None of what I read felt like we were headed to a real home that housed children. The GPS alerted us that we were getting
            closer to our destination. As we drove, Lydia made a phone call, and I gathered from the conversation she was speaking to
            whoever had called the abuse hotline to report Naomi.
         

         
         When she hung up, Lydia confirmed my thoughts before I could ask. “Before you go out to meet the alleged perpetrators, always
            call the reporter. They can give you important information you might need that wasn’t included in the report.”
         

         
         “Alleged perpetrators?” I asked.

         
         “Yes, the parents. Always remember, these are just allegations. It’s our job to go out and investigate to find out what actually
            happened.”
         

         
         I nodded as I continued to go through the case file. The case packet included a current child maltreatment report and all
            past reports with CPS, if there are any. Naomi had a previous case about a year ago, a domestic violence incident with the
            father of her youngest son, Miles. The report stated that she called the police to her home because Miles’s father was physically
            abusive. As I read on, the report indicated that he was arrested for the abuse, but by the end of that case, Miles’s father
            was back in the home living with the family.
         

         
         Lydia slowed down and made a measured turn onto a narrow dirt path. Thick trees lined both sides of the dirt road as we continued
            inching along. Eventually, we approached a series of mobile homes with electrical power lines streaming from pole to pole.
            We pulled to a stop in front of the last mobile home on the lot, toward the back of the community. Every part of me tensed
            up. I almost asked Lydia if I could just observe from the car. But it was my first day and retreating wouldn’t bode well for
            an initial impression.
         

         
         Lydia held a clipboard under her arm and a pen in her hand; her photo ID and cellphone hung alongside a badge around her neck. I got out of the car with my purse around my arm but turned back to toss it back in the car when I saw that Lydia had left her tote. I needed to do something with my hands, so I grabbed a notepad and a pen and hurried to catch up. The steps of the small wooden porch creaked. There were children’s clothes hanging on the side of the porch and a few bowls of water on the ground nearby. I recalled the mention of animals in the report but did not see any. 

         
         “And, Jessica.” Lydia looked at me as she knocked on the door. “I don’t think you’re going to want to dress like that for
            this internship.”
         

         
         I looked down at my clothes.

         
         “What? Did you think this was an office job?”

         
         *  *  *

         In 2008, the population of Tallahassee was around 180,000 people. That might not count as a big city, but I grew up in a town
            of 5,000 people and I lived in a very small neighborhood. Demographically, white people comprised a 55 percent majority of
            the inhabitants of Tallahassee, followed by 35 percent Black residents, 7 percent Hispanic residents, and 4 percent Asian
            residents, with the remaining percentage categorized as mixed race.4 Coming from Lakeland, where the population was 80 percent white and less than 19 percent Black, Tallahassee felt like a bastion
            of diversity. The city had a Black mayor, John Marks, whose policies and values leaned progressive. But, not unlike other
            cities in Florida and around the country, segregation in Tallahassee still reigned. Communities remained stratified and segregated
            according to income and race. During this time, Black people more than likely lived near Florida A&M University, a historically
            Black college on the city’s southside, or in the predominantly Black Frenchtown neighborhood. There were a few Black families
            in pockets near the northwestern part of the city. There were also large communities in Tallahassee that had no Black people
            at all.5

         
         The concentration of Black families in certain areas can be attributed to many things, including the low-income public housing units situated in certain parts of the city. In 2008, the Census Bureau released its data on median income for families. For Tallahassee, Black people had a median income of $39,879, and over 35 percent were living below the federal poverty line.6 Affordable housing accessibility was constantly at play, and the reality is that people live where they can afford to. The
            data on families in poverty and unstable housing wasn’t real to me until I started working in CPS. Everything I learned about
            poverty and income inequality in my social work courses was on display during that internship. There were glaring differences
            across communities and neighborhoods, according to income and racial makeup. And in some neighborhoods, CPS had a constant
            presence. In others, we rarely ever set foot.
         

         
         *  *  *

         The yard outside of Naomi’s mobile home was littered with food containers and dirty diapers ripped open and scattered. There
            was a large trash can off to the side of the mobile home filled so high that the lid could not shut. Lydia told me that I
            should record these things later, so for now I made mental notes.
         

         
         Naomi answered the door, just enough for me to see her face and an ensconced little boy straddling her hip. A foul odor met
            us; it was thick and pungent like a mix of spoiled milk and mildew.
         

         
         That must be Miles. I peered at the little boy. Miles looked at Lydia and then at me, then buried his face in his mom’s shoulder. He only wore
            a diaper. Even from the narrow view from the porch, the interior of the mobile home was in visible disarray. A TV blared loudly
            with cartoons that I couldn’t recognize. Naomi was wearing a long black spaghetti strap dress; Miles’s little hand clutched
            the strap. She had a small afro that was matted on one side of her head. She was not expecting us (or anybody); she looked
            like she had just woken up. Lydia held her badge out for Naomi.
         

         
         “Good morning, I’m Lydia Davis, we’re from the Department of Children and Families. Are you Naomi Harden?”

         
         Naomi’s expression shifted from indifference to a wry curiosity. She looked over Lydia’s head toward me. I wondered if I ought
            to say something or introduce myself. But I kept quiet and averted my eyes to my notepad.
         

         
         “What’s this about?” Naomi asked.

         
         Lydia was straightforward, well-versed in this kind of introduction. “We’ve received a report about you and your children,
            and I need to ask you a few questions. I also need to see your children—”
         

         
         “My kids are at school,” Naomi interrupted. “Who reported me and what for?”

         
         “Ma’am, we need to come in. I need to see your home, and I can explain everything to you.” Lydia’s voice remained steady.

         
         Naomi didn’t move an inch for a while. It felt like a standoff and Lydia had settled into her stance like she had all day
            to be there. I was surprised when Naomi slowly backed up to open the door wider for us. I followed Lydia inside, still not
            daring to say a word.
         

         
         “This is Jessica Pryce,” Lydia finally announced. “She’s an intern, and she will be observing me. She needs to walk through
            the home and take some notes. While she is doing that, we can talk.”
         

         
         “Notes?” Naomi looked directly at me; her curiosity was turning into defiance. “Don’t walk through my house taking notes about
            shit.”
         

         
         I froze and looked to Lydia for direction.

         
         “It won’t take long,” Lydia said assertively, and then she nodded me toward the hallway. The interview continued as I moved
            through Naomi’s home. I overheard Naomi’s clipped responses to Lydia’s questions. I looked around, recalling the report’s
            mention of dirty diapers, bug infestation, and fleas. Dirty diapers were overflowing from the kitchen trash can. Laundry was
            piled up haphazardly all over the floor of the adjacent hallway, and dirty dishes filled the sink and much of the small kitchen
            counter.
         

         
         I took notes about the things I saw. The interview between Lydia and Naomi sounded like it was escalating. The mobile home had an open layout where the kitchen and living
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