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Day in the life with Tempest Thompson

Tried without success to get access to Tempest’s school for the DIL activity. The Headteacher was very unhappy about letting a researcher in. She tells me that Tempest is new to the school and has not settled in. Tempest is being supported by a teaching assistant who works with her on an individual basis and has also been assigned a home tutor who works with Kim and Tempest outside of school. The Headteacher says that Tempest is not developing emotionally and fears that having a researcher in class for a day will disrupt the settling in process they are working so hard on. Additionally, there are two other children in the same class who have autism and the presence of a researcher may upset them too. The Headteacher is particularly unhappy about me spending a whole day in school. She would prefer a series of shorter visits for a couple of hours over a number of weeks.  I settle for doing the DIL in the school holidays. I’m disappointed about not being able to see Tempest in her school environment. I feel like I’ve seen a lot of her at home and would quite welcome a change of scenery. 
I pop round to the house a couple of time to set a date and drop off the information sheet. The first time Kim comes to the door. She tells me that much of the summer has been taken up with hospital appointments for Tempest. The school thinks Tempest may have ADHD and recommended medical tests to check her hearing, speech and general development. The second time Gillian, Kim’s mother answers the door. Kim is at the hospital with Tempest. Gillian says she will be glad when the school holidays are over. It’s hectic having all the children at home. Gillian elaborated on Tempest’s problems. At her last school there were problems with bullying and fighting and the school said she was clever and needed to be occupied. At her new school the teachers say that she is two years behind with her school work and seems to drift off in class, behaving irrationally without realising what she is doing. 
Fortified by two cups of tea, I arrive for the DIL. The family have got two Chihuahua puppies since I was last here. The dogs bark and jump all over me, causing great commotion as various family members try to settle them down. Kim and her mother are preparing to go out to work. They both work as debt collectors for a payday loan company and most of their clients live on their estate or neighbouring ones. Kim and Gillian tell me that what was once a part time job for both of them has turned into a full time one due to changes in the company. [Firm name], their employer, have been taken over by [Firm name 2] who have introduced thresholds for all debt collectors to reach. This involves encouraging more people to take out loans. Gillian says it’s getting harder to do this as the Social Security system now pays benefits on a monthly basis which means that people are broke for longer. [Firm name] have also reduced the commission payable to debt collectors. To keep their jobs and try to make a little money, Gillian and Kim are working longer hours. Gillian says that she has some qualifications and could look for another job but she is worried about what Kim will do if she leaves as Kim has no qualifications and only got the job because Gillian worked there. 
Gillian and Kim go to work, leaving Sophie in the house to keep an eye on Tempest and Liam. I assume that Brian, Gillian’s husband is in bed as he works nights but Tempest tells me later that he is at work and sometimes has to say overnight there. 

Sophie makes Tempest some toast for breakfast and returns to the kitchen. Liam is in his room. Apart from the dogs the main sound is the washing machine as it moves through the wash, rinse and spin cycle. Tempest takes charge, introducing me to the dogs and other animals in the house. There’s Ben, the established dog that they got for Liam, the puppies Lady and Milo, four cats and two goldfish who died. Kim flushed them down the toilet when they were still breathing. Milo is Tempest’s dog. Tempest handles all the dogs confidently, kissing them and making them bark. Tempest tells me the summer holidays have been boring. She misses school. At home she has been watching television and sometimes playing out. She has a boundary set around the home as an area she is allowed to play on. She is allowed to play in a space at the back and front of the house and another space at her friend’s house a few doors down. Yesterday she got into trouble for going outside the boundary with her friend. 

Tempest reads the information sheet out loud and we chat about it. She remembers the favourite things interview and the red crate with all her babies and toy dogs in. It took her a long time to collect them but now she has finished with that collection. Sophie tells me that she has just finished her A levels and has a place at [city] University to study criminology. She is pleased to be going but also worried about the workload as she didn’t enjoy A levels and found it a struggle. She is also worried about being homesick. She shows me the pile of things she is getting ready for University, all stacked up in a corner of the living room. For the rest of the morning Tempest and I chat, recording bits of the conversation and taking photographs. She talks about her pets, celebrities, school, her Dad.  At different points she takes charge of the microphone and performs especially for it. She orchestrates a quiz, taking on the role of presenter, asking me questions that I was spectacularly bad at responding to. Occasionally she lowers her voice to tell me something that she wants me to know but shouldn’t be recorded. She whispers in my ear that Milo humps Lady and Ben and Ben humps Milo and Lady. She returns to this later saying, in hushed tones, it’s lucky the recorder isn’t on. 
Gillian returns at lunchtime and makes Tempest a sandwich. She tells me that Kim won’t be home until later because she is trying to build up her round. Over the course of the afternoon Gillian narrates what is going on in the family. She tells me more about the debt collecting job, elaborating on how difficult it has become. They have to buy their own expensive phones to use an app for the work all at their own expense. Sophie has had a difficult time, having to resit her A levels because she was ill with a thyroid problem first time round. Liam’s troubles are on-going. He has dyspraxia, OCD, bowel problems, and a condition that makes him extra sensitive to sound. Now at secondary school, he still sees specialists and is in need of professional help for health and learning difficulties. Kim is worried about Tempest and is often in tears not knowing what to do about Tempest’s behaviour. Despite changing schools to make a fresh start Tempest continues to get into trouble. Almost daily there are complaints that she has been disruptive; fighting, unsettling other children, not doing what she is supposed to be doing. At one point Tempest tells me that she has forgotten what her Headteacher looks like as she hasn’t been in trouble lately. Gillian responds, well that’s a fib. Gillian tells me that Tempest is a handful at home and at school. If they take her anywhere she is prone to stealing things. They have to frisk her when they leave to make sure she hasn’t taken anything. When things go missing in the house they have to invent a third party to retrieve the item. Tempest repeatedly denies taking anything, Gillian and Kim say to her they know she hasn’t taken anything because she is a good girl but something has gone missing and if someone else did then perhaps she can help to find it that would be really good. After going through this scenario the missing item usually appears. I was inclined to think that Gillian was embellishing but it occurred to me as she spoke that Tempest had been able to take the audio recorder and i-pod out to my handbag several times during the course of the morning without me knowing it. Gillian wonders if Tempest has schizophrenia. She hasn’t said anything to Kim but Gillian’s first husband, Kim’s father, was schizophrenic and was sectioned after they split up.
In contrast to the rest of the family who are all experiencing problems, Gillian’s eldest son, Brody, is happy. He has recently married a very nice girl – not the one I met last time who worked in a restaurant and smelt of garlic. The only person Gillian doesn’t tell me about is her husband. I don’t see him either. He is usually in bed as he works nights but today he is not around at all.
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