The Redd Case Study

Interviews - First Set:

Julia Budd (Foster Mother)

“Thanks for coming to my home.  There are so many people involved in this case and you're the first to actually come out to my home since Mariah was dropped off.  It seems the caseworker is either in meetings, out of the office or on vacation all the time.  She's never been here since she took over the case.  But I can't leave often since I have an in-home daycare.  We'll have to keep our voices down, it's nap time and as you can see, the four kids I look after are sleeping on their cots.

The first caseworker, the one who dropped Mariah off was great.  I still remember that day.  When they showed up, I asked, “where's the baby?"  She was so little and just lost in the blankets.  She only weighed five pounds.  She qualified for a special medical screening program because of her exposure to drugs in utero.  She's since been given a clean bill of health and is now in the 40th or 50th percentile in height and weight.  It was heart-wrenching when they took her away to go to that drug program with the mother.  But we have her back now.

Right now, Mariah's sleeping on my bed.  You can peek in and see her if you want.  I have pillows all around the bed to keep her from rolling off.

I never thought I'd want to adopt.  I have three kids of my own – they're 15, 13 and 10.  I thought I was done with kids, I just wanted to be a foster mom. But Mariah has stolen my heart.  All of our hearts, really.  We'd like her to stay with us.  Do you think we'll be able to adopt?”

CASA: It may not be what you want to hear, but I really can't tell you how the judge will rule on this when it comes to ultimate, permanent placement and possible adoption.  The key thing right now is to be sure Mariah is well taken care of until there is final resolution to the case.

JB: You're right, it wasn't what I wanted to hear.  I wanted you to tell me everything would work out fine and that Mariah would be able to stay with us.  But I appreciate you not trying to tell me what I want to hear, rather telling me how it really is. And you're right, the focus should be on Mariah's immediate well-being.

CASA: Do you have the contact information for the doctor you've been taking Mariah to?  I need to make sure I'm as informed as possible about Mariah's health and her health needs.

JB: I told you what they told me, but here's the number if you want to speak with the doctor directly.  His name was Dr. Scott.

CASA: Kim is a busy woman.  If you'd like, you can drop me a line if or when you need something.  I'll make every effort to put you in touch with the person or service you need.

JB: I'm not sure how you work with Kim, but there's a special place in heaven for you.  I'd prefer to work just with you, but if you tell me I need to work with Kim, too, I guess I'll do what I have to do.

Additional Information:  After leaving a message for Dr. Scott, you soon receive a voicemail from him saying "While Mariah seems to be progressing well, the last appointment turned up some mixed results.  We asked Ms. Budd to make a follow-up appointment and that has not yet been done."
Kim Ellis (DCP&P Worker)

Phone Call: Hello, you've reached the desk of Kimberly Ellis.  I'll be on annual leave for two weeks.  If this is an emergency, please hang up and dial 9-1-1.  If you need to speak with someone immediately, please call my supervisor, Susan Givens.  If you'd like to leave a message, please do so after the tone and I'll try to return your call as soon as I return.  BEEP.

CASA: Call Susan Givens, the supervisor, to get some more information about this case.

SG: Kim is out on vacation right now.  She's been working hard, she definitely earned it.  She's hiking the Inca Trail.  But that's probably not the information you're looking for.  I'll send you the most recent case notes we have on the Redd case.

Lela Jones (Maternal Grandmother)

We'll have to make this a fairly quick meeting.  I'm on my lunch hour and my boss really does keep tabs on how long our breaks are.  

You asked some questions on the phone, but I didn't have too much time to talk.  Sorry about that.  But yes, in my house we have me and my husband Charles, my daughter Clarissa and Clarissa's son, Buddy.  Clarissa was only 15 when she had Buddy and she still acts young, so they're more like brother and sister.  But Buddy knows who his mom is.  He also understands that in our house, Charles and I are the ones in charge. When she was pregnant, Clarissa swore she'd be a responsible mother, but after a month or two, she went back to playing around.  She did graduate high school while I raised Buddy. Sometimes she'd try to pull rank, sometimes she'd even leave home with Buddy for a few weeks at a time.  It really wasn't good for Buddy, so I finally went through social services to get legal custody.

Buddy's smart, he gets very good grades in school.  He goes to church with me on Sundays and he's in the children's chorus – he began doing praise dancing this year.  I'm proud of him.  He'll get into scrapes at school from time to time… boys will be boys.  He doesn't really have many father figures around.  His own dad left the state when Clarissa got pregnant.  He was older and had no desire to stay with Clarissa or be a real man when he found out she was pregnant.  Charles leaves the kids alone mostly, kids aren't his thing.  He works too hard to be playing around.  But he's a good provider for our house.  He's the reason our life is as good as it is right now.

Charles came along after my divorce, when Clarissa was seven and my other daughter, Sierra was ten.

CASA: Do you know if Clarissa is using drugs right now?  Or perhaps if she's completed a drug evaluation?

LJ: I don't want to speak bad about my daughter, but it wouldn't surprise me if she was.  I don't keep tabs on her.  She's a big girl, responsible for her own actions.

CASA: Do you think it would be all right if I spoke with Mr. Jones at some point?  Would you be able to tell me the best way to reach him?

LJ: I don't think it will be necessary for you to speak with him. He really doesn't interact with the kids or with Clarissa for that matter.  But if you must, he can be reached at the same number you called me on.

Interviews - Second Set:

Clarissa Redd (Mother):

Yes, I did leave Fresh Start.  They weren't happy with me, but it was pretty easy.  I just had to sign a few papers, they said it was "AMA" – something medical advice.  Against!  Against medical advice.  I really can't stand being in places like that.  Talking about my feelings individually.  Then in a group.  Then individually again.  Seriously, I just want my daughter back.  I don't have a problem.  I'll take their drug tests.  I'll get a job.  But let me have my baby back.

Once I have Mariah back, I'll start to put the other things in place.  I'll get a job. Then I can get my own place, too.  Honestly, I've been applying for things but I can't get an interview anywhere.  This economy is terrible.

I'm doing what's right for me right now.  I'm not seeing Johnny any more.  I'm going to the NA meetings over at The Armory.  I don't have a sponsor yet, but I'm going.  You can call them if you don't believe me.  

I've had the substance abuse evaluation that Kim insisted I take.  Why she made me go there, I'll never know.  They don't know anything about me.  They can't say what kind of person I am after only an hour or so.  Apparently some drug test there said I tested positive.  I'm not using right now.  Maybe I'll smoke a little when I'm at a friend's house – I don't have a job and I don't have to pay for it when I'm at his place, but I'm not using sherm or whatever they said I was doin'.  

I went to the parenting classes.  It's cool and all, but I already know how to be a parent.  The teacher was nice.  But I don't really have a chance to be a parent.  Kim is only letting me visit once every other week and it's not enough and it's not fair.
CASA: What's your plan to get in compliance with the court orders to get Mariah back?

CR: Wow, you know, I don't think anyone has actually asked me that question.  I mean, asked me for my thoughts.  I've always been told what to do and how to do it.  I'm committed to doing what it takes.  If I have to pee in a cup.  If I have to see a counselor.  But I need to get the information from Kim in order to set this stuff up and she's not returning my calls.

CASA: Until Mariah is able to come home to you, are there any other family members you think she could be placed with?

CR: Why can't my mother take care of her?  She's already helping out with Buddy.  I don't think I'd trust anyone else in the family to take care of Mariah.  We don't see eye to eye on a lot of things.

CASA: Why don't you get in touch with Kim and speak with her about increasing your visitation?

CR: I tried calling her once.  She didn't return my calls.  I guess I can try again.

Carlton ‘Buddy’ Redd:

Oh, hey.  Yeah, I heard about you, what you do.  I’m Buddy.  I guess you want to know a little about me.  I’m in the fifth grade at Hardy elementary school.  I just made the honor roll.  Again.  And I play basketball.

Oh jeez, was grandma talking about church?  Yes, I do go to church with her on Sundays.  I liked the choir, but now she has me doing that spirit dancing, too.

This?  No, nobody hit me.  I got this in basketball practice.  No, coach didn’t see it happen.  Why did I keep playing?  Any time you watch a sport on tv – basketball, football, whatever.  The announcers always say that the best athletes play through their injuries.

Mr. Charles?  He’s here.  He's all right.  He just wants me to stay out of trouble.  I guess you can talk with him if you really want to.  Or you can just leave me your phone number and I'll have him call you.  He's really busy right now.  

CASA: Look Buddy, I know you might be a little nervous talking with someone you just met.  But my role as a volunteer advocate is to protect children.  If there's anything you need to tell me about that black eye, that's one of the reasons that I'm here.

CR: I got this in school.  I don't know what you want me to say.  I really need to go inside.  I'll get Mr. Jones if you'd like.

CASA: Actually, I would like to speak with Mr. Jones.  Thanks for giving me a few minutes, Buddy.

CR: All right.  He's around back.

Charles Jones (Step-Grandfather)

Yes.  I'm Charles Jones.  Mr. Jones to you.  How'd you get in here? Did Buddy let you in? Who are you? I don't know what that is about but as you can see I'm pretty busy.

CASA: Hello Mr. Jones.  I'm a CASA volunteer that's been assigned to work on a case involving Mariah and Clarissa Redd.  I spoke with your wife recently and she gave me permission to speak with you.  Could I have a few minutes of your time?

CJ: I'm very busy.  Will this be quick?

CASA: I see that you're busy and this should only take a couple of minutes of your time.  I can come back if you'd like.  I'm working on behalf of Clarissa's new baby.  That's my only interest.  But I can come back if you'd like.

CJ: All right, you can have a few minutes.  What do you need to know?

CASA: Could you tell me a little about your relationship with Clarissa?

CJ: I raised - Lela and I raised those girls.  Then, one by one, they both said some things they probably regret.  And they left.  Clarissa comes here when she needs something.  We don't have a relationship to speak of.

CASA: Could you tell me a little bit about Clarissa and her daughter, Mariah?

CJ: Unbelievable!  Did she end up naming that kid Mariah? I honestly don't know why she used a family name on that kid.  She's never going to be that kid's mother.

CASA: Right now Mariah is in a foster home.  What would you think of Mariah ever coming to live here instead of foster care?

CJ: The way this government takes black kids willy nilly from black homes and puts them with white families is criminal.  We took care of Clarissa and her sister.  We're taking care of Buddy now.  Of course we could take Mariah in.  We can handle our own.

CASA: Mr. Jones, do you happen to know what happened to Buddy's eye?

CJ: If you're going to come waltzing in to my home, I expect a little more respect.  What's wrong with his eye?  I have no idea.  Whatever it is, it probably happened in school.  That kid just isn't careful.

Willy and Pearl Monroe:

Welcome to our home.  Come on in.  You kept calling us Mr. and Ms. Monroe on the phone.  Please call us Willy and Pearl.

Tyrone is next door playing with a friend.  He's Mariah's half-brother, I guess.  Willy is his father, Clarissa is the mother.  Right?  That makes them half-siblings?  Anyways, Clarissa seemed all too happy to sign Tyrone over to Willy and I.  Which was fine.  I can't have my own children.

Clarissa really is a mess.  We see her from time to time around town, almost always with a different guy.  Technically, I guess she's “with" Mariah's dad, Johnny.  He's a dealer.  I'm not out to get Clarissa.  I don't hold a grudge against her for hooking up with Willy when we were already together.  But she really is a mess.

CASA: When you've seen Clarissa, has she seemed sober?

PM: Clarissa just seems to have issues, whether she's under the influence or not.

CASA: I'm asking this question of all family members since it's generally preferable to place a kid with family as opposed to have the kid linger in foster care.  If it came down to it, do you think you'd be interested in providing a home for Mariah for a while?

PM: We really wish we could help you out, but we're already too busy as it is.

Sierra Redd Thomas (Maternal Aunt):

Hi, thanks for meeting me at my house.  Things are pretty busy, I'm babysitting for my 4 year old niece and she and my son are around here somewhere, playing.  I really need to watch them, so we'll have to make this a quick meeting if that's all right with you.

I've been married for about five years now. My husband and I met when we were in the Army.  He's still in, making a career of it.  Just back from active duty.  I got out after four years when I got pregnant.  It was great, but I just decided to be a stay at home mom while Antoine is still young. 

I basically enlisted in the Army when I was 18 in order to get away from home.  My mother, Lela, was fine, but her husband, Charles, used to make sexual advances on me when he started drinking.  It happened more than once and honestly it got to the point that I was scared he'd eventually assault me.  And when I mentioned it to my mom, she got upset and took his side.  

I really don't get why Clarissa keeps living there.  I've been worried about her for a long time, ever since she had Buddy.  Some people just can't get their act together.  I love my sister, but after trying for years, I'm not sure what else I can do to help.  I'm not ready, my family isn't ready for her to come live here… and all the craziness that would introduce to our home.  

Mariah's a different story.  If there's no place else for her to go, I could see her living here.  I definitely wouldn't want to see her in foster care.  I'm pretty sure my husband feels the same way.  For now, I'm not going to say anything to my mother or sister about this.  I'd appreciate if you didn't say anything either.  This is all confidential, right?

Thanks again for dropping by.  The kids sound like they're going crazy.  I should probably get back to watching them.

CASA: I'll do my best to limit the amount of information I share with your mother or sister, but the truth is that anything that's said to me may make it into a court report. I'm not going to share what you say unnecessarily, but if some of the information you do share will serve in Mariah's best interest, I'll have to share it with others if it's appropriate.

ST: Well, I'd really appreciate it if you made every effort to not share what I told you.

CASA: That's wonderful that you'll consider being a placement option for Mariah.  Two things I'll suggest to you: be sure you and your husband are on the same page, and if that's the case, then please call Kim Ellis.  She's the caseworker on this case, and she'll want to know you're interested.

ST: I'll check with my husband tonight.  And I'll call Ms. Ellis tomorrow.  Thanks!

Kim Ellis #2 (DCP&P Worker):

Hello, you've reached the desk of Kimberly Ellis.  I'll be in the office all week.  If this is an emergency, please hang up and dial 9-1-1.  If you need to speak with someone immediately, please call my supervisor, Susan Givens.  If you'd like to leave a message, please do so after the tone and I'll try to return your call as soon as I return.  BEEP.

After leaving a message, you get a call back within the hour.

Hi, I'm returning your call.  As to the questions you left on the voicemail: No, Clarissa has not been back in treatment since she left Fresh Start against medical advice.  I worked very hard to get her and Mariah together into Fresh Start.  It killed me when she checked out.

Clarissa was completely out of contact for a few months, but she's resurfaced at her mother's house.  She called recently to request visitation.  I don't see that happening until she gets back into a substance abuse treatment program.  I'd also like to see a psychological evaluation on this one.  But we don't have agreed orders about services right now because Clarissa is so far out of compliance.

Mariah is doing great in her foster placement.  Her health is so good.  I really think the primary plan at this point is for adoption with her foster mother if Clarissa can't get it together.

As to your last question, I'm not sure about Charles Jones.  I've never met him, but I'll keep an eye out for him the next time I visit the home.

CASA: What's happening with Clarissa's service plan?  It looks like there are some orders in place and Clarissa isn't in compliance.  Have you been able to connect her with any service providers?

KE: Clarissa doesn't seem interested in services right now.  I'm not even sure why she's requesting visitation, she doesn't seem that interested in caring for any of her own children.

CASA: What are your thoughts on moving Mariah to the home of Sierra Redd Thomas and her husband?

KE: Honestly, the foster home is the only home that Mariah has known.  I think it would be counterproductive to have this child bouncing around between family members and then back into foster care if and when the family members can't take care of her any longer.  Would you like to see your baby bouncing around from home to home through the system like this?

Interviews: Third Set

Julia Budd #2 (Resource Mother):

Thanks for meeting all of us out here.  I know it's fast food, but it's always a treat for the family when we eat out.  This is Michael, he's my 15 year old, the one holding Mariah is Renee, she's 13 and then we have Aiden who is 10.

Just to let you know, we fixed the smoke detectors.  Remember the random beeping from your last visit?  Well, that's fixed.  Apparently, when batteries get low, those things just beep and beep.  

Mariah has been doing great since she came to our home.  She's such a cute kid.  My kids are in love with her.

What did you want to talk about today?

CASA: I wanted to check in with you about your motivation and thoughts behind adopting Mariah.  There are several other family members that have come forward.  A maternal aunt.  Maybe even the maternal grandmother as long as we can make sure our concerns about substance abuse and physical abuse in the home are unfounded.  Why do you want to adopt Mariah?

JB: Family members may be coming out of the woodwork now.  Probably for the payments the state will make to them.  But our motivation is simple: we love her.  And we're all attached to her.  Honestly, she's like family now.

CASA: Obviously Mariah is from an African American family and you're not African American.  As Mariah grows and begins to be interested in the world around her, what are your thoughts on honoring her racial heritage and dealing with the obvious differences?

JB: Kids are kids.  We're all human beings and Mariah will be a family member in our home equal to everyone else.  In my daycare I tend to children from all backgrounds, whether it's along racial or socio-economic lines.  Besides, is the state actually allowed to discriminate against me for being a white woman who is interested in providing a loving, safe, nurturing home for a black child?

Lela Jones#2 (Maternal Grandmother):

Why all these questions about Charles?  Who have you spoken with?  Sierra?  You need to know, Sierra and Charles have never gotten along.  A little while back, she even had a scheme to try to get us to divorce, bringing up accusations about this or that.  I really don't know where it all comes from.

Charles does drink, but honestly, who doesn't?  Drinking isn't illegal.  He's a good man.

Ugh.  Clarissa.  She's my daughter and I do love her and I'll always be there for her.  But no, she's not in treatment.  I've told her that she needs more help than we can give her.  So she goes to meetings from time to time.

CASA: I'm asking this question of all family members since it's generally preferable to place a kid with family as opposed to have the kid linger in foster care.  If it came down to it, do you think you'd be interested in providing a home for Mariah for a while?

LJ: We could probably afford to have one more in our home.  Though I'm not sure Charles would be thrilled with the idea.

CASA: I noticed that Buddy has a black eye.  Do you know how he got it?

LJ: No. Look, I need to run so are we done here?

CASA: Do you know about Charles' criminal record?

LJ: Of course I do.  90 percent of black men in this country have run-ins with the police at some time or another.  It's just the way this country works.  His record is from 15 years ago.  How long does Charles have to wait until it doesn't count against him any more?  He made some mistakes.  He paid his debt to society.

Sierra Redd Thomas #2 (Maternal Aunt):

Thanks for calling.  I gave Kim Ellis a call last week to express my interest in taking Mariah in to our home.  I have to tell you, Ms. Ellis wasn't the friendliest person in the world.  I couldn't tell if she was annoyed that I called or annoyed that she had to do her job.

Anyways, yes, we really want Mariah to be with her kin.  And if we take her, it will be a total commitment.  We're only interested in adoption.  Not guardianship.  Not custody.  Honestly, I don't trust my family and I don't want future legal hassles over this issue.

We're willing to come visit Mariah whenever the social services agency is ready for us.  The entire family will come.  Except maybe my husband if he deploys again.

CASA: You used to live in the same home as Charles Jones.  Was he violent?

ST: Charles' idea of 'discipline' is a bit archaic.  Draconian really.  At least it was when I was little.  And when he drank, he just got meaner.

CASA: You're very kind to have offered your home for Mariah.  What are your thoughts about taking her away from the foster home, really the only home she's ever known?

ST: I imagine the foster family is quite nice.  I really appreciate what they've done for Mariah.  But I think Mariah's true home is with her kin.

Kim Ellis #3 (DCP&P Worker):

<E-mail>

I know you mean well.  Thanks for all the work and time you're putting in to this case.  I bet you've probably been trained on the theory behind the importance of children being with family if possible.  But honestly, you're role isn't to "play caseworker," you're role really is to look out for the best interests of the child.  Don't you think Mariah, who's now quite bonded with Ms. Budd, would be better off staying where she is?  Can you honestly tell me that you think she'd be better off being placed with people she doesn't know, with a high probability of being placed back in the system within a year?  Seriously, if you've paid attention to the news you'd be as concerned about a return home to family as I am.  Over the past several years, several states have been raked over the coals in the news for returning children home only to have the children turn up dead within weeks of reunification.

CASA: I do honestly feel that we should at least look in to and do the appropriate home studies for family members such as Sierra Redd Thomas.

KE: I'll do a home study if the court says I have to, but I think it's a waste of time.  The baby already has a family that loves her and it really is in her best interest to remain in that loving, stable placement.
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