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On 21 January 2002 we had some friends to stay. These friends, John and Jane, were old University colleagues that I had known for 30 years. 

My son, Peter arrived at our front door some 5 minutes after our friends. His mood immediately darkened when he saw our friends and started to demand that they left the house. He believed that John was an impostor and that he was Peter’s own neighbour who lived in the flat above his and who had been giving him some hassle.

Soon the situation reached the stage where Peter was becoming so agitated that I had to suggest that the police be called. Peter managed to control himself for a while and went to apologise to John but immediately afterwards lost control and started to attack John.

I called the police but, on their arrival, Peter did not believe they were really policemen and after a short discussion Peter tried to attack them. It was at this stage that handcuffs were produced and through the tears of emotion and sorrow I managed to see enough to help put the handcuffs on my own son.

He was not taken to the local hospital. There was no bed. He was taken to one of the main city hospitals and placed in A&E. 

The policewoman involved, recognising our distress, kindly called us at about 11:00 pm to tell us that Peter was much calmer but he was still in A&E and still in handcuffs. 

Is this a considerate way to handle the situation? Just what did go through this young man’s mind? Was he frightened? Was he terrified?

That night at 11:50 pm, whilst in bed my wife and I were trying to come to terms with the events of the evening, when the phone rang. The Social Worker formally told me that Peter had been sectioned under Section 2 of the Mental Health Act and that he would be detained in the main city hospital.

No further information was given to us. 

No follow up phone call to ask if we were ok.

No signposts to an organisation that might help us through our own family problems. 

We were left with no guidance.

The next day I called the unit and then hand delivered some social history on Peter, addressed to the Consultant Psychiatrist. 

I found out later that Peter was first seen on 22 January and not again until 28 January. 

The consultant never returned my calls and did not invite me to see him to discuss Peter’s condition. 

(The one positive part of the whole episode was that the staff at the Unit were helpful and gave us information on Peter’s health and advised us that it would not be a sensible proposition to visit him at this stage).

On 29 January Peter was transferred to a unit on his ‘home patch’ in the local town and put under the care of psychiatrist, Dr W.

Following a phone conversation to the unit Dr W. agreed to see me and, after an hour’s conversation, suggested that Peter might be suffering from schizophrenia.

Peter stayed in the unit and we, as parents were not encouraged to see him. We were content to follow the Consultant’s advice.

However I waited for someone to contact me to see if ‘the system’ would help by providing further assistance or guidance for the family.

Nothing happened.

I called the unit every two days to see how Peter was progressing. The staff were helpful, on the whole.

On 15 February I was phoned and told that Peter was to be held in hospital under a Section 3. The Social Worker subsequently wrote to me (18 February) and enclosed a copy of ‘Patients Information Leaflet 21’. 

This document simply gives information on the Rights and Responsibilities of the Nearest Relative but no contact number. As a signposting document it is useless. 

Of what real use is this document and what purpose does it serve?

No-one followed up the letter; the silence was deafening.

After 5 days I phoned and asked for a Carers Assessment. 

The Social Worker was not sure if I would qualify since who qualified as a carer would be discussed and confirmed in the ward round.  

What!?……we are his parents and have looked after him for 25 years. 

No-one called me

After another 5 days I phoned again, and after some conversations a carers assessment has now been organised.

On 28 February the NHS Trust managing Peter wrote to me, out of the blue, to inform me that Peter had applied to the Hospital Managers for Discharge. I am appalled that Peter might be let out and phoned the Trust on receipt of the letter to enquire what is going on. I am told that Discharge means a possible review of the Section 3 and that Peter might become an informal patient. 

And how am I supposed to understand what impact that will have?

Another fine example of lack of communication. Just what is going on?

On Tuesday 3 March 2002 I take Peter out for a ride in the car for 40 minutes. It is Peter’s first time out with either his Mum or Dad. It is very sad. All he wants to do is to leave the unit.

On Friday 8 March 2002 I am asked to attend a ward round with the Consultant Psychiatrist. I arrive 10 minutes early and am told that the Consultant Psychiatrist wants to see Peter. 

I am told to go into the unit’s kitchen and make some coffee for myself.

How?

And amongst people who are clearly not that well. 

Is this a way to treat someone who may never have been in a mental hospital before?

After some minutes I am led through to the consulting room. 

Peter is there with the Consultant Psychiatrist and it is there that I am told that Peter will not be able to visit us at home until the following week. 

Then I am told in front of Peter, with no warning, that Peter might be a paranoid schizophrenic.

No warning? Yes, no warning. 

How am I supposed to react?

How does the Consultant Psychiatrist know how I am going to react?

I put on a brave face, I try to lift Peter’s spirits. But…… I feel devastated.

Peter asks if he can go for a drive with me. The Consultant Psychiatrist says he can’t. Peter walks off, the Consultant Psychiatrist walks off. I am left standing there alone. No-one shows me out. I punch in the security code and leave the hospital feeling cold and numb. 

What is the outcome for this illness?

What is the treatment?

Does anyone help me? No

Does anyone ask how I feel? No

Does anyone see me out of the hospital? No

Does anyone give a phone number of another organisation that might help me? No

Does anyone care? No

I have to go home and tell my wife.

I have to go home and tell Peter’s brother.

I have to think about Peter on his own in the hospital, having been told brutally of his life sentence in front of me.  

Does anyone call me later? No

I ask again, does anyone care? No

Oh and, by the way, we live in the year 2002

On 12 March I am amazed to be phoned to see if I now feel that I am being included in the care plan of Peter.

Included? Just what does this word mean?

Are there any guidelines, any procedures? And if there are, where are they? Please, please

show me.

Commentary

When we asked our readers about what you would like to see in the newsletter, you asked for families’ experiences and case studies.  Peter’s father sent me his story.  It evokes many emotions in me – I suppose it has in you too as readers of the newsletter.  I had to remind myself that these events happened in 2002.  Clinicians often get angry when we continue to push for families’ needs being addressed frequently with ‘we’re doing ‘it’ already’.  Carers often tell a different story.  What does doing ‘it’ mean – is it, as in the case of Peter’s father, a phone call after two months asking him if he feels included?
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