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The missing

Every year around 100,000 children rum away. Many are escaping abuse or trouble at home, but some just go.

Sarah Turner held a poster of her missing 14-year-old daughter up to the face of a teenage girl of similar age, living on the streets of South London. The girl, a crack addict, read how Ruth, a bright and attractive schoolgirl, had disappeared outside her local library – leaving her parents unable to imagine why she should do so. As the girl read, tears rolled down her cheeks. Then she shook her head and said that she was sorry but she had not seen Ruth. “I'm sure she cried because she recognised so much of her own story in Ruth's,” says Sarah Turner.

Until Ruth disappeared Mrs Turner had been unfamiliar with the world of life on the streets. But after Ruth went missing last month, the police reported a sighting of her in the central London area. So Mrs Turner began to search every street and every corner. She became well-acquainted with the area's outdoor population. “The police told me that looking for runaways like Ruth is like looking for a needle in a haystack,” she says. “I knew that if I wanted her back, I would have to find her myself and find her quickly before something terrible happened to her.” She searched day and night, while her husband Paul and her elder daughter Joanna waited by the phone at home.

This was not the first time Ruth had run away, but it was the longest she had ever been missing. For a few years, she had left home from time to time, first only for a few hours, later staying away overnight. Although she often stayed away from the exclusive girl's school she attended, Ruth seemed able to keep up with her work. “All she said, each time she returned,” says Sarah Turner, “was that she had sat on a bus and waited to see where she would end up. It didn't matter to her.” The lack of explanation for her flights has been one of the hardest things for her parents. There has not been a single accusation in a moment of anger. All her mother knows for certain is that Ruth suffers from low self-esteem and seems unhappy at school. “She doesn't have a lot of friends and I think she feels isolated. She thinks differently to other kids, and from a young age, she was always asking questions like: Why did the universe start? Maybe she's frightened of something.”

Ruth is one of about 100,000 under-16s who go missing every year. One in three boys and one in five girls are under 11 when they first run away. From the age of 14 upwards, girls are twice as much likely to run away as boys. 45% of children in care run away compared with 9.5% of those who live with their families. 

Happily, Ruth turned up safe and well after 10 days away. When the police collected her from a homeless project where she had sought help, the officers said that they were convinced that she had not been abused in a way and that she had not taken drugs. But Ruth has refused to see her family and chosen instead to go into foster care. Social workers have told her family that they cannot see her at present. For her parents this is a painful time as they wait for social services to permit a meeting, for her mother in particular. She says: “I just miss her so much and want her to come home again.” (The Guardian, 31 October, 2001, adapted)

Choose one of the following tasks:

1. You are Ruth. The social workers ask you to write a letter to your parents as a part of your therapy. Write a letter to your parents / your mother. Explain your situation and feelings, why you ran away, why you do not want to come home, etc. 

2. You are Paul or Sarah Turner. The social workers have allowed you to write a letter to your daughter Ruth. Write the letter telling her about your feelings, your wishes for the future, etc.

Be creative. Add your own ideas and write at least 400 words.

