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1

Leanne

Wide-eyed and excited, we file into the lecture theatre. I try not to fidget in my stiff new uniform. The coarse blue jumper, just like the ones I wore at school, is making me itch. It’s October and the room is stifling with dry, heated air. I gaze around the theatre and resist the urge to pinch myself at the thought that I’m sitting slap bang in the middle of Hendon Police College, the Metropolitan Police’s iconic training centre. A single bead of sweat runs down the small of my back. I’m exhausted from the ‘introductory drinks’ of the night before, but there’s nowhere else I want to be. I’ve waited two years to get here. Two years working for the local council, assessing the needs of homeless applicants. Interviewing drunks, vagrants and domestic violence victims. Little do I know I’m facing more of the same.

We sit down in the stiff plastic chairs and look at each other. I glance across the faces of my new colleagues and fellow probationers. Mostly men, mostly white men. Not even a third of us are women. A buzzing murmur fills the room as people talk in animated whispers. We’ve made it. It’s the first day of the rest of our lives. The first day of the career we all know we’ll be in for the next thirty years. Yesterday we moved into our rooms in Hendon’s notorious tower blocks – the first things you see as you approach Colindale tube station on the Northern Line – eager to begin our eighteen weeks of training. Even the sight of the previous occupant’s hair in my sink hadn’t dampened my spirits. This morning we were allocated our uniforms. For the first time in my life (except possibly for a few university fancy dress parties) I was dressed as a police officer. The trousers fasten above my belly button and give me the longest-looking bottom in history. But we all look the same. And I already feel the sense of unity that will become familiar. One for all.

A hush falls as the teachers walk in. From that day on we will refer to them as ‘staff’. We look at them with barely concealed awe. These people have been there and done it all and come back to teach us how to be there and do it all. I click my biro on and clutch my pad, my eyes barely leaving the front as I lean forward. After the formalities of fire exits and laundry rooms, of parade times and uniform expectations, the male probationers are asked to leave the room. They file out in silence, and the male sergeants and inspector leave with them. With the majority of cadets now gone, the hall seems suddenly sparse. As we glance at each other nervously I realise that I’m in the minority. Then they give us ‘the talk’.

I roll my eyes as the female staff lecture us about relationships with fellow cadets (not a good idea), relationships with staff (really not a good idea) and contraception. They tell tales of women gone before us, women who have come away from training with a nasty case of the clap. Or a baby. Honestly, do they think I’m stupid? I’ve got through twenty-four years of life so far without getting pregnant, I think I can manage eighteen weeks more. Besides, I have a boyfriend and I’m on the pill.

It’s pointed out to us that there are ‘no days off’ in training. No days to pop to the doctor’s and get a new prescription. So we’d better have enough birth control with us. A tiny voice in the back of my head. How many pills have I got left? I ignore it. I’ve waited two years to get here, I’m not going to mess it up now. If I run out, then we’ll just use a condom. No condom, no sex. Simple. My mind skips from the warning to the next item on our agenda: being assigned our boroughs.

When I filled out my application form I had little knowledge of London’s boroughs, a fact that hasn’t changed much. So when it’s announced that I’ll be joining Brixley with eight other trainee constables I’m perfectly happy. It’s North London, at least, and relatively easy to get to from my parents’ house in Cheshunt. Not that I intend to live there for long. We wander out of the lecture theatre and I head back up to my small room on the thirteenth floor. In my room is a small single bed, a desk, some drawers and a wardrobe. Next to the wardrobe is a metal sink and a mirror. I leave my room and wander down the halls, stopping to speak to the other girls on the corridor, introducing myself to anyone I’ve not already met. It’s agreed that we’re all going to the Peel Bar, the only bar on site, and then I feel like I’m at university again as we all start flitting in and out of each other’s rooms borrowing hair straighteners and make-up.

I can feel the sexual tension as soon as we walk into the bar. It’s dimly lit and full to the brim. The majority of recruits are in their early twenties and I feel a little like I’m on display in a meat market as tables of blokes turn to look at us. I feel like they may hold up score cards at any point and I don’t want to know what my total is. I swallow down my nerves and head for the bar. The décor is tired – green sofas and dark varnished wood, with green panelled walls and an old-fashioned jukebox in one corner – and the clientele are a mixture of brand–new recruits like me and other intakes. A new intake joins Hendon every five weeks as the oldest intake graduates, and there are approximately two hundred recruits in each. We are the purple intake. There are always four intakes training at any one time and the other colours are green, red and blue. Already we feel the superiority of the trainees that have been here longer than us, and I can’t wait until I can lord it over recruits who are younger in service than me. Bottom of the pile. Only way is up.

* * *

I can still taste the bacon from my bacon roll as I quick-step towards my classroom. Smoothing down the coarse blue stomach of my Met jumper, I sigh as my fingers catch on the new bulge of podge that is growing over the waistband of my trousers. I’ve been at Hendon for seven weeks and I’ve got another eleven to go. Got to stop having cooked breakfasts every day. Hot food is available in the canteen three times a day and it seems that I just can’t bring myself to head to the salad trolley. Apparently Met canteens aren’t known for their healthy options. I make a mental note to try and cut back as I push into my classroom. Staff aren’t here yet, phew, and I take my seat.

There’s not been a morning yet that I haven’t wanted to start the day. I’m loving every minute; the shouting at officer safety training, the role-plays and even the study. It seems like ages since I’ve written notes and, being a bit of a stationery freak, I’m in my element when creating multi-coloured, highly highlighted revision sheets. I love being tested. An approval seeker, I remind myself of Lisa Simpson in the episode where Springfield Elementary is closed down and she’s desperate to be graded by anyone, for anything. Grade me! We’ve settled into a routine that involves a week of early shifts, followed by a week of lates. Earlies are 6 a.m. until 2 p.m. and lates are 2 p.m. until 10 p.m. The purpose is to get us used to the shifts we’ll be working in the real world. Unlike real-world policing, however, our weekends are free. Most people, including me, travel home at the weekends to see friends and family. I see my boyfriend. I met him at university and we’ve been dating for five years. He’s black and lives on a notorious estate in Tottenham. Facts I’d never considered much of a talking point until I started discussing it with other recruits. He’s now referred to as my ‘gangster boyfriend’. But I tell myself they’re only joking.

The class stands as Sergeant Gracie walks through the door. A relic from the tradition of standing when a higher rank enters the room, it strikes me as overly military. He tells us to sit and as I lower myself into my chair I remember what this class is going to be covering: Dead bodies and death messages. Nerves start to wriggle in my belly as I consider what I’m about to see. I’ve never seen a dead body. Sure, I’ve seen plenty of bloody recreations in violent movies, I’ve seen blurred and grainy images on the news, but I’ve never seen a real body. Sgt Gracie has his arms wrapped round a thick black ring binder. He places it on the desk in front of him. Twenty-eight pairs of eyes follow the folder to the desk. We all know what’s in there.

He starts the lesson. His Northern Irish accent sounds both harsh and rounded in equal measures. There’s no mistaking when he’s pissed off, though. First up is the usual welfare spiel. We get it every time we’re about to discuss something that could upset or offend anyone. You can leave the room at any time. There’s no way I’ll be walking out of that door. I’m apprehensive about what I’m going to see, yes, but I’m absolutely sure I can handle it. I’ve never been queasy. Blood doesn’t bother me. I’ve never turned away at the gruesome bits in horror movies; if anything, I lean in for a better view. He tells us that we’ll be viewing the photos in groups of four. They start at one end of the tables and work their way round. We chat quietly while waiting for our turn – idle chat to pass the time while our eyes flick constantly towards the folder. I try not to look at the other recruits as they view the photos. I don’t want to see their reactions. I want the way I react to be totally uninfluenced by them. By the time the folder has reached my group, about two-thirds of the class have already seen it. No one has left the room.

Sgt Gracie places the folder on the table between the four of us. He opens the plastic cover to reveal the first photograph. It’s a man. He’s old and fat, lying on his back, wearing a brown cardigan over a blue shirt, beige trousers and brown shoes. A large black knife-handle protrudes from the centre of his chest. A trickle of blood runs from the corner of his mouth to the floor. It’s dark brown. His eyes are wide and staring, his mouth hangs open and his skin is completely white. At the top of the page, on the right, some details are printed:



RODRIGUES, Arthur – 63 – alcoholic, murdered by lodger.



It’s only as I read his name that a lump starts to form in my throat. This is – was – a real person. We nod between ourselves and someone turns the page. We turn again and again – limbs and torsos, dark smudges on walls, vacant eyes, open mouths and frozen faces. With each photo my jaw sets tighter and tighter, but I’m fine. I’m holding it together. I can do this.

We’re nearly at the end and Sgt Gracie turns the page again. This time the photo shows a woman lying in a hallway, at the bottom of a flight of stairs. Around her neck is a rope, which winds around her throat, the skin there bulging and blackened. Her face is turned away and her curly auburn hair is raked upwards beneath her head so that her neck is visible. The end of the rope twists out from under her shoulder and ends in a wild fray on the carpet. The carpet looks thick and clean. In the corner of the hallway is a table with a pot plant. Beneath the table are two pairs of shoes. Adult trainers sit neatly next to tiny wellies. She was a mother. I feel the first prickles of tears in my eyes. Stop. She lies mostly on her back, her legs twisted to one side. Above her, hanging from the banister, is the other half of the rope, wrapped thickly around one of the spindles. Beside her, around a metre from her head, is a steak knife.



COLLINS, Leanne – 31 – domestic murder.



But the image doesn’t fit the description. Did she hang herself? Did someone else do it? Why is the knife there?

I look up at Sgt Gracie. ‘She was strangled by her estranged and abusive husband. He panicked and tried to make it look like a suicide; hung her from the banisters. Her four-year-old son found her and ran to a neighbour’s house. When police arrived, they cut her down. The presence of the knife was a puzzle for detectives.’ He pauses, four faces turned up towards him, hanging on his every word. ‘It was only when Leanne’s son was spoken to by specially trained officers the next day that they discovered why the knife was there. He said that he had brought Mummy the knife so that she could cut off the rope when she woke up.’

My hands are across my mouth. Suddenly all I can see is that four-year-old, standing in a hallway with a knife in his hand. The tears spill from my eyes and my cheeks burn in embarrassment as I dash from the room. I cover my face entirely with my hands as I sob in the corridor outside the classroom. The tragedy of it tears through my chest as I try and get a hold of myself. What the hell is wrong with me? I imagine what the other recruits are thinking. Does she honestly think she can be a good copper? She can’t even look at dead bodies without crying. Pathetic. But this isn’t me. I wanted to shout it at them. This is not me. I’ve heard tragic stories before. The world is full of them. The whole reason I joined the police is to try and stop those tragedies from happening, or to at least catch the perpetrators responsible. Maybe I’ve got it all wrong. Maybe I can’t do this.

* * *

Tears well in my eyes as I look down at the stick. Nine weeks into training and I’m pregnant. Pregnant and sitting in the urine-scented toilets at Metropolitan Police training college, Hendon. I think back to my smugness in the welcome lecture and shudder. How could I have been so reckless? I knew something was different – I hadn’t been myself for the last few weeks. But how could I be pregnant? I only ran out of pills a few weeks back and we’ve been careful since then. Those immortal words from all the teen magazines I have ever read flood through my head. It only takes one time. But I’m not a teen, am I? I’m a grown woman, a woman supposed to be responsible enough to become a police officer.

I walk back into my room. Dropping the stick on my desk I sink onto my bed next to my boyfriend. ‘It’s positive.’ I can’t bring myself to say the word ‘pregnant’.

‘I won’t stay with you if you keep it.’ He sits on the edge of the bed. ‘You won’t be a good mother. You’re not ready.’ His fingers twist together.

‘But we could do it together,’ I hear myself say, my voice high and wheedling, and it makes me cringe. ‘We love each other. We could make it work.’

‘No, we couldn’t, and you can kiss goodbye to all this.’ He gestures to my training room, my white notes, my polished boots. ‘You’ll have to stop your training. You’ve waited two years for this. You’ll resent it.’

The next day and I’m sitting in a small room with two comfy armchairs in it. I can tell it’s the bad news room. The welfare room. Calm colours, soft furnishings. There are rooms like it all across the Met. I had reached the staff room early this morning, careful to slip out before the other recruits. As soon as I’d opened my mouth to tell them the tears had started to flow.

I sit clutching a soggy tissue, tears dripping onto my stiff blue jumper, as I wait for Sgt Gracie. He is well respected by the recruits and you can tell that the rest of the staff feel the same. I like him. I respect him and trust him. I look to him for guidance and I want to impress him. I have been that way since school. Always searching for a gold star or a smiley face.

He walks into the room and sits down in front of me. I tell him that I’ve made up my mind. He nods and gets straight down to business. ‘We’ll say you’ve had a family emergency.’

‘OK.’

‘You can have two days, but you’ll have to come to Hendon at some point and cover what you’ve missed.’

‘Thank you.’

‘One more thing.’ He leans forward, his elbows resting on his pressed black trousers, silver sergeant stripes glinting on his shoulders. ‘I don’t think you should tell your parents.’

‘Why?’ I hear myself ask, my voice claggy and wet.

‘I just think it will be easier if you don’t.’

And just like that, I make a decision that I will regret for another twelve years of my life. A decision that will fester, getting bigger and bigger the longer it sits in my belly. I don’t know why I listened to him. Every other piece of advice he ever gave me was sound. He didn’t voice his opinions on what I should do, he didn’t judge me; he just listened and assured me that he could give me the time to do what I needed to. But that one sentence, that one small piece of advice, that’s what I regret more than anything. Because I had a great relationship with my parents, still do. I knew I could tell them anything and that they would still be there for me. Still love me. And the longer I hadn’t said it, the more hurt they would be that I hadn’t. But every time I opened my mouth to try, nothing came out.

* * *

‘From the date of your last period, I would say you are six weeks’ pregnant.’ The doctor has a thick Nigerian accent. It reminds me of my boyfriend and his family, which is really not what I need right now. He sits behind a large desk. Surrounding him, and on the walls of his office, are photographs of his family. His many children smile at me from their wooden frames. I look at the crucifix behind his head and swallow.

‘I’ve made up my mind.’ My voice is firm.

‘Why would you do this?’ He shakes his head and tuts. A bolt of rage. This isn’t what doctors are supposed to do. It’s my right to choose. I feel my cheeks glow hot and wish I could conceal the blush. But anger comes from shame. And I am ashamed. Ashamed and furious.

‘It’s not the right time for me.’ I say the words as quickly as I can, hoping that I can hold my voice steady. He looks down. The conversation appears to be over and I’ve never been so grateful. He scribbles on a piece of paper, reaches into his drawers for a leaflet and gives both to me.

‘Everything you need is on there.’

‘Thank you.’ Fuck you.

Later on, with the leaflet in my hand and my boyfriend by my side, I call and make the appointment. I will have to wait a week. There’s nothing sooner.

‘I’ll pay for it all,’ he says, keen to help. Keen to get rid of it.

Each day during that long week I tell myself I’m doing the right thing. I throw myself into my training during the day and the team bonding during the evenings. Each day I remind myself where I’m going with my life, that I want to be a police officer. That I want nothing to slow me down. That I want to help people. I often think of Leanne. Of how maybe, just maybe, I’ll one day be able to prevent that happening to someone else.

* * *

After my family emergency I returned to my training. Most of the recruits accepted my refusal to answer questions about where I’d been, but there were rumours. I got lower test results than before, my enthusiasm for study dampened. But I could forgive myself for that. I got myself through it. I pushed it to the back of my mind and focused on my career. After all, that was what it had all been for. The recruits in my class bonded well. We’d celebrate small milestones and big. We’d go to the local pub often and I drank a lot –often. I loved my classmates, and I loved my new career.

But later, after the pub had chucked us out and the laughing had stopped, when I was alone in the dark, the tears would come.

‘I’m sorry,’ I’d say.

I knew exactly who I was talking to as I repeated it over and over again. Even though they didn’t exist any more. My jaw and eyes ached from crying.

And every night I made a promise that I’d be the best police officer I could be.

That I’d help as many people as I could.

That I’d make up for it.


2

Wayne

The SOCO (scenes of crime officer) walks into her office at 9 a.m. on the dot. I’d probably be more pleased to see her if I hadn’t been waiting since 6.30 a.m. I’m a brand-new probationary constable and have been told to parade for early turn, so that’s jolly well what I’ve done. Except today I’m supposed to be shadowing the SOCO, and they don’t start until 9. Basics. Still, one of the main talents of a probationary police constable seems to be ‘taking it on the chin’, so I’m off to a good start. Plus, it’s my birthday, and I’m actually really keen to witness the forensic experts in action. Mum’s planned me a birthday tea for when I get home, which is usually around 4 p.m. on an early shift, and I’m looking forward to it. Six weeks after leaving Hendon and I’m loving every minute of my street duties course. Ten weeks of being paired with experienced officers, taking reports, searching suspects and plenty of shoplifters. Getting to grips with the radio and starting to learn your borough. Only two weeks before the puppy-walking ends and I’m placed on a response team for real. I feel a little jolt of excitement in my tummy just thinking about it. Real 999 calls, real policing. But no street duties instructors to walk you through it.

I jump up as she enters and introduce myself. Always be keen. She’s warm and friendly, introduces herself as Michelle and asks me if I’ve been waiting long. Not at all, I answer with a smile. She tells me that we’ve got a list of crime scenes to go to and quickly packs up her kit. We’re out in the yard just as fast and getting into her van. It’s unmarked, white, with a very small Metropolitan Police emblem on the side. I look to the emergency response cars parked around me and grin as a bubble of anticipation pops in my stomach. Soon. As I settle into the front passenger seat I double-check that my radio is on the correct channel: BX1. I twist the volume dial and cock my head to listen as the current response team go about their calls. I love listening to what’s going on, tuning into a channel previously unavailable to me and altogether unavailable to the public. I feel pride prickle in my chest as I consider the fact that I’m now part of this very exclusive club.

I run my finger over the various knobs and buttons, trying to remember the feel of them all without having to look. The tip of my index finger lingers on the soft rubber pad of the emergency button. It’s bright orange and, without doubt, the most important button on your radio. Referred to as the ‘emer’ button, when pressed it triggers an alarm that sounds on every radio within your borough. Cutting across the airways so that your radio has priority over everyone else, even Control, it gives you ten seconds of airtime to ask for help. Everybody jumps when the emer button sounds. It usually means one thing: your colleagues are in trouble and they need help. If you press the emer button you’ll have every available police officer on their way to your location in seconds, discarding their lunch, dumping cups of tea and running to the yard. It’s a reassuring button to have.

We pull out of the yard and Michelle starts making small talk. She’s dressed in plain clothes with a Met vest, the kevlar body armour issued to all front-line Metropolitan police staff, over the top of her thin jumper. The sickly scent of her vanilla perfume wafts up my nose as we pull out of the yard and I reach into my pocket for some lip-gloss. I can feel my Met vest digging into me as Michelle weaves through the busy London traffic. It’s a feeling I’m yet to get used to. It’s tighter than normal as, unlike the usual thin cotton of my white shirt, today I’m wearing a red hoody underneath. I’m also in plain clothes, except for my kit-belt and Met vest, of course. It does feel good to be in jeans and trainers.

We soon arrive at the location of a burglary and head in to find the officers on scene. It’s a small flat, basement level, with a front window that’s completely obscured from the street. Someone could have worked away at that window for as long as they wanted without being disturbed, and they’ve obviously done just that. The uniformed officers direct us to some obvious evidence opportunities; the broken window and some clean shiny surfaces that may have been touched by the suspects. Michelle explains that clean and shiny is good for fingerprints. Then the officers get called to a ‘fight in progress’ and leave us to it. I look longingly at their backs as they rush to their car, envying their sense of urgency. They’re needed.

I soon forget them, however, as I’m fascinated by Michelle’s job. We’re encouraged by some small drops of blood on the broken window, the best evidence we’re likely to find at a scene like this. She swabs it and seals it. She works quickly and efficiently, talking enthusiastically about everything she’s doing. Before long we’re packing up and I find myself hoping that we’re heading to a grisly scene next. We head out to the car and are so busy chatting that we miss the fluorescent yellow metal at first. Oh shit. We’ve been clamped. The van looks forlorn sitting by the kerb with a penalty notice strapped to its windshield. Michelle turns red as she explains that she must have forgotten to display the log book in the window, and starts to make the necessary phone calls. I feel the rain start to spit, so we get into the car and wait for the clampers to come and remove their shackle.

Two hours later, and I’m stifling a yawn as Michelle launches into the story of ‘boyfriend number three.’ It’s only 11 a.m. but it’s four-and-a-half hours into my shift and I’ve been up since 4.30. I despair as I work out that half of my shift is gone already and I’ve hardly seen any forensic action. In an effort to keep myself amused, I’m listening to my police radio while grunting the occasional ‘uh-huh’ in response to Michelle’s monologue. Listening to all the calls that I’m not on my way to, I lean my head back and close my eyes, thinking about the delicious meal ahead of me, the presents and the now definitely ‘necessary’ drinks to celebrate my twenty-five years on this planet. The thought of a drink cheers me up and I straighten up as my attention gets drawn by something moving farther down the street.

It’s a car. A jeep, to be precise, and it’s moving fast. Straight towards us. It screeches up the road and blasts past, causing our van to shake in its wake. I see a flash of white face and a shaved head as the driver’s window is framed in mine for a less than a millisecond. Michelle’s shocked into a refreshing silence and I twist in my seat to try and catch the registration. I only catch the first half.

‘He’s going to wind up in a crash if he’s not careful,’ I mutter to Michelle as I crane around for a street sign. Being new to the borough has many disadvantages. I wipe my brow in the stuffy car as the voice of my reporting sergeant echoes through my mind. Always make sure you know where you are. I’m instantly annoyed with myself for not noting our address. Finally, I see it on the side of a house near the end of the street. St Peter’s Crescent. I’m just lifting my personal radio to my lips to circulate the speeding car when an emergency call broadcast stops me.

‘Call on an “I grade” now to St Peter’s Crescent, road traffic accident, injured parties on scene, police assistance requested.’

‘I grade’. Immediate. My heart skips a beat. I sit up and look at Michelle as I hear the location of the call. That’s us. That’s where we are. Take the call! Again I reach for my radio but a voice at the back of my mind is saying, Wait. You don’t know what you’re doing. There’s no experienced officer to give me advice. It’s my decision and I’m on my own. I can feel Michelle watching me as I sit staring into space, expecting another unit to pipe up and answer the call. But it’s been a busy early turn and the airwaves remain silent. What if someone’s seriously hurt? The thought clears all the doubt from my mind and I press the button on the side of my PR (personal radio). I wait for the bleep and the echo that tells me I’m on the air.

‘NI from 215NI.’

‘Go ahead, 215...’

The sound of my high-pitched and slightly shaky voice over the airwaves distracts me. I try not to think about the fact that every police officer in the borough, plus the entire control room, can hear everything I’m saying.

‘I’m... um, I’m street duties and I’m on St Peter’s Crescent now. I can go and take a look?’ Hoping simultaneously to be told that I can’t go on my own, while also quietly respected for my bravery, I hold my breath as another silent beat passes.

‘Street duties... received. Do we have another unit that can attend to assist 215?’

Again the control room’s request remains unanswered.

‘Got to go.’ I glance at Michelle, who is still staring blankly at me, and push open my door. The fresh April air feels cool on my clammy face as I look up the crescent. I can’t see anything from where I’m standing, but I just about hear it as I turn my head to look around. Someone’s shouting. I start to jog in the direction of the noise. As I run into the curve, more and more of the road ahead opens up to me and suddenly I can see the crash. It’s 20 metres away and I see fluorescent jackets, scattered traffic cones and the rear of the jeep, in the air, wheels spinning. I quicken my pace as the shouting gets louder. It’s coming from a man who’s lying on the floor. He’s splayed on his side next to the jeep, and at either end of him burly-looking builders are kneeling. Is he injured? Is a head injury making him lash out? I run straight into the middle of the scene and have maybe half a second to grasp what has happened before everybody starts shouting at once. At me. They must have clocked the Met vest and cuffs then.

‘He drove straight into the hole.’

‘He’s a fucking nutcase!’

‘Lucky no one was hit.’

The words jumble together as I try and figure out what to do next. What to do first. The jeep’s rear wheels are suspended in the air, still spinning. Its bonnet is pointing down into the road and obscured by the hole it’s driven into. The driver’s door hangs open, a few feet away from where he has wound up on the floor. There are red and white barriers scattered around and a number of shocked-looking residents have come out of their houses. I assume that the driver, the skinhead I saw before, has lost control and driven into a hole. I walk over as the builders look up at me. The look of disappointment is etched across their faces.

‘Are you it?’ the builder on the left asks, eyebrows raised.

Hold it together. You can do this.

‘I’m a police officer, yes,’ I answer him and nod to the driver. ‘Do you need an ambulance?’

This time it’s the other builder who speaks. His hat is skewed sideways and he’s panting like a dog. ‘An ambulance?’ he wheezes, as if it’s the most ridiculous suggestion he’s ever heard. ‘Listen, love, the only thing you need is back-up!’

And it’s only as he says it that I begin to fully comprehend the situation. The driver’s not hurt, he’s being prevented from running off. The builders are restraining him, not tending to his wounds. As my mind slows slightly from its whirring panic I can finally hear what the driver’s saying. And it’s not nice.

‘You fucking Paki prick.’ He spits the words out like venom, saliva bubbling at the corner of his mouth. ‘Fucking let go of me, you fucking pricks.’

I bend over and take a proper look at him. He’s about my age. His T-shirt is like a saggy tent around his torso and his tracksuit bottoms drape over thin legs. He’s out of breath, but seriously agitated. I take my cuffs from their holster on my belt and motion to the builders to bring the suspect’s wrists together. They achieve this easily and I breathe a secret sigh of relief as I manage to get the cuffs on without looking like a novice. And then it happens. The police are here. They can deal with it now. Both burly builders let go of the man and stand up, stepping away from him and brushing themselves down. Now it’s just me and him. The suspect has gone quiet and I stand there for a moment, holding him by the cuffs, him still on his side on the floor. He twists his head towards me and I can see grazes on the right side of his face, where it has been rubbed into the road.

‘Can I stand up, miss? Please?’ Later on in my service, the word ‘miss’ would have flashed as a warning that this suspect had been in prison. That’s what the inmates call the female prison guards. But I wasn’t late in my service. I was three weeks in.

He’s calmed down. He’s skinny. Why not?

‘OK.’ I pull on the cuffs and the suspect stands up. And before he’s even reached his full height I realise my mistake. He may be slight, but he’s tall. Really tall. Around 6 foot 7 to be precise. I look up at him as he towers over me. Oh shit.

My radio screeches to life and I can hear the control room calling my number.

‘215 receiving NI? Are you on scene?

I take one hand off of the cuffs to answer and the suspect sees his opportunity. He lunges towards the builders, lashing his head forwards as they jump out of the way.

‘I’m gonna fucking have you. You messed with the wrong fucker today, blud.’

I’ve got both hands on the cuffs again as he starts to pull away from me. I can’t get to my radio. It takes all of my strength to hold onto the cuffs, and as the suspect keeps pulling I try and dig the treads of my trainers into the tarmac. The builders are back on the pavement and it’s just me and the suspect in the middle of the road. The onlookers blur into streaks of colour as the suspect starts to pull me round in a circle.

‘I’m not going back inside,’ he shouts as he tries to yank his hands away from me.

With bright and brutal clarity I can now see the prison tattoos on the back of his neck. I can see the needle marks on his bare arms as they twist round his back into the cuffs. I can see a large scar twisting its way across his scalp. It looks like a knife wound. I realise that it’s the rookie in me that stopped me seeing these details before. Globs of spit fly from his mouth as he shouts obscenities at anyone and everyone. He’s pulling in every direction to get away. Again, the faint sound of the radio reaches my ringing ears.

‘215 from NI?... 215, are you receiving?’

I can’t get to it. Sweat is making my fingers slip on the cuffs. The soles of my trainers drag over the road surface as I lean away from the suspect and I wish I was wearing my boots. I’m trying with all my strength to stop him moving, but he’s not giving in. He knows you’re weak. He can see right through you. I push my self-doubt to the back of my mind and focus on his wrists in the cuffs. We twist in circles as he continues to pull and my hair streaks across my face as it starts to come loose from the bun I tied this morning. It sticks to my forehead and hazes my vision and I’m desperate to wipe it away. But I will not let go of these cuffs.

‘All units, all units now please to attend St Peter’s Crescent, officer in need of urgent assistance.’

I swipe my head to the left and see one of the builders. Phone pressed to his ear. Eyes glued to us. Thank God. There’s no radio silence this time. I hear the call signs of the response units as they each answer in turn, responding to a colleague in need. I’m one of them now, and they look after their own. I close my eyes as relief runs through me. They’ll be here soon. But the suspect has heard them too. I step backwards sharply as he stops pulling, and instead tries to twist round and face me.

‘I’m not going back inside,’ he growls at me through gritted teeth. He lashes round with his torso, trying again to break my grasp. Thank God I put the cuffs up his back. He can’t face me because I get pulled around behind him every time he tries.

‘If you weren’t a fucking woman you’d be on the floor by now.’

My blood runs cold. Please don’t attack me. The veins in his temples bulge against his fatless skin. His wrists have started to bleed and the metal scrapes at his raw skin each time he pulls away. Then I hear the sirens in the distance and for the first time in our struggle I find my voice, my strength. Back-up is on the way.

‘Stop resisting,’ I shout, full and loud.

I feel the fight go out of him as the sirens quickly get closer. He is still pulling away from me by the time three police cars screech onto the crescent, but it is half-hearted at most. Two male PCs are with us seconds later. They take the man from me, like adults confiscating scissors from a child, and fold him over the front of a parked van, barking loud orders and pushing his head into the metal. I try not to look shaky as a sergeant approaches me. I straighten and bend my fingers as, for the first time, they start to ache. As the response team take over I feel like a toddler. A toddler who’s just been rescued by the big boys.

‘NI from 84.’

‘Go ahead, 84.’

‘I’m here with 215. She’s fine.’ I’m not sure if it’s his tone or his thick Scottish accent that makes me think he’s pissed off.

I explain what happened and am puppy-walked through taking an accident report, told what to arrest the suspect for. I mouth the caution with as much confidence as I can muster. The driver has suddenly developed a sore neck and we are forced to take him to hospital for a check-up before we can safely take him to custody. I stand with him for over four hours in A&E, where he is given a neck X-ray to rule out any fractures. He is handcuffed to his trolley the whole time. Bored of threatening and insulting me, he tells me that his name is Wayne and that he only has half a lung on one side, due to being stabbed. If it wasn’t for that, he winks, he would’ve got away. He also says that I’m pretty fit for a copper, wonders if I’d like to go out for a drink. I politely decline. Eventually I am joined by a street duties instructor and, once Wayne has been given the all clear, we transport him back to the custody suite in the marked police van.

I write out my statement, interview Wayne and complete the relevant case files. I take a look at his PNC (police national computer) record and find out that he is one of the borough’s most prolific burglars, and is known for police assault and violence. He is released on bail and I walk him out of custody and through to the front office. He waves casually to me as he leaves, as if we were old friends who’d just caught up over a cup of coffee. I shake my head as I consider the drastic shift in his behaviour.

Once I’ve filed my paperwork I leave the station. It’s 10.30 p.m. and I’ve got plenty of time before my last train. It’s a Friday night and the tube is packed with revellers. I’m not envious, I just want my bed. I lean my head onto the vibrating Perspex that separates the doors from the seats and close my eyes. I listen as the rattle of the rails merges and transforms into the interference of my radio. I hear the muted tones of the control room and the echo of replies over the air, despite the fact that my radio is back in my locker at the police station. My mind assesses and reassesses the events of the day. I could have done better. I think about what the response officers must have thought of me. Another useless Doris joins the force. I think about telling the other new recruits, of explaining it all to my reporting sergeant. And I think about Wayne. I think about how two people of roughly the same age could be so different. Of how I would have turned out if I’d had his life, and vice versa.

I think about what he’s taught me. Assess the scene before you run in. Always err on the side of caution if you’re on your own. If someone’s already on the ground, just keep them there. I stride from the tube to my train and from the station to my house and open the front door gently, careful not to wake my sleeping parents. No one has waited up for me, and nor would I want them to. A small pile of presents lies on the breakfast bar, with a note. I pick it up.



Dinner’s in the fridge. Shall we do your birthday tomorrow? Love, Mum xxx


3

Francine

I can smell the custody suite before I’ve even opened the door to the entry cage. Stale alcohol, acrid body odour, old boots, and an underlying note of something rotting. That thick odour that seems to ooze from the cells. Sullying everything it touches. I sigh as I grudgingly accept that I’ll still be smelling it on my skin and hair long after my shift finishes. I finger-stab the entry code into the key-pad and push open the main door.

Once through, I find myself contained between the entry door behind me, and a large, floor to ceiling metal gate, about a metre in front. I enter the code into a second keypad and, as the door clunks home behind me, I hear the solid metal click of the gate releasing. Never open at the same time, the doors into Custody provide an extra layer of security against those who may wish to leave at short notice. Not for the first time, I wonder who chose to paint the bars of the gate cream. A passive colour for the medieval-looking bars. Come! Take a stay in our custody ‘suite’, where the beds smell of piss and our waiters will serve you endless cups of seven-spoon sugared tea! Raising an eyebrow at the thought, I walk along the short corridor, passing two empty interview rooms on my left. I shoulder-barge yet another door and then I’m twisting the cool, metal handle of the inner sanctum, as the fetid air meets my face and the murmur of noise clarifies into banging, laughing and shouting.

The banging is coming from the cells. A monotonous thud. I imagine a prisoner lying on the floor, repeatedly smacking the soles of his socked feet against the metal of his cell door. The shouting is coming from a charmingly agitated detainee, who seems to be trying to head-butt the custody sergeants’ desk. His uniformed captors stand either side, taking an arm each, rolling their eyes. And the laughing is coming from Tony, who is partially hidden inside the small kitchen area, staring at his phone. I ram myself into the tiny space, filled with pre-powdered tea and coffee cups, microwave meals for the prisoners and a small basin.

‘Big Al!’ Tony chuckles. ‘You need to see this.’ He passes me the phone and I smile in confusion as I watch a man in very tight swimming trunks jump into a frozen pool. Instead of smashing through the ice, he lands on his coccyx and writhes around in agony, much to the delight of his hysterical friends. It’s funny, and a hell of a lot nicer than some of the videos I’ve had shoved in my face since I joined the Met. I’d probably laugh louder if I didn’t have the prospect of eight hours in the custody suite ahead of me. After completing my street duties training I had been assigned to D Team, a response team that I was still getting to know – I’d been with them for just under two months when I was told it was my turn to spend four weeks doing jailer duties. It meant eight hours a day, every day, in the cells. But I wasn’t about to let my disappointment show. Always be keen. Each probationer has their turn, and I was eager to learn more about Custody, even if it was hard listening to all the excitement going on over the radio when you were stuck in a dank, windowless hole that stank of rotten feet.

‘You jailer tonight?’ I ask Tony as I pass back his phone.

‘For my sins.’ He nods towards the goldfish bowl, and we head over.

I find my spirits rise slightly at the prospect of good company, before taking a sharp nose-dive as I enter the goldfish bowl and see the skippers in charge tonight. I’ve quickly got used to addressing them as ‘sarge’ or ‘skip’, depending on their individual temperaments. There’s usually four assigned to the custody suite during a late turn. I take in the four sergeants, matching their faces with their names in my head, noting their shoulder numbers, and then I try not to sigh like an insolent teenager at the sight of PS Debden. There’s nothing quite as bad as being jailer on a Friday late turn, unless you’re jailer on a Friday late turn with an absolute prick of a sergeant. That’s
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