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To all Probation Officers. Unsung heroes.

When things go wrong, you’re the first to be blamed.

When things go right, you’re the

first to be forgotten.

 

And especially to Dave. We trained together,

but when I couldn’t stand it anymore, I left.

You and many others stayed.

This is for you.








 

 


Due to the sensitive nature of the topics discussed, real names and uniquely identifying characteristics of most individuals in this book have been changed to maintain their anonymity. In order to protect their privacy, some individuals are composites of multiple people with whom the author worked.










Preface

As I write, there are around 241,540 offenders supervised by 21,022 members of Probation Service staff in the UK. Of those staff only 5,657 are qualified Probation Officers.*†

The Probation Service was born from a religious belief that criminals could be redeemed if they were treated with kindness and compassion. Founded in 1907, the service was mostly run by missionaries on a voluntary basis until the Criminal Justice Act of 1948 introduced probation as an alternative to prison, preserving the central ethos of compassion and rehabilitation. Up until the mid-1990s, Probation Officers worked under the motto of ‘Advise. Assist. Befriend’, offering a remedial approach to offenders. All Probation Officers trained as social workers. By the late 1990s there was a shift in ethos, reflected in a new motto: ‘Public Protection, Enforcement and Rehabilitation’. The training moved away from social work and towards something more specialist and punitive. The Criminal Justice Act of 2003 reinforced this. The Probation Service is the only criminal justice department that works with offenders from their initial court appearance, through every sentence, both in the community and in custody, right through to parole. In view of this, many long-term Probation Officers have worked with the same people for years, getting to know everything about them. My longest relationship with a client spanned twenty years.

While this has now changed, Probation Officers used to come from all walks of life, each with personal reasons for wanting to work with criminals. Some came from businesses that employ offenders, some were victims of crime, others were ex-criminals themselves – but all were possessed by a social conscience and a desire to help people change for the better. A significant majority attended university as mature students and nearly all had a rich pool of prior life experience to draw upon. Given their range of backgrounds, probation workers most closely represented those within the criminal justice system.

The Probation Service had a decent track record of supervising offenders but, despite this, the then-Justice Secretary Chris Grayling went against all advice given by criminal justice departments and charities and part-privatised the service in 2014. The service was then split into two sectors: the National Probation Service remained within the public sector and was responsible for high-risk offenders, and the Community Rehabilitation Companies (CRCs) were sold to private companies and made responsible for managing low- and medium-risk offenders.

Privatisation was a disaster. Staff were overstretched and underqualified, risk assessments were not carried out properly and the categorisation of high- versus low-risk offenders was routinely muddled. HM Inspectorate of Probation eventually concluded that the private companies had failed to properly assess the risk of harm in half of all cases. To cut costs, some junior staff were left supervising up to 200 offenders – absolute capacity is supposed to be sixty. Thousands of offenders were supervised with one phone call every six weeks rather than regular face-to-face contact. There were steady rounds of redundancies, meaning remaining staff were so overworked and stressed they also left in droves. Poor pay and inadequate conditions made it impossible to replace the experienced officers who had left. The private companies also lost money, needing to be bailed out to the tune of £342 million. None of that went towards extra staff.

As a result of Grayling’s amendments, the National Probation Service maintained their good record as before, while in the CRCs serious crimes committed by people on probation rose by twenty per cent.** As the then-HM Chief Inspector of Probation Dame Glenys Stacey said at the time, ‘These services aren’t very visible, but they really do matter… neglected prisoners are more likely to reoffend.’

Following some high-profile serious offences by people on probation and the subsequent backlash in 2021, the probation system was re-unified under the National Probation Service. However, it has yet to recover. Probation Officers on the ground report significant staff shortages and an alarming lack of experience.

From the outset, experts agreed that privatisation was reckless, but the government went ahead anyway. It was a dangerous and expensive mistake. Particularly unnerving, given the criminal justice system is all about consequences, is the fact ‘Failing Grayling’ went on to waste vast amounts of public money on other stupid ideas as Secretary of State for Transport before being elevated to the House of Lords. Currently, rather than mature officers with life experience and a vocation to work in probation, many new Probation Officers are fresh from sixth form and a Criminology degree, having never heard of probation before they went to university. A large majority are young white women who lack the requisite life experience.

This book is about those halcyon days before privatisation when officers had the time and experience to make a difference. I spent twenty-five years of my life doing a job I felt really mattered. I hope, in reading this book, you will agree.



 

___________

* Offender management statistics quarterly: October to December 2024, HM Prison & Probation Service, 24 April 2025: https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/offender-management-statistics-quarterly-april-to-june-2024/offender-management-statistics-quarterly-april-to-june-2024.

† HM Prison and Probation Service workforce quarterly: March 2025, HM Prison & Probation Service, 15 May 2025: https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/hm-prison-and-probation-service-workforce-quarterly-march-2025/hm-prison-and-probation-service-workforce-quarterly-march-2025.

** Lizzie Dearden, ‘Government’s privatisation of probation services “putting public at risk” as offenders monitored by phone’, Independent, 14 December 2017: https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/probation-services-failing-privatisation-model-two-tier-system-risks-murderer-sexual-offences-a8108591.html.






Introduction

Now

I look down at the woman in the photographs on my desk. Her face is swollen and purple with bruises, and large finger marks bracket her neck. The neighbours had heard her begging him to stop. ‘Why are you doing this to me?’ she pleaded as his fist collided with her face again.

‘Because I can,’ he replied.

I take a deep breath before opening the manila file containing the rest of the evidence. It’s his first appointment with me. There are witness statements from his wife and the neighbours and a transcript of his police interview.

At the top is the list of charges:


Assault – Actual Bodily Harm (ABH)

Controlling or Coercive Behaviour in an Intimate or Family Relationship Section 76

Assault Police Officer



Another wife-beater.

It’s January and we’re deep in our annual, post-Christmas run of domestic violence.

I scan the interview room for a moment, eyes settling on the rips in the orange hessian wallpaper. It has adorned the walls since the Queen opened the probation office in 1974. I feel a familiar twinge of embarrassment at meeting a new client in such a squalid room. The bare desk, the hard plastic chairs, the bright white strip light that exposes every wrinkle on my face.

I try to conjure an image of what he’s going to look like, how he will behave. He will likely argue that he is innocent. He will try and belittle me. I call him in from the waiting room, ‘Mr Brown? Would you like to come through?’

Mr Brown is a good-looking man in his forties. He is wearing a suit and carrying a briefcase. The ones in suits are usually the worst, so I brace myself. If you passed him in the street, you wouldn’t think twice – an unremarkable, decent sort. The scent, however, gives him away. He is coated in so much cheap body spray that he smells like a teenage boy.

Before I have the chance to even introduce myself, he announces, ‘I expressly asked for a man.’

I was right, I think. Making demands already.

Meeting his gaze, I continue: ‘Mr Brown, I’m very sorry for your disappointment, but you have just been made the subject of a Probation Order by the court. I’m afraid you can’t choose who supervises you. However, if you don’t want this Order, I’m quite happy to take the matter back to court, where I’m sure they wouldn’t mind imposing a custodial sentence instead.’

That’ll shut him up.

‘No need for that,’ says Mr Brown, who suddenly looks perturbed. ‘I’ll just have to put up with you.’

He flashes a broad smile, which he clearly thinks is charming.

‘Let’s start again, shall we Mr Brown? My name is Elizabeth Baxter. I’m an experienced Probation Officer and over the next few months we are going to work together to explore how you found yourself here and try to make sure you don’t find yourself in the same situation again.’

‘I got into this situation because of my bitch of a wife,’ he hisses.

The word bitch makes my stomach lurch. He wants to make me uncomfortable, but I’ve heard so much worse. Now I only experience intense irritation. I sigh and adopt my best ‘you won’t get the better of me’ look.

‘Yes, well, Mr Brown. There’s no need for that kind of language is there? We’ll be talking in more detail about your offending behaviour as we get into the Order.’

His lips tighten into a narrow scowl. This is not a promising start. I’ve got to see this man every week for nine months, then once a month for the next three. Together, we must try to change his attitude towards women and do our best to ensure he doesn’t hit one again.

I’m going to have my work cut out.

I think about his wife – scared in her own home, unable to leave him, mortified that other people might discover the truth. Will she have the courage to go? Or are there parts of him she still loves? I don’t know her but I want to protect her.

‘Mr Brown, your wife sustained a number of injuries when you punched her. I’ve been reading the witness statement, and I note that she was very upset after you knocked her to the ground. You simply stepped over her, straightened your tie and spent several minutes looking at yourself in the mirror.’

I pause for a moment and look him straight in the eye.

‘What did you see, Mr Brown?’

***

I leave the interview room an hour later, dreaming of coffee, and bump into my colleague Mick in the corridor.

‘How was yours?’ he enquires.

‘Arsehole,’ I reply. ‘But one day I might find a nice Mr Brown in there.’

‘Still an optimist?’

For a moment I see the photographs again, the finger-marks in bruised flesh. I shake it off. ‘I’ll tell you in a year.’

You see, Probation Officers are different to others working in the criminal justice system. We have to see past the arsehole, to what could be. The officers who arrested Mr Brown would have thought he was an arsehole because they’d caught him assaulting his wife; and quickly confirmed this when he punched one of them while resisting arrest.

The solicitor who represented him will also think he’s an arsehole – she has only met him twice and had to listen to all the feeble excuses he made for beating up his wife. Nevertheless, she will do her best to persuade the court that Mr Brown isn’t that much of an arsehole, even though she clearly thinks he is.

Members of the court will think he’s an arsehole. They’ve never spoken to him directly, but they see people exactly like him in court every single day.

But I will spend months with Mr Brown, listening to his justifications and then unpicking them with him. I will uncover whether he behaves like an arsehole because of his upbringing, circumstances or some other reason. I might find that he’s not a complete arsehole after all, in which case I can help him change. And if he turns out to just be an arsehole, I can help to facilitate strategies to protect his wife and the public.

Just as with all my other clients – the burglars, the arsonists, the rapists – I’ll be looking for that small chink of humanity and trying to draw it to the fore.

While the following stories revolve around criminals, they aren’t about crime. They are about people, often very vulnerable ones, and what working with them has taught me. It’s about how it felt doing the school run and tidying up after my husband and children after a day spent with murderers and paedophiles.
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Back Then

Even a sensible girl can end up on the wrong side of the law.

I am the well-behaved, only child of a quiet and responsible couple and enjoyed a sheltered upbringing. I’ve got white-blonde hair and a mouth that is too big for my face. At school I am routinely known as ‘rubber lips’.

As a teenager I’d spend my time sitting in my bedroom reading Danielle Steel and dreaming of romance and adventure. My father worked in the local factory and would come home to my mother, the Daily Telegraph pressed into his hands, and would hide behind it all evening; I hardly ever actually saw his face, except when he exchanged the newspaper for the evening news.

Our house was quiet. I never once heard my parents argue, not even whispered disputes after I’d gone to bed. I figured this was normal. I’d never given much thought to violence or abuse – I thought things like that only happened in soap operas.

It was the early eighties. A lot was going on in the country: inflation was way up, the Brixton riots soon erupted and the miners’ strikes followed, but I had no interest in any of it. When I left home, aged seventeen, I knew nothing about politics and couldn’t make a cup of tea.

I’d never contemplated a ‘career’. It was my mother’s firm wish that I would marry a rich farmer and have children by the age of twenty-five, after which I’d proceed to wait upon my family’s every need. To achieve this goal, she constantly corrected my grammar and erased as many signs of a regional accent as she could. So, despite living on the same council estate as my friends, I was known as ‘the posh girl’ (with rubber lips).

I loved going round to other people’s houses – the chaos, noise and laughter. My best friend’s house always smelled of brown sauce, they ate spam and were always making jokes. (There was rarely laughter in our quiet house and I certainly wasn’t allowed spam). Their Christmases were raucous while I wasn’t allowed to believe in Santa because it was ‘stupid’. They went to Butlin’s on holiday; our Ford Anglia was covered in National Trust stickers. During school holidays my parents would pack the car with a tent and sandwiches, and we would traverse the country, visiting every castle they could find in an effort to progress my education. How I longed for Butlin’s…

So, at the very first opportunity, I left home to share a house with friends. I can still recall my mother’s horrified protestations about how I wouldn’t cope. Of course, she was right. But I was seventeen and thought I knew everything.

Even though I’d seen some nice National Trust houses in my youth, I wasn’t exactly prepared for life and expectations were low. I wasn’t sure how to meet the farmer of my mother’s dreams so upon leaving school I became a dental nurse. I liked it well enough, but I got bored quickly. At one point, the dentist I assisted went on a weekend introductory course on plastic surgery and decided to practise on my lips upon his return. I held the mirror in one hand and the suction machine in the other. He clamped my lips back, slit the skin between my lips and my gums, removed the fat and stitched me back up. I watched with morbid fascination through the whole procedure.

A new life was unfolding before me. I was no longer ‘rubber lips’. I’d escaped my parents and was hosting parties with new friends. Suddenly, I was popular and cool. I had the noisy, chaotic, ‘grown-up’ house I’d always craved – even if our mums still delivered dinner and came round regularly to do the housework. I felt free.

My first year of freedom passed uneventfully. We’d just about mastered how to cook the basics and relished our favourite meal, affectionately known as ‘Ghetto Surprise’ – a concoction of beans, tomato soup, spam and white bread, which we all pretended to like (while secretly praying for a food delivery from someone’s mother).

Then one day everything changed.

We’d been to the pub and were throwing an impromptu party at ours after. It was a bit different to normal. At some point the party became overrun by strangers. They all seemed nice enough, so we allowed them to stay.

Two of the gatecrashers, Kelvin and Dan, arrived with dope. Before this, I’d never taken drugs in my life, nor had any of my housemates. They were an imposing pair, both large skinheads. Kelvin had an unusually big skull and almost no neck, while Dan showcased the dazed, rolling eyes of the perpetually stoned. Nevertheless, when they cheerfully passed the dope around, we thought we’d try it so we didn’t seem rude or wimpy. After just two puffs, my best friend and I scuffled to bed where we were sick into a wicker bin, though most of it landed in our own hands and on the floor.

Soon Kelvin and Dan became regulars. I never smoked dope again and continued to be the goody-goody I’d always been.

What would later emerge was that they were well-known drug dealers. They’d been in prison on numerous occasions for a variety of other offences too, including burglary and assault. After a few weeks of weekend parties they tried to persuade me to steal drugs from work. As far as I was aware, there were no drugs in the dental surgery, but Kelvin and Dan informed me there were opiates in the anaesthetic that the dentist used and that they could sell it. I wondered who on earth would use the stuff deliberately, as it only made your face go numb, and declined.

But soon they were meeting me near work. Every day they’d be at the bus stop, waiting. I smiled at them but I was terrified. I wanted to go back home to my parents, but I couldn’t tell anyone. The two big friendly lads from our parties had morphed into men, twice my size, intimidating me at work.

They continued to harass me for drugs but, fighting my persistent compulsion to please, I refused. I should have informed the dentist but wasn’t sure how to explain how I knew a pair of drug-dealers. I could have told the police but saying two ‘friends’ met me at work every day felt a bit feeble, even if I was petrified. So, one day, when the dentist asked me to dispose of a box full of out-of-date phials of anaesthetic, I seized my chance. I could get these guys off my back and solve the problem. I figured the anaesthetic wouldn’t work because it was old, so nobody would want it or get hurt, and Kelvin and Dan would be on their merry way. So, instead of taking the box to the chemist to dispose of I gave it to the boys. Job done.

A week later I was arrested for Possession and Supply of a Class A drug. A serious charge for a girl who had never so much as shoplifted sweets from Woolworths.

As soon as I’d heard the loud knock on the door, I knew. Given the dread I’d felt for most of that week, it was almost a relief to be found out.

The police asked if I knew why they were there, and I admitted everything straight away. They weren’t unkind, but I was intimidated by them. I’d never spoken to a police officer before. They said they were going to put handcuffs on me to take me to the police station to question me further. I begged them not to put cuffs on, I was so worried about the neighbours seeing. It was humiliating enough being arrested let alone anyone watching. They agreed not to put them on and chatted amiably. In the back of the police car, I sat flanked by two officers – small, scared and ludicrously squashed.

My stomach gripped by the tightest of knots, my mouth dry and my head spinning, I was marched into the custody suite and checked in. All the time my mind was racing – what was going to happen? They put me in a cell and locked the door. I wanted to go home.

The place reeked of cigarettes and sweat. I lay down on the hard bench and cried. It was only early evening, but I felt drained. Shortly afterwards I was taken for questioning. They asked if I wanted a solicitor. I just wanted to get it over with, so I said no. I gave them all the details. In fact, I couldn’t wait to tell them. I wanted to get it off my chest. Afterwards they took me back to the cell. Kelvin and Dan were also in the cells and Dan was looking out of the spy hole in his door as we walked past and he started shouting:

‘Lizzie! Did you tell them anything?’

I never thought about them when I was telling the police everything.

‘No,’ I said, ‘nothing at all.’

Oh shit.

‘That’s what I like to hear, Lizzie.’

It was cold in the cell. Trembling, and scared – mostly of Dan and Kelvin and what they might do if they knew I’d talked – I curled into a ball and drifted into sleep.

Eventually, the Sergeant came in for a chat. He said I was the same age as his daughter. He asked if I wanted a tour around the police station and later gave me a lift home. I was so disorientated but, in that moment, I knew I’d rather have them as friends than Kelvin and Dan.

As soon as I got home, I got in the bath to wash away my shame. Mid-soak, I had a distinct feeling of excitement. During the tour around the police station, I had seen women officers not much older than me discussing criminals and taking notes with their male counterparts. There had been such a strong sense of camaraderie in the room. I’d like to be a police officer, I thought. DS Lamb, who had arrested me, had said that in the future, once my conviction had been spent, I could apply. I thought it was just a throwaway comment when he said it, but maybe I really could. It was a revelation.

A few weeks later, on a sunny afternoon, I was standing in the dock at the local magistrate’s court in my best Laura Ashley dress looking angelic. Appearing alongside Kelvin and Dan, I felt particularly small. I didn’t look at them, keeping my eyes forward, hoping they wouldn’t notice I was there. They were soon taken away by men with jangling keys hanging from their belts. I looked down at my clenched knuckles and waited for my turn.

I am an eighteen-year-old goody-two-shoes. I still read Smash Hits. I can’t believe I’m here. Bad people go to prison. Not me.

The duty solicitor stood up. I’d only met him in court that day. ‘Elizabeth Baxter is of previous good character,’ he said briskly. ‘She accepted responsibility for her part in this offence immediately. In my view she is unlikely to abscond. I would ask the court to consider bail.’

I stood in the dock, shaking. I couldn’t breathe. Staring up at the magistrates, I willed them to let me out. It felt like an eternity standing there watching them shuffle papers before one looked down at me and said:

‘I’m minded to impose bail but I want to know more about you before I sentence you, so we’ll adjourn for three weeks for a PSR.’

I had absolutely no idea what they were talking about, but I heard the word bail and that was enough for me. I could breathe again.

Outside the court room, a Captain Birdseye lookalike approached me. He was wearing a checked shirt and corduroy trousers and seemed considerably more relaxed than the black-suited solicitors in the court.

He held his hand out.

‘Hello Elizabeth, my name is Mick and I’m a Probation Officer and blimey, I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone look so scared in my life! You can calm down. I won’t bite.’

He explained to me that he was going to write a report for the court called a Pre-Sentence Report (PSR). He said he would be reading the witness statements, and interviewing me about why I committed the offence, if I regretted it, what kind of life I led, and my background, and then, based on that, he would recommend the sentence that the court should impose upon me.

Still sick with nerves, I barely understood what he was saying and I vacantly watched his mouth move, desperate to run away. Mick gave me an appointment for the following week.

The seven days felt interminable. I arrived at the Probation office in a grey pinafore dress that I had chosen as I thought it made me look both smart and innocent, though I must have looked like an overgrown schoolgirl.

Mick called me into the office, a spartan place with bright orange hessian wallpaper punctuated by yellowing posters and leaflets stuck to the wall with drawing pins. There was a bare desk in the middle and two chairs either side. The strip lighting above the desk was so bright it made me want to shut my eyes. I couldn’t believe I was there.

‘You’ve really got yourself in the shit here haven’t you, Elizabeth, or should I call you Lizzie?’ Mick said. He must have seen the shock on my face and threw me a calm, kind smile. ‘Don’t worry, you’ll be all right. Tell me all about what happened.’

I took a deep breath. I laugh when I’m nervous and had spent the morning fretting that I would just start giggling and Mick would think I considered the whole interview a joke. In the end, I lurched straight into regaling him with the full details of my crime, why I’d done it, how terrible I felt afterwards. I told him about my sensible parents and school and how I’d never get into trouble ever again.

Mick said that the offence was serious enough for me to go to prison. I nearly shat myself. As it was my first offence, that wasn’t likely, he told me. I breathed a sigh of relief. Meanwhile, Dan and Kelvin were sure to get long custodial sentences as repeat offenders; to be frank, I was relieved I wouldn’t have to see them again. Mick said that he was going to recommend that I have a Probation Order and see him every week. I liked the idea. I was surprised that Probation Officers were important enough to influence sentencing. In fact, I’d never really heard of Probation Officers until then.

When I was sentenced, the court was full of people in suits whispering among themselves. I wondered why they were all there, whether they were whispering about me, but then I noticed one of them chuckling. I could see that it was a normal day for them. It felt like the most abnormal day in the world to me.

Suddenly a loud voice rang out.

‘Elizabeth Baxter! Look at me!’

I looked up at the magistrate. She looked severe and I wanted to turn away, but she had told me to look at her, so I did. I couldn’t think properly. I was anxious that if I stared into her face she’d tell me off, so I stared intently at the tight bun perched on the top of her head.

‘You have committed a very serious offence,’ she said sternly. ‘I could send you to prison.’

I could feel the blood draining from my face. The palms of my hands were wet. I wanted to wee.

The magistrate paused weightily, her expression unreadable.

Please no…

‘But I’ve listened to what your Probation Officer recommended and I’m going to be lenient,’ she said. ‘I am making you the subject of a two-year Probation Order, do you understand?’

I nodded in agreement with her. I wanted to cry with relief and could feel my chin quivering as I gulped back tears.

‘Now, young lady, what do you want to do with yourself in the future?’

The magistrate’s expression had softened, and she was smiling at me encouragingly. I said the first thing that popped into my head.

‘I’d like to help people.’

‘Well, I hope that one day you will. I don’t want to see you in my court again; do you hear me?’

For the next few months, Mick was a regular feature in my life. We talked about how I’d gotten into trouble, but it was soon clear to him that I was unlikely to do it again, both because I wasn’t inherently dishonest, but also because he continually joked that I was the most petrified person he’d ever seen in court.

As a result of my offence, I’d been sacked from the dentist and Mick asked what job I would like to do instead.

‘I’d like to join the police force,’ I replied.

‘You’re mad!’ he said. ‘Be a Probation Officer if you want to work with criminals! You don’t have to work shifts, you don’t get beaten up and you really get to know people, like I have you. In some cases, you can help people who have been criminals for years to change. It’s the most rewarding job in the world.’

‘I think I’d like that,’ I said.

‘Then keep your nose clean, get some relevant work experience, go to night school, and you might end up as one of my colleagues. I also think you need to get some actual, real-life experience, see how some people are forced to live.’

***

It was the 1980s; unemployment was high and the chances of getting decent work were low. Mick had suggested I talk to his friend Ray, who was the manager of a local drop-in centre for the unemployed.

Ray was on a mission to ensure that all the young people he met got a job. Thankfully, he made me one of his ‘projects’. I started on reception as a volunteer, but Ray encouraged me to undertake training so I could go further. By the time I was twenty, I was a Welfare Rights Worker, an expert in social security benefits. I was being paid and I felt valuable. I was representing claimants at tribunals. I was a trade union youth rep travelling to other parts of the country helping the families of striking miners get the money they were entitled to. I was on committees. I felt like I’d been asleep before and suddenly I was awake. I watched the news, read every paper. I would argue with anyone who liked Margaret Thatcher, particularly my dad, who would roll his eyes in frustration and return to his Telegraph. I no longer wanted to go to Butlin’s and you wouldn’t catch me dead in a castle, seeing as they were built on the backs of the working classes. I had an opinion and I liked it.

Frankly, I was a pain in the arse.

I’d never realised before how liberating it was to have an opinion and be able to join the conversation. Ray was an inspiration who believed that anyone could achieve anything if they really wanted to. This was in complete contrast to what I had been told at school, that I’d never amount to much. He made me feel confident and I learned that one person’s belief in you can influence your whole life. It’s a skill I’ve tried to bring into my own practice.

It was Ray who suggested to the Probation Service that I could go into prisons to advise prisoners about benefit claims pre-release and help them build some life skills that would give them a small fighting chance once on the outside. Sometimes I’d see Mick and he would smile and look pleased with himself because of my progress.

Ten years of working, night school and university later and I was a Probation Officer.

Mick was waiting for me on my first day on the job. I hadn’t seen him for a few years and he really looked like Captain Birdseye now, with silver curly hair and grey beard. He was still in a checked shirt and corduroy trousers though.

‘You did it, Lizzie! I’m going to take you to your new office.’

We went in. The ‘interior designer’ clearly loved orange. It was still everywhere, as though you were trapped in a Sainsbury’s bag. Even splattered with those yellowing, dog-eared leaflets, it looked glorious to me.

There were two desks, one piled high with files and the other empty. Mick pointed to the empty desk and said, ‘That one’s yours.’ He sat down at the other one. ‘This one is mine.’

‘We’re sharing an office?’

‘Yes!’

I was ecstatic and hugged Mick. He too was beaming.

‘I’m going to be your mentor. I knew you could do it!’

My first caseload included burglars, a prostitute, sex offenders, a drug dealer and various violent offenders. My eyes rested upon the file of a murderer, ‘Steve’. He had been in the system for so long that he had more than one file to his name. They were thick and full of carefully written notes by the various officers who had worked with him over the years. The files included a pile of letters from his anguished mother who couldn’t believe what her gentle son had done and worried about how he would cope in prison. She’d asked probation for updates, and they’d written to each other regularly. I saw in the notes that his mother had died, and the last Probation Officer had gone to the funeral and seen Steve there, standing next to his mother’s grave in handcuffs. Though the write-up remained professional, there was a hint of pity in the Probation Officer’s account.

I was surprised to get a murderer straight away, but after reading his files, I felt a certain familiarity. I couldn’t wait to meet him for myself. He had already been incarcerated for twenty years and would be a different person to the one who had committed the murder. Assessed as low risk, he was the first person I saw on my own, without Mick.
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Steve

Steve and his wife, Julie, had spent the day in the pub. They were already very drunk and carried on drinking at home. Steve remembers that, initially, Julie was excitable, jovial, talking loudly and dancing around the kitchen with the radio blaring in the background. But her mood changed and she became angry, shouting at him. He described how she got louder and louder and that she was right ‘in his face’, shouting and poking him in the chest. Quickly sobering up, he didn’t retaliate at first and just calmly asked her to stop. She carried on, poking him more and getting closer, goading him. He described how this kind of behaviour was not uncharacteristic and admitted that he had hit her before when she had refused to quiet down, but previously she had hit him back and he felt that the ensuing fights had been relatively equal. This would be a precursor to sex, followed by sleep and an apology to each other the following day. He expected a similar scenario this night, but somehow, he felt different, he couldn’t stand it any longer. He just wanted her to stop.

When the police arrived, Julie was pronounced dead at the scene. Steve had called them, he hadn’t tried to hide what he had done or move her body, but one thing was noticeable: the kitchen was spotless, no blood, no mess. Nothing.

The murder described in the file was bland, cold, factual. Nevertheless, the crime was
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