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Chapter 1

Do you want to save a life?

‘He’s got the knife to his throat again. He’s had a lot to drink. Wife left yesterday. She took both the kids.’

I’ve already been briefed on the crisis by my negotiator co-ordinator Jason, over the phone. But as I arrive at the Rendezvous Point (RVP), I check in with the incident commander and get an update. A police incident commander sets up an RVP for all units attending, keeping a record of everyone who’s there and what department they’re from. I hear the RVP telling the control room that the negotiator is now on the scene.

The subject is male, alone in his home, armed with a large kitchen knife and threatening to slit his throat if he’s approached. Home is a small modern house at the end of Murdock Close, a cul-de-sac in east London. The police are here because this guy rang a relative and she was so scared by how distraught he sounded that she called 999. It’s also Christmas night – a really bad time to be drinking far too much on your own.

Police activity always creates a buzz. The Territorial Support Group – six specially trained constables and their supervisor – is clustered for a briefing. Alongside their van sit two blue-light cars and an ambulance. Radios are crackling. White and blue tape seals off the street. If the man with the knife shows any sign that he’s about to harm himself, or barricades the house, or poses an immediate threat to an officer or to me, the TSG will take immediate action. I quickly call my negotiator co-ordinator Jason to let him know that I’ve arrived.

‘One vital thing,’ I ask the incident commander. ‘What’s this guy’s name?’

‘He’s called Sam. Are you happy to engage?’

‘Yes,’ I say. ‘I am.’

He’s in crisis and he needs help. I’m here to listen to Sam, to calm him, to get him to trust me and to bring the stand-off to an end. This is the job of a hostage and crisis negotiator.

[image: ]

Christmas Day at my sister Dani’s in west London has been lovely. My parents joined us, my brother-in-law cooked great food, I played with my niece, and I’d also taken Cora, my German Shepherd, who gets nervous if she’s left alone all day. The family’s been chilling – except for me. That’s because I’ve been on call across the holiday period, and on call there’s a bit of your brain that never quite turns off – an extra edge of alertness. Of course you don’t drink. From time to time you touch your pocket, making sure the work mobile’s with you. You keep on glancing just to check that the ringer’s still turned on because if that phone screen lights up, it’s an emergency and everyone will be under pressure. You don’t want to put the rest of the team to extra trouble trying to get hold of you.

As the light begins to fade and what’s left of the turkey is wrapped carefully in tin foil, I’m surprised that the phone has stayed silent. When I finally hear it in the late afternoon, I feel a prickle of excitement. ‘The day you don’t respond like that,’ my instructor once said when I was training, ‘the day you don’t just want to drop everything and go to work – that’s the time to ask yourself: should I still be a crisis negotiator?’

As I pick the phone up, I see Jason’s name and I know what he will say. ‘Do you want to save a life?’ he always asks, cutting to the quick of what it means to do this job. ‘Yes, I do,’ I answer. Then he tells me what I’m faced with, and where I need to be. I briefly explain to my family what’s happening (‘I’ve got a negotiation.’ ‘How long will you be, Nick?’ ‘No idea, Dad – but you already knew that.’ ‘Yeah, you’re right, I did’). And I ask them if they mind if I leave Cora there (which they don’t, of course, bless them). My mind’s already on the situation ahead. I’m thinking about what might be going on in this guy’s life, and what could have driven him to this point of crisis. I’m recalling previous, similar scenarios, starting to work out what I might say.

I contact the pan-London police supervisor who sends a fast car to pick me up and take me to the scene. It’s not long before I’m sitting in the back, the accelerator is floored, and the driver flicks the switches to activate the police siren and lights. Blues and twos across the city.
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Murdock Close is dark. As I walk along the pavement, the outside world drops away. My colleagues’ voices, the hiss of radios, the festive lights in windows are gone. There’s only the tap of my footsteps and the sound of my breath. The guy with the knife lives in number 6, and I can see a half-inflated child’s football on the little patch of grass along with quite a bit of rubbish. It’s sad how un-Christmassy the place looks – no one has bothered with a tree or decorations, or even to straighten things up. Perhaps they don’t celebrate 25 December. Or things have got so bad between the husband and wife that it just hasn’t seemed worth celebrating.

The subject is standing in the doorway. It’s hard to make him out because the street is so dark and there’s a light right behind him in the hall. Until my eyes adjust, he’s in silhouette. But I can clearly see the knife that he’s clutching. I walk up to the uniformed officer positioned on the pavement at the end of the path.

‘Can you check if Sam minds you having a word with me?’ I ask. The constable takes a few steps up the path so that he can put the question to the figure in the doorway. I do this because I want Sam to feel that he has some say in what’s happening and that he’s being consulted – after all, he’s lost control of everything else. He didn’t want the police here – someone else has called them, and as far as he’s concerned, they’re intruding in his life without his consent. And if you’re highly emotional, especially if alcohol’s involved, and then you see people talking about you, it’s pretty easy to end up feeling paranoid. The constable walks back to me.

‘Yeah – he’s okay with that.’

‘What’s Sam been telling you?’ I ask him, and the constable explains how the guy’s spent Christmas Day by himself, how he’s been drinking, and he says he doesn’t want to be here any more. He’s repeatedly stated that he wants to die. ‘If the police come any closer, he says he’ll cut his throat. He’s said that more than once. I think he’s pretty scared.’

‘Have you got a relationship with him, would you say?’

‘No – it’s very new.’

‘Do you mind if I take over?’

‘Of course not.’ If I can see that another officer has really got in tune with someone in crisis, I’m totally prepared for them to go on doing the talking. Once trust has been developed, it’s better not to change the dynamic. But there’s not been enough time here for the two of them to have built a rapport.

‘Stay here, please,’ I tell the constable. ‘We’ll do this together. If I move towards him, stay with me.’

The role of negotiator is all about listening. It’s about being in the space with someone who is desperate. It’s not about you, or what you think, or how you’re going to fix everything, or what a hero you are. The negotiator’s role is to hear what this person is saying, how they’re feeling, what exactly has gone wrong, how their problem has blown up into this moment of extremity. And then to help them find a way out of it.
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I take a few steps up the path. This lets me look at Sam more closely, although the deep shadows round us still aren’t helping. He’s in his late twenties, I’d say, with dark, dishevelled hair. What I see is desperation, not aggression. He just looks totally lost and confused. I don’t think this level of misery is likely to turn into suicidal violence, but I also notice how tightly the blade of the knife he’s holding to his throat is pressed to his skin. If he panics, I think, he just might do it.

‘Hi, Sam,’ I say. ‘My name is Nicky. I’ve been talking to this guy here’ – I point to the constable – ‘and he’s told me that you’ve been feeling pretty rubbish today. And it looks like you’ve been drinking.’ I don’t use the word ‘colleague’ for my fellow officer because I know that Sam is frightened of the police and I don’t want him to identify me with them. If he thinks I’m just another one who’s here to arrest him, there’s zero chance he’ll trust me.

Sam drops the hand that’s holding the knife to his side and takes several jerky strides forward towards me. It’s a very sudden move and it does seem quite threatening, but I’m watching his face and his expression is terror. I think he’s shocked that I’ve approached him and doesn’t know what to do. I step back and raise my voice.

‘Put the knife down, Sam,’ I say loudly. ‘Please don’t walk towards me. You’re frightening me.’ My voice will alert my colleagues round the corner to what’s happening. I know my negotiator coordinator Jason will be on the scene by now – he’s a chief superintendent and highly experienced. The whole team will be watching from a distance, keeping everyone updated. Sam retreats to his doorstep and stands there, staring at me.

‘You look lonely,’ I say to him. ‘You must be feeling sad about what’s happened today, and yesterday.’

There’s a very long pause. I give him time.

‘Go ’way!’ he mumbles. His voice is very slurred. ‘I don’ wan’ you here.’

‘I’d like to stay and help you,’ I say. ‘Can you put the knife down? I think that would be safer for everyone.’

He mutters something I can’t catch. He’s barely coherent. Then he slowly lowers the hand with the knife to his side and sits down heavily on the step. I try another careful step towards him, but he immediately raises the knife again and holds it back against his throat. This threat of self-harm is the only way that he can feel in control.

‘Sam,’ I say, but then he staggers to his feet and disappears into the house.

I’m losing track of how long I’ve been here and I don’t look at my phone. I keep my focus entirely on the present. When you negotiate, time vanishes: there’s just the moment that you’re in and the next decision that you’re making. I even lose peripheral vision sometimes as the world contracts into only what’s in front of me. But it’s night-time in midwinter and I can feel the temperature dropping. Fortunately, I’m wearing a very warm coat for situations just like this one, because a lot of negotiations happen out of doors. I keep snacks in my crisis situation backpack too (I don’t remember exactly where I heard the saying Any fool can get cold, wet and hungry – but it made me determined never to be that fool), along with my dictaphone. When I have that backpack with me, I’m ready for anything.

Now Sam’s gone inside, I’m worried he might drink even more. He could take tablets, pick up another knife, make this situation even more unstable. Through the kitchen window I watch him stumbling around but then he moves away. From what I can see, the place is in a mess. I stand and wait, acutely aware of the silence. A minute or two later, he comes out. He’s still got the knife, but at least now the blade isn’t against his neck. He’s looking down at it, turning it over and over in his hands.

‘Sam,’ I say to him, ‘I don’t know if you’re drinking more alcohol but that might make this situation worse. It’s not the best idea.’

‘Don’ tell me wha’ to do,’ he slurs. ‘’s my life. Don’ tell me not to drink.’

‘I’m not telling you that you can’t drink. It’s just that it makes it harder to work out what’s going on and to help you.’

He doesn’t answer but again he sits down on his front step. His movements are sluggish: it’s not just the drink, I think. It’s exhaustion too. He can’t have slept last night.

‘I can see you’re having a desperate day,’ I say to him, ‘and I would really like to help you.’ He turns his head towards me and again I step a little closer, into the shaft of light that’s falling from the door.

‘You wanna ’rest me,’ he mumbles.

‘We don’t want to arrest you. There’s an ambulance round the corner. They’re here for you. The paramedics can help you.’

I can see him trying to weigh me up. He’s highly agitated so his actions are hard to predict – everything’s coming from his emotional brain right now. It can be difficult to get people back from this kind of altered consciousness so that they can use their reason. That’s why the TSG is standing by: if Sam suddenly barricades himself in, or uses violence, they can storm the house – which is called dynamic entry – with their shields, protecting him from harm without endangering themselves.

‘You jus’ get back or I’ll do it!’ Sam shouts out suddenly. ‘I’ll cut my throat! Get back right now or I’ll kill myself!’

I don’t think he will. His threats seem half-hearted. But I don’t rely on my instinct – I’ve known situations where it’s been totally wrong, and those cases have taught me to trust my training and experience instead. The crucial issue here is the same as in every negotiation, every stand-off, every moment of crisis. How can I get him to trust me?

‘I know you’re feeling upset right now,’ I say. ‘And it’s getting really cold, and you must be tired. If you put down the knife, we could move away from here.’

Again Sam jumps to his feet and takes several strides towards me, wildly brandishing the knife. The closer he gets, the more clearly I can see his desperation. His eyes are staring, his hair’s up on end, he’s distraught. He looks like a man who has lost his whole world, so frightened and broken that it’s impossible to be afraid of him. I go on speaking calmly.

‘If you put down the knife and come with me, I’ll tell the officers that you’re not going to do anything. We can walk to the ambulance together.’

He lifts his hands towards his face again, but this time he doesn’t press the knife against his throat. Now he’s just standing there in the middle of the path, holding his head in his hands. His shoulders start to heave with sobs.

‘It’s okay, Sam,’ I say to him. ‘Make sure you put the knife on the ground. Keep your hands where I can see them.’ I hear the knife clatter as it falls. I walk towards him and the constable who’s been a few steps behind me comes forward too.

‘This police officer here just needs to pat you down, to make sure you don’t have anything else on you,’ I tell him. Sam doesn’t seem a threat to anyone’s safety except his own, but he could still have a concealed weapon, so he can’t get into the ambulance until we’ve checked. Then we walk around the corner side by side towards the paramedics and the TSG officers who are waiting there. No one’s had to jump on him and he won’t be arrested. The outcome here is good: he’s alive and now the doctors can help him.
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As soon as any crisis is resolved, there’s a debrief. I report, explaining what has happened, and that until now there hasn’t been a moment when I could have broken contact with the subject to give an update. (I’ve been in other stand-offs with natural breaks, where people ask for cups of tea and cigarettes and everybody stops for a breather.) Our debrief is recorded and now it will go to be stored for future training, to teach future negotiators best practice. It doesn’t take too long and I won’t have further contact with Sam. I know from previous experience, however, the effort it will take not to carry the suffering I’ve witnessed away with me. But my role here has been to save his life, to de-escalate the crisis. Job done.

Before too long, I’m driven back to Dani’s to get Cora. By now it’s getting late on Christmas Day. The centre of the capital is never quiet but there are fewer people on the roads than usual and my journey across town is quick and easy. By the time I arrive, my parents have already headed home and my niece has gone to bed. I thank my sister and brother-in-law for a lovely day, make a big fuss of Cora who’s delighted to see me, then head towards my own home in south London. As I drive, I’m still running over the negotiation in my mind, evaluating my actions, my decisions, my choice of words. I chat over it with Cora, who’s always an excellent listener.

Many things went well. The constable on duty outside the subject’s house did a brilliant job – I was aware of his presence the whole time and felt safe, which in turn allowed me to do my own job properly. But could I have briefed him better? I consider my own actions, looking for ways to improve them. In policing, people come together – it doesn’t matter who you are, there’s immediate teamwork and unspoken acceptance. I also think about the family Christmas I’ve just had, surrounded by people I love and who I know will always be there for me, and then about Sam who spent the day drinking all alone in his house and ended up screaming threats of harm against himself. I know I have so much to be grateful for.

At least he’s alive. He’s in hospital now, getting assessed and receiving help. It’s time to let go. I can’t go on worrying about him, or feeling the emotions that are tearing him apart. My job is to use the skills I have to save his life, then trust the professionals who come after me: they are the ones who will know how to help him. As a human being with an impulse to rescue others – something I know that I have in me – that’s been a tough lesson to learn. But part of this job – a vital part – is the strength to draw a line and walk away.

I’m very tired but I’m pleased with the way the call-out went. There’s no other job like crisis negotiation. It’s a quarter to midnight as I open my front door and step into the hall. As my hand reaches out for the light switch, the work phone rings again.

‘Do you want to save a life?’ Jason’s voice asks.

‘Yes,’ I say again. ‘Yes, I do.’






Chapter 2

The best-kept secret in the world

September 1992

‘Active message, Papa 5.’

It was 6.30 in the morning – not a time when you’d normally expect much activity on police radio. Sitting in the area car with my partner Tim at the start of our early turn, I could hear communications between all the south London patrol cars and Control.

‘Papa 5 – go ahead.’

‘Stolen vehicle also believed involved in a burglary last night. Vehicle reg CAR123B. Vehicle heading north on Bromley High Street towards the A21.’

Papa 5 was the pursuit car giving chase. Tim and I were in Papa 3. I immediately spoke into the radio: ‘All units be aware. Papa 5 currently chasing vehicle towards Catford on the A21,’ and heard the other cars respond.

‘Received, Papa 5. All units aware. Papa 5 – go ahead with your commentary.’

‘Vehicle now turning right on A21 towards Catford.’

I had a map of south-east London on my knee – no satnav back then – and I quickly plotted the route of the car. ‘Hey,’ I told Tim, ‘unless this guy turns off, he’s coming our way.’

‘Let’s get ahead of him,’ Tim said. We moved forward along the quiet morning roads, listening for updates from the pursuit car and Control.

‘Vehicle continuing on A21 doing up to sixty miles an hour in a thirty miles an hour limit, also overtaking on the wrong side of the road. Vehicle failing to stop for police or traffic lights.’

We’d got ahead of him now and were sitting on a junction with the A21. In less than two minutes he appeared, tearing along in a battered navy Ford Escort which I knew without a doubt would turn out to be stolen. He shot straight past us with Papa 5 on his tail.

‘Papa 3 requesting permission to join pursuit,’ I said. I was carefully keeping my voice level, but this was my first big car chase and I felt a rush of excitement.

‘Roger, Papa 3.’

Okay then. Here we go.

‘Active message from Papa 3. Joining vehicle pursuit behind Papa 5.’

The arrival of a second police car on his tail must have panicked the suspect and he started trying to shake us off. He turned into White Foot Lane towards the Downham Estate, then swerved right into Moorside Road and right again. But he’d made a bad decision – on these smaller, narrow roads he was forced to drop his speed.

‘Vehicle slowing,’ reported Papa 5. ‘Suspect looking to decamp.’

As Papa 5 and Papa 3 turned the corner, we saw the suspect’s car abandoned, slewed across the pavement with the driver’s door swinging open. Tim braked and I jumped out.

‘Suspect has decamped,’ I said into my radio. ‘410 Papa Delta’ – that was my call sign – ‘continuing pursuit on foot.’

I quickly looked around me, working out where the suspect might have gone. He had to have headed over Downham Fields, a little nearby park, so I set off at a run with another officer who’d jumped out of Papa 5 just behind me. Even in my uniform skirt – no trousers option in those days – I covered the ground fast but when I reached the other side of the park, the suspect was nowhere to be seen.

No way has this guy made a getaway, I thought. He’s not had time. He has to be close. He’s hiding. I glanced behind me, expecting to see the other officer giving foot pursuit, but my sprinting had left him far behind. I needed backup. Tim would have driven round the edge of the park towards my location by now. He must have been seconds away.

‘410 Papa Delta. I’ve lost sight of the suspect,’ I said into my radio. As I moved forward, scanning the gardens of the houses in Moorside Road, I heard Tim’s response.

‘383 receiving.’

This guy was close – I knew it. I dropped to my knees and spotted him immediately. He’d rolled underneath a parked car.

‘Stop!’ I yelled a warning. ‘Police! Stop! You’re surrounded!’

By the time my fellow officers arrived, I had the suspect in cuffs without further resistance. The goods he’d burgled overnight were still in his car and I was pleased with my part in the arrest.

I was in my early twenties, enjoying my career, using my strengths in police work and making a difference just like I’d wanted to when I started my cadet training. It felt good. My personal life was settled and my partner, Brian, was a kind, supportive man. I felt secure, and sometimes I felt happy.

If you like doing jigsaws, you’ll know that there are three sorts of pieces. There are the ones that just snap into place: there’s no doubt at all where they go. There are the mystery pieces that won’t fit anywhere. (They usually turn out to be part of the sky and you’re left with a heap of them which no one knows what to do with.) And then there are the pieces which very nearly fit – but not quite. They’re the trickiest. If you push down hard, you can kind of force them in…but the edges still won’t quite line up. So you think – well, okay. Perhaps they weren’t made right.

I felt like that piece of the jigsaw. Secretly, I always had. I very nearly fitted into the world around me – but in my heart of hearts, I knew I didn’t. Something was wrong, but what was it? This feeling nagged away at me, but there didn’t seem to be an answer. The only thing to do was to push it to the back of my mind.
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My police career had begun on Friday 5 December 1986 when Mum and Dad drove me from Ealing in west London, where Dani and I had grown up, to the Hendon Police College to start cadet training. The idea of joining the police came from Dad, who’d read an article about the cadets and thought it might suit me better than the A level courses I was half-heartedly taking at school. When I visited the careers office at Scotland Yard and saw videos of cadets canoeing and abseiling, I couldn’t believe anyone would pay me to do something as much fun as this, but once I found out they would, I was sold.

I was eighteen. The course was residential and once it started there was no home leave for a month. It was a real shock: we slept in dormitories, we had to get up very early, and there was masses of PE and military-style discipline. Not quite as much fun as I’d expected. Two weeks in, I felt I’d had enough and I telephoned my parents, feeling sure it would be Mum who took the call because she always, always answered the phone. I was certain she’d sympathise and tell me it was fine to come home if being a cadet wasn’t for me. But instead, I got Dad. I took a deep breath, ready to launch into my sob story, but Dad just said, ‘I’m sure you’re doing great, love – you’ll be fine,’ and hung up! I still wonder what would have happened if it had been Mum who answered and I’d persuaded her that I should leave Hendon.

Dad used a bit of tough love on me that day, and he was right. Once I’d got used to it, I had a wonderful time as a cadet, one of twelve women and twenty-four men in our intake – the highest number of female trainees there’d ever been in one group. I’ll never forget my relief when I first entered our dorm and immediately got talking to my friend Jayne – she was so chatty and we headed off to the cafeteria together, both of us secretly relieved that we didn’t have to go down there by ourselves. And once our social group had formed, everything was so much easier; we had a year of growing up and I made friends I’m still close with to this day. By the end of it, I was super-fit and strong, ready to progress to the next stage: training school.

In January 1988 I moved on to the next level of police training as part of Hendon’s yellow intake. This was very, very different from cadet life, with lots of time in classrooms learning all about the laws we would have to enforce, and tests and exams to revise for. Not quite my thing, but I managed to motivate myself just enough to pass. We were tested in role-play situations, acting out what we would do as police officers on the streets, and we practised giving evidence in a mock court, and learned how to make interview notes that could stand up to a barrister’s questioning. Some of the trainees were older and they’d had other jobs and even careers before joining the police, so now we were treated in a much more adult way. Perhaps that’s why I felt much lonelier in training school than I’d been as a cadet. But I never thought once about leaving. I’m quite a dutiful person by nature, and policing was the path that I had chosen. It was as though the die had been cast. Just because it was tough sometimes, that was no reason to turn back.

Then, quite early on in my police training, I met Brian. He drove the van on an outward-bound course in the Lake District and I vividly remember him laughing and joking on that first trip. There was nothing romantic between us at first, but we chatted and over the next few months we started seeing each other. He met my mum and dad, our families got on, and the two of us became an item.

After twenty weeks at Hendon, it’s decision time: you have to make up your mind what area you want to apply for. Brian was based in Kent and the two of us were serious by now, so I chose the southern region and was posted to Catford, south-east London, for my first station. A female officer who supervised the trainees gave me a talk about my future. ‘Most female officers end up as the station bike or the station dyke,’ she said. ‘So which will you be?’

Her words – which sound incredible now – were a warning. Not about the police service as a whole, but definitely about the behaviour of a few of Catford’s old-school officers. Some of their values and beliefs didn’t fit with mine (to say the least). As female officers, we faced more obstacles than the men and even our uniforms got in the way: women still all had to wear A-line skirts. Our instructors could be negative, which was discouraging, and the way we were expected to learn seemed harsh – or was I just very soft? Even after the army-style training that I’d had, I was still only nineteen and I felt anxious under the spotlight. One sergeant in particular seemed to take against me and would shout at me across the canteen: ‘Oi, you! I’m talking to you!’ I remember worrying and wondering what it was about me that he disliked.

But I still loved policing. In Catford, I was working a tiring four-week shift system with regular night duties – tough, but I was young and full of energy and could handle long hours. I enjoyed getting out and about on my patch, feeling that I was helping people, and I focused on the positive parts of the job, refusing to be dragged down by the cynical, negative attitudes of a few others.

Not everyone saw us female officers as equal to our male peers. When I was first posted onto an area patrol car, I was excited – as well as extremely nervous – then crushed when I got a long lecture from the area car driver on my very first day. ‘You’re a girl. Nothing personal – but I didn’t want a girl on the car. You can’t help if there’s a fight or if I need support. You’ll have to stay in the car and not get involved in any violence.’

At a colleague’s barbecue, I found myself chatting with the wife of one of the guys from the station. She told me very honestly that she didn’t want me to be posted with her husband because she didn’t think I could back him up physically if he was in trouble. I didn’t challenge what she was saying because she was only telling me how she felt, but I remember feeling sure that she was wrong. As I listened, I was thinking: Yes – but I bring something to this job. You don’t need to worry. I’m not going to let anything happen to him.

Looking back, I can see that I was learning to use my communication skills. I could read people, observe and anticipate what they might do next. I prided myself on the way I could often de-escalate tense situations. I was also very lucky to be part of a wave of change moving through policing. The number of women in the force was rising, and the old assumption that a female trainee would serve for five years then leave to marry and have children was being challenged. My fellow female trainees and I wanted careers, and we didn’t see why there should be limits on how far we could progress.

There were other changes too – the digital world was just around the corner. Our inspector had a mobile phone now – just the one – which was huge and was carried around in a briefcase. If he needed to use it for a call, the case would be carefully opened, and to be honest having it available at all was a huge novelty. But we didn’t record crime on computers yet – we still used paper files, writing details of arrests in red pen.

The other big change in my life when I moved to south London was personal. By now I was living with Brian, who’d been married before and had children; two of his three boys were still around at home with him, and I found myself looking after teenagers only a few years younger than I was. Trainee police officer, step-mum, living miles from family and friends, doing long hours in a demanding shift system…it was a lot for me to handle. I noticed my drinking and smoking creeping up, just to relieve the tension I was feeling. I wanted to fit into this life and I was trying my best. But that image of myself as a slightly wonky piece of a jigsaw was hard to get out of my mind.

It wasn’t just policing that was changing around me: the criminal world was changing too. These days street crime and robberies are often drugs-related, but not so many years before, the London estates we were patrolling had been run by the famous East End gangsters, Ronnie and Reggie Kray, and their bitter rivals, the Richardsons. There was much less gun crime then, and we still met old-school types from those days who told us how they’d never hit a female copper and that they understood the job the police had to do. I remember sitting in the back of the van with one proper ‘sarf London geezer’ I’d arrested, listening while he complained how young criminals these days don’t show no respect. When we got to the station, I made him a cup of tea and we continued our chat: I’d found that I could learn a lot by listening to him.

As soon as my probation was completed, I joined C Relief over in Sydenham and felt at home right from the start. There were quite a few older women on the team there and they took me under their wings. Shift work was still pretty shattering but everyone looked out for each other as we worked and played together and the team began to feel like family – at any given moment I was either on duty, out socialising with workmates, or fast asleep. I also still loved sport and had a passion for hockey, playing on a south London team and going touring.

Brian was in the City of London force but he’d often join in with whatever the Sydenham guys had planned. The two of us had fun, we had lots of things in common, and we decided to get married. This wasn’t some big romantic scene – more a chat over a glass of wine when we agreed that it had been four years now and, well, marriage was the next step in life, wasn’t it? He was kind, he was funny and my mum had also married when she was twenty-two, so this seemed like a natural progression. Underneath, though, was a slightly different feeling. I was like that jigsaw piece again, still not quite lining up. But if I just kept pressing down, pretty soon I was sure that I would fit.
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Anne was a member of my hockey team. I’d got to know her a little, but we’d never really talked. That all changed in the autumn of 1994.

Hockey tours were great fun – boozy and relaxing with parties in the evening and lots of opportunities to let our hair down. Over the course of a few days away, the two of us started chatting – just banter and kidding around, nothing serious or heavy. She made me laugh a lot and we definitely had a connection: I could feel it. Now that I look back, it must have been obvious to everyone around us on that tour what was happening – just not to me.

I’d done police diversity training, noticing, for example, that the Met was pretty white although London really isn’t, and thinking that this should change. The training talked about the gay community too, but the focus was so much on men in those days that lesbians were kind of invisible. Not Anne. She was absolutely out, funny and flamboyant and totally herself. On the last night of the tour, the two of us were sitting in the bar after everyone else had gone upstairs, chatting and laughing just like we’d been for days. I remember the thought coming into my head that I was so happy here – I just didn’t want to go home. And then she reached out and took my hand.

It doesn’t sound like much, but to me it felt like everything. It threw me into absolute confusion. And tingling excitement. And overwhelming guilt. I was married, so of course this was wrong. But the feeling of right-ness was intense. I’d always had what I called crushes on women – my history teacher at school had been one of them – but I’d told myself that this was admiration, that I put girls on pedestals and liked them in that way. Then one year I’d been policing the Gay Pride Parade in London and someone called me out as I walked with the procession. ‘Check her out – she’s so gay!’ this woman said, and I could hear her friends laughing, not in a mean way but it made me feel so uncomfortable. I knew that I liked Pride, I liked being there, but it hadn’t seemed like something I was part of. Now everything had changed. This was who I was – this was who I’d always been – and I knew it. I’d been the jigsaw piece that never fitted – and like a brilliant flash of lightning, I could understand why.

Looking back, it was really, really sudden. On Friday night I was happily married, living my life with my husband. By Sunday evening I was questioning everything I’d ever believed to be true about myself, my marriage, and my future. The most painful part was how innocent Brian was in all this – it had nothing to do with him at all. This was simply who I was. But who exactly was that? It was scary to realise that I couldn’t answer this question.

I’m intuitive and when I take decisions, I move quickly and I follow them through. I’d no idea what was going to happen next, or how my family would react, or what my friends or my workmates would say. But this incredible discovery wasn’t something I could put back in a box. I was absolutely clear that I would have to face up to a new reality, and that I’d had enough of that strange, tiring feeling that I didn’t quite fit in. In the end I didn’t have a choice anyway because Brian knew something was wrong as soon as I walked through the front door. I was distant, distracted, unhappy, just emotionally so far away that he even looked different to me – as though I was suddenly seeing him from a distance. I was also secretly texting Anne.

‘You okay, Nick?’ Brian asked me. And asked me again.

I remember saying, ‘I don’t know. I just don’t know.’ Then I told him that I’d made a new friend at the weekend and he seemed okay with that. But we couldn’t get back to where we were, and quite honestly I didn’t want to try. A few weeks later, Brian and I split up and I moved out of our lovely house into a not-so-brilliant flat-share with all my stuff in carrier bags.

For a few crazy weeks after that, I thought that Anne and I were madly in love, but it turned out we weren’t. She was just a catalyst and once we were dating, things quickly fizzled between us. I did say to her, as we were breaking up, ‘I left my husband for you,’ and she immediately shot back, ‘I never asked you to!’ It was a pretty bleak moment. Then a week or so later, I saw her at a party with somebody else. I just had to face it: she’d changed everything for me but to her, I’d meant nothing.
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I missed Brian. There were even times I wanted to move back. I didn’t miss my straight life, always feeling like the wrong piece of a jigsaw, but sometimes I did long for the steady feeling I’d had with him and the simplicity and certainty of being in a marriage. Most of all I missed the way I’d been open with everyone about everything without giving it a second thought. Life was much more complicated now.

No one around me knew why I’d left my husband. I didn’t tell my workmates or my parents, who both regarded Brian as part of the family and were deeply upset about our split. They thought we’d had some really awful fight and would sort it out in time. I didn’t even want to tell Dani, although we’d always been close. But a month or so later, she came to a hockey do with me and we were chatting outside when she suddenly gave me a stern look and said, ‘Right then – why don’t you tell me the real reason why you’ve split up with Brian?’ I managed to come up with an answer but it obviously wasn’t convincing. ‘Nick,’ she said, ‘I know that isn’t right.’ So I told her, then insisted that this absolutely must not go further. She saw how desperate I was, and said okay. For me, being gay just had to be the best-kept secret in the world.

Or at least, I thought it did. A few weeks later my friend Caron gave me a lift to a hockey match and as we were driving along, she said to me quietly, ‘Did you know that Diane and I are together?’

‘Together? You and Diane? You mean –?’

‘Yeah. I mean that we’re a couple. And I thought – we both thought – it might help you to know that.’

She was so gentle and kind that I burst into floods of tears. Right there in the back seat, I stuttered out that I’d been having a relationship with another woman and that was why I’d left Brian. While I was sobbing, it dawned on me that Caron had already worked this out. And obviously Diane had too. Okay. So perhaps it’s not the world’s best-kept secret after all.

But whatever those around me might have guessed or might have known, I definitely didn’t want to talk about it. This was the Nineties, after all, and I was gripped with shame and fear and real dread that anyone would find out the truth. One time a colleague mentioned rumours: ‘Nick,’ he said, ‘I heard you might be gay, and if I find out you are I’ll be absolutely devastated.’ I was haunted by his words. I think he probably meant well and was just trying to warn me to be careful, but it reinforced my belief that I must never, never tell. I stopped attending social events – after all, the last thing I wanted was for my colleagues to really get to know me – and my secrecy pushed a wedge into the close-knit teamwork I’d always relied on.

My life had split in two. My career was going really well: I was already seeing women becoming advanced drivers and this seemed a great direction to go in, so I did a six-week course back at Hendon. Learning cool new skills like pursuit driving and fast cornering was thrilling, I loved it and I passed as a Class 1 – the highest driving qualification it was possible to have at the time. In my new role I responded to car chases and bank robberies and was able to make my own decisions more often. I found I could think quickly and clearly under pressure and my confidence rose. Whatever might be simmering away in my personal life, in my professional world I knew that I belonged.

But nobody I worked with knew anything about the emotional turmoil I was in. Home life did get easier as I moved into Caron and Diane’s spare room and they helped me pick up the pieces after my break-up with Anne. I was lucky with Brian too – we were still able to talk to each other and we divorced two years later without bitterness or blame. By now I’d also discovered that gay life could be great: I’d started going out to clubs and having fun. But it was still a very separate, secret world – and hiding the truth makes you lonely. I could feel the distance steadily growing between me and many of the other people around me.

I’ve thought about this feeling many times in my career when I’ve been faced with individuals in crisis. Don’t be fooled by appearances; things might not be as they seem. There can be drama going on in someone’s life that even those who see them every day are unaware of. Even the ones who are closest – and sometimes especially those people – do not always know.
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The first time I tried to get into the Territorial Support Group – the unit that carries out public order policing – I didn’t pass the interview. But on the panel was Inspector Robbins, who liked what I’d said and gave me some very helpful feedback about how to prepare for when I tried again. In 1996 I made it and enjoyed my first year of duties, but then came a huge setback: I suffered a prolapsed disc while I was out running, which made one of my legs completely give way under me. It was very scary, I struggled home and eventually I was referred to a specialist. While I was waiting, off work sick, I didn’t get a whole lot of sympathy: in those days the police service was sceptical about two kinds of sick leave in particular – the stress-related kind and the back-trouble-related kind. Perhaps these injuries just weren’t
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