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Prologue




We descend the steep slope into the hospital's underground car park; and pull into a bay reserved for emergency services. 

As Stephen radios in our arrival, I listen carefully to his expert comms. I'm desperate to be able speak over the airwaves so confidently, with such ease.

I'm struggling so much with this important part of the job, especially when I'm on my own, which after just a few short weeks as a police constable, is most shifts.

Not today. Today I get to work with a colleague. And I'm so relieved. 

How else can you learn crucial parts of such a risk-filled, and heavily scrutinised job? A job where getting it wrong can have devastating consequences.

As we wait for directions, I fidget in the passenger seat of our police car, dying to get out and stretch my legs. I don't do sitting down well, and we've been in the car for over an hour.

I like Stephen. I didn't at first. I thought he was difficult, and critical.

I realise now that he's an unintentionally awkward character, who is often misunderstood. Just like I felt, at police training school, just a few months ago.

Not fitting into such a dysfunctional environment, not always getting our words right, despite coming from a place of kindness, wanting to support others, do the right thing, and encourage others to do the same.

I realise we haven't worked together yet, as partners. Until this shift.

We're about to spend hours together, in a confined space, with a badly injured prisoner, as well as prison officers, doctors, nurses, and anyone else who may join us in a hospital room.

And we will have to ensure that they are all who they say they are.

Today, our job is to keep the prisoner alive, keep hospital staff safe, and ensure an effective investigation is possible.

Because someone tried to kill him today, inside The Oaks Prison.

And someone else may try to finish the job.

This is a hospital guard like no other that I do, during my six months as a police constable.


      ***As Stephen and I walk into the hospital, people stop and stare. I'm used to this now. It used to be me when I saw uniformed police officers.

We find the room, and one of our colleagues opens the door to Stephen's knock.

We step into the crowded space, quickly assessing who is who, threats and risks.

There are too many people in here and I quickly feel suffocated.

In front, and to our right, there are three prison officers, and four police constables. To our left, the prisoner is lying on a hospital bed, propped up by pillows. He's handcuffed to the metal bed frame on his left and handcuffed to another prison officer on his right.

His head is tightly wrapped in white bandages, more to one side than the other, forcing one of his eyes and cheeks to be pushed down, his face is puffy. He doesn't have any other visible injuries that I can see.

Stephen and another police constable step out into the corridor, to do a handover briefing. It already feels a lot less claustrophobic. The rest of us do introductions.

I introduce myself to the prisoner, who for now is a patient: "Hi, I'm Olivia."

"Hi, I'm Harris," he replies with a smile.

My colleagues are desperate to get out of there, their shift ended half an hour ago, and rush hour has started. They've got to get out of the busy city, and back to Northcliffe in Oakshire, where we're based.

Handover briefing complete, our four colleagues leave. Shortly after, there's a changeover of prison officers too. We're now down to two of them, and two of us. Plus, Harris. The room feels the right size for this many people.

I feel the initial awkwardness subside and breathe a sigh of relief; we all have some personal space. Except for Harris, and the prison officer he's handcuffed to.

Everyone keeps offering me a seat, but I don't want to sit down. We're going to be here for ages, and that's before the long drive back, so I'll take any opportunity to be upright, and able to move. Not that I'm not grateful for the show of chivalry, something I encounter surprisingly often, during these challenging few months as a police constable.

I take the opportunity to chat to Harris, taking the couple of steps to his bedside.

"How are you feeling?"

"Yeah, not bad, considering."

Holding a hand up, and circling it around my own head I say: "I appreciate you've got all this going on, but are you comfortable?"

"Yeah," he replies. Adding, "thanks."

I feel a connection. I like him. I know he's done some seriously bad things in his life, but right now, this man is humble and polite. He's also interesting to talk with, as we build the conversation from the small talk that I find so uncomfortable and insignificant, into something deeper.

I believe people can change, if they can open up, learn, heal, and be heard; especially if they can change their circumstances. I'm also really interested to hear more about what has happened today. But I'm worryingly naïve about what kind of chat is allowed, in this kind of situation – what could constitute a victim interview. I wouldn't want to impact the investigation.

He seems a bit confused. I'm curious if it is the painkillers, or the disruption of all the people he's been sharing this room with. However hard this man is, it must be overwhelming. 

But then he asks: "Why you being so nice to me? I'm not used to cops being nice to me."

My heart goes out to him.

"You're our responsibility and you're a victim right now, Harris," I reply.

He smiles a genuine smile and relaxes. As I smile back, I notice he has beautiful skin; and wonder what mess is under those bandages. Doctors and nurses come and go; and eventually the doctors responsible for deciding what surgery Harris will need arrive. They slowly unwrap the bandages, unwinding round, and round, until the wound is revealed. 

I'm standing at the end of the bed, ensuring the safety of the doctors, should Harris react violently; recording the interaction with my body-worn camera. I doubt he will.

But then I see the gaping slice across his forehead. 

It starts in the middle, and runs in an arc down one of his temples. It's over three inches long, one inch wide at its centre; and just one inch from one of his eyes.

My eyebrows involuntarily shoot up into my own forehead, and my eyes widen in shock.

Other prisoners at The Oaks had been involved in attempting to murder Harris. They'd created a makeshift weapon, out of toothbrushes and razor blades, and were aiming to slit his throat.

Harris, quick to react and flexible, had ducked; the blade slicing, and driving deep into his forehead, instead of his neck. He's lucky to be alive.

And his painkillers are clearly working.

Looking straight at me, and then at my body-worn camera, he asks: "Can I see?"

"Sure," I reply, unhooking it from my tac vest, and bringing it towards him.

The doctors lean away, as I lean in. Harris leans in too. 

We all watch, as he sees his face reflected at him on the tiny screen, my camera recording.

And now he's in shock, but his eyebrows can't go up. His face can't move like that.

It's going to take some skilled surgery, to make sure he's not badly scarred for life.


      ***In the four months I've been doing this job, I've learnt that the incidents we attend seem to come in batches, similar jobs all coming at once.

Last week was my first visit inside The Oaks Prison. Another prisoner had hanged himself in his cell, with his bed sheets. An elaborate and difficult to create noose, used seconds after one of the every 30-minute checks made on him by prison officers throughout the night.

He'd had mental health issues, many people who end up in prison do, that's why their lives become derailed. He only had a few weeks before he was getting out, going home. Maybe he knew he couldn't fit back into his life, it was too destructive for him, he'd probably be back in prison before long. The constant cycle for many people underserved by society.

A death in prison requires at least two police officers to guard the scene, until it's been viewed by a multitude of people, and before the body can be removed.

That day this rule seemed strange to me. It was early morning, around 6am, and all the other prisoners were still locked in their cells. Surely, we weren't needed to stand on a prison landing, outside a locked cell, with two prison officers, surrounded by other locked cells.

I'd gone to The Oaks with my colleague Max. He'd been a prison officer there before becoming a police officer, so knew the place inside out. We'd been sat in the office at Northcliffe police station, working on our investigations, when the call came in over the radio at 5.30am. Max volunteered to go, and our sergeant had asked me to go with him.

We still had an hour and a half left of our night shift, before the early shift arrived at 7am. The more experienced officers were kept free for major incidents, not the ones where you stand around doing very little – something I quickly learnt we do a lot of.

After signing in at the prison reception, and explaining that he knew the way, Max marched us through the buildings, and along what felt like never ending caged walkways.

I struggled to keep up with his long purposeful strides, only managing to grab chances as he slowed to say hello to ex-colleagues along the way. I'm old enough to be his mother, three decades apart in age, but there I was, trailing behind him like a child.

I was also distracted. I can't walk anywhere without taking it all in: the sights, sounds, smells, the way they were making me feel. 

I was soaking up the eerie and claustrophobic feeling that the stone buildings, and giant walls, topped with industrial strength barbed wire, were giving me.

So much metal divided the prison into segregated areas. It was so quiet.

I imagined what it would be like later in the day, when the prisoners were allowed outside. How likely we'd have been closely watched, and probably cat called.

The sun hadn't made it high enough in the sky to bring any cheer to the place. Everything felt sombre – appropriate for what we were about to deal with.

I realised I felt safe. And it was another shift where I was so grateful, and relieved to be working with, and learning from a trusted colleague, from my awesome team at Northcliffe – a team I have so much respect for.

Max is a giant, a rugby player; and a good-looking young man – many of my colleagues fancy him. He's respectful, kind, empathetic, strong, decisive, he gets shit done; while avoiding conflict. He's already a brilliant police constable; and is less than two years into his policing career.

Like with Stephen, we only work together on a couple of shifts, but I really enjoy the dynamic.

They are amongst the rare occasions when I have fun doing this job; and the rare occasions I feel part of a team.


      ***My name, for the purposes of this book, is Olivia Gray; and I was a trainee police constable and trainee detective constable, with Oakshire Constabulary, for 18 months – from January 2023 to July 2024.

All my stories are true, as well as I can remember them.

They are my experiences – others will, of course, see them differently.

I will give you as much detail as I can; while ensuring I maintain respect for the people involved, and the integrity of investigations that may still be ongoing, such is the slow process of the UK justice system.

I write with the full understanding, compassion and respect that everyone I talk about has their own personal struggle. We're all trying to do our best, with the experiences and circumstances life has given us.

This isn't a witch hunt. It's just me, telling my story, like all the other police officers who have done the same before me. Like them, I've changed the names of the people and places I talk about. I've blurred details of the organisation I worked for, and the timings of when things took place.

If you recognise me, or someone I talk about, including yourself, please think carefully about what you do next with that information.

In this mad world of social media obsession, a lot of damage can be done, very quickly.

Like I have learnt a lot about myself during this journey, accepting the decisions, and mistakes I have made, I implore you to do the same. 

Face your fears, accept responsibility, don't blame others; use this as a learning. I promise you will grow as a person. If that's something you are prepared to do. And if you can find the empathy.

In the words of the wise and brilliant Gabor Maté in The Myth of Normal: "Whether we realise it or not, it is our woundedness, or how we cope with it, that dictates much of our behaviour, shapes our social habits, and informs our ways of thinking."








  
  
Part One: The beginning and the end 




How I became a police officer

It's May 2022, and I've made the decision to walk away from my 30-year career in the private sector, to embark on a new challenge. What that looks like for now is unclear. 

What I do know is that I need to leave the commercial world, learn something new, stretch my brain, and do something useful in the community in which I live. I need to find a job that challenges me, and enables me to get fit again.

I'm done with the politics, unnecessary bureaucracy and admin; and being held back by people who don't have my experience, or skill set. I want freedom to base decisions on my life experience and gut instinct, as well as my listening skills, and strong understanding of people and behaviours.

During my career, I've spent too many years sitting at a desk, dedicating way too much time to work, and putting everything ahead of myself, my wellbeing, and my fitness. The job I'm doing now engaged and challenged me at first, but then it killed my passion for a career I've loved. 

I have a three-month notice period and to be able to enjoy some of the summer, I need to resign asap. Despite having no plan, I know I'll have no problem filling my days while I take time out to figure out what I want to do next.

With the decision made, I reach out to friends to get inspiration for my next chapter. I ask what they do for work, and whether they love it or not. I discover that not many people truly enjoy their jobs.

My friend Suzanne sends me a message which sparks my interest: "Why don't you look at the Oakshire Constabulary website? They've got some interesting jobs."


      ***By the end of June, I've made my decision. I've seen an advert for an Accelerated Detective Programme and it excites me.

The advert for the programme explains that the first year will equip you with the skills and knowledge required to be a police constable, through rigorous training and practical experience. During the second year you complete placements in different investigation teams, to meet the skills and knowledge required to be a detective constable.

There will be study and exams for investigative qualifications, including the Professional Investigation Programme (PIP1 and PIP2) and the National Investigators Exam (NIE).

Then, at the end of the two-year programme, you're posted into a detective role.

They are looking for people with integrity, strong interpersonal skills and inquisitive minds. It will be challenging but rewarding.

Apparently, no prior policing experience is necessary.

This is the job for me. This is the change I'm looking for. I want to be a detective, and I'm excited about having a few weeks being a police constable as part of the programme. What an incredible opportunity.

I've always had a Copper's nose, the ability to detect when something just doesn't feel right, and have often toyed with the idea of being a detective. I spot trouble before it happens, or when others can't see what's right in front of them – like drug deals taking place; I see it everywhere. I pick up on building tension, and identify dysfunction in any environment, long before others do.

I love watching crime related TV shows; identifying the dysfunctional behaviours, testing my instincts, by trying to suss out the story lines before they happen. It drives my husband mad. I can't sit quietly through any TV programme. I'm always drawn to new opportunities to learn about human behaviour, and talk about what's going on, what might happen next.

The starting salary is just over £26,500 per annum, and you get it from day one, at training school. This means more than halving my salary; but is more than if I'd started again in some other careers. It's a big sacrifice but should be worth it, according to the advert.

So, at the beginning of July 2022, I start the long and multi-faceted application process.


      ***Two weeks in, and I've made it through the first stage, and while waiting to hear about the next stage, I apply for a Ride Along. 

What better way to get a taste of what to expect, and either put me off the idea, or cement my decision. It's something you can do if you're interested in becoming a police officer.

I'm asked to provide dates I can do and email a long list of when I'm available over the coming weeks.

Two weeks later, I get an email. I'm going to be joining a Friday late shift in the middle of August, in Marsham. It's a date that wasn't on my list.


      ***I'm now over a month into my application process, and I'm confused about what to expect and when; the process is disjointed and unclear at times. Sometimes emails come from the HR team, sometimes from the College of Policing, and sometimes from a separate recruitment team; and I'm not sure what they all do.

I reach out to someone, via one of the multiple email addresses I've now collected in my inbox and ask what the application process timescale is. I'm told it's anything between four and six months. I'm shocked. They are desperate to recruit, why so long?

Because of the lengthy process, there's promises of keep in touch (KIT) days, but it's not clear what these are, what their purpose is, or how to book onto one.

I've got a few more weeks until I finish my current job. Because no one is interested in engaging with me anymore, I'm already enjoying the summer at a much slower pace.

I'm spending as much time outside as possible walking and gardening; and loads of time with friends having coffee and lunch.

Despite being disappointed that I'm not going to start my new career any time soon, I'm going to have many more months to enjoy not working at all. I make peace with eating into my savings and having as much fun as I can, before my world completely changes.

Ride Along

The day of the Ride Along. My weekend plans lie in ruins – I've scrapped everything because I'll be awake for at least 21 hours straight, crawling into bed Saturday morning like some kind of shift-work zombie.

Decades since I've done this. The late-night drinking, the clubbing – all ancient history. My body rebels at the thought of sleeping through the day, then heading out again that evening. What have I signed up for?

4.45pm on the Friday evening comes round. The instructions are crystal clear about the time but maddeningly vague about everything else. No entry point specified. No phone number to call. Just show up at Marsham police station – a fortress of security passes I don't possess.

My knuckles rap against the nearest door, beside the parked police cars. Silence. Of course.

I circle to the council office entrance. Locked. But then – buzz – someone lets me in. Thank God. Police stations often share space with councils these days, cutting costs for taxpayers. The lovely receptionist picks up her phone, calls through to the station.

A young police constable appears minutes later, uniform crisp, face impossibly youthful. They really are getting younger, I think, then catch myself. No, I'm getting older.

"I'm here for a Ride Along," I tell him. "Tried the side door, but…"

"Yup, that's locked. We never answer it." He guides me through another security door, explaining as we walk. "You can only walk into three police stations in Oakshire – Southpine, Harrisville and Westrock. They have receptions, that's where the custodies are. All the others need appointments. Yellow phone outside, or ring 101 for the FCR."

"What's the FCR?"

"Force Control Room."

The station office hits me like a wave. Massive. Banks of desks stretch across the space, mostly empty. A few officers glance up from laptops as I enter. I mumble hellos to anyone who acknowledges me, completely lost – no idea what their shoulder epaulettes mean, what rank anyone holds.

Nervited. That's exactly what I am – nervous and excited rolled into one churning mess. This is actually happening. Ten hours, 5pm to 3am, shadowing real police officers. And if everything goes right, I'll be one of them in less than a year. Maybe even here.

"We didn't know you were coming." The sergeant's voice carries irritation or stress – hard to tell which. Three chevron stripes on his shoulder. Mental note: remember that.

My stomach drops. "Oh, sorry, I can show you the email. If it's a problem, I'm happy to…"

"No, it's fine. I just need to work out who to crew you with."

Awkward. Nobody knows what to do with me. I hover, unsure whether to sit or stand, while everyone half-listens. The heat presses down. It's one of the hottest days of the year. I try subtle deep breaths, then realize with horror that my trousers are cutting into my belly. Oh God, hours in these things.

"We're starting our shift briefing." The sergeant points toward a door. "Head in there."


      ***Nerves obliterate excitement. This is so weird. I'm sitting around an oblong table with actual police officers. Out-of-body doesn't begin to cover it.

The team radiates kindness, everyone working to make me feel welcome. I know their job is difficult, but sitting here, I have zero comprehension of how insane a Marsham night can become. How incredible this tiny crew of mostly twenty-somethings really is.

The briefing intensity overwhelms – intelligence reports, people to watch for, vehicles to flag. Then everyone gets to speak. Including me.

What on earth am I supposed to say?

"Thanks for having me." The words tumble out.

The sergeant confirms, "I'm putting you with Amelia and Emma."

Knowing glances ping around the table. Unsubtle. Sympathetic. They've been here before. It didn't go well.

"Don't worry, you'll be fine," someone reassures me.

Later, Amelia introduces herself with a rueful smile. "We call it the curse of the Ride Along. Every time we have someone with us, the shift becomes a shit show."


      ***Ten-hour Friday and Saturday shifts. No crossover between earlies and lates. The early team clocked out at 5pm just as we entered briefing, leaving Friday evening incidents already backing up. We're called out immediately.

Blue lights slash through the evening as we race toward a domestic. Fighting couple, seven-year-old in the house, worried neighbours.

Our sirens fade as we pull into the cul-de-sac. Two other police constables have beaten us here.

Amelia and Emma leap out. "I'll stay in the car," I call. I don't feel right standing around watching this.

Smart choice. The couple are drunk. Grandma's here too, supposedly minding their child, but she's also drinking. This is Marsham's hidden face, the one behind closed doors that many residents and visitors never see.

The four officers work magic, diffusing everything brilliantly. With domestic incidents involving mutual fighting, the goal is peacekeeping and child protection. Arrest everyone who fights with their partner and there'd be no time for serious crime.

They convince dad to walk away, sober up somewhere else for a few hours. He's agitated initially but knows these officers, respects them. He calms, follows instructions, walks away amicably.

I'm trapped. The realization hits as I watch from the car. And I'm cooking.

Back seats are usually for prisoners – no window or door controls. The engine's off, no air conditioning. No air, period. I try deep breathing, but my trousers feel even tighter sitting down. Don't panic. A taste of what prisoners experience.

Amelia appears at my window like she's reading my mind, sees my pink, worried face. "So sorry, you must be baking." Engine and air con roar to life.

"Really, it's fine. You've got more important things…"

"We should be going shortly. Just encouraging grandma to take the girl to hers while the parents sober up."

Radios crackle to life. Movement outside. Amelia dives into the driver's seat, Emma into the passenger.

We're moving. Another incident.

"You know," Emma says as we speed away, "as we were leaving, grandma asked if she could go back." Pause. "And get her bottle of wine."

She'd been told no.

"What happens to the little girl?" I ask.

"We'll do a referral to Social Services." Amelia's voice carries resignation.


      ***Thirty minutes after leaving the police station, incident two. A young woman's gone missing from a mental health facility. Serious welfare concerns – she's slashed her arm, bleeding heavily.

Again, I stay put. Too many people searching, too dangerous. She has a knife. She's found nearby, persuaded to return.

Twenty-five minutes after that: another missing person. Potential suicide risk, known self-harmer.

This time I'm out, keeping watch while Amelia and Emma search houses after getting no answer at his address. I'm supposed to observe, not participate, but I'm already invested in helping these remarkable women.

Third incident in just over an hour.

While they search elsewhere, I spot someone matching the description slinking back into his house, hoping to go unnoticed. Another missing person found.

Just under an hour later we're across town at a nasty RTC (road traffic collision) – motorbike versus 4x4 at a busy town centre junction.

The selfishness staggers me. People mount pavements in their cars, squeezing dangerously past the ambulance, police cars, cones. Their convenience trumps the motorcyclist lying in the road.

More officers arrive, securing the scene. Marsham gridlocks during rush hour.

Uncertain prognosis means statements from everyone: car driver, passenger, witnesses – there are several in this busy area. CCTV calls go out. Roads policing officers assess the scene.

Every box must be ticked before reopening the road. It's done faster than expected – not that commuters appreciate this. They don't know that if this man dies, it becomes the offence of Causing Death by Careless or Inconsiderate Driving – maximum five years prison.

Despite multiple police cars and ambulances, people still ask: "How long is this going to take?"

I want to ask back: "How long would this exact situation take you to handle?"

The paramedics shout. They're blue lighting the motorcyclist to St Margaret’s City Hospital. Now.


      ***Five hours in, halfway through this insane shift, night shift officers arrive. We finally stop for a break.

Four police cars pull into spaces outside a row of fast-food joints. Chicken and kebab meals head back to the station. I eat my healthy packed food, wondering how officers maintain energy on processed food. At my age, I can't.

Meal breaks are rare luxuries. Most likely chance for sit-down eating is late shift around 10.30pm during crossover with nights. But even that's not guaranteed. These officers' lives are dictated by the misbehaving Oakshire public.


      ***Less than 30 minutes later we're back out, multiple officers blue-lighting toward an 18-year-old's party. A 16-year-old is brandishing three knives. Seven police vehicles respond. I can't count the officers.

Forty-five minutes after that: public order rounds. Later than usual because of the party, the team is now covering Marsham and some quieter towns nearby, for pub closing time. The sergeant takes over driving from Amelia, who moves to passenger seat. The three of us head to the quieter towns.

Emma joins other officers on foot in Marsham. Police hats mandatory for public order rounds. Even though it's after 11pm, it's still baking outside and wearing hats is torture. Nobody's sweat-drenched hair looks good back at the station.

Our car rounds take forty-five minutes. As we head back into Marsham, a domestic violence call crackles over radio – the sergeant floors it, blue lights and sirens screaming. Colleagues in trouble. Violent guy kicking off. They need help.

12.30am, we arrive to find a bundle on the ground and four officers wrestling with a man who's not particularly big but possesses ridiculous strength.

His voice cuts through the night: "Facking cants, geroff me, you facking cants. Useless pieces of shit. Who are you? Who are you? Yeah, make sure your cameras are recording. You fink you're the big man. I've done nuffink wrong."

On and on and on. Exactly like TV as they handcuff and restrain him. He has done something wrong – badly beaten his girlfriend in her own home, not for the first time.

Arrest. Custody. Five vehicles, eight officers for this incident.

As he's loaded into the van, officers and cars peel away to other calls. The sergeant and Amelia remain at scene, I'm still safely in the car, then suddenly they leap in and we're moving bloody fast, blue lights blazing.

Someone's pressed their red button. The one that stops all radio chatter, gives ten seconds of clear airtime to relay what they can about their incident and, hopefully, their exact location. Radios are trackable, but that's backup.

Not a word in our car. We're all listening. I fight to stay calm as we fly over speed bumps at impossible speeds. The sergeant's driving skills amaze me. I don't feel scared at all.

Radio chaos now – loads of officers trying to speak. I have no idea what's happening, but it sounds serious. We hit wider roads; the sergeant drives faster.

We arrive at a four-vehicle RTC, and it feels like it took 30 seconds to cross the entire town.

We all leap out – the sergeant has strategically parked across a side street entrance. My head spins, no time for anyone to think about me. Nor should they. They run toward the scene other officers are containing. More cars arrive, shouting across the wide road.

I stand by our car, waiting for my adrenaline to slow. Can't make decisions right now. The scene's too big, too many people, don't know where to go. Here is safe.

Nothing prepares you for this. I start calming, taking it in.

1am. Two hours left, and I sense nobody's going home on time.

Two cars hit head-on, two others smashed in the collision and spin-out. The drama is still unravelling, drawing bigger crowds on both sides of the road and I think how strange it is that so many people are out and about in this location at 1am.

I walk closer, pick a spot among pavement onlookers.

Officers talk to the three drivers whose vehicles have been smashed into. The fourth driver – the one who caused this chaos overtaking other vehicles, driving into oncoming traffic – got out, but his girlfriend's still in their vehicle and now being detained.

She's shouting. He's clearly still on scene: "I've got the bag, Nathan."

A witness near me points and shouts: "He's over there, under that car." Officers run, dive to the ground, drag Nathan out, handcuff him.

Drug dealer. Barely twenty. I expect prison for the carnage he's caused, plus the large quantity of drugs in that bag. Little do I know how much work goes into securing a conviction after something like this.


      ***Back at the station, 2.30am. The sergeant suggests I head home as they have mountains of paperwork after the predicted 'Ride Along curse' shit show. None are leaving on time at 3am. They don't need me hanging around.

I've seen and heard enough. More than I can process. Knackered, brain whirring. I don't know if I'll sleep.

Tonight I've travelled in four different police vehicles – they swap constantly depending on how incidents develop: the Volvo 'area car', police van, 'panda' car, BMW.

I didn't drive here. I knew I’d be too tired to get home safely. I'd planned a cab home. Amelia offers to drive me. I can't believe it. This woman has given me so much time during a seriously challenging shift and now risks leaving very late. It's not a short drive. 

I'm blown away by her kindness, support, how engaging she is.

On the way home she talks about wanting sergeant rank soon. Four years in the job already it's now time to focus on career progression rather than training others. No doubt she'll make a great leader. I hope I work with her in future. I'd love a boss like Amelia.

Trying to unwind, getting ready for bed, I reflect on my biggest learnings: how long each incident takes; how under-resourced the team was for all the reported incidents (loads were never attended); how frequently jobs require all officers on duty and all available vehicles.

And ultimately how amazing police officers are. Their ability to switch between so many different people and distressing situations is remarkable. Something I'll always hold deep respect for.

Reflections

It's July 2024 and nearly two years on from that night, I'm watching the water lapping over the edges of a turquoise swimming pool. It's too busy for me to get in. I wait patiently, as one by one all the people get out, until there is calm; the pool settling into a mill pond stillness, glasslike, and inviting.

I stare at the water transfixed; disbelief that this is part of my new chapter. I am filled with gratitude, and take a moment to reflect on my life, how I got here, to this point, to this day, to this place. 


      ***I was the child of an alcoholic.

Never knowing what state my dad would be in when he came through the front door. Wondering whether he would be home before my mum left for her night shift at our local hospital. Or if he would bother to return from the pub, in time for our once-a-week family meal – a Sunday roast; the only day we would all sit down together.

My dad was the unwanted, undiagnosed neurodivergent child of an artist, and a World War II RAF Bomber Command pilot. Inevitably, he developed an insecure attachment style.

Developed in early childhood, due to inconsistent or unavailable caregivers, insecure attachment styles can lead to difficulties in relationships, and emotional regulation as an adult.

My brother and I grew up with an underlying fear of aggression, and on occasion violence, which made us feel unsafe.

Both my parents were war babies. Children that grew up during rations and make do and mend times. Mum's upbringing was equally challenging and complicated but filled with much more love.

My parents' relationship was volatile, to say the least. They met relatively late in life, for their generation, and were in a rush to get married, and have children.

They were hardworking, career minded, and ultimately absent a lot of the time; for my brother and I, but also for each other.

You'd think the fact they had good careers meant we were comfortably off, but bailiffs came knocking at our door, on more than one occasion.

Dad forgot to insure our family car; the flimsy Renault 4 that we called the 'grey box on wheels'. And it wasn't serviced, becoming a potential deal trap.

My brother and I were rarely allowed to complain about illnesses or injuries, because mum nursed seriously sick and damaged children, as a nurse on the paediatrics ward.

She'd also been a children's nurse during the Vietnam war; healing severely injured children, some damaged by the notorious Agent Orange. I only recently started to understand the traumatic impact this would have had on her, when I read a book about an American nurse: The Women by Kristin Hannah.

As a result of all this dysfunction, my brother and mine's psychological needs were rarely met; and we inherited trauma from both our parents.

Thanks to an awesome therapist during my 40s, I know these were adverse childhood experiences (ACEs). Something that 50% of us grow up having, and what impacts society, and policing so negatively.

An impact that I believe could be massively reduced through different societal attitudes, as well as different political and economic choices.

I also believe, most people would benefit from some form of therapy, or at least access to good expertise they can utilise, to build their understanding of their behaviour. And I don't mean the basic CBT, which can benefit some, but isn't the answer to dealing with childhood trauma.

I'm a massive fan of Dr Chatterjee, his Feel Better, Live More podcasts and books have transformed my understanding of so many health and wellbeing subjects. My gut, sleep, and fitness have never been so good.

My brother was the academic sibling. But as I've learned, having a high IQ is no match for having a high EQ when it comes to dealing with life's challenges. I'm grateful for being blessed with the latter.

It was instrumental in my success during my three-decade career in the private sector. I developed many transferable skills which, along with my life experiences, would stand me in good stead for being a police officer.


      ***But that was all then, and this is now. And now is a great place, and a great time for me.

Although there are still some things I need to heal.

I put down my book, grab my goggles, and get up carefully from the sunbed; one of a number neatly arranged along the side of the pool. I've learnt over the past months to go slowly after getting up.

My Achilles are damaged from learning to run; one of the many sacrifices I made for what turned out to be my unexpectedly short policing career. Learning to run when you're in your late 40s, and one leg shorter than the other, is not ideal when you've never been a runner.

My ankles seize up when I'm not moving, and walking can be painful, and difficult when I first get up. Right now, I'm feeling a lot older than I am.

So, I take a few careful steps to the pool's edge, and then down the metal steps. The water is cool but not cold; a perfect temperature for swimming.

I gently push myself off the edge on my back; and look up at the blue reflective ceiling. I love watching myself floating, it's so relaxing, like an out of body experience. As I float, I stretch my body as far as it will go, in every direction, and enjoy the moment.

To calm my jumping mind, I focus on my breathing: deep breath in, long exhale.

I remember the quote from mindfulness guru Jon Kabat-Zin: "It is remarkable how liberating it feels to be able to see that your thoughts are just thoughts, and that they are not 'you' or 'reality.'"

Something I wish I had been able to remember during some of the dark times during the last 18 months, but my brain didn't have that capacity.

Swimming for me is like riding a bike. Only it's my version of this old terminology, that is meant to indicate that it's easy to get back on a bike, and ride like you could when you were a child.

This never was the case for me. I could get on and ride a bike, but to turn corners or be brave enough to breathe and take my hands off a handlebar to indicate left or right, was downright terrifying.

So, getting back into swimming is like riding a bike for me. I can do lots of lengths, but getting the breathing right, lifting my head out of the water, to take breaths at the right intervals, is like indicating left or right on a bike. Tricky to do without losing control.

As I swim, I challenge myself to alternate between my natural breathing side on the right, risking taking a breath to the left.

And just like that, swimming makes me feel just like policing did; out of control, and as if I'm drowning. 

And then I'm reminded to be kind to myself; it's been four years since I last swam.

My short policing career taught me that I don't always have to achieve my goals, some are meant to be aspirations that teach us huge lessons along the way.

I've also learned how much I can teach myself; and now I have time to enjoy the learning experience.

Not like in policing, where learning was made so hard, so unnecessarily damn stressful.








  
  
Part Two: Police Training School




One of the 20,000

Filled with expectations, as I start 2023 and a new career in a disciplined organisation, I'm confident that police training will be organised, structured, and appropriate. 

They've been doing this for years, they must know what they are doing, right? 

So many new police officers have gone through this, provided their feedback, raised their concerns; this should be amongst the best training I have ever had.

After all, I'm on a programme, one that's carefully designed to accelerate my journey to become a detective; with all the training I need. 

Oakshire Constabulary has a desperately under-resourced workforce, so should do everything they can to retain all the new police officers they are recruiting. They need us, so, they'll want our journey to be positive; encouraging us every step of the way, to stay working here. Won't they?

Particularly now, as the April 2023 deadline looms, set by the UK's Conservative government, as they seek to fill the giant gap left by their austerity policies of 2010. Their slash to police, and many other public sector budgets, led to the decimation of 20,000 officers: officers they've been trying to replace since September 2019.

So, I'm convinced this is going to be a great experience. And I'm excited for everything this opportunity will bring.

But I'm also apprehensive. It's been over 25 years since I was in a classroom.

Day one – January 2023

The first challenge is getting into the car park at Oakshire Constabulary's headquarters in Oakwood. Then where to park and how to get back out of the car park, on foot, and into the main reception. The signage is not helpful, or welcoming.

I take a deep breath as I ascend the concrete steps, push open the glass door into reception, and into a whole new world.

I walk to the window, and smiling, introduce myself to the receptionist behind. "Hi, I'm a new starter, Olivia Gray."

"Welcome, I'm Brenda, how are you?" she says, with a comforting smile back.

"I'm great thanks. How're you doing?"

Brenda points to some chairs: "If you just wait over there, someone will come and collect you, and the others shortly."
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