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I. Introduction


Late April 2013


Springtime in London, this remarkable, kaleidoscopic carousel of a city that is my home. This is where I’ve lived since I was a teenager, where my wife and I have chosen to raise a family – and where I’ve worked as a police officer for the last twenty years and more. Two working decades of the grandest of adventures, the finest of friendships and the deepest of sorrows.


Down the years, I’ve been posted all over London – seven different boroughs in a variety of roles and ranks, three separate stints at Scotland Yard, a mix of uniform and detective experience, north and south of the river – and my geography of the capital is defined as much by the scenes of incidents and crimes as it is by any more conventional set of landmarks or a map of the Underground. You could walk with me for miles and I could point out the block of flats where the murder took place, the street corner where I was



assaulted, the stretch of road where the fatal crash happened, the place where I was sitting when I heard the shots fired, the silent memorial where my colleague fell. These things stay with you.


But I love what I do. Each day of my working life, I have had the opportunity and the responsibility to make a difference – sometimes all the difference in the world. It is my duty and my joy.


*


I am six months into my time as Borough Commander at Southwark, given charge of one of the more complex and demanding parts of town. It’s the best job I’ve ever had, and I’ve had some really, really good ones. I’m surrounded by a brilliant, passionate and committed team and I’m facing a professional challenge of a different order to any that I’ve encountered before. This is the real thing and all that I’ve seen and experienced and learned since the day I took the oath has been in preparation for now.


At least, that’s how it had seemed to be.


*


I’ve been feeling unwell for a couple of months and I’m getting steadily worse. I can’t remember the last time I didn’t feel shattered. Up to now, I’ve been putting the exhaustion down to the combination of a properly serious job, the delights and demands of a young family and the flat-out pace of London living. It’s just how things are at this point in my life.


But that doesn’t explain some of the other things I’ve begun to experience. I’m getting increasingly anxious and I don’t know why. I’ve started waking in the middle of the night in a



state of complete panic and I can’t offer any reason to explain it. And I’ve started to feel desperately low: the seemingly unstoppable advance of the black dog of depression.


I have absolutely no clue what’s happening to me and no idea how to respond. I am the climber who has lost his grip, now slipping and sliding towards the edge of the precipice. I am Canute facing a tide that will become a tsunami.


In the last decade, I’ve missed only five days’ work through sickness. I take pride in my attendance record. Like a significant number of my colleagues, I just don’t ‘do’ sick and I’m wary, suspicious even, of many of those who do. So I just keep going, defiantly trying to push forwards in the face of something that is, increasingly and unrelentingly, stronger than me. Like a rugby player in the front row of a losing scrum, I’m struggling to hold my ground. That sense of duty, that overwhelming feeling of responsibility, a thousand officers and staff to lead, a community of tens of thousands to protect, any number of eye-watering operational challenges, guns and knives and drugs and homicidal maniacs, a family to provide for.


And it all just keeps coming.


*


Last Thursday of April. I walk into the control room on the ground floor of Southwark Police Station, to oversee the afternoon’s operational briefing. The room is laid out like a lo-fi (and low-budget) version of the deck of the Starship Enterprise: banks of computer terminals, swivel chairs, flickering CCTV monitors, ringing phones and crackling radios – and a sense of unexpected possibilities.




One of the PCs looks up from his screen and chirps in my direction: ‘Guv’nor, it looks like we’ve just had a murder . . .’


From the tone and inflection of his voice, he might just as well have been reading the football scores. There are no more details at this stage, but that single sentence already feels like more than I can cope with.


I couldn’t tell you how many murders I’ve dealt with down the years – how many dead bodies I’ve seen; how many traumatic cases I’ve come across. And I’ve always been able to take things in my stride. It just goes with the territory. But now I’m stumbling. The thought of another life taken, another blood-soaked scene and another shattered family is just too much to bear. I make it through to the end of the meeting and back to my office up on the first floor. I break a habit and close the door. I don’t think anyone noticed, but I’m only just holding it together.


I slump into a chair. Get a grip, man. The phone rings. It’s the PC from the control room again: ‘Good news, Boss – we haven’t had a murder . . .’ He pauses: ‘But we have just had someone jump off one of the bridges into the Thames.’


I put the phone down, return to my seat and, for the first time in my working life, the thought occupies the whole of my mind: I don’t know if I can do this any more.











II. B.C. – Before Coppering


The truth is, I was never going to make it as a shoplifter.


I’m fourteen years old and I live in Basingstoke – a place known as ‘Donut City’ to local CB Radio users, on account of the absurd number of roundabouts in and around town. Actually, the roundabouts are one of the more exciting features of the local area. I live with my family – Mum, Dad and two younger sisters – on a quiet residential street in a housing development at the edge of town. It’s a friendly enough place, but nothing ever happens here.


I have braces on my teeth, a terrible haircut and a pair of ears that seem to belong to a bigger head.


It’s a clear summer day and I’m at the top end of the town centre, riding my mum’s bike. It’s a classic early eighties ladies’ design: no top tube and a tasteful wicker basket attached to the front handlebars. It is, without question, the worst getaway vehicle of all time.


I’ve got a bit of previous for nicking stuff from shops: mostly top-shelf magazines and assorted confectionery. I’m



not quite sure how it started and even less sure how I haven’t been caught. I’d have spotted me a mile off.


The truth is, I’m boring – homework always handed in on time, polite to a fault, not normally brave enough to step out of line. But shoplifting has become something of a habit, not least motivated by the desire to impress one of the older boys in the year above me at school. Today it’s just me, though, and my target is the newsagent’s along from the town hall. I’m after a packet of scampi-flavoured fries – the sort Dad sometimes buys in the pub.


I lean Mum’s bike up against the wall and venture through the shop door, attempting anonymity and looking guilty as hell. The shop assistant is looking the other way.


Grab and go. Back out onto the street.


I haven’t even made it to my miserable set of wheels when I feel a firm adult hand on my right shoulder. I almost pass out with fright, quite possibly the closest I’ve ever been to soiling myself. The hand in question belongs to some interfering grown-up who is more vigilant that your average newsagent. He has witnessed my felony and marches me back into the shop.


I am a stammering, stuttering impression of myself, absolutely terrified. I’m going to be arrested. I’m going to be expelled. I’m going to be sent to live in the garden shed.


None of these things happens. In fact, the man behind the counter just looks at me with an air of weary resignation, takes the packet and gestures at me to leave.


I mumble an apology and promise never to do it again. I mean it.




*


In March 1970, I’m the first new addition to my family. I’m born to a grieving mother (her old man died, far too soon, while I was on the way) and an ailing father. Dad is a Church of England priest suffering with bipolar. A wonderful man with a hateful condition. And he’s been battling it for years. Mum is a teacher and the long-suffering other half of an enormously challenging relationship. In its way, Dad’s mental illness has had as much of an impact on her as it has on him. And she’s been battling it for years. Two good people stumbling their way through the deep valleys and steep climbs that life throws their way.


And then me.


Over the years, home will be a bittersweet thing: frequently confusing, occasionally violent, ultimately heartbreaking. Mum and Dad will love the best they can. But life hurts.


*


In 1972, my baby sister Annie is born. Three years later, we’re on a family break, staying with folk who live on the South Coast. Our host is a doctor and, not to put too fine a point on it, he saves my sister’s life. He notices that something’s out of place with her right eye and tells Mum and Dad to get her checked out properly as soon as we get home. The advice is heeded, Annie is diagnosed with cancer of the retina and surgeons have no option but to remove the eye.


I find myself walking down long white corridors at Bart’s Hospital in London, a five-year-old boy in a suddenly serious and grown-up world, trying to reassure his mum that everything is going to be all right. Hard to measure or understand



the impact of those days on me – all attention, quite understandably, is on my little sister. Apparently, though, I’m learning that my part in life is to make sure everyone else is OK.


With Annie in hospital, we stay in an unfamiliar London flat with people who are strangers to me. While we’re there, they get burgled and I watch, fascinated, as a forensics officer dusts for prints.


Annie survives and flourishes. I tumble along.


*


I don’t know how they came to be there, but the police are parked on the drive outside, paying a friendly visit to the vicarage. They’re driving one of those specially equipped and modified motorway Range Rovers and, much to my delight, I get to clamber all over it. I watch, spellbound, as the mechan ism housing the blue light on the roof of the car spirals several feet into the air. A small seed is planted.


*


Later the same year, one sister becomes two. Her name is Mary. No life-threatening illnesses this time, just a little bundle of apparently untroubled life. And our family is complete – aside from a succession of cats that get run over and dogs that don’t.


It is a religious upbringing, lived in a collection of church settings where the certainty of what people stand against can seem much clearer than the knowledge of what they stand for. Most people will mean well most of the time, but that doesn’t help. I am left in possession of a seemingly endless set of rules and haunted by a crippling sense of guilt – the inescapable feeling of never quite being good enough.




*


The happiest times of my earlier years are with my best friend, Titus. He lives in the village next door. He’s born ten days after me and we’re thrown together from the very beginning. His dad was a Motor Torpedo Boat Commander during the Second World War and he re-enacts naval battles for us on the kitchen table, using cutlery and assorted condiment jars as the craft in his tales. He later did well in the City and they have a large and wonderful home.


Endless hours and days spent outdoors – climbing trees, making camps, racing go-karts, scrambling through woods and fields, inhabiting tales in which we are the heroes – coming in to raid the fridge, before setting out again. These are the things I remember more clearly.


*


In 1977, we move from village to town and I become the boy from Basingstoke. The place with all the roundabouts. When I’m not running around outside with footballs and friends, I lose myself in books, captivated by the alchemy of storytelling. Narnia stays longest in my memory, as a place of adventure and wonder, of dryads and fauns, giants and centaurs, of Aslan and the triumph of good over evil. I let my imagination run free.


*


For most of my childhood, I am completely oblivious to Dad’s illness – certainly at any conscious level. He was into amateur dramatics in his student days and he puts on enough of a show to leave me none the wiser. All I know is that he’s my dad: the man who spends countless hours kicking



footballs with me, the person who wrestles with me as I test my strength against his and the one who plays goodness knows how many rounds of my favourite Battle of Britain board game. When I pick up some horrible virus and begin to hallucinate all manner of fearful things, he reassures me and lets me share his bed. He’s my hero. Which is exactly what a father should be to his son.


One afternoon, he borrows an old Fiat 500 from a friend and takes me out for a spin. We’re still living in the sepia days before the interfering twins, Health and Safety, have ruined the potential for childhood tomfoolery and Dad is gloriously relaxed about these things. The car’s canvas sunroof is pulled all the way back and I am allowed to stand, unrestrained, on the front passenger seat with my head poking out – a small papal imitation touring the roads that surround the town centre. We are spotted by the local Old Bill and get pulled over. Dad is given a ticking off, but they’re friendly enough and leave it at that.


*


Every summer, we make a family pilgrimage to the wonderful Pembrokeshire coastline in South Wales. It’s a place of happiness: of rockpools and waves, clifftops and caves, puffins and gannets and boat rides and Freddie, the old dog who lives at the St Brides Hotel and chases the tyres of the cars that go by.


I am about ten years old. On another lazy, sun-bathed afternoon, the Little Haven lifeboat is launched and word goes round the beach that someone has fallen from the cliffs not far away. I latch on to the rumours, put my fishing net to



one side and scan the sea for the return of the crew. As they wheel the rib back up the beach, I’m drawn close enough to see the canvas body bag resting inside. I’m completely fascinated.


*


I’m in my last year at the local junior school. One afternoon, when lessons are done for the day, I’m walking home and fiddling innocently with a plastic spoon I’ve picked up somewhere along the way. PC Ferguson (‘Fergie’ to his unadmiring public) is the local community police officer. He’s passing by in the opposite direction and, for reasons known only to him, decides that it’s my turn for a rollicking. He stops me, accuses me of using the spoon to flick stones at passing cars and gives me a right earful. I’ll happily confess to any of my past crimes, but Fergie could not be more wrong. I’m doing nothing of the sort and he succeeds only in scaring the living daylights out of me. I arrive home in tears and Dad makes a complaint to the local police station. A day or two later, Fergie turns up at our front door to apologise. Bet he enjoyed doing that.


*


It’s March 1984 and I’m riding my bike home from school. It’s Annie’s birthday and Mum has asked me to pick up some stuff from the shops on the way. I’m heading along Hackwood Road past the War Memorial Park, when I signal to turn right into Cliddesden Road. Perhaps surprisingly for a fourteen-year-old, I’m a reasonably sensible cyclist and I do everything as I should. But the driver waiting to pull out from Cliddesden Road just doesn’t see me. As I am halfway



through my turn, he dabs the accelerator and slams straight into me. I hit the road hard but, by some miracle, avoid hitting my head. Not many kids are wearing cycle helmets in the early eighties and it could so easily have been game over.


The main damage is to my left knee, which gets jammed between bike frame and tarmac. Assorted motorists get out of their cars and help me to the side of the road. I’m crying and in shock, but all I can think about is my sister’s big day and the errand Mum has asked me to run. I try to reassure everyone that I’m OK and insist that I want to make my own way home. The concerned strangers should have taken the decision out of my hands. They should have called the police and an ambulance. They should have looked after me. But I must have been pretty damn determined.


Left alone, I limp the mile or so to the local shops near our house, pulling my broken bike alongside me. My knee is killing me but, compelled by some misplaced sense of duty, I’m absolutely set on doing what’s been asked and expected of me. I buy the things on Mum’s list and cover the last quarter of a mile to our back door. The tears are flowing freely now.


Dad scoops me up and drives me to A&E. He helps me through the automatic doors at the hospital and in for an X-ray. The verdict is that nothing is broken, just very heavy bruising. I miss the birthday celebrations at home.


*


In the summer of 1985, we move to London. Dad has a new job working with a church not far from Buckingham Palace. It doesn’t pay much, but there’s an amazing London town-house to go with the role and I’m allowed to have the big



bedroom on the top floor. But I’m only halfway through my O-Levels, so Mum and Dad decide that I should stay with friends in Basingstoke in order to get my grades. It means a weekly commute between Hampshire and the capital and, for nine long months, I never quite belong in either place.


I am confused by adolescence and have no one to walk and talk me through the mysteries of it all. I guess Mum and Dad have enough to contend with.


I still don’t understand Dad’s illness – what it is or what it means. While I’m stuck in Basingstoke, he has a severe manic episode and is admitted to the Maudsley Hospital.


My Headmaster, a good man, pulls me into his office and tells me that he knows I’m having a tough time. He wants to know if there’s anything he can do to help. While I appreciate his kindness, I genuinely have no idea what he’s talking about. Somehow, his words don’t connect or make sense. I mean, I know that Dad is sick. But that’s all I know. The rest is just a mystery.


I wander into the town centre and spend some of my pocket money on a couple of books I think Dad will like – a collection of Garfield cartoons and the latest James Bond novel. I pack them into a padded envelope with a handwritten note and send them up to London. I want to make things OK for him.


One weekend, Mum takes me to visit him and I find myself walking with her down another hospital corridor, white-walled and pictureless, on the way to his simple, cell-like room. We take him out for lunch at the old Harvester restaurant in Dulwich. I don’t remember the conversation



and I don’t know what – or how – to feel. It’s just grim and I’m lost.


*


It’s 1987, I’m seventeen years old and I’m standing on Hammersmith Broadway, waiting for the bus to school. I live permanently in London now: the finest city in the world. I have spots. I hate having spots, particularly the large, vivid one that forms on the tip of my nose, announcing my arrival wherever I go.


I’m now a sixth-form pupil at St Paul’s School in west London. This unexpected turn of events rounds out a gloriously mongrel education, one that has taken in village primary, prep school paid for by Titus’s dad, Basingstoke Comp, church-run secondary and now, reputedly, one of the finest public schools in the land.


I’m not quite the right shape for the place. I’ve never been taught how to play rugby and I’ve never sat my backside in a rowing eight, but I’m about to get a better education than I bargained for. I’ve landed something called a ‘state-assisted place’. I’m not entirely sure what that is or how I got it, but it means that the bill sent to Mum and Dad at the end of my first term is £13.99 – to cover the purchase of a badminton racquet. I have no idea how fortunate I am.


But, on a grey west London morning, I’m hardly enthused by the prospect of another school day. Sitting in classrooms has never been my thing. As the minutes meander and the number 33 fails to appear, I catch sight of a policeman walking down the opposite side of the road: a uniform going nowhere in particular. Knowing what I know now, he was



probably bored, tired, cold and hungry. But none of that crosses my mind as I find myself momentarily transfixed. That’s what I want to do. Something inside me just clicks. It’s an almost physical sensation and from then on I never seriously consider doing anything else.


*


What on earth makes someone want to join the police? All sorts of reasons, of course. Most coppers will simply tell you that they want to make a difference – and they will be telling you the truth.


As a confused and confusing teenager, I’m not sure this is my first thought. More than anything else, at this moment in time, I envy the fact that the man in uniform passing by on the other side of the road isn’t facing the immediate prospect of double History with Mr Dean. But the idea begins to grow. There’s something about the sense of adventure, the Boy’s Own thrill of it all. Then there’s the realisation that I won’t have to sit behind a desk in some soulless office space, and that no two days are ever likely to be the same. The chances are that I will be tested to my very limits. Perhaps beyond. It’s so much more than a nine to five. And it’s so much more than just another way to make ends meet. It’s a vocation – a calling, even. Police officers refer to it as ‘The Job’.


*


Still seventeen and I’m just back from a summer music festival. The best of times. It’s a beautiful August day. Mum meets me at the door of the house. She walks me straight out onto the first-floor roof terrace and tells me that Dad has gone. Left us. Just like that. And in that single, stunned



moment, my world falls apart. He is the great landmark of my life, the one from whom I take all my bearings. Without him, I will be hopelessly lost. I climb the stairs to my room on the top floor and sit on the edge of the bed with my head in my hands. I am punch drunk and weeping. Absolutely nothing makes sense but, in the days and weeks to come, the realisation will emerge that I’m the man of the house now.


I just didn’t see it coming, despite the fact that the signs were there. There were Dad’s deepening mood, unexpected obsessions and sometimes erratic behaviour. Then there was Mum’s unhappiness. A good woman in an absolutely impossible situation. She and my sisters had spent that summer out of London, staying in a friend’s cottage. They were escaping, but that fact had somehow passed me by. I stayed in town, living on the adrenalin of my latter teens and surrounded by friends. Dad was at home and was seriously ill. But my head was elsewhere and my defences were firmly in place. The signs were there, I just couldn’t read them.


Home will become a less familiar place to me. Mum is remarkable, but Dad is gone.


*


He retreats to a monastery down in Dorset and, for six months, we don’t see or hear from him. Life carries on until, as the eldest, it falls to me to go and see him first. I’m caught between fear and longing.


I travel down by train for a bewildered reunion. I’m numb with pain, speechless with questions and utterly adrift in my sadness. He has become, in many ways, a stranger to me.




There is so much about him that I don’t know and even more that I can’t begin to understand. But loving him is unavoidable. And unavoidably painful. In many of the years ahead, I will be more of a dad to him than he is able to be to me.


I spend the night sleeping fitfully on the floor beside his bed. The following day, he drops me back at the station and we mumble our goodbyes. There’s a small green can of Heineken sitting on the dashboard of the car he’s borrowed. Something to dull his senses a little.


I make my way to the deserted far end of the platform, getting as far as I can from my fellow travellers, and quietly disintegrate. As I exhale deeply, a silent, primal scream escapes: the unheard accompaniment to a fracturing of my soul. It is far worse than anything I felt on the day he first left. And there will be endless excruciating goodbyes down the years.


*


Mum and Dad divorce the next year, just as I’m preparing for my A-Levels. I learn to cope. Just me, Mum and my sisters. Be strong now.


We have to give up the house that went with Dad’s job and home for the next year or two becomes a couple of rooms upstairs with the local vicar and his wonderful family. I share with Mum – the awkwardness of teenage years compounded. Mum snores.


*


In March 1988, I turn eighteen. I’m in possession of a provisional driving licence, which I use to verify my age. One evening I head out with Alan, a friend from school, to a pub



on the Kings Road. I take my ID just in case, but the bar staff don’t appear too bothered about who they serve. And we drink beer like men.


As we roll back home later on, I’m caught unavoidably short. We duck into a darkened alleyway behind the Our Price record store and I have a wee against the wall. Finished, I turn to face the entrance of the alley, but the way is blocked by a couple of lads who are a few years older than us. I’ve never seen them before. One of them squares up to Alan and says, ‘Were you looking at my friend like you fancy him?’ Such are the excuses that thick thugs use to start fights.


He begins swinging at Alan and his mate sets about me. I take a jarring fist just below my left eye and that’s enough for me. I’ve never been in a fight in my life and it doesn’t occur to me to hit back. I just go down and stay down. I can’t see Alan, but I suspect he does something similar. And we lie still on the ground until our assailants get bored and walk off, doubtless disappointed that they didn’t have the chance to land a few more blows. We stay down for far longer than is strictly necessary, until we are absolutely certain that they have gone. We are both terrified.


We get up and, with barely a word exchanged, start running. And we don’t stop until we clatter through the front door of the nearest police station – Gerald Road – about half a mile away. Where else would you go when you’ve been attacked? The officer on the front desk takes us seriously and treats us kindly. We are put into the back of a patrol car and driven around the local streets in search of the suspects. But there’s no trace.




At home the following day, I stare into the mirror at the purpling bruise around my eye. For some strange reason, I feel rather proud of it.


*


In the autumn of 1988, I set out on three years of not working terribly hard at Reading University. I’m studying for a degree in human geography. Academia has never been my thing but I love the social life – the endless new friendships, the wide-open spaces between infrequent lectures, the chance to play football every week and the opportunity to discover that it only takes about four pints before the room starts to spin.


Dad comes to visit from time to time as he struggles to piece his life back together. He will be there for my graduation.


All the while, the policing idea continues to grow. When the Milk Round passes through the campus, it’s the only presentation I go to. When the time comes, it will be the only job application I fill out.


*


I’m twenty years old, it’s the summer of 1990, and I’m standing on the side of the Big Top stage at the Reading Festival. Despite an occasional and unfulfilled hankering to be a rock star – and a lifelong love of music – I’m not performing. But I am with the band. And it’s one of the best feelings in the world as the crowd start bouncing.


The group in question rejoice in the name of Fat & Frantic and I’ve been with them on and off for three years or more. I started as a seventeen-year-old selling their T-shirts and now I’m doing the stage manager’s job. Caught somewhere



between Madness and The Housemartins in terms of style, they very nearly made it in the early nineties.


The members of the band are all five or six years older than me, but they’ve made me part of their family. And, with Dad gone and life in pieces, that is utterly priceless: a bunch of older men who let me join their adventure and who became both role models and friends. They still are. We all need people to look up to – people who share their lives with us and allow us to learn from their mistakes. People who love us for who we are. I don’t quite know what I’d have done without them.


*


I’m still twenty. I’m in the West Country, spending the weekend with my new girlfriend and her family. Her mum is standing in the kitchen, asking me about my plans for the future. Assessing my suitability for her daughter. I tell her that I want to join the police. She just looks at me and says, ‘You can do better with your life than that . . .’


*


It’s 1991 and I’m twenty-one years old. I’ve graduated from university and my application for the Met has gone through. I’ve passed the initial interview and the subsequent assessment centre and now it’s time for my Hendon fitness test.


Unfortunately, I have no upper-body strength to speak of. I can run all day, but the precise bio-mechanics required to perform a press-up remain a mystery to me. I’ve spent weeks attempting to master the art, but I still doubt myself. I’m standing tentatively in the gym with everyone else, sporting my red numbered bib. The Bleep Test is easy and I manage a



perfectly respectable number of sit-ups. Now for the bit I’m dreading.


The PTIs stalk up and down as we assume the position. I reckon I need about thirty press-ups to be safe. The first ten are fine. The second ten are OK. But as I get into the early twenties, I begin to struggle. My arms are burning and beginning to shake, swiftly joined by the rest of my body. As I wobble my way up and down in painfully slow repetition, the voice of the Chief Instructor bellows out, military style, and directed straight at me: ‘Number six, you’re making me seasick . . .’


He savours those last two syllables, extending them for dramatic effect. My heart sinks.


Somehow though, I make it. I’m in.


*


Sunday, 20 September 1992. Weighed down with luggage, I get on the Northern Line at Kennington. It’s the last time I will buy a Tube ticket. I’m on my way to Hendon, the most famous police-training college in the world. I’m nervous, excited, daunted, proud, overwhelmed, expectant, self-conscious. Imagining myself as a boy in blue.











III. Johnny the Boy


I’m met on the pavement outside Colindale Tube station by the magnificently moustachioed Sergeant Parkes. He’s not hard to spot. He’s the one in uniform.


Pleasantries exchanged, he piles a few of us into an un-marked white Transit van and drives us the short distance to Hendon, our new home for the next few months. We share a sense of apprehensive excitement as we wheel through the gates.


Yesterday, I was an ordinary member of the public. Tomorrow I will be a sworn police officer. Today, I find myself in the world between two worlds.


Initial formalities concluded, I find my room, way up high in one of the drab, grey slab tower blocks. Having made small talk with my immediate neighbours, I settle in and wonder how many of the previous residents have peed in my new sink.


*


The next morning, we assemble to take the oath.







I, John Sutherland, do solemnly and sincerely declare and affirm that I will well and truly serve our Sovereign Lady the Queen in the office of Constable, without favour or affection, malice or ill will; and that I will, to the best of my power, cause the peace to be kept and preserved and prevent all offences against the persons and properties of Her Majesty’s subjects and that while I continue to hold the said office I will, to the best of my skill and knowledge, discharge all the duties thereof faithfully according to the law.





It will be the second most important set of promises I make in my whole life.


*


There are sixty-odd of us in the six classes that make up the ‘green’ intake. The first couple of weeks are a bit of a blur. Uniform fitting, self-defence training, first impressions observed and offered, something well-intentioned but rather dry about ethics and values and an introduction to drill with a barking instructor. Fortunately, there are a couple of lads in my class who are ex-Forces and they ease us into the whole left-right-left thing.


I take possession of what is called PPE – my personal protective equipment. The kit list isn’t a long one, just a short wooden stick and a pair of old-style chain-link handcuffs. Oh, and a whistle. And that’s it. No body armour – that’s a few years away still. No CS incapacitant spray – I’ll need to wait even longer for that. And no one has ever heard of anything resembling a taser.


I’m allocated my first shoulder number, PC 565AB, and



I spend hours pinning individual letters and numbers onto assorted bits of uniform, in between the ironing and tunic defluffing that are essential before each morning’s show parade.


Evening adjournments to the Peel Bar give us the opportunity to sink a few and tell the tales of our lives so far. My fellow probationers are a good bunch: an assortment of folk from all sorts of walks of life and old John who, at forty-seven, is the undisputed father of the house. We’re all in this together.


*


Just a fortnight in and with next to no knowledge of anything that might be of operational use, we’re turned out to our prospective divisions for an initial two-week taste of real policing and an introduction to some real police officers. Despite the warrant card carried proudly in my pocket, I won’t feel like one of those for a good while yet.


My destination is Gerald Road nick, the very same station Alan and I had run to on the night we were attacked four years before. Tucked away in a little back street in the heart of Westminster, it’s all hanging floral baskets and quiet reserve. It quickly becomes apparent to me that, generally speaking, nothing much happens there.


My brand-new winter trousers are itchy – proper fingernails-down-the-blackboard uncomfortable. Turns out that a police uniform in the early 1990s isn’t designed with comfort in mind. So I head out for my first shift in the real world, walking with one of the regular PCs, wearing a pair of rumpled pyjama bottoms underneath the pressed blue.




And I catch the uniformed reflection of myself in assorted windows.


*


In the second week, there’s a break from the initial dry routine. I’m offered a back seat in Alpha 2, the local area car. We’re allowed to take calls from further afield and I’m about to get stuck in. It’s a ‘late turn’ – the shift starting at 2 p.m. and running until 10 p.m. – and we’re already out and about when the mainset radio fitted to the car fires up: ‘Units to deal please . . . Bush House, Aldwych, male armed with knives has taken a hostage inside the premises. More details to follow.’


The Scotland Yard operator assigns us to the call and the driver puts his foot down. Alpha 2 are running.


And this is what adrenalin feels like. The whoosh and surge of excitement and anticipation, newly experienced and thrilling biology, punched acceleration and jamming brakes. We’re on the wrong side of the road and we’re coming through at gathering speed, blues blazing and twos wailing. I’m being thrown around in the back. Damn, this is good.


We’re not far off and we pull up at the same time as an Armed Response Vehicle. We’re the first two units on scene and none of us can tell what’s happening inside. Unknown threats.


My driver opens the boot of our car and hands me a large round perspex shield. I’ve never seen one before, but it doesn’t occur to me to ask any questions. I just grab hold of it, sliding the large metal ring on the back over my left forearm, and follow his lead through the door of the famous old BBC building.




Once inside, we’re told that a former employee with a grievance has got into an upstairs office and barricaded himself inside with a female member of staff. He’s armed. And for the very first time, I’m headed straight into the heart of the story. I don’t feel afraid.


Actually, it doesn’t even occur to me to feel scared. I don’t know enough and haven’t experienced enough to know that ‘afraid’ might be a perfectly reasonable response in the circumstances. I’m just wide-eyed and utterly unaware of the implications of what’s happening and of all the ways in which it might end. I don’t think about the suspect. I don’t think about his undoubtedly terrified victim. I don’t think about the weapons. I just head up the stairs and into the adventure.


Our suspect and his prisoner are in a small inner office in the corner of a much larger room. They are just a matter of metres away from us, but silent and hidden from view behind opaque partition walls. There’s no immediate way of telling what’s happening inside.


Within a very short space of time, there are police officers everywhere. They include an important-looking commander who arrives on scene to take charge. None of them knows that I’ve only just started at Training School, and that I don’t actually have the slightest idea what I’m doing. Neither of my Gerald Road colleagues seems concerned enough to mention it.


Whispered plans are drawn up to cover every eventuality, including the possibility of an emergency armed entry. For the latter to work, the advice is that the main room will need



to be plunged into sudden darkness. And that, apparently, is where I come in.


My small part in the unfolding incident is to lie in the footwell of a huge old wooden desk – out of sight of the inner office, but within reach of the main light switch. I’m told to be ready for a command that might come at any moment, to leap out of my hiding place and hit the switch. And that’s it, the sum total of my task.


I have no idea how long I’m under there but it’s long enough to get really uncomfortable. I don’t mind one bit though; I have a role, a non-speaking part, in the latest BBC drama. Eventually, someone takes pity on me and another officer gets a turn on the floor.


All ends well later that night and someone tells the commander that the young lad he sent to hide under the desk was a four-week novice from Hendon. He promptly writes me a letter, praising the ‘calmness and professionalism’ I had shown that night. And he tells me how the incident had been resolved:





You would probably like to know that the young lady was released suddenly at 22.15. The TSG [Territorial Support Group] seized their chance, overwhelmed the suspect and took from him three knives, including a Gurkha Kukri (a large knife with a broad blade about 12 inches long).





He sends a copy of his letter to Chief Superintendent Shew, the man in charge at the Training School. I am summonsed to Mr Shew’s office and I feel the warmth of unexpected



(and, let’s be honest, not entirely unwelcome) attention. Are they really paying me to do this?


*


Back at Hendon, we settle into a rhythm of lessons and sport and drill, with an evening pint or two thrown in among exam-cramming and boot-bulling.


Early one morning, out on the stretch of private road that runs in front of the teaching block, we are finessing our marching technique. It would be fair to say that this doesn’t form part of my natural skill set – a fact that does not go unnoticed. As we pass in front of the statue of Sir Robert Peel – the founder of the modern police service – the barking instructor singles me out for some loud, blunt feedback. Apparently, I’m going to need some more practice.


*


I open my first payslip. It’s only a few hundred pounds, but it’s significantly more money than I’ve ever earned in my life. I feel like a grown-up.


*


I still hate studying but, for the first time, it feels as though there’s a purpose to it all. I’m learning stuff that’s actually going to be useful. And I’m desperate to do well – to prove my worth, not least to myself.


On the ground-floor foyer of the main building, there’s a display case containing a set of epaulettes for each rank in the Met, from constable to commissioner. Each time I pass, my eyes are drawn to the combination of insignia – star, crown and cross-tip staves – that are worn on the shoulders of the man at the top. I decide that’s the job I want to do one day.




*


The twenty weeks of the course fly past as I soak up every new experience and, before I know where I am, we’re marching round the main square in occasionally ragged formation on the day of our passing-out parade. Mum and a group of friends watch on. Dad isn’t there.


Seated in the main hall afterwards, we listen to the speeches of the great and the good and watch as members of each class are called up to the stage to receive a selection of academic and merit awards. Then we come to something called the ‘Baton of Honour’. The blurb in the programme says that it’s given to the outstanding recruit in any intake, and the Chief Instructor gives it a bit of a build-up. Every-one’s got their money on someone.


As the citation is read, parts of it begin to sound familiar. I look around me and catch one or two pairs of eyes. Eventually, the senior man looks up from his speaking notes and announces, in fine Scottish brogue: ‘The Baton of Honour is awarded to PC Johnny Sutherland.’


My friend Jim, sitting up in the balcony, lets out a spontaneous and very loud cheer. I flush a shade of red and make my way forwards. It is the proudest moment of my young life.


*


After a week’s contented leave, I arrive at Rochester Row Police Station for the start of my Street Duties Course – ten weeks of on-the-job continuation training, overseen by a sergeant and a group of more experienced PCs. It’s time to learn the ropes for real.




At the end of our first briefing, I follow my tutor constable out of the front door and we turn left towards the busyness of Vauxhall Bridge Road. Once there, he turns to me and says, ‘Right, I want you to stop a car.’


It’s the simplest of tasks and it’s his way of encouraging me into the shallow end of operational policing. I have the power to stop any vehicle on the road and I don’t need any specific grounds in order to do so. I know and understand this, but I am suddenly terrified. Bizarrely, I hadn’t given the BBC siege a second thought, but this has completely thrown me and I am now staring blankly at the one person I’m trying most to impress. I’m an unassuming man-boy and I’m suddenly overwhelmed by the thought of interrupting the busy day of an innocent motorist. What on earth am I going to say? What justification am I going to offer for the unsolicited intrusion?


I fumble and bumble my way through the very first use of my powers. Fortunately, the good-natured female driver doesn’t seem to mind a bit. I’ll get the hang of it eventually but, for now, I feel like a bit of an idiot. And, beneath my bright-eyed exterior, it’s going to take some time to build my confidence. Batons of Honour don’t count for much out here.


*


It is the start of a whole series of firsts, including my first nickname. They say that the only thing worse than having the mickey taken out of you is not having the mickey taken out of you. I’m a bit middle class and I talk a bit posh, so they call me Tarquin, Tarkers for short.


*




After my first vehicle stop comes my first traffic ticket. My first crime report, hand-written on large, colour-coded sheets, is followed by my first accident, my first pub fight, my first piece of lost property and my first set of directions given to another American tourist mangling the name of some great London landmark. Each is a small rite of passage – toddler steps in a policing life.


*


Everyone remembers their first arrest.


There are the good ones – the burglars, the drug dealers, the robbers and the men of violence. Then there’s my one.


All I can manage is a drunk. No foot chase, no award-winning bravery, no outstanding display of investigative ability or policing streetcraft, just the discovery of a sad soul unable to take care of himself, lying on the piazza in front of Westminster Cathedral. He isn’t even disorderly.


I help him up, put him into the back of the old Sherpa van and let him sleep it off in the cells. At least he’s safe there.
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