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Dedicated to all the police officers and staff who have held or who are holding the line. Keep fighting the good fight.
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Be careful, he’s got a knife


WE ARRIVED AT the outskirts of the town centre, screeching to a halt in the middle of the road. As I scrambled out of my police car, blue lights on and sirens still wailing, there was a scene of panic across the road, with the staff from the takeaway frantically pointing and shouting in the direction of a dark figure now jogging up the road away from us.


‘He’s tried to attack us. He’s got a blade,’ said one of the shop workers, breathless and panicky. We’d heard enough. My colleague Stuart and I immediately set off in pursuit of the man.


I shouted after him, ‘Police, stand still!’ After a quick glance over his shoulder, the suspect accelerated into a sprint and then he was out of sight as he turned down an alleyway. It was around midnight, but the streets were still busy with people heading home from the pubs or making their way to late-night bars and clubs. I drew my Taser from the holster, grasping it in my right hand, and I quickly radioed for more officers to attend the location. ‘We’ve got a runner, he’s got a knife, we need more units.’


This was one of those incidents that suddenly escalate unexpectedly and the risk goes through the roof. In all reality, the additional officers would not be just around the corner, so it was going to be down to my colleague and me to get a grip on this and quickly. We hadn’t been called to attend an incident involving a knife, or any weapon, in fact; we’d been called to a disturbance at a kebab shop, a very routine call that normally involves trying to reason with a drunk person about something pretty trivial.


As we quickened our pace there were the inevitable questions running through my mind. Who is he? What has actually happened at the shop? Is anyone hurt? I ran down the middle of the road, members of the public standing back, huddling against the walls of shops and buildings.


As I passed one older gent, he said, ‘Be careful, he’s got a knife,’ before quickly getting into a taxi that had just pulled up. That might not seem an especially significant statement, given that we’d already been told about the blade by the shop staff. For me, it was really important information. It meant that despite us having arrived in a blaze of blue-light glory, he still had the knife in his hand and he was certainly not making any effort to hide it from view. It also meant that if some poor unsuspecting member of the public tried to intervene, the chances were that they were going to get stabbed.


As I reached the alleyway the suspect had disappeared into, a thought crossed my mind, Is he trying to lure us down here? What will happen if we corner him?


It reminded me of a foot chase many years before in which a colleague had been attacked having chased a suspect down a town-centre alleyway. But we were only a few seconds behind him and there was no time to answer those questions. We’d have to deal with what we found. Even if he did try to attack us with the knife.


I hesitated slightly before swinging to my right and into the darkness; no longer were we under the warm glow of the streetlights. Away from the hustle and bustle of the main road, it was suddenly quiet. As my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I caught a glimpse of him, crouching no more than a few metres ahead of me, tucked behind a wheelie bin. I shattered the silence.


‘Show me your hands,’ I bellowed, while raising my Taser stun gun in his direction. My tone was aggressive and dominant. Shock and awe was what I was aiming for. Slowly, he began to stand up, looking me dead in the eye. He was calm, really calm. Perhaps he was going to give up and there’d be no confrontation. I turned on the Taser – the torch attached to the weapon illuminating him – and the man was now able to see the red dot dancing around the middle of his chest. Most people know what a Taser can do, and criminals in particular, no doubt, would have paid more attention than most when they were issued to officers a few years earlier. I immediately noticed that he was keeping his hands behind his back, almost as though he had them tucked into his belt. Maybe this was his way of giving up? Or maybe he had the knife in his hand and was preparing to launch himself at me.


I shouted again, ‘Show me your hands now or you’ll be Tasered.’ He showed no reaction or hint of complying. He was becoming more agitated, looking from side to side, trying to work out what his next move would be. Was he going to run? Was he going to fight? Was he going to try to stab us both? Time seemed to stand still.


I stood towering over the suspect, who was someone I’d encountered countless times in various situations; generally they involved him getting nicked. I’d seen the full range of responses from him. On a good day he’d be grumpy but compliant, and on a bad day he’d run and fight. On one occasion he’d decided to spit blood at us before smearing excrement all over his police cell. In truth, he was now a shadow of his former self, but despite the odds being stacked against him he just couldn’t quite bring himself to comply. And he still posed a threat, a huge, potentially deadly threat. He was the kind of character that if you gave him an inch he’d take a mile. No more than a minute earlier we had been racing through the town en route to a disturbance at a kebab shop and now we were confronting an armed and potentially very dangerous man. This had gone on long enough – I made a decision.


I squeezed the trigger and shouted, ‘Taser, Taser, Taser!’ The pop of the Taser firing was followed by the man crying out in pain. The darts from the Taser had hit him in his chest and midriff, and he fell back against the bins, rigid and incapacitated. For the first time I could now see his hands as he fell to the floor, hitting the cold, hard pavement with a thud and a groan. I couldn’t see a knife, but that offered little comfort; until we knew otherwise, he still represented an almighty, life-threatening risk. Stuart ran forward while I circled around him, shouting for him to ‘Stay down, don’t move.’ After a brief struggle we had control, his arms pulled tightly behind his back and the handcuffs secured firmly around his wrists; the risk of him stabbing us, or anyone else for that matter, had gone; everything could settle down.


We stood him up.


‘Why the fuck did you do that, Livingstone? I haven’t got a fucking knife!’ he snarled. He seemed to be forgetting the fact that he’d had a blade only moments earlier. He was right, though; when we began to search him, he didn’t have a knife. It would turn out that moments before we confronted him, he’d thrown it on top of a flat roof close by. It made me wonder why he had not just complied and shown me his hands. Perhaps he didn’t think he’d get Tasered. Or maybe he’d imagined that by stalling us he’d have a chance to work out an unlikely escape. It didn’t really matter – he was the only one responsible for what had happened and it was for him to contemplate his actions now, not me.


This was a criminal who was well known to me and my colleagues. A violent house burglar, a robber and a thief who would stoop to incredible depths to fund his unrelenting addiction to Class A drugs. He had been in the grip of that addiction for many years and it had turned him into a violent and dangerous man – unlike most addicts. There wasn’t a lot to like about him. It’s fair to say that he didn’t like me much either as I’d nicked him many, many times; he knew that I was not one for being intimidated by his antics, and now that I’d Tasered him, it probably wouldn’t improve our relationship.


After a few minutes, other police officers started arriving and we were able to search him properly and make sure that there was no further risk. He stood silently, but his rage was written all over his face; teeth clenched and breathing deeply. He was clearly not a good loser. Removing the barbs of the Taser was going to be another flashpoint. When the Taser is fired, metal darts penetrate the victim’s skin and allow electric current to pass through their body. A bit like a harpoon, each dart has a hook on it to make sure that it doesn’t fall out; a little barbaric some may think, but an excellent design feature. Not so great, though, when they need to be taken out of someone’s chest! There was no way he was getting in the van with those darts still attached as they’d make a great weapon, so they were definitely coming out.


‘Just stay still for a second, I’ll be as quick as I can. You’ll be OK,’ I said to reassure him. I don’t think he was very appreciative, particularly as they’d gone a long way in.


Once he was on his way to custody, I returned to my police car, abandoned in the middle of the road, its doors still wide open. Some law-abiding, decent folk had kept an eye on it for us. The street was now a hive of activity with people rushing over to tell us what they had seen. Fortunately, nobody had been stabbed; I think Stuart and I had got there just in the nick of time. It had been a fairly alarming incident for us, so goodness knows how it had felt for the poor shop staff when the attacker had tried to leap the counter with a knife. It was a good reminder that cops need to expect the unexpected, and to be decisive. There’s no time to hesitate and there’s certainly no time to ponder what to do.


The man was charged with threatening the staff and also being in possession of a knife. He was sent to jail and so the cycle of off ending and conviction continued.


When I decided to become a police officer, little did I know just how challenging it would be or how dangerous. I was a normal guy, who was going to be trained and conditioned to tackle some of society’s most dangerous and determined criminals. As this incident came to an end, I felt satisfaction and relief. I certainly didn’t suspect that within a few years I would be a wreck: shattered, broken, and ready to turn my back on the job that was all I had ever wanted to do. Incidents such as this would change me, permanently.
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Life before policing


I HAD BEEN A COP for almost two decades: over half my life had been spent in the pressure cooker that is policing. During this time, I had seen a lot of life – the good times, the bad times, the tough times, the fun times and, unfortunately, the desperately sad times. My decision to join the police as a fresh-faced eighteen-year-old straight from school – albeit one with an old head on young shoulders – would change the course of my life for ever.


After two decades of front-line policing, keeping the most vulnerable people safe and tackling some of the most dangerous people in society, the tables turned and it finally broke me. Now I needed help and support as I hit rock bottom. After many months I was still working to restore normality and recover my mental health, but only time would tell if that were possible. On reflection, I’ve become a much better person for it and I hope that my experience will help others, particularly those who are still charged with keeping the public safe. It is indisputable that there is a huge stigma relating to mental health, and this exists in the police just as it does in society.


For those people who say that they don’t ‘get’ mental health, that’s not good enough any more; we all need to understand it. Looking back over my career, I thought I had a good understanding of it, particularly as I’d encounter mental health issues on a daily basis, but in truth I was massively ignorant. I don’t see that as a failing on my part as we can’t be experts in everything. Having gone through the experiences I have, though, I’m happy to share them.


I must say from the outset that I am not a great fan of ‘survivors’ who subsequently proclaim themselves to be experts and want to save the world. I am not an expert. I am just going to share the realities of policing and what happened to me, give you my views on it, and you can take from that what you will. I do, however, hope that my story will help others going through tough times to realise that they’re not alone, and that it will raise awareness about the challenges of policing in a modern society and the reality of mental health issues, particularly for police officers.


In the early years, I became accustomed to seeing all that is bad in our society – social injustice, poverty, addiction, violence, death, exploitation and, perhaps most strikingly of all, a lack of compassion. It seemed incomprehensible what some people would do to their fellow human beings; even their own family, friends or colleagues. I often get asked if things are worse now than they were then; put simply, no. We sometimes forget how tough and rough it was back then as well. The gangs and knife crime may be new, but the violence, pressure and constant challenges facing policing certainly aren’t.


I had a busy time as a cop, having worked almost exclusively in front-line roles. They say that if you work in a relatively busy place then within seven years you’ll deal with everything at least once – a murder, a rape, a suicide, a fatal collision and even the death of a young child. After eighteen years of front-line policing, I’d seen many more than just the one. Ipswich, where I worked, felt like a borough of London at times, but without the might of the Met to call upon, so you have to think fast and hold on for dear life!


I’ve arrested more than my fair share. I’ve been threatened by more than my fair share. I’ve seen more than my fair share of death and destruction. And I’ve spent more than my fair share of time standing up to bullies and trying to do the right thing. I learned that police officers have to try and make sense of the chaos, and sometimes, no matter how hard you try, that’s an impossible task, but it’s one that you’re expected to complete at the first attempt. I’ve been a public order tactical advisor, hostage and crisis negotiator, a search advisor and a response sergeant. It was a full-on, operational, life-at-risk world I lived in, with shifts and being on-call too.


Despite all of this, I felt pretty comfortable with it; it may have been exceptionally challenging at times, but I was a round peg in a round hole and loving life. Never in a million years did I expect to become so troubled by the work I was doing that it would mentally break me; and I think the vast majority of the people I worked with thought the same. They used to refer to me as ‘a machine’ who didn’t sleep, lived for the job and just never stopped. Colleagues and the media would refer to me as Super Cop and I became someone that people felt epitomised front-line, operational policing. My job defined me. I felt like I was indestructible and that I would never suffer with any form of ill health, let alone have a mental breakdown. I was Sergeant Ali Livingstone.


It would be fair to say that I never intended to join the police right up until the moment I did. Going through school I was aiming for a career in sport, or perhaps as a paramedic or even the military, but definitely not the police. Unlike many of my colleagues, I had no family history in the police, no relatives who had served as a police officer or police staff, and no direct involvement with the police in any way. At the time, this was quite uncommon, as lots of sons and daughters of serving or retired officers went on to join the job and follow in their families’ footsteps.


The hardest part for someone thinking of joining the police is the constant misrepresentation of what cops actually do – if you believed everything you saw on TV, it would be a constant stream of driving offences and fights outside nightclubs. Fortunately, reality is a lot more interesting than that, but the media coverage does cast a significant shadow over the other work that the police deal with: domestic abuse, burglary and theft offences, serious organised crime, terrorism, mental health and safeguarding children, to name just a few. It’s one of my biggest frustrations when I hear people, quite innocently and probably subconsciously, belittling the job of the police. It’s not just about speeding tickets and dealing with drunks; it’s about dealing with some of society’s big social issues, working with some of life’s most challenging individuals and attending some of the most tragic, challenging and upsetting things you could ever imagine. And yes, occasionally the police issue speeding tickets.


I was very fortunate to have spent the majority of my childhood playing sport to a decent level, and that allowed me to travel the world playing squash, a game I loved. I represented Scotland over eighty times as a junior and captained them at the World Junior Squash Championships in Milan and the Millennium Commonwealth Youth Games in Edinburgh. It was a huge honour and to this day it remains one of my proudest moments. I was born in England but, as my dear grandmother would say, ‘You’re British by birth but Scottish by the grace of God.’


Without doubt I played my very best squash when representing my country and that was never more apparent than when playing Argentina in the World Championships in 2000. A squash match is the best of five games. I’d won the first game but lost the second, and I was out on my feet. I’d hit the wall, as they say. The court was blisteringly hot and the atmosphere was electric, with the Argentinean team sensing that their man was on the cusp of knocking me, and consequently our team, out of the championships. I remember feeling completely powerless to stop the momentum, but the one thing I’m not is a quitter; I will fight to the very, very end. Gradually I got back into that third game and somehow – I don’t know how – I won it and suddenly felt rejuvenated. I came out in the fourth and it was as though nothing could stop me. High on adrenaline, I stormed through the game and won the match. Winning was important, really important, but for me sport is more about what it teaches us. This taught me a great deal. It taught me that no matter how desperate the situation is, you must keep moving forward, inch by inch. No matter how tired you are, you’ve still got something left, and that ‘something’ is probably more than you realise. No matter how hopeless you feel, don’t give up. Make sure that you leave everything out there; then you can have no regrets.


My squash coach as I grew up was a New Zealander called Mike Penman. He was and still is one of my biggest inspirations. He’s a small, slight man who played with his heart on his sleeve and was simply as hard as nails. I can’t imagine anyone more fitted to the expression ‘It’s not the size of the dog in the fight, it’s the size of the fight in the dog.’ Boy, he has some fight.


I remember he spoke to my mother one morning after we’d been training and he said, ‘Ali really needs to toughen up; he’s not mentally strong enough and he’s too easily upset.’ She pointed out that I was still only eleven years old! But Penman was right, kids do need to toughen up. It’s part of growing up. How can we expect them to deal with all that life throws at them if they’ve never had to overcome challenges or difficulties? I owe a huge debt of gratitude to Penman for everything I’ve achieved in life; a true legend.


My squash also taught me a great deal about the injustice and inequality in the world. At the same World Championships we played the Kenyan team and I spent some time getting to know them over the course of the two weeks we were in Italy. The logistical challenges they’d faced in getting to the championships were almost beyond my comprehension and yet they played their heart and soul out representing their country. They were making the best of what they had; their kit wasn’t great and some of them had never had the luxury of top-quality coaching, yet they applied themselves 100 per cent. They did it with grace, respect and humility, in a way I had not seen before in my many years as a junior playing all over the world. It’s fair to say that they were one of the weakest teams at the championships in terms of their standard of play, but in many other ways they were the standout performers. It inspired me to make the best of what I have and to be grateful.


Squash is clearly an individual sport. It is not dissimilar to policing, though – we are all individuals and we all contribute in slightly different ways, but we are part of a team, and to be successful we must all put in the effort. I remember the Deputy Chief Constable once saying during the response to the prostitute murders in Ipswich that the police comprises one big wheel and we are all individual spokes; no spoke is more or less important than another; you need them all. It sounds a bit like ‘management speak’, but the sentiment is right.


Having finished my A levels, I went to Loughborough University to study Sports Science. By this time I had made up my mind that I wanted to be a police officer, but I had been told that at just eighteen I wouldn’t get in, as I lacked life experience, so I’d be wise to do a degree and then apply when I was a bit older. I remember thinking that was a strange concept; I lacked life experience, but by going to university I’d gain that somehow. Uni is not the be all and end all, and I certainly didn’t think it would reflect the type of life I’d one day be dealing with in the police. It’s a part of life, yes, but some may argue it shelters people from many of the harsher aspects of reality.


I was driven to Loughborough on the Thursday and unpacked my belongings. I got the train back on the Saturday having made my mind up: it was not for me! I did return and stick with it for three months to see if my view changed, but it didn’t, I’d made up my mind and I was determined that to gain the life experience expected of me, I needed to do something other than uni. This was a tough decision, as most of my school friends had gone to university and it felt to me as though there was a presumption that it was the done thing. Not only that, but I was acutely aware that I had no job to go back to.


On my arrival back in Ipswich I went to the job centre and successfully applied to Ipswich Hospital to work on one of their help desks. I was now employed for the first time in my life. The role was administrative and involved organising the portering, catering and laundry services in the hospital. It seemed to me to be quite a responsible job, particularly when urgent calls came in needing bloods transferred or collected from the lab. Our team was responsible for getting the right people to the right place at the right time.


One thing the job did show me was just how hard some people have to work for so little. One of the ladies who worked at the hospital had three jobs; she worked as a cleaner in the morning, in our office for most of the day, then as a receptionist in the evening. And she was not alone; there were lots of people holding down several jobs just trying to make ends meet. I was completely shocked. I’d never known anyone who had two jobs, let alone three, and yet this was their life.


Seeing others who are less fortunate made me appreciate what I had, and I don’t say that in a condescending or patronising way. I’m full of respect and admiration for them.


I also had to deal with Rose Cottage. That was the name of the hospital mortuary and every day I’d take calls from wards asking for the porters to take someone to Rose Cottage. I remember thinking what a sensitive name it was; in some small way, it may have made a loved one being taken there feel a little less traumatic and a little less final. I had never dealt with death before, I’m not even sure I’d been to a funeral, so this was another valuable lesson, as every one of those calls involved a bereaved family, or so I thought. I very quickly found out that in some cases – quite a number in fact – there was no family at all. It made me contemplate what a lonely world this must be for some people.


I recently came across an interesting tweet in which a guy tells a story about him and his friend taking part in a race. He’s an American and he explains that at the side of the road, as they are running along, there is a table with boxes of free bagels for the runners. He says to his friend that they should get a bagel, but his friend says that the queue is too long and it’ll take ages to wait. The guy can’t believe it – they’re free bagels and he really wants one – but the friend doesn’t want to waste time and repeats that they shouldn’t bother. The guy decides that he’s determined to have a bagel, come what may, so he goes to the front of the queue, reaches between two people and grabs a couple of bagels, one for him and one for his friend. Nobody seems to mind that he’s not queued up, and he now has the two bagels he was after. This taught him some valuable lessons, he tells us. Some people know what they want, but will come up with reasons why they can’t have it. Some people know what they want and will simply go and get it.


I think in many ways he’s right: too often people know what they want, but focus instead on all the reasons they can’t have it. I was told I was too young, too inexperienced and too naive to join the police, and was persuaded to go to university without even trying first. If you know what you want in life, then find reasons why you can do it, not reasons why you can’t.


While working at the hospital I applied to become a special constable, as I felt that would give me a really good insight into the job. I also applied to become a regular police officer at the same time, but presumed I wouldn’t be accepted at that point. In the meantime, I’d still be able to gain experience in policing as a ‘special’.


One event as a special stands out for me. I was crewed up with a sergeant and we attended the east of Ipswich for reports of some anti-social behaviour. On our arrival it became clear that there had been a stabbing. We found the injured man in the garden of a house with a serious injury to his stomach. I’m not too bad with blood, but it wasn’t the most pleasant of sights. Fortunately, lots of other officers attended and my role became that of guarding the crime scene overnight.


I stood at that scene for hours. At around 3 a.m. I was approached by two young boys, who must have been no more than twelve years old. They strolled over to me, sat down on the kerb next to me and started to chat. ‘Did you chase that stolen car last weekend?’ one of them asked me. I had no idea what he was talking about. ‘It got burnt out over the park,’ he proudly told me.


The lads went on to mention the names of various people that they clearly thought I’d recognise, unaware of the fact I was only working my first shift as a police officer. After about ten minutes it dawned on me: it’s 3 a.m. and these are young boys. It was like a different world, literally, yet at the time I lived just a few miles away.


After a while they walked off into the night. Their world was very different to mine and that of the majority of people. They were out in the middle of the night and it didn’t appear that anyone had missed them. Maybe they just didn’t care. Over the next eighteen years, I was going to find out just how different lives can be.


I only managed a couple of shifts as a volunteer as, surprisingly, I was accepted on to the regular force and soon started my training as a full-time officer. I had to endure fifteen weeks at the Police Training College in Ashford in Kent. I say endure and I mean it! It was a strange few months, with lots of revising and studying but also lots of new challenges. Living in a hotel for that length of time, being in a classroom every day and having to get to know lots and lots of new people was exhausting, and every day we were being exposed to a new experience or yet another role play. It was a great way to learn and it definitely introduced me to the pressure you feel in the job, but I don’t think anyone would say they enjoyed their time there.


It also involved getting used to being a police officer and to the effect that would have on our daily lives – where you go, who you socialise with, where you live; for some more than others, that would mean pretty big changes. I studied really hard at training college and was privileged to be awarded the Baton of Honour at the passing-out parade. It was given to the top-performing student from the intake of around a hundred and fifty officers. It was an incredibly proud moment both for me and for Suffolk Police, as it recognised the effort that had been put in over the four months of training.


And so, I was up and running. I was a real cop about to hit the mean streets of Suffolk!
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This guy has got potential


NOVEMBER 2001. I remember it like it was yesterday. I may not have enjoyed training school – it was all very intense and took me completely out of my comfort zone – but suddenly here I was: first day, brand new, out of the box. A fully fledged police officer. When I joined the police, I was asked to nominate where I’d like to be based. You got three choices, so I started with Ipswich and then picked the two areas just outside it, as they would be easy to get to and busy enough places to learn the job without jumping straight in the deep end. To be fair, I should have realised that meant I’d be stationed some 30 miles away in a place I’d barely heard of and most definitely never visited. Welcome to the police!


As I’m sure most people would, I decided to take a drive out there before I started, just to see the lie of the land and familiarise myself with the town. It was a little place called Leiston. I recall driving through it, frantically looking around and distinctly questioning if this could actually be it. It seemed a tiny place, so why on earth did it need a police station at all? Little did I know that, in fact, we’d be covering almost 100 square miles, so the town would be just a small part of my work. I was about to be introduced to rural policing. Leiston is an interesting town situated in coastal Suffolk, which is a beautiful part of the world. It had clearly grown a lot and there was now a fair amount of unemployment, deprivation and drugs, so, suffice to say, there was a reasonable amount of crime as well.


When I met the team on my first day, they seemed really nice and certainly made me feel very welcome. The team was a mix of some young-in-service, proactive, almost excitable cops and some who had definitely been there, seen it and done it. Looking back, that was probably the secret to our success as a team, as everyone knew their role and each brought something slightly different to the party.


One of the most significant moments of that first day was meeting my tutor constable. His job was to show me the ropes and help me put into practice what I’d been taught at training school. He was a massive influence on me as a police officer. As any fresh-faced recruit will soon discover, your tutor constable introduces you to a whole new world, and their approach will undoubtedly rub off on you. That’s hardly surprising – you are embarking on a career that is fraught with danger, incredibly demanding and full of experiences you are very unlikely to have encountered before. Your tutor is there to keep you safe and on the right track, and to keep the unsuspecting public safe too. You need the tutor more than they need you, so you listen to every word they say and watch everything they do.


My tutor was PC Jamie Hollis. Predictably, he was affectionately known as Reg, but unlike his namesake from Sunhill on TV’s The Bill, he was a fiery, lively, headstrong individual. He was also incredibly kind and caring, a genuinely nice guy, but he would take no prisoners! He told me very early on that his view was that the police are not there to make honest, hardworking people’s lives difficult, as life can be difficult enough, so he expected me to show discretion and judgement. ‘We are here to make the lives of criminals uncomfortable,’ he said. I remember thinking that this summed up policing in many respects; people who are in need or who are vulnerable should be handled with kid gloves and kindness, but those who are violent, aggressive and intent on committing crime should be handled in a completely different way. Jamie struck that balance and I remember thinking I’d try and take that with me. He also told me over and over again that I’d have to be willing to make decisions and stand by them. Policing is not for the faint hearted and if you’re not prepared to make decisions then you’re in the wrong job. He was spot on; it’s a tough job in which you are sometimes damned if you do and damned if you don’t. And, rest assured, whatever decision you make it’s unlikely that you’ll keep everyone happy.


On the first shift, as we gradually got to know each other, we drove around a bit and stopped a few cars. My job over the ten-week tutor period was to observe for the first few weeks during such patrols, after which I gradually started to take the lead with the aim of achieving independent patrol by the end.


It was a strange sensation being out and about in a marked police car. It is the closest I think you can get to being in a goldfish bowl: everyone looking in at you and you looking out at them. And I was nervous, really nervous. I’d pretty much come straight from school, having dropped out of university, and suddenly this wasn’t training any more; it wasn’t a role play, hypothetical question or a discussion in class. This was real life, real people and real risk.


I’d lived a very sheltered life in many respects. I’d gone to a good school, had lots of good friends and, through sport, had travelled the world and met lots of good people. Now I was going to put myself in harm’s way and deal with some of the most dangerous people in society.


It got to about 10 p.m. and I’d almost finished my first shift as a police officer. It had all gone pretty well really. I’d met the team, I’d got all my kit sorted out and I had started to get to know Jamie. We certainly hadn’t come across anything that caused me any great concern and I remember thinking, This is OK, I can do this!


As we were just about to arrive back at the station, the radio crackled into life and part of a transmission came through about a domestic incident taking place. I’d no idea where this particular village was; perhaps it was covered by someone else, I thought, and we wouldn’t need to worry about it? Jamie turned, looked at me, and with a glint in his eye and a cheeky smile said, ‘We’ll go to that!’ He flicked some switches on the dashboard and we were off.


If you’ve never been driven in a police car during a blue-light run, then it’s hard to describe just what it’s like. I certainly wouldn’t call it comfortable – there is a lot of accelerating, braking and overtaking, and despite what any police driver tells you, it’s not smooth. Lots of people think the police have specially mapped cars with high-performance engines and sports suspension. No, not when you’re on a response team in rural Suffolk. We were driving a diesel Ford Escort, which sounded like a bag of nails, probably because it had been driven flat out several times too often.


We set off at a rate of knots, blue light bouncing off trees and hedges as we left the sanctuary of the town and plunged into the darkness of the countryside beyond. Jamie warned me, ‘This guy has got potential, so just be careful.’


I appreciated the warning, but it filled me with even more adrenaline, if that were possible. What did that mean exactly: ‘He’s got potential’? I took it to mean he could be a tricky person to deal with. I also made the assumption that Jamie had dealt with this guy before.


It seemed to take us moments to arrive, but in fact we’d travelled at least ten miles. I’d spent the journey eagerly, nervously, anticipating what we’d find when we arrived, my mind a bit of a blur. As we got to the address, I remember thinking that I’d just follow Jamie’s lead. Fortunately, another officer had arrived as well, so between them they would deal with it and I’d just be along for the ride.


The road was dark, with only the occasional streetlight offering any illumination, and it was eerily quiet. Jamie confidently strode up to the door of the house, which was promptly opened by a man inside. He was diminutive, with short-cropped hair, but he had that look; a look that made me nervous. Not the sort of person I’d want to meet down a dark alley on my own. Perhaps that’s what Jamie had meant when he said to be careful.


The guy went back inside and Jamie followed behind, with me tailing afterwards. It was a curious introduction: no conversation on the doorstep or the man asking what we were doing there; just an acceptance that we had arrived and then in we went. Once we were inside, a woman made herself known to us; she was drunk and obnoxious, her every other word being an obscenity. I stood back, surveying the cluttered front room, watching my two experienced colleagues trying to find out what had happened and calm the situation down.


While driving to the incident we’d been told on the radio that there was a long history of drink-fuelled domestics involving this couple, and tonight seemed to be no different. Both of them were highly intoxicated and, much to my amazement, there was a young baby in the house, no more than a few months old. The woman was holding the child and the discussions between all parties seemed amicable, notwithstanding the colourful language and clear animosity for the police. It’s important to say, I did not have a clue what was going on at this stage! Powers, policies, procedures, they all seemed a bit muddled to me at that time, and all I kept thinking about was Jamie saying ‘Be careful.’ Had I been asked to sort this out by myself, I think I’d have had a complete meltdown – this didn’t feel like any of the role plays we’d done before.


Although on edge, I was relieved that the guy seemed essentially meek and mild; stood at the back of the living room, not really saying much and certainly not threatening any violence. Perhaps he was a changed man. I remember the woman passing the baby to him as she became a little more animated and upset, which reassured me still further that this was not going to escalate now – how could it with a newborn in the house?


After a bit more negotiation, Jamie made the decision. The woman was going to have to be arrested to prevent a breach of the peace. It’s an expression that is used a lot, and it basically refers to a situation when harm – meaning violence – is done or is likely to be done. Jamie was clearly not happy with leaving both parties in the house, and as the man was calm and compliant it was the woman who would be spending the night sobering up in the cells. It seemed to make sense to me; at least we wouldn’t need to arrest him, which would be a right result.


As the words were said and the woman was told she was being arrested, all hell broke loose. She stood up and began to swing her arms wildly. ‘Fuck off, leave me alone!’ she screamed in my colleagues’ faces. Jamie and the other officer ducked to avoid being hit by a flailing hand, and then frantically struggled to restrain her, but she threw herself to the floor, screaming and yelling. All of a sudden, it was as though a switch had been flicked and the man had been ignited with fury.


‘Get your fucking hands off her!’ he shouted. He dropped the baby on the floor and flew across the living room at Jamie. I was stunned, shocked, speechless. More pertinently, I was smack-bang in the way. I was pushed back down the hallway as we all retreated out of the front door as fast as we possibly could.


The man was now the character Jamie had spoken about. The ‘potential’ that cops refer to – this guy had it in spades.


His eyes were wide and wild as he stood in a fighting stance, guarding the front door of the house with fists clenched and shouting threats. ‘Come on, then, you think you’re a fucking big man!’ He stood there slightly elevated on the doorstep, reminiscent of a boxer standing in his corner at the start of a bout, itching to cross the ring to confront his opponent.


Jamie racked his baton and the other officer drew her CS spray. ‘Get back!’ shouted Jamie. I was stood some metres further away, absolutely motionless in the middle of the front garden in the near pitch black; I might as well have been a statue.


You often hear people talk of the fight-or-flight response we have when encountering dangerous situations. There is another element to that; it’s ‘freeze’, and that’s what I’d done: completely frozen. It was as though I wasn’t actually there any more. As a nineteen-year-old lad who had never been in a fight in my life, I was suddenly having to deal with violent criminals who clearly had no respect for the uniform or the law, and who had no qualms about attacking a police officer. I knew from past reports that this guy had assaulted his partner many times; presumably he thought that was OK. But for the police to lay hands on her to arrest her, that was not OK. Illogical? Yes, of course, but he didn’t strike me as a logical type any more. It resonated with me that we were there trying to make sure everyone was safe, yet the people now at the highest risk of being harmed were us. It was something I’d get used to over the years.


The stand-off continued for what seemed like an eternity before some additional officers arrived and things started to calm down a bit. The man lowered his tone and dropped his hands down by his sides, fists no longer clenched and ready for battle. He seemed far calmer now that we were all outside and making no attempt to get back in. One of the officers who arrived knew the guy well and, much to my amazement, strolled over to him with his hands in his pockets and a cheeky, ‘All right, mate, what’s the matter? What’s happened?’ Before we knew it, the man was having a roll-up with the officer, and his girlfriend had done a miraculous job of sobering up; all seemed calm again.


After much deliberation Jamie and the other officers on the team managed to broker a deal that involved nobody being arrested but the parties staying at different addresses overnight. As I say, I had little understanding of what was happening, let alone why the decision was being made; I was just glad to be leaving in one piece. Much to our surprise, and great relief, the baby was absolutely fine too; completely oblivious of the drama that had unfolded in front of them.


As we drove back to the station, we had a chat about the incident. Jamie seemed pretty unfazed by it all, as though it was business as usual and nothing out of the ordinary. I remember him saying, ‘You’ve got to keep your wits about you, as these things have a habit of escalating.’ And I also remember thinking, I’m not really sure I want to spend my working life with my wits about me, waiting for the next violent outburst. The shift finished and I drove home in a bit of a daze.


I’d left university after a matter of weeks because I wanted to join the police. I’d then spent months in training, but now, on my first day, here I was questioning if it was the job for me. I kept going over the incident in my mind, thinking about what could have happened and reflecting on my complete inaction. It’s fair to say, I didn’t sleep well.


The following day I met my dear old ma for a coffee in town. We sat right at the back of the shop, speaking in hushed tones so that other people couldn’t overhear our conversation, and I regaled her with the events of the night before. ‘I couldn’t believe it: he just dropped the baby and flew at Jamie.’ My mum didn’t really say a lot. She was probably as perplexed as I was.


As you’d expect, my parents were very proud of me becoming a police officer and they would have spent the previous evening nervously waiting to hear how it went. This wouldn’t necessarily have been what they expected. I was unloading it all, looking for reassurance; perhaps looking for a way out; maybe even hoping that we could agree this wasn’t the job for me after all. I couldn’t understand why police officers would go to work every day to be attacked and threatened in the way we had been the night before. Surely that’s not what we get paid for?


I decided to see how things went and to stick with it for the time being, but I fully expected I’d be leaving the force barely after I’d started.


Little did I know that as the months and years passed, such incidents would become those I particularly wanted to be involved in; most coppers are the same. No longer would I be the rookie rooted to the spot wishing I could be anywhere else but there. As we grow more experienced, the bullies don’t seem that bad any more; there’s always someone bigger, stronger, angrier and more violent, so the chances are things are never quite as bad as they could be.


As a police officer you take great pride in standing up to the people who threaten others. I often think of a line from a poem by Michael Mark*:




And maybe just remind the few, if ill of us they speak, that we are all that stands between the monsters and the weak.





I remember the first occasion I read that poem – by which point I’d been in the police for some time – and thinking how absolutely true it was. There is often a lot of criticism of the police, yet not many people would want to be living in a society without them. I’ve even had several criminals tell me how grim a world it would be without the police. Not many want to confront violent and potentially dangerous individuals; they leave that to us.


* Excerpt from the poem Monsters and the Weak by Michael Marks, 2006
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Cheryl


IPSWICH, 18 June 2005. I had been a police officer for four years and was now a sergeant. My night shift wasn’t due to start until 11 p.m., so I was sitting in a restaurant having dinner with my family when I got a call from a private number. That normally means it’s work and that something significant has happened. This was no different, but it was the worst call I’ve ever taken.


‘There’s been a polac,’ said the caller. This is the term used for an accident involving a police vehicle; they happen all the time, which is not surprising given the number of incidents the police respond to. In the vast majority of cases they are relatively minor and very rarely are people seriously injured. ‘It’s a fatal.’ I could not believe what I was hearing. I hesitated, silently trying to take that in.


I remember asking, ‘The fatality, is it police or public?’ The answer seemed to take an age to come back, but come back it did.


‘Police. Cheryl has died and it looks like Chris won’t make it.’ I was stunned, rocked to the core. I knew them both very well; they were good friends. As our teams overlapped on shifts, I’d seen them almost every day, and I’d attended hundreds and hundreds of calls with them over the years.


Cheryl was someone who everyone knew at the nick; friendly, hardworking and never far from the action. I quickly finished the call, told my family that I had to go, and within what seemed like a minute I was walking into the police station at Civic Drive still in a complete state of shock.


I had no idea what to expect when I walked in, but now, more than ever, we needed to come together. As soon as I arrived, I started ringing round officers on our team, and every one of them dropped everything and made their way to work. We would be tasked with covering ‘normal policing’ and taking over from the team on duty. It was a horrible situation to be in – having to carry on the emergency work that is a core function of our job, yet against the most tragic, devastating backdrop of what had happened.
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