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To my sister Sue, who has always watched out for me, and Peter.









You can’t connect the dots looking forward; you can only connect them looking backwards. So you have to trust that the dots will somehow connect in your future. You have to trust in something – your gut, destiny, life, karma, whatever.





–Steve Jobs, Stanford University commencement address,
12 June 2005





AUTHOR’S NOTE


I have recounted my memories to the best of my abilities, given the passage of time. Anything I have misremembered is purely accidental. Some names and identifying details have been changed to protect the privacy of individuals.
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CHAPTER 1


WATCHING THE DETECTIVE


A street. London. It is night-time. A car pulls up and two men emerge. Police radios hum in the background as more cars arrive on the scene. The destination is a first-floor bedsit. A woman has been found murdered.


From out of a car steps a heavyset man with a nonchalant air; he’s wearing a dark coat, a cigar in mouth. He walks across the road with a swagger. Flashing his warrant card to the uniform police officer at the entrance, he says: ‘DCI Shefford. I’m in charge.’


Not for long: the next day he drops dead at work from a heart attack. It is left to Detective Superintendent Michael Kernan to break the news to the all-male murder squad that a woman is going to take charge of the investigation: Detective Chief Inspector Jane Tennison.


‘I know how you must all feel, but give her the best you’ve got,’ Kernan tells the team.


‘I’ll give that tart the best I’ve got, all right,’ fires back a detective sergeant sarcastically. Tittering all round.


This should have been Tennison’s case from the off. She was on call the night that the victim – identified as Della Mornay – was found. But Shefford was sent instead. On learning of Shefford’s untimely death, Tennison wasted no time arguing her corner to take over the investigation. And her boss reluctantly agreed.


*


I watch the scenes play out from the darkness of an auditorium, my heart in my mouth. It is 1991, and I am at the preview of the first episode of Prime Suspect before it airs on ITV on Sunday 7 April. Women barely featured in the cop shows I watched avidly as a child, so watching a female lead character in a cutting-edge television police drama is a seminal moment in my life. In more ways than one – because the character depicted on the screen is inspired by me, one of only three female DCIs in the entirety of the Metropolitan Police at the time.


In the room are journalists, cast and crew and a few friends of mine from the Met, including my good pal Bob, who is sitting by my side. Bob squeezes my hand reassuringly. He knows how nervous I am, and he knows why: there, on the big screen – finally – is the lot of a senior-ranking female officer operating in an overwhelmingly male institution.


This is all thanks to Lynda La Plante, the formidable author and screenwriter who listened to and absorbed my stories and experiences over many months of conversation to create a compelling character and storyline from my point of view: a woman in a man’s world. La Plante establishes Tennison’s role as an outsider early on. We see witnesses talking to junior male colleagues, unable to believe that a woman is in charge; detectives frowning defensively as she lays out her investigative approach to find the culprit responsible for rape and murder. La Plante cooks it perfectly.


I watch Lynda’s script unfold on the big screen. I chuckle as Tennison channels my quips courtesy of the redoubtable Helen Mirren.


‘Listen, I like to be called “guvnor” or “the boss”; I don’t like “ma’am”. I’m not the bloody Queen, so take your pick,’ Tennison tells a detective constable.


‘Yes, ma’am,’ comes the defiant reply. She has her work cut out on asserting her authority over the troops.


My delight at La Plante’s brilliance is tempered by nerves: how will this show be received? It was only a few months ago that an actor cast in the show had announced to the producer Don Leaver that ‘it’s a load of bollocks’. This was the verdict of police friends that the (now-dead) actor had shown the script to. It played on concerns that they may have a turkey on their hands. Cue a subdued conversation between me and Leaver, a kindly, respectful and thoughtful man. ‘Should we be worried?’ he asked me gently.


An avalanche of negativity descended upon me as the self-doubts I was often plagued with crowded in. I questioned whether my views were of value and whether I really knew what I was talking about. Maybe my experiences were wrong? Perhaps the sense of being an outsider was all in my head? It was a wobble of seismic proportions, of feeling an impostor, but then my mind cleared.


The fact that a bunch of men were trying to discount my experiences spoke volumes. This was déjà vu. I was a DCI with 20 years of policing experience under my belt already – 11 of which were spent in the Met. I had no idea who these fellow officers were, but how on earth would they know what it was like to be a female officer? The attempt to drown out my voice reflected my daily reality. There was no room for a woman’s perspective in the Met.


‘You can show this script to 25 officers, and 25 will give you a different point of view,’ I told Leaver evenly. ‘What I have given Lynda is my account of policing life. My experience. Imagine my surprise that male officers don’t agree. It’s kind of my point. They haven’t got a clue what it’s like to be a woman on the job.’ I returned Leaver’s gaze for what felt like the longest time. Finally: ‘OK, Jackie. I trust your experience. We will go with that.’


As I sit in the auditorium watching the finished work, the qualms ebb away. La Plante’s well-crafted plot is gripping stuff. As the screen fades to black, the brief seconds of silence drag. Then enthusiastic applause breaks out. It seems that dust may have gotten into my eye.


Lynda La Plante turns to me from her seat. ‘What do you think of it, Jackie?’


The damp eyes are probably a clue. ‘I think it’s brilliant,’ I reply. ‘Thank you very much.’


What I don’t realize that night is that this drama Lynda has created will prove a massive hit. For me, nothing will ever be the same again. But, of course, DCI Tennison is not me, and I am not Tennison. There are many similarities, but there are differences too. This is my story.





CHAPTER 2


THE APPRENTICE


Langland Bay, Wales, 1969. I was living with my parents and had dropped out of college halfway through my A levels following disappointing mock-exam results.


My plan had been to become a probation officer, which required a degree. I’d set my heart on this career path because I’d thought it would satisfy my innate nosiness about people and why they did what they did. I also had a fascination with crime and punishment, sparked by studying prison reform at secondary school and reading Dickens’s Little Dorrit. Dropping out of college meant a rethink.


I’d ruled out being a prison officer because I was worried that the job would just involve herding prisoners about with a large set of keys rather than engaging with them in any meaningful way. With my father working in the newspaper industry, the notion of becoming a crime reporter was another short-lived idea. One occupation I’d often wondered about was policing, an interest largely attributable to my love of watching police dramas.


I grew up watching the BBC’s Dixon of Dock Green, where Britain’s most friendly bobby, George Dixon, played by Jack Warner, pounded the beat. The show was a regular fixture in our house as my parents, my older brother and sister and I settled down for our Saturday-evening viewing while tucking into sweets as a special weekend treat.


The show was tame fare and a far cry from the gruesome yet compelling blood and gore that would crescendo in cop dramas across the ensuing decades. PC Dixon was depicted as a safe pair of hands who offered a reassuring presence. At the end of each episode he would sign off with a ‘Goodnight, all.’


It was the same with another of my favourites, No Hiding Place, centred around Scotland Yard detectives. The police officers were characterized as straightforward, trustworthy and by the book – not like the maverick characters so often depicted in the genre later down the years. The detective team was led by Detective Superintendent Lockhart, played by Raymond Francis. The sleuths would piece together the evidence and outsmart the criminal by the time the credits rolled. Sally Jordan, played by Rowena Gregory, was the ‘woman detective’. Suffice to say her sex meant she had few lines to learn.


The virtual invisibility of women police officers did little to deter my 18-year-old self as I wondered what to do with my life. I chose to overlook the fact that all the exciting action I had seen on the telly involved male characters; instead, I focused on the vision of policing that these shows portrayed.


I didn’t think my parents would approve of a career in policing, but they were very supportive. My father decided to contact Police Superintendent Syd Page, a former neighbour of ours back in Leicester, for some advice. Mr Page no doubt smiled when Dad called him. Some years previously, when we were still neighbours, he had invited my parents to his home and shown off the new décor. ‘Ooh,’ said my mum, ‘did you use Durex? Jeff always uses Durex. It gives such a lovely finish.’ Laughter all round. Now, hearing of my interest in policing, Mr Page advised that I join the cadets – he said this would allow me to see if I was suited to it.


In many ways, the fact that I chose uniform service wasn’t very surprising. Service was embedded in my family. My parents, Jeff and Olive, were both born in 1919 and met in Lincolnshire while working for the Royal Air Force during World War II: Dad as a pilot and Mum as a civilian telephonist at the aerodrome. My paternal grandfather had enlisted in the Royal Navy during World War I despite initial difficulties getting in because of his name. To us kids he would later be known as Pop, but to his huge regret he’d been christened Karl Marx Malton. This was thanks to my great-grandfather, who had either a sense of humour or strong political allegiances – I never did find out which. Mum’s father, meanwhile, had worked as a policeman in the Metropolitan Police during the Great War.


After the war, Dad wanted to stay in the RAF, but my mother yearned for the normality of civilian life, so he carved out a successful career in newspapers instead and Mum gave up paid work to raise a family. I came along as a surprise pregnancy that left my mother reeling. By then, my brother, Trevor, was eight and my sister, Susan, was four. Mum, who had grown up with five brothers, cheered herself up with the thought of a second son, whom she would call Nicholas. Boy came there none. I arrived on 7 July.


Though I was born in the cathedral city of Lincoln in 1951, we relocated to Leicester before my first birthday, after Dad traded in his job at the accounts department of the Lincolnshire Echo for a step up to manager of the Leicester Evening Mail. We moved into a three-bedroomed semidetached house, with bay windows and a garden front and back, in Broadway Road, situated in a residential area called the Way Roads in the south of the city.


We were well-fed, lived comfortable lives and were instilled with solid values by our parents: honesty, a strong work ethic, and the importance of helping others. Dad would walk home for his lunch during the week, which meant that I got to see him regularly. Sundays, without fail, was a day trip somewhere. My parents always had a car and the first one I remember was a black Morris Eight. Off we would go to visit stately homes or to picnic somewhere scenic. The fact that Dad was a bit of a petrol-head meant that, as the years passed, the family car was always replaced by a flashier model. The deal was that Mum would get to pick the colour and Dad would choose the make: first the Cortina, later a Triumph 2000 and then the much-hailed SD1 Rover. We were incredibly lucky that our parents could afford a holiday every year, Salcombe in Devon being our favourite resort.


Alliances had been established within the family by the time I came along: Trevor was close to Mum, Sue to Dad. My best pal and confidant at home was the family dog – a Wire Fox Terrier called Penny. Growing up, given the age gap, my relationships with Trevor and Sue were not close. I’m sure I was the pain in the proverbial. I shared a bedroom with Sue, who understandably resented her younger roommate. She was brightest of the three of us. By her teens, she was kicking fairly hard against boundaries: coming home later than agreed; trying to subvert the strict uniform standards set by her grammar school; and not necessarily putting her all into her schoolwork, despite her natural abilities. Trevor was tall, dark, handsome, and taciturn by nature, keeping to himself and with a small circle of trusted friends. By contrast, I fulfilled the role of the compliant child in a bid to court approval.


Dad was a lovely, gentle man. Tall, slim, smartly dressed and always sporting a moustache. The more stable and patient of our two parents, he was the one to attend to us if we hurt ourselves because Mum couldn’t cope if we were in pain. Dad was a protective and supportive figure to all of us, including our mother, and made us feel safe. Sadly, my mother was a more complicated, troubled soul.


With her brown eyes and hair so dark it was almost black, Mum was an attractive woman who dressed her slender figure tastefully and was blessed with charisma. She had a knack for storytelling and making people laugh, helped by her natural acting ability, which she put to good use as a member of the local amateur dramatic society. But regrettably she was also cursed by anxiety, which overshadowed her life and made her rather temperamental. Living with Mum often felt like walking on eggshells, never knowing what mood she would be in when I got home.


Back then it wasn’t the done thing to share one’s mental anguish, and I can only guess what the source of Mum’s emotional struggles may have been. All I knew was that she had been born into a family of sons following the death of another daughter; she had suffered with alopecia during her adolescence, and one of her brothers had killed himself.


Mum wanted us to match the ideals of the time and worried far too much about what the neighbours thought, even what perfect strangers thought. Her preoccupation with ‘standards’ and how other people saw us was a key driving force. On the plus side, Mum’s attention to appearance drilled home the benefits of being neatly turned out, of having the right shoes for the right outfit – something I have applied all my life. ‘Better to have one good outfit that you can wear seven days a week than seven cheap ones,’ she would say.


The pressure she put on herself to be the ideal wife and mother, combined with her fretful state, made for an unhappy combination. Like many women of her generation, my mother had acquired a lifelong dependency on tranquilizers prescribed by her doctor. Criticisms dropped from her lips on what seemed to be a daily basis: for not pronouncing words properly; for not having perfect table manners; for failing to measure up to an ideal. These criticisms were usually conveyed by comparing us to other children. Her thinking could be summed up thus: ‘You’ll never amount to much unless you do this, and you do that.’ Later in life, we would joke with her that she was a real-life Hyacinth Bucket, the pretentious character famously played by Patricia Routledge in the BBC sitcom Keeping Up Appearances. Mum saw the funny side, but it certainly wasn’t funny when I was growing up. Perhaps she believed that the tactic of making unfavourable comparisons would spur us to raise our game, but all it did was chip away at my confidence. The frequent ridiculing of my thoughts and opinions left me feeling crushed and simply not good enough. This would cast a long shadow over my life. Sadly – for us and for Mum – the hugs, kisses or even words of affection that could have helped offset the harsher aspect of her parenting style were not part of her maternal repertoire.


My refuge from home life was playing outdoors with my best pals, Trevor Nunn and Gareth Miller, who lived in the same street as me and remain two very important friends to this day. My friendship with Trevor began as tots in nursery school. We first met Gareth aged seven, when he moved into our road. Together we played football and cricket day and night. Mostly football. We set up our own team, called the Broadway Rangers. I was the only girl. I was passionate about football, but the limits placed on females in so many walks of life were rudely impressed on me at Linden Junior School. Thanks to an enlightened teacher, I made the school football team – but this inclusion was short-lived as our opposing teams one by one objected.


When Trevor, Gareth and I weren’t running about, we were inventing all manner of ways to pass the time, from making homemade telephones using tin cans and string, to building go-karts without the luxury of brakes. Uniform clubs were the only social occasions where the three of us were segregated. Off I would go to Brownies and they to Cubs. We mixed it up a bit wherever we could. When the Cubs and Brownies held a fancy-dress party one Christmas, Gareth turned up as a Brownie and I came as a Cub. We won first prize.


I loved my time at Linden. I had marvellous teachers, mostly, and plenty of football at lunchtime. But one day the headmaster invited my parents in for a chat. He was worried that I spent so much of my time playing with the boys: when we all hit puberty, he said, I would be abandoned by them and have no friends. I’m glad to say that this touching concern was wide of the mark. In my teens I found it as easy to make friends with girls as I did with boys.


When my primary-school years were almost up, the question on my family’s lips was, ‘Where next for Jackie?’ My siblings attended grammar school but my eleven-plus result confirmed that I would not be following in their footsteps. My first epic fail. What made it worse was accidentally overhearing my parents holding a post-mortem in the front room. I was sitting at the top of the stairs when I heard their disappointment first-hand.


‘What are we going to do with her?’ said Mum. My face flushed with shame.


‘We can afford to send her to Evington Hall Convent,’ said my dad, always ready with a solution.


‘She won’t like that. It’s an all-girls school, and it’s run by nuns,’ said my mum. ‘And we’re not even Catholic.’


‘The school takes children who are Church of England.’


Given that the other option was Spencefield, a secondary modern that my mother was heavily against, Mum took me to Evington to sit the entrance exam. As we walked along the long lane to the school, which looked like a huge mansion house, I was feeling pretty nervous.


‘How are nuns going to play football in their long frocks?’ I asked my mother.


A pause. ‘Oh, you know . . . they manage,’ she replied.


The exam took place in an attic room, where a one-bar electric heater failed spectacularly to bring warmth to the vast space. My mind made up, I turned over the paper and ticked the ‘don’t know’ box with abandon. Spencefield, here I come . . .


I soon settled in at the large secondary modern. Being sporty certainly helped me to fit in. I worked hard in English and in history; but as for the rest, I clowned around far too much because I sensed we were somehow being written off by the system. Lessons about how to bring up babies, for example, seemed like a pretty clear message about the low expectations set for secondary-modern pupils.


Purgatory for me was needlework on a Monday afternoon. An entire academic year passed before I finished making a dress – I wasn’t helped by the fact that the punitive teacher insisted on teaching me to use my right hand, when I was left-handed. Most of my domestic-science efforts ended up being fed to the appreciative family dog.


In my early teens I began going to fencing classes at a local club – inspired by Gareth, who had started lessons and made it sound a lot of fun. I loved the intensity of fencing and the agility of mind and body that it requires: nimble foot and wrist action, fast movement – forwards, backwards, forwards, backwards – and above all, quick thinking. Here, my left-handedness played to my advantage and foiled my opponents. This was a sport I would pursue for years.


I was about 14 when I started thinking about what I would do when I left school. As a regular churchgoer at St Philip’s (C of E), I briefly considered becoming a nun. The church felt like a safe place: I enjoyed the rituals, the smell of the building, the silence, and the belief there was something else bigger than man; not necessarily God but definitely some kind of spiritual power. It made sense to wonder whether this was where I belonged. The fact that I had deliberately flunked my entrance exam to a convent school three years previously was probably a clue that my interest in this potential vocational path would be short-lived, as indeed it was.


I moved on to the idea of working with criminals, a thought sparked by gazing out at the local probation service from the top deck of a bus one day. I thought I’d be good at helping the underdog rehabilitate.


It was also when I was 14 that my father announced we were leaving Leicester, because he had been appointed general manager at the Grimsby Evening Telegraph. My youthful voice of protest held no sway. I decamped with my parents to a detached house in Daggett Road, Cleethorpes, leaving behind my friends, my lovely school and the only life I had known to date.


It’s amazing how quickly a heart can mend. I soon settled in at my new school and over the summer got a job selling candyfloss and ice creams on the seafront at Cleethorpes, chatting all the while to customers.


Two years later, I passed my CSEs. I was just about to start my O levels (the old version of GCSEs) when my dad was appointed manager of the South Wales Evening Post. This meant moving to Wales, but it was agreed that I would live with my grandfather Pop and his wife while I went to college. Pop was the person that I felt the happiest and safest with. An engineer after World War I, he was a gentle, kind and popular man. He’d been widowed before I was born, and had remarried – to a woman we knew as Auntie Vi. Unlike home, with Pop and Auntie Vi there was no telling off, no comparing me with others, no wishing that I was someone else. I loved their company.


I was a late developer by anyone’s book and didn’t start dating until I was 17. Glyn was fun and always lovely to everyone; I was very fond of him. The fact that he owned a car made me feel very grown-up. With him, I started smoking and drinking socially, but I was too ‘straight’ to ever try drugs. Through his wide circle of friends, I met a girl called Jo, with whom I became close. Sometimes, as I lay in my bedroom with my Dusty Springfield posters on the wall, I would guiltily acknowledge that I was spending more time daydreaming about Jo than Glyn. The absence of gay role models in those days meant I was left confused by some of the feelings I was experiencing (not for the first time) but couldn’t name. The relationship with Glyn petered out, eventually.


In 1968 I passed two O levels, in English and English grammar. My history and religious studies grade 1 CSEs were equivalent to O levels, giving me a total of four. Maths proved to be my Achilles heel. Without A levels, I didn’t have the qualifications to apply for a degree, so my hopes of becoming a probation officer were laid to rest. Once I had decided on the cadets, though, I opted to apply back in Leicester. Syd Page gave me a reference and I was accepted on the scheme.


Being a cadet was essentially a policing apprenticeship for 16-to 19-year-olds. The role was an opportunity to observe up close what a police officer’s life was like. Would policing be for me, I wondered. I was about to find out.


*


In the early autumn of 1969, I set off with my parents for Leicester with a sense of excitement at the thought of my first real taste of independence and the beginnings of a career. At last, I had a sense of purpose and direction in my life. I dumped my bags at the house where I would be lodging and spent the weekend with Mum and Dad.


On the Monday morning, I was raring to get started. As I turned up at the Blackbird Road cadet centre, based in the grounds of a police station, the smell of biscuits wafted in my nose from the nearby Frears & Blacks biscuit factory.


Roughly a quarter of my cohort were female, aged between 16 and 18. On our first morning, we were issued with kit: a pillbox hat, a skirt, a blue shirt, a jacket and white gloves. All I had to provide was the black stockings and sensible shoes. We were categorized according to age, as yellow, green or blue cadets. As an older entrant, I was a blue cadet. The cadetship promised to be a great introduction to becoming a public servant and to build skills that would serve me well if I went on to proper police training. The programme was designed to help us to learn to work as part of a team, to follow discipline, to foster good relations with the community and to familiarize ourselves with aspects of the law.


The training schedule involved a mixture of activities. A lot of our time was spent competing in sport, be it running, swimming or gymnastics, or doing organized events such as the Duke of Edinburgh awards to build up the team spirit. Given my sporty nature, this suited me down to the ground. We were expected to work in a community setting of some kind and also to serve as gofers in the various police departments at force headquarters. The course tutor, John Peacock, would take us through different elements of policing – learning what constituted criminal offences such as theft, robbery and burglary and the like. He was supportive and encouraging, and provided me with a great start to my fledgling career.


I wasn’t expecting to go out and nick collars, investigate crime or do traffic stops as a cadet, though. We had no powers of any sort, so we were not allowed to walk the streets with a police constable since we would probably have got in the way of business. Clerical work was also part of the remit for all recruits. Males and females were treated the same, with no noticeable discrimination other than the fact that I don’t recall the boys being asked to make the tea.


What I quickly learned was the importance of rank, rather like the military. The chief constable in post at the time came across as an approachable leader: he took his black Labrador to work with him most days and had a reputation for knowing the names of everyone at HQ.


My first posting was a stint at Staunton Harold Cheshire Home, a residential home for adults with physical disabilities situated north of Leicester and near to the Derbyshire border. We cadets would help out and spend time with residents alongside other volunteers. One of the carers presented himself as an aristocrat, but intuitively it seemed to me that something about him didn’t fit: he seemed too obsequious with residents and staff, a little too keen to befriend. What was he really doing there? He was a popular man and everyone else seemed to take what he said at face value, but my suspicions grew when he invited me to his room, where I clocked several shopping bags from expensive shops in Ashby-de-la-Zouch. Something about him wasn’t adding up. I had no evidence but reported my hunch to a sergeant at the cadet school, who acted on my concerns. A bit of digging soon revealed him to be a conman who was busy obtaining money by deception. I had detected my first crime! I had spotted that something was off and raised my concerns despite the risk of looking like an idiot to experienced police officers if I was wrong – and this boosted my confidence considerably. A couple of days later, I crossed the path of a female superintendent called Hilda Parkin, who gave me a ‘Well done, Miss Malton.’ My cheeks reddened with pride.


After two wonderful summer months spent at the home, it was back to the administration department at force headquarters. My cup of enthusiasm ran dry when it came to making the tea. I failed to see how it taught me anything about the actual job of policing and resented the fact that only female cadets were expected to stick the kettle on. This thought brewed in my mind until one fateful day when I was asked to make a round of drinks for senior officers in a meeting being led by the slightly intimidating Deputy Chief Constable Eric Lacey. He stirred the sugar in his tea as he talked to colleagues, took a sip, then promptly spat it out. ‘You’ve given us salt instead of sugar,’ he said, his face as red as a traffic light. Clearly I had absentmindedly dipped the sugar bowl into the wrong brown bag.


My reaction was to laugh and put my hand on his shoulder. ‘I’m so sorry, sir,’ I said. ‘It wasn’t intentional – but if my mum knew that being a cadet was just about making the tea, she wouldn’t be very happy.’ Thankfully my cheeky quip made him smile. Lacey remembered me after that.


The rest of my cadetship went off without a hitch. Sergeant Peacock told me that I’d been recommended as a suitable candidate for the police. I applied to Leicester and Rutland Police, where I was given an interview and a medical. The medical involved me stripping down to my bra and knickers, touching my toes and being weighed and measured. I have no idea whether male recruits had to undergo the same exam in only their pants, but as an 18-year-old I assumed it was normal procedure for everyone. (This practice would eventually be phased out in favour of a fitness test, where recruits could wear tracksuit bottoms and T-shirts, and the presentation of a GP’s letter.) Fitness standards were quite strict: flat feet, varicose veins, hammer toes and lung, ear or eyesight defects were enough to rule out a prospective candidate. At 5ft 5in, I was an inch over the minimum height requirement in place at the time.


As soon as I arrived back at the cadet school, Sergeant Peacock called me in to his office. ‘You’ve been accepted,’ he said. I could have hugged him. When I called my parents, they were as overjoyed as I was. It offset the personal turmoil I was going through at the time as I began to realize that I was more attracted to women than men and was probably gay – a fact I couldn’t bear to acknowledge because I knew that being a lesbian was seen as shameful. Being a police officer, on the other hand, was viewed as respectable. I wanted the police to be my life. I was determined to give my career everything that I had.





CHAPTER 3


PW8


I swore my police oath on the day I turned 19. On 7 July 1970, I was down at the Magistrates Court in Town Hall Square in Leicester city centre, taking my bible in my right hand:




I 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 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 and according to law.





I felt a mixture of nerves and excitement that day, not to mention a huge sense of responsibility for the role I was assuming.


The first two years would be a probationary period. This entailed being frequently observed on the job by a more experienced officer to assess whether we were suitable to be confirmed as police officers in terms of attitude, our knowledge of the law and our confidence to do the job. Our paperwork was also supervised by a sergeant. The blue shirt was switched for a white one. The hat was similar to the pillbox hat that I had worn as a cadet but with a chequered police band and badge. My officer number was PW8. The skirts had no pleats, which restricted movement a bit, but trousers were out of the question for women then. Male probationers were issued with whistles, batons and handcuffs; female recruits were just given a handbag, the whistle and handcuffs. My vision of walking the beat with my baton ended right there. What I didn’t realize on my first day was that discrimination went further than a lack of equipment . . .


I attended the training school at Ryton-on-Dunsmore, near Coventry. The new recruits, a mix of ex-cadets and people who had applied directly, hailed from forces from various parts of the country outside London. There were 17 men in my class (460C) and 6 women. The training-school site was a sprawl of Nissen huts, some equipped as classrooms and others as accommodation. We were housed in billets for the duration of the 13-week course, each with a bedroom not much bigger than a prisoner’s cell and containing a single bed, a wash basin, a modest wardrobe and a small desk and chair. Despite the restricted space, we were expected to keep our rooms ship-shape to pass muster at routine inspections.


We reported every morning to the parade square, where we had to wait for the arrival of the formidable drill sergeant Jim Suthers, known as the Drill Pig. A former soldier from the Black Watch Regiment, Sergeant Suthers would bellow with a pace stick tucked under his right armpit: ‘Eyes front!’


Our uniforms were inspected every day. To meet requirements, the creases on the sleeves of our jackets were ironed in with brown paper so sharp you could cut your finger. I spent an hour each night bulling the toecaps of my shoes: using a lit match to burn in the polish, then spit and finally a good shine with a yellow duster. When Suthers was unsatisfied by my efforts he could be brutal: ‘I need to see what you had for your breakfast when I peer into your toecaps, miss.’


Suthers would shout at us and throw in the occasional threat of putting his pace stick up ‘every orifice I can find’ to knock us into shape. This dramatic flourish was his way of making us focus, and it worked. No one wanted to be singled out for failing to do as he asked. We marched to the music of the Top 20 records, including ‘Cottonfields’ by the Beach Boys, ‘Spirit in the Sky’ by Norman Greenbaum and ‘In the Summertime’ by Mungo Jerry. I was fortunate enough not to be one of those who march in ‘tick-tocking’ style, with the arm and leg on the same side moving forward together.


The gruff and bullish culture of the time was a bit like the BBC drama Life on Mars, but it was soon forgotten on Passing Out day. Witnessed by our parents and siblings, we could march with heads held high as well as any other army squadron to ‘Colonel Bogey’. In a short space of time, Sergeant Suthers had instilled in us pride in our appearance, punctuality, discipline and teamwork.


Our class leader, Sergeant Laurie Cyples, from West Mercia, taught every aspect of the law: the legal definition of different offences (theft, robbery, burglary, firearms, traffic offences and so on) and the Judges’ Rules, which at the time set out the guidelines about questioning suspects and holding people in custody. We were taught how to direct traffic (to the tune of ‘The Blue Danube’) and how to give evidence in court, and we role-played arresting suspects. The rest of the training involved basic first aid, life-saving swimming classes and self-defence. Ninety-five per cent of the job, we were told, was talking. ‘On the streets, you can talk yourself into or out of trouble. It’s your choice,’ Sergeant Cyples would say.


If I had time in the evenings after doing my homework, pressing my uniform and cleaning my shoes, I would head to the bar to catch up with the others. I bonded with everyone in my class, but especially Mary and Pauline. Sometimes the three of us would dress up on nights out, get on the stage in the dining hall and mime to Three Degrees songs. Good times.


Everything changed when the course ended and I headed to the women’s department in Leicester, based in a building at the rear of Charles Street Police Station. In line with segregation practices in place up and down the country, female officers worked in a self-contained unit based in another building, with its own hierarchy and rank.


Segregation was a bit of a shock. I had not come across the women’s department during my time as a cadet, since most of the time I’d been based at force headquarters, where the cadets were of both sexes and treated the same. What I didn’t initially realize was that the work the women officers did was very different from what the men at the main station did. A female officer’s role was to support the work of the male officers over the road, and to deal with issues relating to women and children in the main – essentially welfare duties: missing children, child neglect and abuse cases, and domestic disputes.


The department also dealt with female offenders of low-level crime, such as shoplifting and theft of monies from home electric meters. We were also expected to search female prisoners. The remit of our work seemed to align with the all-pervasive maternal role attributed to women in those days, but that wasn’t how I wanted to be seen. It seemed to me that we were merely complementing the proper policing being done by the men over the road. Yet while I saw the women’s department as acting as a secondary service, many of the female officers I worked alongside saw their role as highly valuable.


The pay for women was nine tenths of men’s and the shift slightly shorter at 7.5 hours, compared to the 8 hours worked by men. The annual pay for a 19-year-old was £745, which went up to £850 for seniors (age of 22 and over). We also received an allowance for shoes and lodgings.


I made friends in the department easily enough, but it took me a while to settle down. I guess I was a bit of a cheeky recruit. I was harmless with it, but it was not to the liking of Superintendent Hilda Mary Parkin, who held the command over women police officers across Leicester and Rutland Constabulary. Stocky of build, upright of posture, and exacting by nature, the superintendent was quite a character and undeniably scary. She had her eye firmly on me.


Superintendent Parkin wore bright-red lipstick and brushed her thick grey hair up from the nape into what was popularly known as a DA (duck’s arse). She had an accent that revealed her Halifax roots and a deep voice she would use to full effect when displeased. She would walk along the corridor, past the small restroom where we made the tea and coffee, and shrill, ‘Cream of the milk please, cream of the milk!’ – her way of ensuring that her coffee had the top of the milk and was delivered in a china cup with saucer. We duly obliged, hoping that this would set her up in a good mood for the day. Offering her one of our cigarettes was another ruse to keep on her good side. The super only smoked other people’s supplies since her sister Ethel, with whom she lived, had no idea that she smoked.


While the superintendent could be direct and sharp, we all knew where we stood with her. She would make routine checks of our police-issue handbags to ensure the contents complied with regulations and she measured the length of our skirts. To her constant irritation, the seams on my stockings were like two slithering snakes, going this way and that. Superintendent Parkin’s were, of course, always as straight as a ruler.


Policemen over the road called us Peewees. I would later discover that choice derogatory terms like ‘Office Doris’ and ‘Plonk’ (Person with Little or No Knowledge) were used by men in other police forces. It probably wasn’t much worse than the casual sexism that women in those days faced in civvy street, but then again it wasn’t any better. If a male officer ever referred to me as a ‘bird’ – common parlance both in and out of the job in the 1970s – I would always fire back that ‘women are called birds because of the worms they pick up’.


We spent a lot of time updating files with relevant information on individuals or families received from children’s officers or mental-welfare officers – specialist roles that predated the generic social-worker title. The job also involved a lot of work at the juvenile court, where a police officer needed to be present, or at the magistrates’, to guard female prisoners in the dock and escort those sentenced to Risley prison – or ‘Grisly Risley’, as we called it – near Warrington, Lancashire.


Women often ended up in court for offences such as shoplifting, loitering or soliciting ‘for the purposes of prostitution’, theft and common assault. Usually they would receive a fine – though many failed to pay, resulting in a warrant being issued by the court. In these instances, we would arrest the women and remand them in a police cell overnight ready for their appearance before a magistrate the next morning. Non-payment would invariably see the women sent to Risley for a period of weeks or months. I once paid a fine on behalf of a single mum with a young son to prevent her from ending up in prison.


On the other side of the spectrum, female officers could act as plain-clothed security guards at society balls to keep an eye on the furs and jewellery. I didn’t think looking after rich women’s fur coats was our job, so was thankful to never be picked for that particular duty.


Taking statements from female victims who reported indecency or assaults – sexual or otherwise – and passing the information on to the male officers across the road was also part and parcel of a policewoman’s duties. We handled missing-from-home enquiries too, and domestic incidents. When a major incident occurred, such as a murder, women officers would often be used to record all the information on an index-card system. Domestic violence was not treated as seriously as it should have been by the police, nor was the long-term impact on the children witnessing violence and abuse registered. There was a general tendency from both men and women to treat it too lightly.


Then there was the extreme end of domestic violence, which shocked me to the core. My training had also left me ill-equipped to deal with it. What was not understood then – and for many years thereafter – was the impact on victims of coercive behaviour. I can still remember the case of an Indian woman who turned up to hospital with a deep slash across her face – acquired, she said, from ‘falling down the stairs’. A doctor beckoned us over: ‘No way are her injuries due to a fall,’ he said. ‘I’d say they’re more consistent with a machete. This was no accident.’ I gently interviewed the woman. She looked absolutely terrified and stuck to her story. I never forgot her.


As a young officer, I was often involved on decoy work to apprehend marauders reported for flashing, groping or, in the worst cases, rape. The job involved changing into civvy clothes and walking along dark alleyways or canal paths, for example, where previous assaults had taken place. Ironically, the job meant that you were actually hoping someone would pounce. It was adrenalin-pumping stuff, though you had the safety net of knowing that you were in sight of other officers who were monitoring what was going on. Since I was never attacked I never did get to catch someone in this particular act.


*


Occasionally, women officers were sent out to patrol areas of the city centre, though not every day like their male counterparts. Walking the beat was the only time I really felt like a proper police officer, able to deal with whatever came my way. My favourite patch was in the Highfields, a rough part of the city, and I was sent out on patrol alone, with a pocket police radio to contact base.


The Highfields area, patterned with rows of terraced red-brick houses, was plagued by high levels of unemployment, deprivation and despair. A disused old workhouse operating as a hospital dominated the landscape. As someone who had been lucky enough to grow up in a warm, comfortable home where making ends meet was not a daily worry, I found the Highfields an eye-opener. The poverty and self-neglect were shocking. I’ll never forget the overwhelming stench when entering certain homes, only to find that excrement was the source – with soiled nappies (and sometimes worse) scattered about the house. The fetid odour in some people’s homes could be so powerful that it made every part of you hanker to get out as soon as possible. I witnessed kids who looked as ill-fed and dishevelled as their parents, mired in a pit of hopelessness; I saw homes with a lack of basic furniture and with musty-smelling threadbare carpets whose replacement was simply an unaffordable luxury.


Unsurprisingly, crimes in these areas were more often directly linked to dire straits: people were so poor that they were bashing the meter boxes to bump out the coins they had previously slotted in to stay warm. Other crimes included thefts of things like prams – expensive items that could easily be sold second-hand. Many women at a loss about making ends meet turned to sex work. Often, they were coerced into it by boyfriends who sat back and counted the money.


A few weeks into the job, I made my first arrest after a group of children playing in a street alerted me to the presence of a man they’d seen hanging around a derelict building. I looked up and spotted him scurrying away, carrying a plastic bag that appeared to contain something heavy.


‘Stop!’ I shouted, running towards him.


He looked up.


‘What have you got in the bag?’ I asked when I’d caught up with him.


‘The site foreman gave it to me,’ he answered, looking very shifty.


As I took hold of his arm to arrest him, the man punched me in the stomach and threw me against the wall. He then dropped the bag and scarpered, shouting as he ran off: ‘I’m a gunman, I’ll shoot!’


Winded, I called for help on the radio. It seemed only seconds before a male colleague arrived in a police car. I jumped in and only then opened the bag, which was full of heavy lead. The theft of lead from derelict houses was quite common at the time, since it could be sold on. As my colleague drove around the area, we quickly spotted our culprit. I got out of the car to make my first arrest.


The lead thief was an unemployed labourer called Ted Cox. The paperwork involved preparing my statement and checking the offender’s details and previous criminal history, which were all sent to the police’s prosecution department. Cox had a string of convictions for assault, larceny (theft), drunkenness and burglary. I wasn’t needed for court, as Cox pleaded guilty to stealing 15lb of lead and assaulting a police constable in the execution of her duty. He received a three-month prison sentence. The case made the Leicester Mercury, though to my disappointment the reporter misspelt my name as ‘Moulden’. The headline was ‘Man said: “I’m a gunman, I’ll shoot”, court told’.


There were many ‘firsts’ on the job. A memorable one happened when I was on the beat in the town centre just a few months into my probation and a harried-looking woman rushed out from a pub and beckoned me inside.


‘Quickly! My husband has collapsed.’


The couple lived in accommodation above the pub. The wife raced back upstairs, explaining breathlessly as I followed behind that her husband had dropped like a stone after clutching his chest, unable to breathe. I arrived in their sitting room to find the husband sprawled on the carpet. My pulse quickening, I checked myself to remain calm as I knelt beside him to look for a sign of life and told his wife to call an ambulance.


‘Is he dead?’


I looked at the woman while feeling for a pulse.


‘It’s OK,’ I sighed. ‘He’s still breathing.’


At this the woman’s tense features visibly relaxed. The ambulance crew soon arrived. ‘I felt his pulse and he’s still alive,’ I declared, feeling utterly useful.


The two ambulancemen looked at the man on the floor, a knowing look sweeping across their faces. One of them knelt down next to him while the other ushered the wife out of the room.


The ambulanceman turned to me. ‘Can you show me how you did that, please?’


‘Of course.’


I replayed exactly what I had done, placing my thumb on the inside of the poor man’s wrist.


‘You felt your own pulse, you silly cow.’ I deflated like a balloon. It was my first corpse – clearly I’d forgotten my training on ‘how to tell if someone is dead’. I had the unenviable task of breaking the news to the wife, now a widow.


Dealing with death goes with the territory of policing, whether it’s at the hands of others, suicides or sudden deaths. A ‘sudden death’ means a death by natural causes, rather than because of violence of some kind. I would encounter so many in Leicester that I earned the nickname ‘Sudden Death Queen’. I didn’t choose the jobs that I was called out to, of course. Often, alerts would come through to the police from concerned relatives who hadn’t been able to get in touch with their loved one for some time. Usually, we would go around and find that everything was fine. Occasionally, though, it wasn’t.


During my first year, one such call came through. A woman worried about a relative asked if we could pop in to see if she was OK. I went round to the address with my supervising officer and knocked on the door of the terraced house. No answer. I peeked through the letterbox, cold air wafting onto my face, and saw a rough pile of unopened mail on the hallway carpet. According to a neighbour, the occupant – a woman in her fifties – had not been seen for several days. I don’t recall how we got in, but as I stepped into the house I called out: ‘Hello, anybody home?’


An eerie silence met my call as we walked into the living room. The house was barren: no photographs, no knick-knacks, nothing to give the property a warm, homely feel. A palpable gloom pervaded. A smear of blood on the banister caught our attention and a red trail led upstairs. As I followed it, my heart pounded in anticipation of what we were about to find. In the bedroom we discovered a lifeless woman lying on a double bed. She had killed herself. The cold and depressing feel of the house seemed to mirror how she must have felt. I didn’t allow my emotions to surface. My job was to deal with the practicalities, not to fall apart.


I contacted a doctor to come and confirm the death, then called the Co-Op funeral directors to collect the body. There is something particularly sad about a suicide, the way it highlights the utter despair that triggers someone to end their life prematurely. When I got home that night, I imagined how the news of this woman’s death at her own hands would affect those who knew her or cared about her. It was easier to think about the impact on invisible strangers than to consider how finding her had left me feeling.


The anxious anticipation I felt when I was expecting to find a dead body was often worse than being confronted by the reality. Dealing with death can be an education: my sergeant, Bettie Buxton, told me about the time she attended a death while still a rookie, and heard a rattle emanating from the body as the funeral directors moved it. She ran out of the house until she could run no more. It took her months to recover from the fear she experienced that day. The ‘death rattle’ is merely a result of a build-up of mucus and saliva that can cause the throat to make a rattling sound shortly after a person has passed away. But you don’t know what you don’t know, and Sergeant Buxton learned the hard way. Finding bodies that have lain undiscovered for months is harrowing. Police officers can be met with the sight of a body being eaten by maggots.
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