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Prologue



What am I doing? What the hell am I doing?


I stamped my numb feet against the cold, hard pavement and shivered. It was a freezing day in February and I was dressed in the tiniest chequered blue skirt, a thin jumper, knee-high socks and a blazer. A school uniform! I was almost thirty years old, for god’s sake, and a mum! Casually, I slung the rucksack with the surveillance camera over my shoulder and sauntered up the road, as if waiting for a friend to arrive. Two weeks I’d been on this job. Two weeks of standing on street corners in the biting wind of a winter’s morning without any results. I glanced up at the litter pickers moving up and down the street, the bin men shuttling in and out of driveways and the suited man slumped at the bus stop – all part of our surveillance team. All of us freezing cold.


The operation was being run by an older female detective inspector who was coming up on retirement. DI Philips liked to moan about the early mornings from the comparative warmth of her car, then had the cheek to tell me off for putting on a coat. That really wound me up. It had happened around the third day of the job. I’d spent the first two mornings gradually turning hypothermic in an effort to catch a sexual predator who had been attacking girls on their way to school for the past six months. Some of the girls had been attacked more than once, even after changing their route to school. He was a pretty sick individual, this guy – chasing young girls, lifting their skirts, trying to touch them before running away. He was now wanted for over a hundred offences on girls as young as twelve. There seemed to be no obvious links between the victims other than the fact that they were all young and, with one exception, schoolgirls. He wasn’t choosey, this predator – he had attacked girls of all different ages, builds, ethnicities and clothing. Naturally, the community was worried and the police were doing everything they could to catch him. But he wasn’t daft, managing to avoid any areas covered by CCTV. Right now, all we had to go on was an e-fit from witness statements. I’d been tasked with standing around in the leafy suburbs of north London, dressed up like an unsuspecting schoolgirl for two hours each morning in the hope of luring him out for the camera. But after my morning shift undercover, I couldn’t get warm for the rest of the day. I was frozen to my bones. So, on the third morning, I’d added a navy parka to the ensemble.


‘What’s that?’ the DI had stopped me as I was on my way out.


‘It’s a coat,’ I’d said, straight-faced.


‘Well, take it off. You can’t see the school skirt underneath.’


Fucking hell, I’d thought as I eased my arms out of the warm, fleece-lined coat. He’s not coming for me, coat or no coat! It was a well-known fact that decoy jobs weren’t usually successful. In all my time working as an undercover officer I’d only ever heard of two that had worked. For the most part, they were a last throw of the dice, a way of showing senior management that we were literally trying everything to catch the suspects.


Don’t get me wrong, I enjoyed decoy jobs. They could be great fun. I’d spent many memorable afternoons hanging round in parks with other undercover officers, drinking booze in the late-afternoon sunshine, trying to get mugged. For one job, there had been a spate of robberies around Greenwich in south London – a group of lads nicking laptops, phones, watches, anything they could find, really. Me and another female undercover officer (or UC) were tasked with trying to attract them. So we sat on the grass, sipping from tinnies, our smartphones blatantly on display, occasionally tapping on laptops, but no . . . not a peep. Still, I’d been paid to sit in the park on four summer’s evenings. What’s not to like? We’d done our best to look as vulnerable as possible, but it hadn’t worked.


Another time I was sent to catch a rapist in Brixton. There had been a number of sexual assaults and one rape in the area, all within a short time period, and the descriptions from the victims matched a guy already known to the police.


‘We have a pretty good idea who it is,’ the UC officer leading the job told me. ‘We just have to catch him at it.’ So I was roped in to try and stop him in his tracks. It was late on a Friday night when I arrived at the location where we knew he had been operating. I couldn’t very well just hop out of a police car and stand around waiting to be attacked – it had to look as authentic as possible. So I walked to reach the prearranged area where the rest of the surveillance team were stationed.


As I turned the corner in my short dress and towering heels, I started to stagger and lurch, pretending to be drunk. Young, female, drunk, alone – here I was, the perfect target for any would-be attacker. Come and get me! As luck would have it, just as I teetered past the pub where we knew the suspect had been drinking, he actually came out. This was too good to be true. I fell over and dropped my bag, emptying the contents all over the pavement. He was coming over!


This is it. This is it . . . I thought, bracing myself for the inevitable. I wasn’t scared. Not at all. I knew that whatever was coming the surveillance team were close by, ready to pounce.


‘There you go, love.’ The guy picked up my purse and handed it to me.


‘Er, thanks,’ I said, confused, taking the purse.


‘Go on, put it back in the bag,’ he urged, collecting up my keys, lipstick and phone. ‘Go on. You don’t want to be losing all your stuff.’


‘No, s’pose not,’ I slurred weakly. Shit, what’s happening? Instead of bundling me down a dark alley, the alleged rapist was acting like the perfect gentleman. I couldn’t believe it. Neither could the rest of the team when we debriefed back at the station.


‘You could have fallen on him a bit,’ one suggested unhelpfully.


‘What? No I couldn’t!’


‘Nah, Danni wasn’t his cup of tea,’ joked another officer. It was dead serious, of course, but when you’re working these types of jobs, a little banter helps to lighten the mood. It had been a long shot and we all knew it.


Which brings me back to the schoolgirl job. I breathed out clouds of warm air into the crisp morning. It was nearly 9.30 a.m. – well after the start of the school day. I was even more conspicuous than I’d been at 7.30 a.m., when I’d first appeared, and the chances of this guy making an appearance so late in the day were practically zero. I could no longer feel my feet, my fingers were frozen stiff and my legs had gone blotchy red from the cold. The phone in my pocket buzzed. It was DI Philips, a resigned note in her voice: ‘Okay, let’s wrap this up, Danni. Come back to the safety location.’


I was disappointed, of course. I’d been out every morning the past two weeks trying to catch this bastard and today was our last day. Damn. After all that work, I really wanted to get this guy.


I started walking back to the safety location but noticed a shadow out of the corner of my eye, someone acting odd behind me. I glimpsed a guy in a black hat, peeking round the bush of a corner house. What is he doing?


I carried on walking and a few seconds later, I heard footsteps behind me. He grabbed me by my neck. The next thing I was on the floor and he was on top of me.


‘Fuck!’ I shouted, alarmed and confused. The safety team now sprang into action to make the arrest.


‘POLICE! POLICE! POLICE!’ I heard shouts all around me. ‘STAY DOWN. DON’T MOVE. HANDS WHERE WE CAN SEE THEM.’ My confusion gave way to the realization that we had him. The decoy plan had actually worked in the very last moments of the job. I couldn’t believe it.


An officer helped me to my feet.


‘Dirty twat!’ I exclaimed in the vague direction of the attacker, still in shock.


‘Let’s get you to the safety location, Danni,’ said the officer who’d helped me up. ‘We’ll need to get those clothes off you for evidence.’


Back at the safety location, my handler greeted me excitedly.


‘We got him. We got the money shot, Danni!’


I could hardly hear him over the cheering of the rest of the team.


‘We got him spunking all over your blazer. It’s solid gold.’


‘What?’


‘Yeah, we saw it all through the camera in the rucksack. He got his dick out as he came up behind you and ejaculated all over your blazer. It’s A1. Well done, you did it!’


‘Dirty twat!’ I said again, still in shock.


Back at the station, everyone was happy. We had just pulled off one of the most effective decoy operations the Metropolitan Police had ever carried out. The suspect was looking at a jail term and would be on the sexual offences register for life. Best of all, the streets of north London had been made safer for schoolgirls. I got a commissioner’s commendation for that job – quite a rare accolade – and a few days later I received a letter of thanks from the mother of one of the repeat victims who said her daughter had been scarred for life by the attacks. Now she could sleep soundly again. It meant a lot to me, reading that letter, knowing how I’d made a real difference to someone’s life.


I was pleased. We had done a good thing taking this predator off the streets. He had practically handed us the crucial evidence in his final attack, which was on me, a hardened police officer, and not on an innocent child. DI Philips was cock-a-hoop, of course. This was just the sort of win that meant she could bow out of the force on a high. Naturally, she was quick to take credit for the success of the operation. Meanwhile, I was given a week off to recuperate and see the counsellor. This was standard practice, of course, though none of us actually went to see him. It just wasn’t the done thing. Undercover officers were expected to suck it up and move on to the next job. Visiting the counsellor, unburdening your troubles and trauma, could be interpreted as a sign of weakness. A stigma. Nobody wanted to be labelled ‘troubled’ – it could have a lasting impact on your work – so even during the obligatory psychological assessments, when I was dragged into the counsellor’s office, I kept my mouth shut. Don’t talk about the stress or sleepless nights, don’t moan, don’t give anything away, that was the mantra. Say nothing, keep your head down and get on with it. Besides, I had no complaints. I loved my job. I really did. I’d been at it for ten years by then and I was proud of the work I’d done infiltrating criminal gangs, disrupting drug supply lines and putting perverts like this guy behind bars.


So why did I wake up every day with a knot of dread in my stomach at the thought of going back to work? Why did I feel like getting as far away as possible? In the quiet moments at home, I’d look at the kids and feel an inexplicable ache. Something had changed in me, but I didn’t know what it was or where eventually it would lead.
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The Real Polly Page


I never considered joining the force until Dad suggested it. I wanted to be a hotshot lawyer, like the kind I saw on Channel 5’s LA Law, but my dad Mark was an officer and he thought I’d enjoy police work. Him and my mum Janice divorced when I was three, and my younger brother and I grew up with Mum and our stepdad Steve in Dagenham. Unfortunately, things weren’t always hunky-dory between my parents, so I didn’t get to spend as much time with my dad as I would have liked until I landed a Saturday job at Sainsbury’s when I was fifteen. The supermarket was near his home, so he’d come to see me at work or I’d go round to his when I clocked off. I was in the middle of five A levels and considering applying for university when Dad told me about the drive to recruit more women to the Met.


‘Just go for an interview,’ he suggested. ‘You might not even get in but if you do, at least it gives you options.’


‘Do you think I’d like it?’


‘I think you’d love it, Danielle.’


I took the ad home, mulling it over. I supposed I could always send off an application and if I got in and didn’t like it then I could apply to university afterwards.


‘What do you want to go joining the police for? You’re too little!’ Mum said when I told her my plan.


I’m 5 feet 2 inches . . . 5 feet 3 inches if I stretch my neck.


‘I dunno,’ I shrugged. I didn’t want to tell her Dad had suggested it. ‘It’s a good career.’


‘Hmmm . . .’


Mum was a worrier and in her mind I was still her little girl, so she didn’t like the idea of my joining the force. It had always been that way, and probably stemmed from the fact that I’d suffered from a critical heart condition as a child that put me under the care of Great Ormond Street Hospital. I had a hole in the heart when I was a baby, which was fairly common – but then the hole had returned when I was three years old, which was not so common. Mum had spotted an unusual rash and I was taken straight to hospital, where I was given open heart surgery. It was a difficult time, because my parents were splitting up. I made the most of the sympathy, of course, tapping up Dad for cherry Cokes and Mars bars when I was in hospital.


My baby teeth fell out all at once, a side-effect of the condition. We were told it could impact my hair, teeth and nails and I suppose I was fortunate it was just my teeth. I had no teeth at all until my adult teeth started to grow through aged ten. It made me really self-conscious. I hated having photos taken and I couldn’t eat normal things like apples, which was embarrassing. Thankfully, my heart condition cleared up and my childhood was largely unaffected otherwise. The one thing that persisted was the collection tin for Great Ormond Street that sat on the front desk of Ilford Police Station, which I think was Dad’s way of trying to give something back to the people who had taken care of me as a child. Dad didn’t believe my early health issues should hold me back, but I think that for Mum, I was always the small, fragile child who needed extra protection and care. I certainly didn’t consider myself fragile, throwing myself into my undercover role, never believing for one moment that anything bad would happen to me. Far from it – I felt invincible.


None of Mum’s family had much time for the police. The youngest of twelve, my mum came from a family of true east-enders, the kind of people who sorted their own stuff out. No one was all that thrilled when she met my dad, a copper, while he was on duty in Ilford. Even worse – she fell pregnant with me fairly soon after they started going out, which led to a shotgun wedding and a move from Mile End to Barking. But Mum’s family looked out for each other and not long after our move my nan and grandad joined us in Barking so they could help out with childcare. Mum was pregnant with my brother when she and my dad split in 1986, and from then on things were fraught between them. There were plenty of times I was meant to see my dad and didn’t and when he got together with my stepmum Lesley I wasn’t allowed to go round their house. But I had no regrets about my parents splitting up and if you knew them, you’d know why. They were pure opposites, Mum and Dad, like chalk and cheese. It wouldn’t have worked in a million years.


Mum and her family’s wariness of the police wasn’t just to do with my dad or a general distrust – it was practical, even sensible, considering there was so much dodgy stuff going on in her family! When I was round at Nan’s she’d often have a brand-new washing machine to show off or a top-of-the-range vacuum cleaner to demonstrate – that kind of thing.


‘Cor, that’s nice, Nan,’ I’d say admiringly. ‘Where’d you get it?’


‘Your uncle Stephen found it for me,’ she’d reply, proudly. I remember thinking: Well, that’s nice of him. As I got older, of course, I started to understand what it meant when things were ‘found’ or ‘fell off the back of a lorry’. That was just how things were on my mum’s side, and I learned not to ask questions if I didn’t want to know the answers.


Dad was a different character altogether – sensible, quiet, law-abiding. I loved my mum and spending time with her vast, crazy family – especially my Aunty Anne and uncles Stephen and Kevin – but it was Dad I looked up to, it was Dad I admired and I never tired of telling people he was a policeman. My mum’s family were all lovely people and I loved them to bits, but I also wanted the life my dad and stepmum enjoyed. They had good careers, a nice house, foreign holidays. I looked up to my stepmum too. She had a career, shopped in central London and went to the gym to keep fit, which in the eighties was a relative novelty. Mum thought going to the gym was a waste of time, and as for central London, forget it! We’d moved again, to Essex, and Mum hated going ‘up London’, as she called it. So we had the same routine every weekend – we went round Aunty Anne’s house on Saturdays and Nan’s on Sundays for dinner – corned beef sandwiches, cockles, jellied eels, winkles and rollmops. I loved all that too, but I wanted to do things differently, I wanted new experiences and I was dying to go ‘up London’.


It wasn’t that my dad was particularly well off. In the first few years after the divorce he had very little money, so on the weekends he took me and my brother to the lido at Barking Park and afterwards he let me sit on his lap and ‘drive’ his car round and round the car park. It was thrilling. Occasionally, he would take us to Deep Pan Pizza in Ilford – but this wasn’t something he had the money for himself. I found out later it was free as part of the GTP (Good To Police) scheme. Afterwards, we’d drop by the police station to say hello to his work colleagues. The despatch controller was a matronly older lady called Maureen who sported gigantic red hair, electric-blue eye shadow and the deepest smoker’s voice I’d ever heard.


‘Come ’ere, darling! Come give your godmother a hug!’ she’d growl in a voice so low and croaky it was painful to hear. But l loved her. And I ran into her arms for a great big squeeze that reeked of stale smoke. At the station everyone was really friendly and made a point of stopping to say hello, then Maureen would usher us into the tearoom at the back where she’d ply us with orange squash and terrible dry biscuits. Years later, when I took up my first posting in Tower Hamlets, one of the sergeants recognized me.


‘I remember when your dad used to bring you to Ilford,’ he grinned. ‘You’d have these lovely outfits on.’ I cringed. I remembered those outfits too – white fur coat, white patent boots and massive gold hoop earrings. Yup, I was a proper little Essex girl through and through!


Dad steadily worked his way up through the ranks. When I was little, he was in uniform and one of the Advanced Response Drivers for his borough, which basically meant he was the cool cop that did all the fast car chases in BMWs. By the time I was studying for my A levels Dad had moved over to Crime Squad, which, in my view, was even cooler. For years I’d watched The Bill on ITV, believing it was exactly what my dad did. I suppose it was my way of feeling close to him when I couldn’t see him, but I was also 100 per cent convinced the show was representative of real police work. Erm . . . it’s not, by the way. But it was all I had to go on at the time. My favourite character was Polly Page – a young, down-to-earth police officer, Polly wore her blonde hair in a sensible, short bob and was feminine without being soft. Polly was a tough cookie from south London, a good, dedicated copper and committed to her job. Polly was cool. She was streetwise, smart and hard as nails. I could be like that, I thought, as I waited for my interview. I could be like Polly Page.


When the day of the interview came in 2002, I was really nervous, but Dad accompanied me to the Met’s training college in Hendon with a bacon sandwich to eat en route, and I appreciated his reassuring presence as we entered the main building.


‘Oh hi, Mark!’ the officer behind the desk greeted my dad. Dad nodded back coolly as we walked past.


‘He’s such a cock,’ he whispered under his breath.


‘Dad! Don’t say that!’ I was mortified. I just hoped the Cock hadn’t overheard. We walked through to the waiting room where Dad quickly left me to it and I took my place among the sixty other candidates interviewing that day, ready to be tested and grilled over several hours. Even from a quick glance I could tell I was the youngest by quite some way, still only eighteen. I’ll never get in, I thought to myself as they outlined the structure of the day’s tests. There was to be written exams, a verbal interview, a maths test as well as observational tests. First up was the interview.


I walked into the room, tugging anxiously at the hem of my Next suit skirt, only to be greeted by the Cock. Oh god! My cheeks flushed and I tried to compose myself. Come on, Dan. This is no time to get embarrassed. I had to get on with it. The questions were quite straightforward at first, all the standard things you’d expect to be asked in a job interview, like: Why do you want to join the police force? What skills do you bring to the job? What are your weaknesses? But gradually the questions got trickier and more theoretical.


‘So, Danielle, tell me how you would deal with someone who is being very confrontational.’


I obviously had very little life experience at this stage, nothing to fall back on but my Saturday job. So I did the best I could.


‘Probably the same way I deal with difficult customers in the store,’ I replied with a confidence I didn’t possess. ‘I had this lady the other day, she was really angry. She brought back this chicken, saying it was off and was really making a big stink about it. So I just talked to her, I asked her how she could tell and she told me it smelled really bad. Then I explained that she could exchange it and we were sorry and we were grateful she’d brought it to our attention. That calmed her down. Just being really composed, listening to her, accepting what she’d told me rather than challenging her.’


Really, Dan? Smelly chicken? Really? I could hardly believe what was coming out my mouth and from this point onwards I was pretty certain I was going home.


The maths exam was fairly basic so I didn’t have any worries about that. Afterwards we took the observational test, which involved watching a video and then being quizzed on what we had seen. This was where I actually did really well. I don’t know why, but I’ve always been hyper aware of my surroundings. Wherever I am, I’m always scanning the room, taking in small details, making a mental note of everything going on around me. If I’m in a cafe or bar, for example, I can’t sit with my back to the room, I have to look outwards so I can see what’s going on. So while most people focused on the narrative of the video we were watching, I noticed all the peripheral information. And when I was asked: ‘What colour coat was the lady on the bus wearing?’ or ‘What number bus did she get on?’, I had the answers.


It was a long day and at the end we were split into two groups. My group was slightly smaller, of about twenty, and was led into a small side room. Since I was the only woman there, I guessed we were the rejects.


‘Congratulations!’ said the Cock, smiling broadly. ‘You’ve all passed the interview stage for the Met and we’d like to offer you all places on our next training course.’


Oh my god. I passed! It was quite a shock, especially since that meant around a dozen female candidates had failed to get in. That’s weird, I thought. I’d come for an interview during a drive to recruit more women and had been the only successful female candidate. Still, I didn’t think too hard on it. Dad was totally made up when he came to meet me afterwards.


‘That’s brilliant,’ he said. ‘Well done, love. I knew you’d do well. Are you going to take it?’


‘Yeah, I think I am,’ I smiled. I was going to be a police officer. I was going to be the real Polly Page.


I arrived at Hendon police training HQ on a cold Monday morning in February 2003, excited to be starting my new career. Most of the new recruits had arrived the night before but I was a late replacement when someone failed to show up for the course. Training was to last eighteen weeks and we all had to live onsite in the blocks of flats reserved for cadets. It was my first time away from home and I have to say my heart sank slightly when I moved my suitcases into my room. It was a soulless small bedroom with a metal sink, single bed, wardrobe and a desk. That was it. I shared a laundry room and communal showers with the other recruits. Sharing showers was my idea of hell. Oh well, it’s only for a few months, I thought cheerily as I unpacked my clothes and made my bed. That first night, I wandered nervously into the bar, keen to make a few friends. Luckily, the place was filled with other nervy-looking new recruits like me and we soon got chatting. I felt slightly out of my depth being so young and fresh out of school. There were university graduates here and others who had come from different professions. And, a LOT of men! Of the thirty on our course there were only six women – luckily, me and two other new recruits got on famously right from that very first night and from that point on I knew I’d found two great friends.


‘Can I get a skirt please?’ I asked brightly as I stood at the desk of the uniform store the next morning. First things first; I needed to be kitted out.


‘Sorry, love, we don’t have any skirts,’ the bored-looking store clerk replied. I was crushed.


‘No skirts?’


‘Nope, most of the women wear trousers. We can order one for you, if you like, but it might take a bit of time to get here.’


‘Yes please – can I do that?’ I gave him my measurements and in the meantime he did his best to gather uniform in my size. It wasn’t easy – at just over five foot and seven stone, I was clearly not the average-sized copper. The trousers were massive, reaching all the way up to my belly button, I got lost in the cavernous vests and my hat wobbled comically on my head. It was so big I could fit all the fingers on both hands under the sides. I felt like a young kid playing dress-up with her dad’s uniform. In the end, Mum helped me out, getting handy with a needle and thread to make my uniform fit. And eventually they sent me a skirt which I proudly wore for parades and ceremonial events.


The parades took place every day – mostly, so far as I could see, for the instructors to check your uniform. The first few occasions were really weird. No one had told us what to do so we just guessed as we went along. There was a small man with a squashed face shouting orders at the front and we did our best to keep up: ‘STAND TO ATTENTION. ON THE LEFT . . . AND QUICK MARCH!’


Mr Squashed Face was actually really mean and I noticed over time that he liked to pick on the girls. If you weren’t completely pristine he’d make an example of you, showing you up in front of the rest of the group. The main issues were seemingly hair-related. If it wasn’t pulled back really tight into a bun at the back of your head without a single, flyaway strand you’d be ‘show paraded’. This meant that on the next parade you would have to march alone, out in front of the class so everyone could see you. Horrible!


I teamed up with two other girls I’d met in the bar on the first night and we quickly became best mates. We all had nicknames – I was Dinky (for obvious reasons), Louise was Three Bellies and Lisa, the Arse. Collectively we were known as the Three Witches, because once one of us started laughing, the other two would crack up and then we’d just be sat there, cackling like a coven. It was an intense course but together we had the best time. Every Friday we were tested on what we’d learned that week, whether it was traffic offences, writing out an accident book, or taking the fitness tests. There was even a test to see how we’d react to getting sprayed with CS. Badly, as it happens! That stuff really makes your nose snot and eyes sting and you think it’s all over but then you get in the shower and the particles come out of your hair and into your face and set you off again. Still, we all had such a laugh together, playing pranks on each other and winding up the course leaders. We took it in turns to write out traffic violation tickets and stick them on our tutor’s moped and he never suspected it was us!


For me, Hendon was like going to university. Sure, I learned a lot about police work, but most of all, I had a great time making new friends and learning something of the outside world. Until this moment I’d lived a pretty sheltered life, growing up in Dagenham, doing the same things every weekend, even dating the same boy in high school since the age of twelve. We were Daniel and Danielle – so corny! He was captain of the cricket and football teams and I was the model student. He was a lovely boy but I was quickly learning there was a lot more to life than what Dagenham had to offer. If we weren’t at the bar on campus, my friends and I were mixing with the military at the Claddagh Ring in Mill Hill on Sunday nights, hopping up to Nottingham or Liverpool for the weekends or heading into the West End for a spot of clubbing. Daniel wasn’t happy.


‘Why don’t you want to come home and see me this weekend?’ he moaned when I told him I wasn’t coming back for the fourth weekend in a row. Eventually, I realized we’d reached the end of the road and told him it was over between us. Now I was free to live my own life and I made the most of it.


Mum came up to see me every Sunday evening, bringing fresh bedsheets and filling up my fridge for the week ahead. Even though she hadn’t been keen on my joining the force in the first place, she was brilliantly supportive once I got in. The entire group of new recruits helped each other out as well. We formed small study groups each week to test each other on that week’s subjects, determined nobody would fall behind. It was a real collective effort. We had to score over 70 per cent on each test and pass at least twelve out of eighteen tests to successfully complete training. Of course, once I was out on the streets, I discovered that the stuff we were taught in Hendon bore very little resemblance to real police work. There were tests on fog lights, for example, and nothing about sexual offences. It was all very theoretical – getting to grips with the difference between burglary 9a and 9b, for instance – but for the really important stuff, we had to learn on the job.


Towards the end of the course we were asked to choose the borough for our first postings, listing our preferences in order, and I was thrilled when I found out I got my first choice of Tower Hamlets. Since I was born in Mile End, in the borough of Tower Hamlets, we had lots of family there and I knew it well. It was busy, cosmopolitan and, like many parts of London, extreme wealth and extreme poverty sat side by side. This meant there would be plenty of crime to get stuck into and even though I wasn’t sure yet what I wanted to do, I knew one thing: I did not want to spend my time on the force writing traffic tickets! Nevertheless, it was a sad day when me, Three Bellies and the Arse all had to say our final goodbyes as we left Hendon to take up our first posts in different boroughs. We attended our passing-out parade, hugged tightly, vowed to stay in touch and got drunk together one last time. I’d passed Hendon and now I was keen to start work and prove myself as a really good copper.
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Thief Taker


‘Isn’t that Mo Habidi?’ I nodded towards a man in a long, charcoal-grey trench coat standing on the corner of the street, pulling on a cigarette in a cupped hand. In the other he held something black and mechanical. I instantly recognized the man’s face from the daily briefings. It was my first week on the job and after we’d been introduced to borough command, we were shown how to use the intelligence systems and given our shoulder numbers – mine was 379HT – before we were sent out on street duties with experienced officers. I was so excited as I arrived at Brick Lane Market on Sunday morning – the place was buzzing with activity and, aside from the usual market bustle, it was clear there was a ton of dodgy stuff on sale. This place was a known hot spot for stolen goods, particularly bikes, and we’d only been walking for about ten minutes when I spotted him: Mo Habidi. Mo was a PromNom – Prominent Nominal – which meant he had been arrested a number of times. I walked a little closer just to be sure – yes, he had that very distinctive mole on his right cheek.


‘It’s him,’ I confirmed to my senior officer. ‘Shall we go and speak to him?’


We crossed the street and headed towards Mo. As we got closer I could see that the black box he was clutching was actually a car radio.


‘Hello Mo,’ I said. ‘It is Mo, isn’t it?’


‘Yeah – what do you want?’


‘Whose car radio is that?’ I asked.


‘It’s mine.’


‘Really? Do you own a car? Do you hold a driving licence?’


Mo stared off into the distance, pretending he hadn’t heard, and my partner frowned. I used my personal radio to check back with the CAD (Control Aided Despatch) operators. The CAD operators receive all the calls funnelled down to the borough and send out the appropriate response teams. It turned out that Mo had been disqualified from driving some months back.


‘You’re disqualified, Mo, which means you don’t have a car,’ I said. ‘So tell me, why have you got a car radio? Is it yours?’


Mo shrugged. This was a no-brainer. He was handling what was almost certainly a stolen radio. I really had no choice but to arrest him.


My first arrest! I can’t pretend I wasn’t a little nervous as I cautioned Mo and led him back to the police car. My partner stood back, letting me take the lead as he knew this was my first time. Once we were in the car, he said: ‘Right, let’s get him back to the station then. Good work, PC Brooke.’


I felt like such a big girl as I walked Mo into the station and handed him over to the custody sergeant. The senior officers in the station couldn’t hide their surprise. After all, I’d been in service for just a matter of days.


‘She’s quick off the mark,’ one remarked.


‘A proper thief taker,’ the constable nodded. ‘The rest of the probationers have barely got their boots out the station. Well, Brooke, your first arrest!’


I was pleased as punch. But then, just as I was giving my account to the custody sergeant, a CID detective wandered past the front desk. He squinted in our direction.


‘Is that Mo Habidi?’ he asked.


‘Yes, sir.’


‘You brought him in?’


‘I did, sir. Suspected of being in possession of stolen goods.’


‘Fantastic,’ he grinned. ‘We’ve been wanting to speak to him for ages. He’s wanted for a number of offences. It’s okay, PC Brooke. We’ll take it from here.’


I’ve got to admit it was a little galling handing over my first arrest to CID but then I suppose just getting him into the station was good. My first custody number! Little did I realize, Mo Habidi would turn out to be the bane of my existence over the next few years, our paths crossing on many occasions. He was always hanging around, doing something stupid and usually arrestable!


There was no question, I was keen. As the new borough intake we weren’t generally expected to do much in those first six weeks on the job other than make the tea and toast. Our ‘babysitting’ officers were all very nice cops but they didn’t think we’d be making arrests straight away. Tower Hamlets consisted of five teams with around twenty-one officers on each team. We worked in eight-hour shifts – either from 6 a.m. till 2 p.m., 2 p.m. till 10 p.m. or 10 p.m. till 6 a.m. – but at first, all the new officers on probation like me were given day duties. We were stationed as a ‘uniformed presence’ on the streets rather than tasked with taking on any active crime, and we walked everywhere. For one whole week, for example, I found myself assigned to the ‘school kick out’, which just meant standing outside the large Catholic school in Tower Hamlets to stop any ‘trouble’. In theory, we were there to prevent public order offences. We didn’t, of course. In reality, the kids who wanted to fight or get up to anything illicit could just go round the corner, away from where we were standing, and do it there.


Standing around in a uniform just to ‘be seen’ was not my idea of real police work. I wanted to prove myself and I wanted to get involved as much as possible, talking to people, getting to know the borough, making arrests. I’ll never forget travelling in the van during my first blue-light run. One of the officers on our team called in for assistance and we all jumped in the nearest vehicle and headed to his location. It was so cool. I loved the adrenalin rush of driving at speed, the noise, hanging on to your seat as the van careered around bends. It was thrilling. The next day I told my mum: ‘We went in the blue lights last night.’


‘Well, I hope you wore your seatbelt. I hope you were safe.’


I grinned. That was just like my mum! I was out busting criminals on the mean streets of Shadwell and she was worried about whether I was wearing my seatbelt.


There was the odd late shift during the first six weeks of ‘street duties’, for variety, but then once we were assigned our teams we were put on all the shifts, including nights, and we truly got a taste of everything. I enjoyed it all, even being the ‘gaoler’ in the custody cells. Most new recruits found it boring – taking the prisoners down to the cells, monitoring them, giving them food and drink. But I really liked the chance to talk to the prisoners and I had a lot of respect for the custody sergeant, who was amazing with them. He had a way of treating people with respect and kindness that calmed even the most agitated prisoner. Generally, if you were nice to them they were pretty nice back and occasionally they would open up to you in unexpected ways.


One night I was on gaoler shift taking care of a woman who’d been nicked for suspected murder. Since I was the only woman on duty that night it had been my job to strip-search her when she arrived. She wasn’t your usual criminal type, to be honest. She was dressed in nice clothes, had an expensive-looking hairstyle and spoke well, as if she had been privately educated. But as she undressed I spotted several strange puncture marks surrounded by purple bruises around her groin area.


‘What are those?’ I asked, curious.


‘Track marks,’ she replied. I was so innocent I didn’t know what she meant. I must have looked blank because she went on: ‘It’s where I inject.’


Again, I was mystified, and finally she sighed: ‘Heroin.’


That blew my mind. She didn’t look like a heroin addict, she didn’t act like an addict. She looked and behaved like a smart, educated and together person. Of course, these days I know that addicts come in all shapes and sizes and there are plenty of long-term ‘functioning addicts’ like this woman, holding down jobs and maintaining their lives. Things had obviously taken a dark turn for her, though.


We got chatting and I asked her how she started using. She said it was the stress of life which led her to try it the first time, and from there she was always chasing that first high. It was so eye-opening. I never imagined people like her getting addicted to heroin. Later, she asked to go out for a cigarette and when we were sitting outside in the courtyard she said simply: ‘I did do it.’


‘What?’


‘I killed him. The knife’s behind the radiator.’


Oh my god. She’s just confessed to murder. I could hardly believe it. I may have been new but I knew that this was not the way things normally went: Fuck fuck fuck. What do I do now?


‘Well . . . erm, I think we better go back now,’ I murmured and she obediently stabbed out her fag on the ashtray and stood up. All the way back to the cells my heart was racing. She’d just confessed, but I couldn’t ask her any more questions – that was strictly prohibited. If she was going to be interviewed it needed to be done properly in an interview room with the tape recorder going. Besides, we were being watched by the station’s CCTV system.


After I’d returned her to her cell, I made my way to the murder squad who were in the canteen.


‘Erm, I need to tell you something,’ I started nervously as I hovered by their table. ‘The female murder suspect has just confessed. And she says she’s hidden the knife behind the radiator.’


The look on their faces was one of pure shock. For a split second nobody moved or said anything. Then the detective inspector leaned forward, frowning: ‘Are you joking, PC Brooke?’


‘No,’ I could hardly believe it myself. ‘No, I’m not joking. It’s all on the CCTV footage. I’ve been in custody with her all night. I took her out to the courtyard for a fag earlier and she said she did it and hid the knife behind the radiator.’


‘Fuck me!’ the DI exclaimed. ‘Well, you better make a statement.’


It turned out the knife was behind the radiator, just like she said. I was nervous that I might have to go to court if she decided to plead not guilty. Fortunately, I was never called to give evidence so I guessed she had made up her mind to take an early plea in the hope of mitigating her sentence.


I quickly got a name for myself around the station as someone who made a lot of arrests, a ‘thief taker’, as the custody sergeant had said when I brought Mo Habidi in that first week. And it was true that my arrest rate was higher than all the other new officers on probation; higher, in fact, than most of the other officers in the station. I didn’t hold back but, at the same time, things just seemed to happen when I was around. If there was trouble then I was bound to bump into it. Am I a thief taker or a shit magnet? I wondered to myself, especially after my experience at Notting Hill Carnival. That August, all of us new recruits were assigned to the carnival, which, like most Londoners, I saw as a colourful, benign feature of the capital’s annual calendar. I had never seen the other side to it – the dark, criminal side – until I was drafted to police it.


The first day started early, with around thirty of us from Tower Hamlets meeting at the borough at 6 a.m. before boarding the coach to the main police centre for the carnival. There, we were given breakfast and a packed lunch and briefed by Bronze Command. All the intelligence was fed into a central command centre, which is led by a very high-ranking officer known as Gold Command and from there it was given out to command centres, led by a Silver Command officer, and then to a Bronze Command officer. It was then relayed to the ground inspectors who disseminated it to the officers on the ground. Next, we were deployed in pairs to police a particular area of the carnival for the next twelve hours, to act as ‘walking uniforms’, a ‘presence’, nothing more.


At first everything was hunky-dory. I was on patrol with another female officer from the station and we both took a relaxed attitude to the festivities. People were smoking weed everywhere and nobody cared. It was a class B drug in 2003, so technically we could have nicked them for it, but neither of us saw the point. We would have had to arrest half the street! We were just there to ensure there wasn’t any trouble and everything went off smoothly. Tourists stopped to ask directions, we were offered joints and asked to dance, because apparently we were both ‘fiiiiine’. Some even danced against us without our permission but it was all light-hearted and in good spirits. It was a long day, and towards the end of our shift we got word that things had kicked off.
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