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AUTHOR’S NOTE



The events and dialogues in this book are real, but names, identifying features and some locations have been changed to protect the identities of those who appear in these pages. 


This is not the work of a criminologist or career police officer: I am a former carer and primary school teacher and this is the lens through which I look at policing. My time with the Met was fascinating, shocking, poignant and full of surprises. Coming from a care and education background, what surprised me most was how relevant those experiences felt. This book is about policing, but it is just as much about questions of community, inclusion, care and control. 


As a carer and educator, the main agenda I bring to this book is a long-held and urgent desire that we get better at supporting the most vulnerable groups and that we bring them from the margins to the heart of our society, amplifying their voices and recognising how much they have to give, as well as how much they need. Rethinking the role of the police is part of that process – but only part. 


The police stir up strong feelings – and for good reason. This book is neither a defence of the police nor a polemic against them. Rather it is an attempt to direct a steady gaze at our most fraught, complex institution, at the entrenched social challenges we send police to deal with and at our current system, which fails so many. 


Whatever your views, I hope this book expands empathy in all directions and provides the imaginative resources for a richer conversation about where we are now, how we got here and where we go next. 


LOOK AFTER YOURSELF 


There are many moments within this book – racist and misogynist incidents, accounts of domestic abuse, a graphic sequence in a mortuary – that could upset some readers. I have tried to avoid being gratuitous, whilst never minimising or neutralising the incidents that appear. If you think this book could be triggering, please look after yourself. If you feel you need to talk to someone for whatever reason, there is a list of helpful organisations below. 


SAMARITANS


Confidential support for people experiencing feelings of distress or despair.


116 123 (24-hour helpline)


www.samaritans.org


NSPCC


For adults concerned about a child.


0808 800 5000 (24-hour helpline)


www.nspcc.org.uk


MIND


Mental health information and signposting service. 


0300 123 3393 (9 a.m.–6 p.m., Monday to Friday)


www.mind.org.uk











Clearly it is necessary that it be known what needs to be done before anyone can venture to say how it is to be done well.


In the case of the police, this sets up the requirement of specifying the police role in society.


Simple as this demand may seem on first glance, it presents difficulties that are more commonly avoided than addressed.


– EGON BITTNER, CRIMINOLOGIST AND AUTHOR OF 
The Functions of the Police in Modern Society (1970)
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Nobody had reported a wallaby missing. Nevertheless, a grainy image had made it onto the evening news, confirming that a wallaby was indeed at large in London. We were patrolling Vauxhall when a report of a nearby sighting came in. Our core operation that night was to tackle robberies and drug dealing outside local clubs. Nothing was happening, so we radioed to accept the call and drove away from the lights and music.


We pulled up next to a dimly lit row of garages, squinting at the pixelated outlines of bollards and bins, alert for signs of movement. It was almost midnight and the street was completely still. Someone passed around a pack of Percy Pigs and we each took a handful without lowering our gaze, scanning left and right. After five minutes, the Sergeant decided to drive around a bit, in case the wallaby had moved since the caller spotted it. We circled the area for ten minutes but found nothing, looping round and round the same few streets. What had seemed plausible when we accepted the call began to feel improbable, and then absurd.


A call came out: a robber on a bike, IC1 male, late teens, was making a getaway not far from us. The Sergeant switched on the blue lights and siren and raced towards Stockwell, pumping the bull horn at each junction. She turned sharply into the estate the robber had cycled into. ‘Hold tight!’ she shouted, and we gripped the headrests in front of us, bracing as the van hit a speed bump, then another and another.


We followed the chase on the radio. We had been hoping to reach the robber first, but we could hear a response car ahead of us closing in on him. A minute later, they caught him in a car park and, by the time we pulled up, the young man was in handcuffs, blood pouring from his nose. ‘Honestly, Nathan, that was the worst getaway I’ve ever seen,’ an officer was saying, searching through his first-aid kit for a dressing. ‘We’re on an estate. I’m in a car, you’re on a bike. There are tiny alleyways everywhere. What were you thinking, turning in here?’ Nathan did not reply. He had made a sudden turn into the car park and attempted to duck below the security barrier, a daredevil limbo that resulted in him headbutting the pole and being knocked backwards off his bike. Nathan’s phone rang and the officer answered it for him. ‘Hi, yes, Nathan’s phone . . . I’m afraid Nathan’s not really free to speak at the moment . . . He’s standing next to me in handcuffs . . . Yeah, he’ll call you back.’


The situation was under control, so we left the officers to it. As we were driving out of the estate the Sergeant spotted a group of IC3 males from the ABM gang in the stairwell of a high-rise and suggested we do some searches. ‘We’ll go in there, see if it stinks of cannabis and, if it does, there’s our grounds,’ she said, ‘which should be easy, because those hallways always stink of cannabis.’ Half of us went through the front door, the Sergeant shouting ‘Boo!’ as she entered. Six teenage boys ran out of the back door, where our colleagues were waiting for them.


We told the boys we suspected them of possession of cannabis and were going to search them. They spread their legs and raised their arms, as though they had been tagged in a game of Stuck in the Mud. We emptied their pockets, skimmed their waistbands, slid the backs of our hands up the insides of their legs, attempting conversation all the while. How’s your summer been? Have you been away at all? Why have you got five phones? ‘This has been a bone summer,’ one boy replied.


A friend of theirs, IC3 female, early twenties, walked over shouting at us. ‘You’re completely out of order! This is our lives! This is our lives!’ She walked up to each of us, holding a notebook and pen, writing down our shoulder numbers. ‘Why you got the right to do this?’ she asked. ‘What gives you the right to do this?’ We did not find any drugs or weapons on the boys, so we wrote our 5090s, said goodnight and got back in the van. ‘Who was she?’ someone asked the Sergeant. ‘Yeah, we know her,’ the Sergeant replied. ‘She spent five years inside for firearms. She was hiding them for ABM.’


It was nearly midnight. We were about to stop for a break when a harassment call came out. An IC2 male, mid-thirties, was harassing an IC2 teenage girl at the centre of an estate in Brixton. We sped there on blue lights, arriving within five minutes, but when we pulled up everything seemed quiet and calm. We got out of the van. It was a handsome brown-brick estate, five storeys high with a neatly trimmed lawn in the middle. ‘Over here!’ someone shouted. An IC2 female, early twenties, emerged from a doorway and pointed at a silver car on the other side of the lawn, two silhouettes just visible inside. ‘I’m her older sister,’ the woman said. ‘Every night, for like, two hours, they sit in that car. He’s thirty-five, she’s fifteen. It’s not right.’ We walked across the grass, knocked on the driver’s window and asked the pair to step out. ‘We’re just friends,’ the man insisted, ‘we’re just friends talking . . .’ He paused for a moment and looked at the girl. ‘We’re both lonely,’ he continued. ‘We understand each other.’ He was interrupted by shouting across the courtyard. A tall IC2 male was walking towards the older sister – the man’s cousin, who had come to stick up for him. The cousin and the sister began to argue and the girl from the car began to cry. ‘I don’t have any friends my age,’ she said. ‘Honestly, we’re just talking.’ We separated everyone, told them an officer would visit to investigate further, and sent them all home.


We were overdue a break and drove to the Kebab Company on Clapham High Street. It felt good to be in a warm, bright room, sinking into a black leather chair, shoulder blades hooked over the seat-back, legs stretched out below the table. We sat in silence for a moment, inhaling the roasting meats and waiting for our numbers to be called. ‘Evening, officers!’ an IC1 male, seventies, shouted from his table at the back of the restaurant. ‘You see how I’m sitting here, officers,’ he said. ‘I always like to sit with my back to the wall so I can see who’s coming into a place. I used to be a villain, you see.’ Suddenly the Sergeant pointed at something outside. An IC1 female, sixties, not much over five foot, was walking past the window. She had hunched shoulders and moved with quick shuffling steps, her head bent so low it was hard to believe she could see where she was going. ‘Watch out for that one,’ the Sergeant said, ‘she’s horrible and I never want to stop her again. She spits and bites and is just totally hideous.’


Back in the van, we did some circuits of Clapham, sagging slightly after our pittas, entering the most soporific phase of the night and waiting for the uplift that comes at three and carries you through till dawn. We were on one of the dark roads that cuts across the Common, passing Honest Tom’s snack wagon, when we heard on the radio that there were about fifteen IC1 males throwing bottles and wielding baseball bats outside Honky Tonk on the High Street. We were less than a minute away and we all sat up, suddenly alert, readying our batons and CS spray. If we were lucky, we would be the first to arrive. We dashed to Honky Tonk, lights and siren pulsing, and scrambled out of the van onto the pavement, looking around for the men, hands hovering above our holsters.


A moment passed. We looked round again, then we looked at one another. There was no sign of a disturbance. We asked the bouncers whether they had seen anything and they said no, all was calm, not a bat or a bottle in sight.
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YouTube: Police vs Teenager UK London


247,984 views


Dr Sanguine Sunrise


I think English/British police officers need to get ‘hard’. I mean, two trained and paid officers should be able to take down some random teenage prick – surely?




dounga99


They need some Brazilian jiu jitsu class.


G Fuentes


They’re not used to arresting anyone anymore, UK police are mainly in the business of community outreach now.





Paul Morris


What did the filth pull him for?




anonymous one


he was wanted for hand bag snatching from old ladies, but of course hes innocent and it’s police brutality because some guy filmed it for you tube . . .





George Radcliffe


If he “didn’t do nothing” why did he resist for 5 minutes?




Joe Jones


It escalated because the kid was too strong for them and their restraint is terrible. If someone has two hands on the back of your head pushing your face to the ground how can you not fight back.





mike h


“i can’t breathe” errr stop resisting then dick




Kieran Ladbury


If u can’t breathe how are u talking


BigBleedinSteve


Thank god he’s white [image: Face with tears of joy emoji]





Bahnstormer


Why are all these people standing around not helping.




blobby nobby


nice to see nobody helps pigs





Atreyon


England always has such pretty ivys growing everywhere. Makes it look so green and lush.




TheK9Queen


as a brit I haven’t really noticed but when you point it out, it is really green, huh? [image: Face with tears of joy emoji]


Fred Sausage


Beautiful ivy. I was upset that they damaged some of the ivy by wrestling in it.








 


 


 


 


‘Make yourself a tea if you want one. The milk’s in the forensic fridge.’


‘CRIME ACADEMY’, says the polished steel sign outside. ‘Please remind students not to attach the defibrillator pads to each other’, says a notice on the corridor wall.


The first day of training. We are shown CCTV footage of a pair of police officers reprimanding an IC1 male for urinating in a shop doorway. While they are talking to the offender, his friends appear, argue with the officers and then attack them, beating them with their own batons. ‘Why are you here?’ reads the caption at the end of the video. ‘Because this could be you.’


Policing is all about communication, they tell us on day one. ‘Tactical Communication: the use of communication skills with the purpose of achieving control . . . You’re professional communicators . . . Effective communication is like throwing a bucket of water on two dogs fighting . . .’ Communication, we are told, is 7 per cent verbal, 38 per cent vocal and 55 per cent non-verbal. ‘Beware of non-verbal leakage,’ the instructors warn us, ‘the things you communicate without even realizing it, through your expression or your posture’ – the fear, irritation or confusion that leaks from your face, your hands, your shoulders, involuntary as sweat.


‘Above all, be firm,’ they conclude. ‘You don’t feed a dog to stop it biting you.’


Officer Safety Training in the high-ceilinged gymnasium. ‘Eighty per cent of our job has no violence,’ they tell us, ‘but you work for the twenty per cent.’ We learn to do knee, elbow and open-hand strikes, the one-handed push away, two-handed push away. ‘Always maintain a reactionary gap . . . Stay out of the fighting arc . . .’


Baton training. ‘It’s very simple, really . . . You’ve got a stick and you hit people with it. It’s an easy concept to get your head around.’


Handcuff training. ‘Always backload your handcuffs . . . Cuff on or below the wrist . . . Check the tightness and ask how they feel before you double-lock them . . .’ We cuff one another repeatedly, in various styles and positions – front stack, rear stack, back to back, lying down, standing up – so that our wrists are raw for days afterwards. When we have mastered the basics, the instructor adds some violent resistance, teaching us to control a half-cuffed prisoner by jerking their cuffed wrist backwards, sending darts of pain through the joint, and forcing them to the ground.


CS training. We are lined up on a field and sprayed in the face by an instructor in a gas mask. Coughing and howling, it feels as though chillies have been scrubbed into our eyes, mouth and nose. More commonly known as tear gas, CS is an incapacitant with a three- to ten-foot range, ten- to fifteen-minute recovery time and a one-in-ten failure rate. ‘Whatever you do, don’t try to CS a dog,’ the instructor tells us, ‘you’ll just make it angrier. Leg it or use a fire extinguisher.’


CS reacts to water and it reactivates in the communal showers afterwards. We screw up our faces and howl and laugh in a naked huddle beneath the jets.


There is a lot to learn. Fortunately the police really go in for mnemonics.


SOAP, JOG, POP, PLAN, OATS, STAIRS, PAW, DIE, CHAP, PAIR, PEACE, PIPES, COW, MEAL, DOTS, PEEP, ESCAPE, BIRO, PEPSI, WIFE, SHACKS, SAMPLE, RA-RA, CHAMPS – mnemonics that explain everything from notebook protocol to reasonable force to the criteria for hate crime.


Some mnemonics are more than one word long: SAD CHALETS, GO WISELY, NO ELBOWS, TED’S PIE. Some are short absurdist phrases: A TAP ON JAW FOOD (how to give a traffic ticket), JACK FED HOT PIG RAM (how to book in lost property). Some are neologisms, barely words at all: IDCOPLAN (arrest conditions), NASCH (name, age, sex, colour, height), CHAMPSDG (traffic collisions involving animals). Some mnemonics are multiple words beginning with the same first letter: the 6Cs for firearms, the 4Rs for drunks in custody. Some of the simplest mnemonics are double or triple booked. There are three competing ABCs: Airways, Breathing, Circulation (first aid); Accuracy, Brevity, Clarity (writing statements); Assume nothing, Believe no one, Check everything (dealing with fires).


We are taught the definitions of common offences.


An assault occurs when one person intentionally or recklessly applies force to the person of another without the other’s consent.


There is a concision and precision to legal language – language distilled, as far as it can be, to pure meaning.


A person is guilty of affray if he uses or threatens unlawful violence towards another and his conduct is such that it would cause a person of reasonable firmness present to fear for his own safety.


Legalese is the opposite of literary language. Gaps are filled, mystery removed, double meanings expelled. Each offence is carefully defined, each term within each definition defined in turn. Each definition is a Russian doll of nested definitions, an attempt at total clarity. Yet at times their precision has a poetry of its own.


A person is guilty of theft if he dishonestly appropriates property belonging to another with the intention of permanently depriving the other of it.


In the definition of theft, there is a musicality to the phrasing, a beauty to the density. The definition expands, pivots, then folds back in on itself. Each word is essential and exactly where it needs to be; in combination, they encapsulate perfectly the factors that must be present to prove the offence. These are known as the ‘five fingers of theft’: (1) dishonestly (2) appropriates (3) property (4) belonging to another (5) with the intention of permanently depriving the other of it.


We are surprised to learn that two of theft’s offshoots, robbery and burglary, are different things. Robbery: using force, or threat of force, to steal. Burglary: entering a building as a trespasser, with intent to steal, or forming that intent once inside. Most of us used the terms interchangeably.


Class after class, handout upon handout. Videos, role plays, props and PowerPoints. We are taught to search, taught to arrest. ‘You are detained for the purpose of a search . . . You do not have to say anything but it may harm your defence . . .’ We search one another in the corridor, hide flick-knives in our waistbands, fake drugs in our socks.


We sit through a long session on public order offences, the delicate business of determining the point at which unpleasantness becomes unlawfulness: what counts as threatening behaviour and what constitutes harassment or abuse. ‘For Section 4, Harassment with Fear of Violence,’ explains our instructor, ‘the victim must fear violence against themselves and no one else . . . i.e. Unless you come out with me tonight and watch Fatal Attraction, I’m going to kill your bunny rabbit is not Harassment with Fear of Violence.’ 


We learn about racially aggravated offences: ‘Criminal Damage, Harassment, Assault or Public Order offences motivated by Colour, Origin, Religion or Nationality . . . Or, to put it another way, if you’ve got CORN on your CHAP, it’s a racially aggravated offence.’


There is a long session on handling extreme situations. We watch video after video of things we must not do: actors in police uniform chasing armed robbers down back alleys, dashing into burning buildings, leaping into canals to save someone. In times of high stress, ‘red mist descends’, we are told. ‘You will do things you would never do if you were thinking straight.’


We are blasted with information. Actus reus: guilty act. Mens rea: guilty mind . . . PNC: Police National Computer . . . TSG: Territorial Support Group . . . Offweps: offensive weapons . . . ABH: actual bodily harm. GBH: grievous bodily harm . . . ‘If you take a statement it’s their statement, if you take someone’s property it’s your exhibit’ . . . ‘Some animals are property, others aren’t’ . . . ‘The porcelain on the end of a spark plug can be used to break car windows’ . . . ‘Deflating someone’s car tyres is criminal damage. Spray painting someone’s cat is criminal damage.’


We click through dozens of online training modules: Firearms, Human Trafficking, Equality and Diversity, Dealing with Dangerous Dogs. We are shown the reporting systems – CRIS (crime), CRIMINT (criminal intelligence), MERLIN (children and missing persons) – and introduced to official documents: Form 5090 (stops), Form 9993 (harassment warning), Form 124D (domestic violence), Form 372 (near misses), Form 9002 (ordering new trousers or skirts), Paper Sack 420 (evidence bag), Form 420b (sticky label on evidence bag). Then there are the logbooks in the station front office: Book 66 (property involved in crime), Book 89 (items found in street), Book 99 (recording lost items), Book 105 (property booked in).


‘I appreciate there’s an orgy of information in front of you,’ the instructor says. ‘I like that word orgy. In fact, there’s just the right amount of people in here.’


At the end of our training, at a ceremony attended only by ourselves, we are given warrant cards and sworn in as police officers – Special Constables, unpaid volunteers with full police powers, who work at least two shifts a month. For the volunteer, it is an opportunity to learn something new. For the Met, it is a way to boost numbers on busy weekend evenings. There are four hundred of us at the ceremony, about to be dispatched to London’s thirty-two boroughs. I asked to be placed in Lambeth, the borough where I lived and where I had, until recently, worked as a primary school teacher. Among the other Lambeth Specials are a banker, a bus driver, a printer, a civil servant, a supermarket manager, a pastor, an HR director, a stay-at-home parent, a hospital receptionist, a stagehand, a custody officer, an executive PA and a criminology student.


We recite the oath: ‘I do solemnly and sincerely declare and affirm that I will well and truly serve the Queen in the office of constable, with fairness, integrity, diligence and impartiality . . .’ Then we form an immense snaking queue around the auditorium and troop across the stage to collect our warrant cards and shake a magistrate’s hand. We are instructed to clap ourselves for the duration of the presentations – twenty minutes’ solid clapping.


‘As cliché as it is, you have the power to impact on lives, save lives and take people’s liberty and freedom away,’ says the magistrate. ‘That is a massive responsibility, so when you are on duty, keep that in mind.’


‘Even when you’re off duty, you’re never really off duty,’ one of our instructors tells us. ‘It can be lonely out there sometimes. God knows why when there’s so many people.’





 


 


 


 


Lambeth, where I lived, taught and policed, is a long narrow borough just south of the Thames, home to a third of a million people, and one of the most densely populated places in Britain. It begins on the heights of Norwood, Streatham and Gypsy Hill, drops down to the twin poles of Brixton and Clapham, then continues to Stockwell, with its Portuguese cafes and bars, the Oval with its iconic cricket ground, and on north to Kennington, where politicians conspire in curry houses, Vauxhall, which teems with spies by day and clubbers by night, and Waterloo with its big wheel, buskers and brutalist buildings. The neighbourhoods are crammed tightly together, one flowing into another, but each has its own distinct character. Lambeth runs out when it hits the Thames, and the Houses of Parliament look back from the opposite shore.


Underneath it all runs a hidden river – the Effra, which once ran above ground, rising in Upper Norwood, then passing through central Brixton and flowing north to the Thames. The Victorians integrated it into their sewer system and now the Effra runs unseen, sweeping waste along with it, channelling its waters to the Crossness Sewage Treatment Works. In downpours, the Effra emerges from the depths, discharging its overflow into the Thames at Vauxhall.


Lambeth is a theatrical place, home of many stages – the National Theatre, the Old Vic, the Young Vic – and home to many remarkable performers. Charlie Chaplin grew up in Kennington. David Bowie was born in central Brixton. Punk legend Poly Styrene grew up down the road, near Myatt’s Fields. Dub poet Linton Kwesi Johnson came to Brixton as a child and still lives on Railton Road. Music hall greats Marie Kendall and Dan Leno lived in the borough. And a few streets south of the National Theatre, behind Waterloo station, is the site of the first modern circus, Astley’s Amphitheatre. Lambeth’s theatrical character spills out onto its streets. It can feel larger than life. It reminds us, in Toni Morrison’s words, that ‘life is that large’.


All of the new Lambeth Special Constables were invited to a welcome briefing. We were greeted by a rosy-cheeked Sergeant we had spoken to on the phone during the recruitment process. He was responsible for settling in new Specials and it was easy to see why: he was affable, avuncular, always pleased to see you, always had time for a chat. Even when I called with a boring admin issue, he would answer with the exaggerated conviviality of an estate agent. This was the first time we had met in real life. He ushered us into a large room, smiling and patting our shoulders.


There were a dozen new Specials at the briefing. When we were seated, two senior police officers walked in and the room went quiet. ‘Lambeth is London’s, if not the country’s, premier borough for policing,’ an Inspector said. ‘In terms of risk and excitement, we are right up there.’ I had a sense of Lambeth’s challenges from my time as a primary school teacher in Brixton. It consistently rates among the top boroughs for poverty, violent crime, gang activity and mental ill health. In a city of extremes, Lambeth stands out. ‘You’ll be spending a lot of time in Vauxhall, Clapham and Brixton,’ the Inspector continued. ‘Three of the hottest spots in the Met.’


‘Brixton is an emotive word for everyone, of course,’ she said, alluding to the riots of 1981 and 1985, ‘although relationships with the public are light-years ahead of where they were thirty, forty years ago. And Stockwell has a slightly sadder recent history . . .’ she said, referring to the 2005 police shooting of Jean Charles de Menezes, an innocent twenty-seven-year-old mistaken for a terror suspect two weeks after the 07/07 London bombings.


The Inspector looked around and began to wrap up. ‘You’ll have an amazing time. You’ll see more in a night than you would in a year in rural Hampshire . . . Get stuck in, get hands-on – that’s the only way you’ll learn – and enjoy it.’





 


 


 


 


The front office was closed when I arrived for my first shift, so I rang the doorbell. There was no answer, so I tried the bell again, then walked around the side of the police station. Every single room in the four-storey building was lit, but there were no signs of life. I returned to the main entrance, rang the bell again and banged on the door several times with my fist. Still no one came, so I phoned 101, the police non-emergency number, and asked the operator to send somebody to let me in. As I was hanging up, I spotted a tall man coming out of the station’s side gate. I ran over, pulled out my warrant card and he let me past.


The yard was dark, stacked with temporary road signs and scuffed riot shields. I walked past them and pushed open the back door, entering a corridor with a dozen blue doors along it. I did not know where to go, so I knocked on one door after another, opening them to find near-identical rooms with chipped blue walls, hairy brown floors and banks of old computers. The offices were deserted, but people had been there recently. There were half-drunk Cokes on the desks. The computers were on and Microsoft logos were bouncing around the fat black screens.


The door at the end of the corridor led to the station canteen, a small room posing as a big room, packed with so many tables and chairs that there was barely space to walk between them. The tables were littered with cups, cans, the day’s free newspapers. At one end of the canteen was a kitchen, its worktops dotted with crumbs, butter, tea bags and the damp traces of tea bags. A steel sink was jammed with unwashed mugs and plates. ‘AS YOU CAN SEE WE HAVE CLEANED THE STATION’, read a sign above the toaster. ‘PLEASE CAN WE KEEP IT CLEAN AND TIDY’. A second sign, over the sink, said, ‘PLEASE CAN YOU DO YOUR OWN WASHING UP IT’S NOT THAT HARD’. On the back wall of the canteen was a large cork pinboard, black mould spreading from its edges to the centre. The only thing pinned to it was a red T-shirt with the slogan ‘PEACE ON THE STREETS’, its sleeves pulled taut by brass tacks.


I found the Lambeth Special Constabulary office at the top of the building. There were four desks, strewn with kebab cartons and blue latex gloves. The floor below them was covered with broken biros, metal shoulder numbers and a pair of lacquered red high heels. Along one wall was a noticeboard covered in posters. One showed a photo of the Commissioner, frowning above the slogan ‘TOTAL POLICING’ and announcing ‘a total war on crime’. Another showed a woman with a puffy purple face. ‘URGENT MEANS URGENT’, it read. ‘The average response time to urgent domestic violence calls is 2 min 46 slower than for other emergency calls.’


There was nobody in the Specials office either – I had arrived far too early. I sat on a swivel chair and waited. A moment later my phone rang, an unknown number. It was the police. A pair of officers were waiting outside to let me in.


‘This shit has to stop, boys! No more fruit in the locker room!’ Someone had left a banana in his locker and now the overheated basement was swarming with fruit flies. One officer was trying to kill the flies with a crow bar, cracking it against the lockers and the white brick walls. Others were shouting at the banana’s owner. ‘Boys, boys!’ he protested. ‘Boys, boys!’


‘Fuck off you mouldy banana cunt!’


We went upstairs for the briefing, forty of us seated in five tight rows. The Inspector clicked through a PowerPoint, photos of criminal men and criminal cars, details of current operations. Above her head, a neon-blue fly-zapper crackled, flashing orange with each kill. ‘Be aware that Essex Police have launched Operation Thunderbolt to tackle violence between rival motorcycle fraternities,’ she said. ‘They’ve asked us to report sightings of biker gangs passing through Lambeth.’ She paused. ‘Thunderbolt . . . We could learn from that. What was the name of that operation we ran recently? Operation Napkin? It doesn’t exactly set the blood racing, does it?’


There is a briefing at the start of every shift to give us the latest intelligence on our area. No two briefings are the same, but most are fairly similar. Top Five Robbers, Top Five Burglars, anyone wanted or missing, vehicles to look out for. We jot down names, dates, number plates, and stare at the faces flashing past, trying to stamp them onto our minds. Some details stick in the memory more easily than others. ‘Suspect last seen doing press-ups topless on the roof of his car’ . . . ‘Suspect has attached a machete to the wall by his front door’ . . . ‘Suspect evoked Section 61 of the Magna Carta and attempted to headbutt police.’


At the end of a briefing, we are given our duties for the evening, assigned to areas and teams. ‘Did you bring your hi-vis jackets? No? You’re all fucking useless!’


Boots, trousers, shirt, necktie, kit belt, stab vest, hat – and a face hidden somewhere in the middle of it all, lost among the black, white and blue. Putting on a police uniform for the first time is a peculiar experience. It feels like fancy dress, like a joke taken too far.


The police uniform transforms a stranger into a familiar figure, a person into a personification. As a police officer, you become someone less specific. But what you lose in individuality, you gain in access to other individuals. In uniform you can talk to anyone and anyone can talk to you.


‘Nice to see you, officer. How you doing? All right? . . . Quiet, yeah. Too quiet if you ask me.’


People approach you and, at times, you feel as if you have been mistaken for someone else. They pick up a conversation midstream, beginning where they left off last time they bumped into you, even though it was not you they bumped into.


‘Don’t worry officer. I’ve got your back. If anyone tries to mess you around, just tell ’em Angel will sort ’em out if they do.’


In uniform, each of you is any of you. When you interact with a member of the public, you embody the sum of their experiences and impressions of the police. You do not know whether you will be treated as the heroic officer who did X or the hated officer who did Y.


‘Don’t talk to me! Don’t even look at me!’


Uniform flattens, makes the wearer two-dimensional. If someone dislikes the police, you can be friendly, but the outfit speaks first and speaks louder.


‘Don’t you have anything better to do than coming round here wasting our time?’


If fashion is a language, then uniform is its starkest expression – clothing that relays a message as directly and simply as possible. A uniform should mean the same thing to everyone, though this only happens if the public are treated uniformly.


‘Will you arrest our friend when he gets here? It’ll be so funny. Just pretend to arrest him. Honestly, it’ll be so funny.’


Putting on the uniform for the first time, dressing in front of the mirror, you watch yourself disappear. Then, out on patrol, you look for yourself in car windows, shop windows, the mirrors in people’s hallways, your head on a police officer’s body.


‘Excuse me, officer. What’s the best way to get to Aldershot?’





 


 


 


 


Every Friday night, we would be put on patrol in either Brixton town centre, Clapham High Street or Vauxhall. For the first shifts, though, we simply circled Lambeth in a van: three new Specials in the back, two regular officers in the front, getting a flavour of what the borough has to offer. One of the regulars turned around in his seat. ‘Right guys, you tell us what you want to stop. We’re looking for slaggy cars, rundown cars, pimped-up cars . . . Or normal cars driven in a slaggy way or by slaggy-looking people.’ Someone pointed at an old red Ford Focus as it turned sharply down a side street, as though trying to avoid us. We followed the car, pulled it over and got out to talk to the driver, an IC3 male in his late forties. We took down his details, ran a name check on the radio and learned that he lived in North London and had previous convictions for drugs. Could he account for his presence in this part of town? No, he could not. We searched the car, shining torches into the footwells, picking through the wrappers and Rizlas around the gear stick, then searched the man himself. Emptying the pockets of his puffer jacket, we found dozens of small paper bundles: drugs, wrapped and ready to sell. 


‘How do you explain these?’ we asked. 


‘They’re psalms!’ the man said. ‘They’re prayers!’ 


We dug our thumbnails into the fine grey paper and unrolled a couple. There was nothing inside them and the crumpled paper was covered in fine black print. They were prayers, as he said. Tiny scrunched psalms, rolled up to hand out. We said goodnight and sent the man on his way.


When we stop a person or vehicle, we radio to check whether they are known to police and whether there is anything we ought to be aware of. The operator consults the Police National Computer and gives responses in code. Alpha – ailments, Delta – drugs, Echo – escaper, Foxtrot – firearms, Mike – mental health, Sierra – suicidal, Victor – violent, Whiskey – weapons, Whiskey Mike – Wanted/Missing.


Codes are also used to describe a person’s ethnicity. IC1 – White, North European; IC2 – White, South European; IC3 – Black; IC4 – South Asian; IC5 – Chinese, Japanese or other South-East Asian; IC6 – North African or Arab; IC7 – Not Recorded or Unknown.


One evening we stopped an IC1 male on Norwood Road, radioed in his details and found out he was wanted. The man overheard the call. ‘Whiskey Mike? I’ll have a brandy Coke,’ he said, before we arrested him.


‘How do you know when to stop someone?’ we asked one of the regulars. ‘Who should you stop?’ He thought for a moment. ‘Let’s say you’re walking along and you see someone hanging about on a corner. What do you do? Well, first you’ve got to think: Have they ever been arrested? Then you think: Yeah, probably, if they live round here. So you stop them, you talk to them and you try and get grounds for a search. If you get grounds – maybe you smell drugs, or they can’t explain what they’re doing there, or they’re acting suspiciously – you search them.’


We passed an IC1 male, mid-twenties, lingering on a dark corner. He was swaying and looked dazed. ‘What are you up to, mate?’ we asked as we approached. The man looked up, drew an uncapped hypodermic needle from a trouser pocket and held it out to us. We took it from him gingerly and laid it on top of a bollard, then we ran a name check on the man and told him we were going to search him. ‘Do you have anything else on you that could hurt you or us?’ we asked, snapping on a pair of latex gloves. He said no, but we were afraid to put our hands in his pockets and pulled them inside out instead, catching the contents as they fell from the lining. One of the regulars passed us a sharps tube and we sealed the hypodermic inside. The man was known for drugs but he was not carrying any, so we left him on the corner stuffing his possessions into his pockets and climbed back into the van. As we did, our driver jumped out, picked something up, and handed it to the man. ‘Dropped your bank card, mate,’ he said. ‘Don’t lose that.’ Back in the van, he slammed his door and turned around to look at us. ‘Now, I know you’re new,’ he said. ‘But he’s standing there waving a needle and you walk right up to him? What were you thinking? He sticks that in you and bang, you’ve got AIDS. I mean, guys – this is a fucking reality check.’


Policing is a contact profession. We frequently touch and are touched by people we know nothing about, whether searching them, bandaging them, restraining them, or simply shaking their hand. This contact carries risks, for us and for the people with whom we interact: physical risks like violence and disease, and psychological risks like trauma and humiliation. Where possible, before touching someone, we put on a pair of blue latex gloves to make contact safer and more clinical. The gloves put a barrier between one body and another, turn a stranger’s hands into the familiar blue hands of a technician. The needle in the pocket is our greatest fear, the point that pierces the protective layer.


We drove down Tulse Hill and spotted an IC3 female, mid-twenties, sitting in a parked car at the edge of the estate. We walked over and she wound down her window.


‘Are you aware you’re in a robbery hotspot?’


‘Have you come to rescue me?’


‘We’re just checking you’re all right.’


‘Well that’s very nice of you.’


We talked to her through the open window. She had lost the key for her building and was waiting for a neighbour to get back and let her in. One of the regulars walked over. ‘Get her out of the car,’ he whispered.


We asked the woman to step out and we took down her details in a red pocket notebook. While our driver ran a name check she told us about her kids, leaning into the car’s footwell and pulling out a pair of Peppa Pig lunchboxes, which she placed on the car roof to take into the house later on. Our driver signalled that the checks were OK so we said goodnight and that we hoped somebody would arrive soon with a key.


Back in the van our driver turned around in his seat. ‘Officer safety: you get her out of the car, you treat everyone the same. You don’t know that woman, but we do. She’s known to police. We checked her name and it flashed Whiskey and Victor. Her brother’s high up in TN1 and has a major firearms record. She’s got a history of violence against police and carrying weapons. You’re treating her as though she’s harmless and she’s acting up to it. Why do you think she got the lunchboxes out of the car? She’s playing you. She’s seeing what she can get away with. How do you even know what’s in those lunchboxes? It’s not necessarily a fromage frais and a packet of Quavers, let’s just say that.’


We were warned about this kind of thing in training – that in policing there are only two types of risk: high and unknown. ‘Anybody with a sufficient level of crisis in their life can be a threat to you,’ we were told. ‘There is no such thing as a low-risk situation.’


Policing requires you to be open to others while being open to the possibility that they may not be what they seem. You are expected to approach the apparently harmless with the same blend of caution and friendly professionalism with which you approach the apparently volatile. In a role in which people frequently attempt to deceive you, you must not compound the issue by deceiving yourself.


‘What’s TN1?’ someone asked.


‘TN1? It’s one of the most violent teen gangs round here – based in Tulse Hill. There are lots, but TN1, GAS in Angell Town, ABM in Stockwell . . . Those are the big ones.’


‘What does it mean?’


‘What, TN1? Tell No One . . . Trust No One . . . Depends who you ask. All ’Bout Money, ABM. Guns and Shanks is GAS . . . Gangsters Always Shoot, I’ve heard too.’


We drove towards Clapham. On the way, we spotted a white van being driven erratically, drifting between lanes, then blocking the path of an ambulance. We chased the van on blue lights, but it did not stop, so we drove along next to it, gesturing through the window and letting off yelps from the siren. The van ignored us and kept going. ‘This is the slaggiest driving I’ve seen for a while,’ said the Sergeant. When we hit a patch of dense traffic an officer jumped out to bang on the driver’s window. The van still did not stop. The officer in the road opened the driver’s door, reached over him and pulled on the handbrake. We parked in front of the van and instructed the driver, IC1, thirties, wearing a grey woollen coat and a trilby, to step onto the pavement.


‘I would have stopped. I was planning to,’ he said. ‘It’s just that this is a rental van and the handbrake is in a different place from my car.’ The man appeared distracted, struggling to maintain eye contact and unsteady on his feet. We ordered a breathalyser and I wrote out a Fixed Penalty Notice for Driving Without Due Care and Attention. He would get a £100 fine and three points on his licence. ‘A hundred pounds?’ he said. ‘That’s all right. You’re not going to believe this, but I’ve just inherited fifteen million.’


A response car arrived with a breathalyser. The man blew into it and we were surprised when it came back clear. We gave him his ticket, told him to take more care, and sent him on his way.


We did a sweep along Clapham High Street, looking for an unlicensed hot-dog vendor who was notorious in the area, an IC2 male in his sixties who always worked Friday and Saturday nights, frying sausages and onions on a crudely welded sheet-metal cart.


‘There he is, the fucker!’ our driver shouted. We scanned the pavement and spotted him: a short man with craggy features, tending a steaming silver hotplate. He was wearing black jeans, a black anorak and a black beanie pulled down low so it covered his eyebrows. His eyes were on the hotplate, his face set in a stern, appraising expression. As we were parking, the hot-dog vendor spotted us, dropped his tongs and ducked down a side street, his cart bouncing along the tarmac in front of him. We followed, brought the van alongside and rolled down a window, driving at his pace. The hot-dog vendor kept jogging, looking straight ahead, as though he had not noticed us. We drove quietly next to him, waiting for his patience or puff to run out. After twenty metres he stopped. ‘I’m working. Leave me alone!’


‘Go home,’ we said, ‘or we’ll confiscate your cart.’


We looped back to the High Street and drove slowly up and down it, ‘talent spotting’.


‘That one?’


‘Fuck off, mate.’


‘How about that one?’


‘Not bad. That is not half bad.’


White high heels, tight leather skirt. ‘She’d get fucked.’


Sequined top, high-waisted jeans. ‘I’d do her.’


There were debates about the quality of this arse or that arse, whether a face lived up to an arse, an arse to a face. ‘If you see a woman from behind,’ someone asked, ‘can you tell how fit her face will be, just by looking at her arse?’


During the shift I had been discreetly making notes on my lap in the dark. As my colleagues talked and laughed, I continued to write – then felt a flush of fear. What if someone noticed? How would they react if they saw their banter recorded verbatim on an index card? I tucked the cards under my thigh, like a child hiding a note from a teacher.


It was getting late and we were circling backstreets when we spotted an IC3 teen peering through the rear window of a white estate car.


‘It’s hard,’ a Special said. ‘You see a Black guy alone at this time of night and you can’t help thinking certain things.’


‘What kind of things?’ replied one of the regulars, ‘because that sounds a bit racist.’


As our van turned into a neighbouring street a car alarm went off. We jumped out and ran back around the corner to find the boy in the driver’s seat of the white car, jabbing the dashboard and talking breathlessly into his phone. He leapt from the car as we approached and the nearest Special, a mental health professional by day, flicked open his baton and raised it above his head.


‘Get onto the pavement! Get onto the pavement!’


The boy complied, eyes wide, his attention caught between us and his phone.


‘Hang up the phone!’


‘No, man, it’s the owner! I’m speaking to the owner! It’s the police,’ he said into the phone, ‘they think I’m stealing your car!’ He looked up at us. ‘I’m just moving the car for my uncle. He sells cars and he’s put me on the company insurance so I can move vehicles for him.’


‘At 2 a.m.?’


‘I know how this looks.’


We took details from the man on the phone and ran checks on the car. The boy produced the keys and we confirmed that he was on the insurance. He really was moving cars for his uncle. We all laughed and said goodnight.


Back in the van, our driver turned around to look at us. ‘What was all that about? I come round the corner and it’s all gone fucking mental. Why did you pull out your baton? Can you justify that? I mean, fucking hell – I’m police, but that was pretty aggressive.’


Skirting the edge of the Angell Town Estate, we spotted an IC3 teen walking alone and pulled up next to him. He was wearing a black tracksuit and had two teardrops tattooed below his right eye. We told him that he was walking in a robbery hotspot and we were going to search him. He said nothing, stuck his chin out and looked at the rooftops behind us. He put up no resistance to the search and acted, instead, as though he was scarcely aware it was happening. He did not look at us or acknowledge us in any way. The boy was sixteen. A name check revealed that he had previous convictions for knifepoint robbery, but there was nothing suspicious on him so we said goodnight and got back into the van.


‘Which Spice Girl has aged best?’ our driver asked as he pulled away.





 


 


 


 


The shift finished at four. Buzzing and beyond tired, I caught a bus home outside the police station, travelling through the very streets we had been circling in a van. My wife and I were living in a flat at the top of Brixton Hill. I got off the bus at New Park Road and felt my energy give way to exhaustion. Arriving home, I pulled off my clothes in the dark and climbed into bed.


When I woke later that morning, I decided to go out for breakfast and type up my notes from the night before. I stepped outside and looked down the road. From our doorstep, we could see the roof of HMP Brixton, its chimneys glowing in the morning light. Living at the top of the hill, we were constantly aware of the prison. We were the perfect distance from it: not so close that our light was blocked by its walls, but near enough to appreciate its austere Victorian grandeur. It appeared serene and silent from the outside. I found it hard to believe it contained hundreds of people. Now, as a police officer, I viewed it with renewed interest. I was part of its supply chain.


I walked along New Park Road, past the grocery and the hardware store, past Angela’s Cafe, Chicken Treat, and Airy Food & Wine. In an area as busy as Brixton, New Park Road is a reassuringly manageable place – a primary school, a brown-brick estate and a single row of shops, surrounded by tightly packed terraces. My wife and I had found a little flat there and liked how quiet and local it felt. We liked knowing the family we bought our fruit and veg from and chatting to the owner of the off-licence while he stood outside for a smoke. Overseeing the bustle of New Park Road was the unsleeping eye of 7000 Cars, as friendly at 4 a.m. as they are at 4 p.m. My wife and I booked them whenever we needed a ride to or from the airport, and time after time they had proved themselves reliable and kind. When we retreated inside at night, it was reassuring to know that they were there, watching over the neighbourhood.


It was only a ten-minute walk from New Park Road to the centre of Brixton, but as my warrant card gave me free transport I caught a bus. I flashed the card at the driver and went to sit on the upper deck. At the top of the stairs there was a screen live-streaming the footage from seven CCTV cameras. Without meaning to, I found myself staring at it, watching my journey in real time, the passengers getting on and off, close-ups of people’s faces, the back of my head. A camera downstairs was trained onto a passenger’s newspaper and I could just make out the headlines.


I got off outside Morleys department store and walked to the Phoenix cafe on Coldharbour Lane, a small, friendly greasy spoon I had frequented once or twice a week since moving to Brixton several years earlier. The manager waved and I found a seat at the back.


The Phoenix was always bustling, although it was a tiny place and only contained seven tables. The interior was many shades of brown: dark brown chairs strung with light brown wicker, black-brown panels on the lower half of the walls, tea-brown above. The floor was a checkerboard of brown and beige tiles. Each Formica table was supplied with brown sauce, ketchup, malt vinegar and salt and pepper in royal blue shakers.


Across the entrance was a plywood privacy screen, shielding clients from the curiosity of passers-by. There was a fan on the ceiling that was never switched on. Ventilation came from slatted panels above the shop window, filtering the sounds of the street into the cafe’s calm interior. Mirrors on opposite walls expanded the space, bouncing endless images off one another so that the cafe seemed to stretch beyond its walls, right along Coldharbour Lane.


The centrepiece of the Phoenix was a monumental stainless-steel tea urn on the counter, two hot-water tanks with a tall central flue – a baroque contraption resembling a steampunk jetpack. The manager and a waitress laboured on a narrow patch of floor behind it. The kitchen was out the back and a bell rang whenever an order was ready.


The Phoenix must have been there for thirty or forty years. Unremarkable in its day, it had become remarkable as times and tastes had changed around it. Black and white photos taped to the wall showed what the cafe used to look like, which was what it still looked like. Same space, different faces.


A mug of black coffee appeared while I was spreading crumpled yellow index cards across the table, the notes I had made during the previous night’s shift. They were barely legible, written on my knee in the dark. I found a card covered in sexist banter and felt confused. The same officer who challenged a Special’s racist language had taken us ‘talent spotting’. Why had he upheld one set of standards and not another?


Reading the comments, I was shocked but not surprised. I recognized them from the corridors and changing rooms of adolescence. The tone was identical, as was the giddy mutual encouragement, one lewd remark giving permission for the next. I had said nothing. I told myself this was because I wanted to see and hear what police did, without intervening. But it was also because I was new, and anxious, and caught off guard.


The waitress brought my breakfast, a plate of toast, beans and bubble and squeak: leftover potato and cabbage fried into a charred grey patty. I have always loved the way it looks awful but tastes tremendous. Not many places serve it. I pushed aside the index cards. I was struggling to write anyway, tired and distracted, my head swimming with memories that felt like dreams.





 


 


 


 


I barely knew London before I moved there in 2008, and I did not know Brixton at all. I had heard the name, I had heard ‘The Guns of Brixton’, I knew there had been some riots. I had seen other young white professionals raise an eyebrow when I said I was moving there.


I first visited Brixton in the height of summer and I loved it the moment I emerged from the tube: the steel pans outside Iceland, the bustle of the market along Electric Avenue, the reggae booths in the railway arches, the smells of incense and fish and dust and weed and blood and disinfectant. I felt I had rarely been anywhere as teeming and pulsing with life. Within minutes, it was one of my favourite places and I could not wait to live there.


I went house-hunting with two friends and we visited an ex-council property a five-minute walk from the school where I was about to start teaching. Afterwards we went to the Dogstar pub to discuss whether to rent it. We liked it, but the house was small and two of the three bedrooms were tiny, made by bisecting one already-small bedroom with a plywood wall.


We looked out at the junction of Coldharbour Lane and Atlantic Road, night falling and trains passing. The location and price were good, so we decided to take the house, clinking pints of Hoegaarden to celebrate. When we moved in, the two of us with the tiny rooms removed the beds and slept on the floor to make space for our things. At night, we could talk to each other through the wafer-thin wall.


Our new home was at the junction of Leeson Road and Mayall Road. I did not know until much later that this had been the front line of the 1981 Brixton uprising, or that our house was on the site of the Windsor Castle, a pub destroyed by rioters, or that our entire council block had been built on the wreckage of forty-eight hours of violence between police and public three decades earlier.


Our house backed onto Bob Marley Way. A man called Bob lived there; he became a friend and would occasionally come over with his guitar to play Bob Marley covers. Bob’s son went to the school where I taught and most of the other pupils lived close by.


Bob Marley Way was generally peaceful at night, so we were surprised one evening to hear a thunderous banging, as though people outside were hitting oil drums. I looked out of my bedroom window and saw a dozen teenage boys running over the tops of the cars parked in the cul-de-sac, jumping from the boot of one onto the bonnet of the next, racing round and round, denting the metal as they went. I had no idea what they were doing or why. It looked like some kind of ritual, as if the boys were summoning something in the centre of the circle of cars. The noise roused the street, doors began to open – but before anybody could confront the boys, they jumped down from the cars and ran away.


Walking through Brixton late at night I often saw the shapes of teenagers, or heard the sound of running feet, and I wondered who they were and what they were up to. In the Evening Standard there were frequently stories about gang stabbings and shootings. One night, a boy ran into our front garden and crouched behind the wall, panting. We were shocked and, without thinking, banged on the kitchen window. He leapt to his feet and ran on.


I was the Year 3 teacher in the local primary school, teaching thirty seven-year-olds, and I wondered about the connections between those small children and the boys and girls I saw on the streets at night. A couple of my pupils had older siblings in gangs, several had absent fathers, two had young fathers in prison. One of the boys, when he was six, had been caught rolling make-believe spliffs from scrap paper, copying the gestures he saw his brothers making at home. Looking around my classroom, I could not help spooling forwards and wondering whether some of the children would find themselves caught up in the violence that played out in the surrounding streets.


My class was considered the most challenging in the school. I had never taught before and was not sure why I had been given them. In our first lesson, a boy stood on his desk, shouted, ‘I’m King Kong!’ and karate-chopped another boy in the windpipe. While I tended to the injured boy, noise and movement erupted around me. I attempted to carry on with the lesson. ‘Shut up, you wasteman!’ someone yelled. That lunchtime, a group of my pupils surrounded a new teaching assistant in the playground, took off their shoes, and pelted them at him, chanting ‘Dickhead! Dickhead!’


My class had a reputation, but the extreme behaviour was as much a product of my inexperience, my inherent looseness and gentleness. A more capable teacher would have been sufficiently firm at the outset to avoid the loss of credibility and slide into chaos. As it was, I lost control and shambled through one lesson after another, attempting to reverse the vicious cycle, trying to establish enough calm to teach fractions, fairy tales or dental hygiene. Each morning I woke to feelings of doom and guilt, walked along Railton Road to school and resumed my uphill struggle from bad to mediocre. By the end of the first term, I had managed to stabilize the situation: outright defiance gave way to reluctant compliance. The children learned and made progress, but time had been lost that could not be regained.


I was better prepared for my second term and, to begin with, posed as a rock-like authoritarian. In the first lesson, I kept a pupil in at lunchtime for writing in pen instead of pencil. If pupils came into the classroom chatting, we would go straight back outside and practise coming in silently. If they put their books away messily, we would get them out again and put them away tidily. I once made a child write me an apology letter for sighing loudly in a lesson. On another occasion I spotted a child passing a note and pounced to intercept it. ‘I feel happy!’ it said when I unfolded it. I expected total obedience, overlooked nothing and fixated on the most minor details. And I was surprised to see how much the children not only respected but liked the structure and discipline. They knew where they stood, so they relaxed and acted like small children. Then I relaxed, and acted more like myself, and we had a good year.


As I got further from those turbulent first weeks, I shifted out of survival mode and my thoughts turned to how to support every child to succeed. It was bewildering: some children were struggling with the basics of reading while others were reading Harry Potter; some children were doing multiplication while others struggled to tell the difference between addition and subtraction. I could not fathom how teachers met all these needs simultaneously, and most nights I was up late, hammering together lesson plans.


Often the plans backfired. There was the time they dismissed my fumbling explanations and decided that magnets were powered by magic. Or the unit we did on healthy eating, which culminated in them designing the ham-jam-and-crisp sandwich as their example of a well-balanced meal. Or the day we put dirty coppers in Coca-Cola and the children concluded, when the coins came out shiny, that drinking Coke would be a fantastic way to keep their teeth clean.


In the gaps between lessons, we passed out percussion instruments and made music. I brought my guitar to the classroom and we learned sea shanties and Bob Marley songs, the children dancing among the low tables. Working as a primary school teacher is the most challenging thing I have ever done, but the most joyful and rewarding too.


As much as the teaching, I enjoyed feeling part of the community: knowing people when I walked down the street, chatting to children’s parents and grandparents in the shops, being given a surprise hug by a parent while eating with friends in Brixton Market. I liked supporting families through challenges too: sitting in meetings with social workers, making sure children were safe, making sure the classroom was a haven, even if life outside was unstable.


I stopped teaching after two years and became an educational researcher. In my new role, I travelled to schools in low-income communities, filming lessons, interviewing teachers and pupils, and investigating how great teachers change lives. I loved watching other people teach, but I missed working directly with young people, so I decided I would do some volunteering, maybe mentoring. Then I spotted an advert on the tube for the Met Special Constabulary.


Everyone I knew was surprised when I said I was going to join the police. I was surprised too. I had never given a thought to policing and could not imagine myself doing it. Nevertheless the decision was less haphazard than it appeared. For as long as I can remember, I have been fascinated by care, education, community and inclusion. This generated an appetite for working with vulnerable or marginalized groups that began in my teens and has never left me. I have done stints at an elderly care home, a toddler group, a homeless shelter, a refugee mentoring programme and a mental health helpline. Before moving to London, I spent a year as a live-in carer for adults with learning difficulties.


I did it because I enjoyed it. But, looking back, I can see that I was exploring the same set of questions from multiple angles: How do we live well together? What are our responsibilities to one another? How do we value and empower every individual, at every stage of life?


Becoming a primary school teacher was part of that process. So was joining the police. When I became a Special Constable – a volunteer with full police powers – I was attracted not so much by the role as by what police see and experience, their proximity to vulnerable groups at their most vulnerable moments.


I thought policing might help me to think about how, and how well, our society was set up to tackle entrenched social issues. Social workers felt overloaded. My colleagues in education were divided over whether teachers should play a wider role in children’s lives. Local services had been cut in a huge government austerity drive, from mental health provision, to youth clubs, to libraries, to the bowling green where my grandma used to meet her friends to play bowls. In such circumstances, I wondered whose job it was to grapple with our most complex social challenges – homelessness, loneliness, gang violence, poverty, mental illness, domestic violence – and I suspected that the police were the people who confronted these issues at their most raw. I was intrigued to see how they responded to them. Thinking about it, I realized I was not even sure what the role of the police was in relation to these problems. I knew that the police tackled crime and kept order. I was not sure what they did with the rest of their time.


Even as it became clear that policing would help me explore these deeply held interests, I still felt reluctant. Policing seemed like something I would not do – perhaps should not do – and I wondered why that was. What was it about this job that was simultaneously so compelling and so unappealing? The more resistance I felt, the more determined I was to try it.





 


 


 


 


The rosy-cheeked Sergeant was there to greet me when I arrived for my second shift. He helped me find a kit belt and stab vest that fitted better than the sagging items I had been issued, then picked through boxes of pins to find my shoulder numbers. As we searched, he chatted about the job and how good it was that we Specials volunteered to do this. I told him I still needed a can of CS. ‘No problem,’ he said. He disappeared for a minute, then came back waving a shiny grey cylinder. ‘Just give it a spray to check it works,’ he said with a wink.


We were back in the van for this shift. Cold late autumn, night long fallen when we set out at 7.30. We drifted north from Clapham to Stockwell to Vauxhall, requests for help coming out of the radio, hanging in the air, then being picked off by response teams.


Thousands of emergency calls are made in London every day. Processed centrally, they are transmitted to the relevant borough. ‘There’s a tall man screaming outside Clapham Common tube’ . . . ‘A woman’s called from St George’s Wharf, she says she’s been punched by her husband’ . . . ‘A unit’s required at Max Roach Park: a group of males is fighting with sticks.’ Messy situations are stripped to essentials: people, problem, place. Narrative fragments mingle with jargon and code. ‘A mother’s phoned up and said her daughter should have been home four hours ago’ – ‘Send it to Five Eight One Nights’ – ‘Show Lima X-Ray Five One Zero Five over.’ When we accept a call, we go to the address, meet the people, and hear the whole story. If another unit responds, that five-second fragment is all we get.


‘A figure’s been sighted climbing across a pre-school roof,’ we heard, ‘just off Kennington Park Road.’ We were less than five minutes away, so we called to accept the job.


We turned on our siren and lights and swung back south, Lambeth Walk to Black Prince Road, Kennington Road to Cleaver Square. Shops, pubs and houses blurred. The terraces seemed more tightly packed than normal. I knew these streets, but not at this speed.


‘Next left,’ someone said.


‘No, wait, no. It’s wrong on the map.’


‘Get your phone out,’ the driver shouted. ‘Get your phone out and check.’


‘Left here . . . straight on . . . straight.’


Within five minutes, we reached the pre-school and radioed our time of arrival. We stepped out of the van and squinted at the roof. It was too dark to see if anyone was up there, so two of us shinned up the perimeter wall while the others surrounded the premises.


We lowered ourselves into the playground. We were surrounded by bulky shapes and, at first, I was not sure what I was looking at. The plastic see-saws and Little Tikes cars, gaudy by day, were squat, colourless outlines. The silhouettes of the climbing frame and Wendy houses looked like an encampment. We muted our radios and crept towards the main building, alert for signs of life. In the low light, the air was full of grey static, so that everything around us seemed to be moving. We did not think we could see or hear anyone, nor could we imagine why someone would scale a pre-school roof, but it was difficult to be sure that there was nobody there. We passed a line of sand and water tables. We stepped over a knee-high fence and reached the pre-school itself. I boosted my partner so that she could see onto the flat felt roof. There was nobody up there, so we did a circuit of the school and checked the doors and windows for a break-in. Returning to the playground, we opened the doors of the Wendy houses and checked behind the climbing frame. There was no sign of an intruder, so we radioed to say that all was well, squeezing our update between the latest requests for help. It was a dull autumn evening, but there was plenty going on: a shoplifter, a stabbing, a few domestics, a couple of robberies, a disturbance in a bar.


Driving towards Brixton, we flashed our lights and stopped a moped with only one mirror. ‘Is everything all right?’ asked the driver, an IC4 teenager. We told him why we had stopped him and asked to see his licence. ‘The other one got knocked off,’ he said. ‘I thought it was legal to drive with one mirror.’ It is legal, but it was also a good reason for a chat. We took the boy’s licence and ran a name and vehicle check.


There are different radio channels for different patches of Lambeth and invisible lines where the channels change. Each patch has a main channel and a support channel for checking people’s details. Compared to the main channel, with its urgent calls and unfolding situations, the support channel makes for tedious listening: one officer after another spelling out names and addresses, endless Alphas, Bravos, Kilos and Victors, mind-numbing strings of numbers and code.


I reached the front of the queue and read out the boy’s details, struggling with the phonetic alphabet, feeling foolish when P and U would not come and I swapped in Pancake and Unicorn.


The phonetic alphabet is a peculiar mishmash of names, places and objects. I did not know it before policing and at first I thought of Lima and Quebec when I said their names, of friends called Charlie and Mike, of people playing Golf and dancing the Tango. As I began to use the phonetic alphabet regularly, I noticed the meanings fade. Within a matter of weeks, only the sounds remained – although I still imagined a polished marble floor each time I heard Hotel, thought Romeo when I heard Juliet, and saw a flash of amber whenever I said Whiskey.


When the checks came back clear, we thanked the boy on the moped and said goodnight. ‘I’m driving home from work,’ he said. ‘McDonald’s.’ He unzipped his puffer jacket and showed us the yellow uniform, his name badge pinned to the breast pocket.


More calls. ‘A male’s threatening a female outside the Dogstar’ . . . ‘There’s been a stabbing on the Stockwell Gardens Estate’ . . . ‘A handbag has been snatched outside Gypsy Hill train station’ . . . ‘A unit’s required to deal with a group of individuals who are picnicking in the middle of Streatham High Road.’


The police radio is a reminder that we are a tiny node in a vast network of activity, a structure we can sense but cannot see. Even with the volume low, we can hear the unfolding drama of crime and response. During my first shifts I was fascinated by the radio, by the operators cataloguing the city’s suffering. At times it seemed like a random-event generator, not just relaying situations but inventing them. It took me a couple of shifts to realize that the stories we hear on the radio are reports, not certainties. When a call comes, we take it at face value, but it is not uncommon to rush to a giant street fight, only to find an empty road. When we arrive at a location and there is nobody there, no indication as to whether what was reported took place, it can be hard to know the truth.
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