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	EXTRACT FROM OFFICER’S REPORT







	Report of:


	Detective Constable S. L. Talbot







	To:


	Incident Room – Operation 1765/Y/C9







	Subject:


	Discovery of Body at Network Rail Railway Cutting S72/B South, Beckenham







	Date:


	15/06/2019








Sir/Ma’am,


At 02.18 hrs on 15 June 2019, police received a 999 call from a mobile telephone. The caller, who asked to remain anonymous, reported coming across the deceased body of an IC1 male at a railway cutting near Ravensbourne railway station. The caller appeared to be intoxicated by an unknown substance but was lucid and distressed. His mobile number has not been traced.


At 02.32 hrs PS Kemble and PC Jordan attended the scene. It was immediately apparent that the person was deceased and had suffered injuries consistent with a glancing blow from a train. There had been no reports of any train versus person collisions in the area.


PS Kemble requested paramedics attend to declare life extinct which they did at 03.07 hrs. Scenes of Crime Officers were called to record the scene with both still and video photography, and a search of the immediate area was carried out.


There appeared to be no suspicious circumstances and, due to the location and lack of obvious signs of violence or drugs misuse, the initial hypothesis was that this was either suicide or an accidental death.


The body was recovered to Princess Royal Hospital mortuary for post-mortem. On arrival the body and clothing were searched. There were no tattoos, piercings or distinguishing marks. No wallet, wedding ring, phone or jacket and no identification on the body. A lip salve, stick of chewing gum, wet section of cardboard and some tissue were recovered from the front trouser pockets. These have been sent for forensic examination.


At the time of writing, the body remains in Princess Royal Hospital mortuary, its identity unknown.


Statements from PS Kemble and PC Jordan attached.


Report submitted for information.






When Did It Start?


The roads are empty at this time of day, the pavements deserted. Nobody else is up so early on a Saturday morning in June. I stare out of the car at the Taj restaurant with its graffiti-covered shutters, at the Co-op’s blank face and the estate agent’s window, eerily lit by a screen endlessly scrolling through local properties. It could be any row of shops on any suburban London street, on any street in the country come to that. But I know these places, they’ve punctuated my marriage. Mark and I sat opposite each other in the Taj most Friday nights, for years. Lamb jalfrezi for him, tandoori prawns for me. A large bottle of Kingfisher between us, planning our perfect life. Later, in silence, hands held, tears never far away, telling ourselves children don’t define happiness. Then, with the birth of Jess, knowing they do. The Taj was replaced with dashes to the Co-op for last-minute nappies, pints of milk, the occasional loaf of bread. And cheap Bulgarian red, until that stopped too.


How many times had we peered through Cartertons’ window at the latest houses for sale, fantasising about life in a five-bedroom mid-terrace with ‘mature garden’? Beyond our means then, for ever now. But we were happy; rooted in the complacency of busy young parents. So, when did it start? When did the first hairline crack appear, which would later widen so far I’d fall through it entirely?


The car lurches forward. I tell myself that I’m in a minicab on my way back from a night out, a fun dinner with friends. The back seat has the same sad, soggy feel of an overused mattress, the plastic door fittings shiny from a thousand greasy palms. But the smell is different. A nauseating cocktail of sweat and industrial disinfectant. Sweet and cloying. When I ask to open the window, I’m told it’s not possible; doors and windows in the back of patrol cars don’t open from the inside. As if I’m going to run down the high street in kitten heels and a pencil skirt.


We stop by a roundabout. A couple of workers in reflective jackets are hooking strings of lights to lamp-posts. The summer parade will be on later today, the one Jess used to love as a child. A man sways high in a cherry-picker, pulling cables up from the pavement below. I wonder why they do it so early in the day. Maybe so nobody sees. To keep the magic magic; the advice earnest agony aunts trot out to jaded women in jaded relationships week after week. Rekindle, become new to each other.


I did try. Many times, in all manner of ways: as a joke, an aside, in company, alone. But Mark would be busy or tired or preoccupied with vital tasks, like changing a plug or installing a new app. It could wait. I could wait. Why the hurry? We were married. No one was going anywhere.


One damp evening last November we found ourselves watching an old movie in the same room at the same time. There must have been a lull in emails, the lure of checking yet another web page momentarily satiated. I think the film was in French, certainly subtitled, not that much explanation was required. The plot focused relentlessly on an implausibly beautiful couple having sex in glamorous locations.


Time was, we’d have laughed and cuddled up and one thing would have led to another. But twenty-odd years of marriage creates its own enclaves. Mark had migrated to the beaten-up armchair he’d inherited from his parents, while I stretched out on the sofa, buffered by cushions, feet up. Long-won territories, intimacy-free.


As we undressed for bed, images from those scenes were still playing in my head; the man squatting between the woman’s legs, her thighs clamped round his sweating temples, back arched, face contorted with pleasure. I leant against the bathroom door, heady from too much wine, brushing my hair as I watched Mark go through his flossing routine. White tape wound tight across his index fingers, mouth pulled wide, then the careful see-saw motion, a bloody line of dribble meandering across his chin.


‘When did we stop going down on each other?’ I said.


Mark moved on to his upper molars.


‘I know you went off it first, but I can’t remember when.’


He caught my eye in the mirror. ‘Kirst.’ The single, dismissive syllable. That’s the problem with being married to someone who doesn’t drink any more. They’re no fun, not even in an argument. Luckily, I’d had enough for both of us.


‘We used to do it all the time. I couldn’t get you out of there,’ I said. Mark spat in the basin, rinsing away the red-stained saliva with a jet of cold water. ‘And then you made me ask and then it stopped altogether.’ I steadied myself against the door jamb. ‘Why do you think that was?’


‘Sex tapers off.’


‘Tapers?’


‘As you get older, it . . . subsides.’


‘Does it?’ I said, trying to keep the accusation out of my voice.


‘When people get together they’re at it all the time and then . . . ’


‘They stop?’


‘They do it less often.’ So calm, so reasoned.


I could feel myself going pink, knew my neck would be blotching up. ‘When was the last time we made love, Mark?’


He placed his electric toothbrush back on the charger. ‘I don’t keep a record.’


‘Take a guess.’


He turned to face me. ‘What’s this really about, Kirst?’


I stared at him. He just had to hold me, give me a cuddle like he used to, and everything would be fine. All the worries, the tensions, the petty arguments, they wouldn’t matter any more. Reach out, you bastard!


He turned away with a tiny shake of the head. I knew what that meant: ‘When you’re sober, let’s talk it through, have a rational discussion.’


Maybe that was the beginning. Or one of them.


* * *


The reception area at Bromley Police Station is empty except for an old woman moaning incoherently in a corner. She’s not much more than a bundle of rags rocking back and forth. I wonder if I should check that she’s OK, or at least ask the police officer behind the counter to help. She could be someone’s mother, someone’s wife. Someone’s child once. Would it be too much to see what she wants? But before I can say anything, a man in a sharp suit appears, hand extended. We’ve met before, Detective Sergeant Withers and I, though this time he’s wearing a tie. He ushers me down a corridor into an interview room, asking if I’d like a tea or a coffee, some water maybe. The thick door thuds shut, blocking out the old woman’s ramblings.


When we first met, DS Withers had turned up on my doorstep in an informal, open collar and introduced himself as a detective from the British Transport Police. He urged me to call him Mike, but all I could think of asking was if he was a real policeman. Weren’t transport police like those volunteers you see on the high street? Amateurs who fancy the uniform and a belt heavy with gizmos? ‘Mike’ assured me he had the same responsibilities – and powers – as any other police officer. He asked if I minded being called Kirsten or preferred Mrs Norton. I said I went by Ms Callaway, but Kirsten was fine. I’d been the one to offer a drink then, had even dug out a plate of digestives for him and his partner, DC Chowdhury. They’d smiled but declined, sitting politely in my kitchen as they asked their innocuous questions. No one’s smiling this time.


‘We’re grateful to you for coming in,’ says Withers. ‘I know the weekend isn’t always the easiest.’


I didn’t have much choice, I think, with a couple of cops on the doorstep and a police car ostentatiously parked outside. Chowdhury asks if I’d like to call my solicitor, as if I keep one on standby, like a Mafia boss. The last time I employed a lawyer must have been over eighteen years ago when Mark and I bought the house. I shake my head, trying to look unconcerned. Inside, my stomach cramps like it used to when I still had periods.


DC Chowdhury slides a photograph across the table. A man lying on his front, arms spread, one leg straight, the other kinked at a sickening angle. I try to focus on other details to keep myself from reacting. Is he lying on a road? Or a path perhaps? There are tufts of grass by one of his knees. Another photograph appears.


Someone’s turned the man over. Half the face is intact, the other mangled beyond recognition. One eye pulped, the nose almost entirely gone, no more than a mass of red, blobby meat. I look away, nauseous. Are they allowed to show me stuff like this?


‘Do you recognise this man?’ asks Chowdhury.


‘No,’ I say, my stomach now so tight it takes all my concentration not to wince.


They stare at me, their faces blank, neutral. Chowdhury edges the photograph forward an inch, forcing me to look again. Despite the horrific injuries, the man’s collar and tie remain untouched, Liberty pink against a striped blue shirt. I imagine him standing in front of a mirror, tightening it, wiggling the knot until perfect, as I’d seen him do a hundred times.


‘He was found early on June the fifteenth, at the bottom of a railway cutting.’ It’s Withers this time. ‘But we have reason to believe the body had been there some time.’


I close my eyes. Please God it was quick.


‘Are you all right, Ms Callaway?’ he says.


‘It’s just the thought of it. Sorry.’ I picture him in the dark, frightened and alone, knowing nothing could save him. What did he think of in those final moments? His wife? His child? Me?


‘Would you like a drink?’ Chowdhury pushes a flimsy plastic cup across the desk, the water vibrating inside, forming perfect circles.


‘You’re sure you don’t recognise this man?’ asks Withers.


‘I’m sorry,’ I say. ‘I’ve no idea who he is.’ Which is true, even though I’ve been having an affair with him for the last six months.






CHAPTER ONE


If disappointment is the original sin of infidelity, mine did not start with a Merlot-fuelled argument over a smutty film. We need to go way back, to times faintly remembered, even purposefully forgotten. Certainly to the buff envelope lying on the rough coir matting by my parents’ front door. I recognised the postmark at once, had been looking for it every morning for weeks. I squeezed the contents and could feel the outline of a paper clip. A good sign, surely. A rejection slip wouldn’t require several pages.


The house was deserted, just our old spaniel, Jeep, quietly snoring in his basket by the stairs. I held the envelope up to the light, but the paper was too thick to make anything out. I stared at the printed address, knowing my future was moments away, that once I read what was inside, my life would be mapped out. Medical school with its gruelling exams, years of hard work, then hospital rotations and more exams until finally the words I’d imagined since I was a child: Dr Kirsten Callaway.


I pushed a finger under the flap, tore it back in a toothy rip. Typewritten. The university’s crest. ‘I regret to inform you . . . in light of your exam results . . . you will appreciate the number of applications . . . ’


I stared at the indecipherable signature of the Head of Admissions. Nothing had changed. The sun still poured through the window, spilling a pool of golden light on to the wooden floor. Jeep went on snoring. Outside, cars whooshed by. In the distance, a police siren, or maybe it was an ambulance. But nothing could ever be the same again. I was no longer who I thought I was, who I thought I would become.


My parents were sympathetic, though behind the concern and warm words of advice, my father couldn’t suppress a trace of smugness. I often suspected he enjoyed his disappointment in me. Easier than being proud; at least this way, I couldn’t let him down. And now he’d been proved right, yet again.


Helen was the bright one, effortlessly breezing through every exam she ever sat. No one was surprised when she wanted to study law, nor when she was awarded a first, back when – as she liked to remind us – firsts meant firsts and weren’t handed out just for turning up. But me, a medical student? Absurd. A fantasy indulged and now regretted. My father should have smothered it earlier, put us all out of our misery. As it was, he had a moping daughter leaching disappointment into the family like a polluted well.


Had I succeeded and swanned off in the autumn to medical school, thirty years later a life might have been saved. I would never have met Mark, and without that, none of what followed could have happened. Even if we had somehow met, the rest might not have been inevitable; I could have walked away, taken a different path. Instead, on a bone-chilling beach in Cornwall, when he placed a nugget of sea-glass in my palm, I told Mark I loved him. Not just with my body or my mind but everything I possessed, everything I was and ever would be. Was that the moment a man’s fate was sealed?


The only way I can make sense of it is to go back to when my discontent was so far beneath the surface, not a ripple showed. When I was bobbing along in the mainstream, temporary regrets swept away by the busy current of family, friends and work, innocent of the roaring rapids ahead. The whirlpool that would destroy everything.


* * *


A few days before Christmas, I was in my treatment room in the prosthetics wing of St Mary’s Hospital, watching a twenty-eight-year-old paraplegic struggle on the parallel bars. He grimaced as he swung his torso forwards, forcing the metal leg to follow, his cheeks puffy-red with exertion.


‘Remember to breathe, Jamie,’ I said. ‘Use your hips. You’re doing great.’


Face scrunched in pain, he slid one hand along the rail, then the other, now the torso swing again. But the pylon on his left leg dragged, the false foot twisting sharply.


‘Fuck, fuck, fuck!’


‘OK, enough,’ I said.


‘No! No breaks.’ He tried to drag the foot back, sweat beading on his forehead.


‘Jamie, it’s enough!’ I held out a plastic chair. He slumped into it with a grunt.


‘That was great,’ I said.


‘Bollocks.’


‘You’re right, you were shit.’


He managed a smile. I’d been helping Jamie Fletcher for the last three months, ever since he’d contracted gangrene and had both legs amputated a few inches below the knees. His original injuries had been from a landmine outside Camp Bastion in Afghanistan. The army surgeons had managed to save his legs, but a few years later infection set in and he’d needed another operation.


He grabbed a bottle of water, gulping it down.


‘Will I ever be able to waterski again?’


‘People do.’


‘Cool, because I never learnt.’


‘That’s a great one, Jamie,’ I said. ‘Never heard that before. Usually it’s playing football or the violin.’


He laughed, dropping the bottle into a holdall. Then he fixed me with his soft brown eyes.


‘I want to walk again. For Michelle.’


‘And you will. I promise.’ That was my job, to take torn-apart humans and teach them how to walk or feed themselves or put their clothes on, then hand them back to their loved ones. Michelle in this case.


The surgeon had told her about the second op on a cold day in August. I’d been down the corridor, wrestling with our temperamental vending machine. Balancing a couple of paper cups of tea in one hand, I was making my way back to the treatment room when Michelle almost ran into me, sending scalding liquid slopping over my fingers. She tried to say sorry but could only manage an incomprehensible blub of catarrh. I didn’t need a translation: the streaming mascara and red eyes said it all. She’d just been told the man she loved was about to be cut in half.


I’d seen it far too many times over the years. First, the disbelief and horror, both for themselves and their partners. Then, once they were over the initial shock, a determination to throw themselves into the relationship with renewed commitment; sympathetic, loyal, swearing it made no difference. Finally, there would be time to think. To lie in bed picturing the scenes: on the beach, by the pool, down the pub. Dealing with kids. They’d met a fit, handsome young man and now this. Some split up, some came back, most didn’t. But who was I to say Michelle wouldn’t be a sticker?


‘How are you this afternoon?’


I turned to see a woman in a white coat marching towards Jamie. In the six months since her appointment, Dr Svetkova had addressed barely fifty words to me, half of which were to ask the way to the ladies on her first day. She had studied at Plovdiv Medical University, though God knows what qualifications you needed to get in there. Google said Plovdiv was Bulgaria’s second city and had a Liebherr factory, which coincidentally was one of Mark’s favourite makes of fridge, the other being an unaffordable brand from New Zealand whose name I always forgot.


Despite my repeated efforts to warm her up, Dr Svetkova remained unrelentingly chilly. The odd thing is, as a teenager I’d wanted to be like her, exactly like her. Confident and aloof; admired and feared. If I hadn’t screwed up back in the day, maybe I could have been. She examined Jamie’s clipboard.


‘All OK?’ she said in her accented English.


‘They haven’t grown back yet,’ he said, winking at me. Dr Svetkova remained engrossed in her charts.


‘What is this you say?’ she said.


‘Still got the stumps.’


She looked up and I thought she might laugh, but her face stayed impassive. Smooth, wrinkle-free.


‘I see you have constipation,’ she said. ‘This will be the morphine.’ She clicked on her pen. Heavy, expensive, the sort you get for passing exams. ‘I will reduce it to five mil diurnally.’


‘Thought it went into my arm.’ Jamie winked at me again.


‘Diurnally means daily.’


‘As in, “Rolled round in earth’s diurnal course, With rocks, and stones, and trees,”,’ said Jamie.


Dr Svetkova stared at him blankly. 


‘I’m not just a grunt,’ he said. ‘I did Wordsworth for A level.’


‘We will monitor how the new dose works, yes?’ she said, ignoring him. She whipped a signature across the notes and hung the clipboard back up. As she bent forward, I caught Jamie staring unashamedly down her front. She was wearing a red lacy bra. I turned away, conscious of my buttoned-up blouse, keeping my own sensible greying underwear safely hidden from view.


As Dr Svetkova click-clacked out on her heels, I squirted the parallel bars with disinfectant before wiping them down. I didn’t even possess underwear like that, let alone wear it to work. I tossed the soiled paper towel into a bin, cross with myself for thinking such crass thoughts. She was a confident young woman who dressed as she pleased, for herself. Good for her. Wish I’d had that confidence when I was her age. Wish I did now.


‘You don’t like her,’ said Jamie. I turned to face him, smile back in place.


‘We’re bosom buddies,’ I said. ‘But we’ve agreed to ignore each other at work. Makes things easier.’


‘You’re much more attractive than her if that’s what you’re worried about,’ he said.


‘Not appropriate, Jamie,’ I said.


‘Just saying.’


‘Can we concentrate on getting you to walk?’ I said. Helping him up, I noticed he didn’t carry an ounce of fat. Solid muscle. Jamie was a good-looking man. And I was a married woman of twenty years. A happily married woman with faded underwear.


* * *


Outside, the sky was heavy and dull, the hospital buildings streaked with patches of grey. There was no sign of the promised white Christmas, just another drizzly London evening. Faffing with my umbrella, I sensed someone behind me. I knew it was Kevin, from the noise his headphones made.


‘Hello, Kevin,’ I said. He did this most days, crept up as I was leaving for home. With a ponytail and unruly, curly beard, Kevin had worn the same ex-army camouflage jacket ever since I’d known him. He ran the IT department for our wing from a windowless office three doors down from mine, carrying his laptop around in an old Lidl bag.


‘I saw Body Double last night,’ he said, pushing the headphones down round his neck. ‘You were great in it.’


‘I’m sorry?’


‘Melanie Griffith!’ he said triumphantly. ‘You look exactly like her!’


I sighed; if only. Back in the day, there might have been a vague resemblance, but rather than Melanie’s gorgeous blonde tresses, I had mad red hair which I had wasted many fruitless years, and considerable sums of money, trying to tame. The comparison would be a stretch for anyone but Kevin.


‘Will you be gracing us with your company tonight?’ he said.


I must have looked puzzled because he added, ‘The nurses’ Christmas party? Should be good.’


‘Sorry,’ I said, finally forcing my umbrella up and stepping into the drizzle. ‘Family commitments.’


I took the same route every day: cutting through the underground car park then along a couple of side streets to the Tube. I liked glancing into the familiar front rooms, imagining what it would be like to live a different life. Most had put up twinkling Christmas trees, a few had gone to town with strings of flashing lights, one even had a neon Father Christmas climbing up its chimney. My mother would have called them vulgar, which is probably why I liked them.


A wolf whistle cut through the rain. I spun round, searching for the culprit and spotted a scaffolder perched halfway up a building. I fired him my most withering glare, the one that says, ‘Really? In the twenty-first century?’ Then I saw the object of his attentions, a young woman in a micro skirt and skimpy top. She was smiling back at him, for God’s sake!


I stomped into the Tube station, trying to convince myself anonymity was a good thing. One of the perks of reaching a certain age; not having to put up with that crap any more. Hit your forties, and you become invisible. These days I could walk in public without every man sliding his eyes all over me. Which had to be a plus, didn’t it?


I squeezed on to a train, opposite a poster of a woman in bra and knickers advertising an internet provider (‘fast enough for you?’). Why the fuck did it have it to be so relentless? I stood pressed up against the curve of the door, silently fuming that the whole world was obsessed with sex. Fuming and invisible.






CHAPTER TWO


I arrived home to find Mark in the kitchen, layering slices of potatoes in a shallow dish. When we met, he’d struggled to produce a decent spaghetti Bolognese, but after Jess was born he took up cooking with the dedication men of my father’s generation applied to DIY or classic car restoration. As the bookshelves filled with increasingly obscure recipe books, and the cupboards with expensive gadgets, I lost interest in cooking. How could I compete? The run-of-the-mill dishes my mother had insisted on teaching me were pale and limp compared to Mark’s vibrant, exotic concoctions. I knew most of my friends would be delighted to have a husband like Mark and I was, too. Mostly.


‘Good day?’ he said.


‘Not too bad. How about you?’


‘I cycled over to Greenwich and had lunch in the park.’


‘Lucky you,’ I said, opening the fridge. ‘Where’s the white gone?’ He gestured to a pan on the back burner. ‘Mark! I was looking forward to that.’


‘It’s better for you this way,’ he said, throwing in a pinch of salt.


‘I think I know what’s best for me,’ I said, pulling a bottle of red from under the counter. I hadn’t meant to snap but this time of year was a tripwire for us. Mark would have knocked off at noon and could now look forward to two and a bit weeks’ holiday, while I had to go back to work the day after Boxing Day. As far as I could see, teachers were never more than three weeks away from a break. They had either just been on one or another was coming up. Compared to Mark, I worked slave hours, whatever he said about PPA (Planning, Preparation and Assessment, to the uninitiated). Half the time he PPAed in front of the telly anyway. What I wouldn’t give to do my job half watching a box set, feet up, a glass of wine to hand.


I could tell by the way Mark stirred the sauce that he was resisting saying anything back. Here he was, making a special meal and all I could do was snipe. I took a sip of wine and considered apologising. It wasn’t as if he was having a great time at work himself.


Last summer, after two decades of unstinting service, Mark had been passed over for Deputy Head and Director of Studies. Rachel Winters, ten years younger, with half his experience but double the ambition, beat him to it. She would, Mark calmly assured me, reinvigorate the school, bringing new and exciting ideas. He was looking forward to working with her. He didn’t mention what everyone knew, that the head, a white man in his fifties with the unfortunate habit of leaving bits of food stranded on his jumper, had come under intense pressure from the governors to appoint at least one woman to a senior position. Which, of course, I’d normally be all in favour of, but this was my husband we were talking about.


For the last term, after more than a decade of having his own classroom, Mark had become part of Ms Winter’s peripatetic initiative, or PI as she insisted on calling it. What is it with teachers and their silly abbreviations? They’re worse than the NHS. Designed to bring pupils and teachers closer together, in practice PI meant Mark slogging across the school grounds – sorry, campus now – carrying a backpack heavy enough for an SAS recruit. I told him to resign, he deserved better. We deserved better. As I pointed out after a heavy evening of two-for-one Riojas, Mark could get a job in a private school in a trice. More money, longer holidays, grateful parents and kids who gave a shit. Mark, on his third elderflower spritzer, said if a child didn’t give a shit, it was because they had a shit teacher. That put me in my place.


Mark, naturally, had no problem with CPD – Continuing Professional Development – or come to that, WFAW – Working for a Woman. Or even SBTFS – Shafted by the Fucking System. Hoisted by his own political correctness, there was nowhere to put his disappointment except back inside himself, from where it set to work like lemon on a cut, tightening and drying and stinging like hell. I understood all this, knew what it was like to be eaten away by resentment. But it was worse for him; he was raging at an injustice he couldn’t admit existed. Which is why I was about to apologise for being chippy, but then I glanced into the sitting room.


Our beautiful Jess lay slouched on the sofa, tapping at her phone while Jack, her floppy boyfriend, nestled up to her. He shuffled a bit more upright when he saw me.


‘Hello, Mrs N.’


‘Hello, Jack. Everything all right, Jess?’


‘Yup.’ She didn’t look up. Time was, Jess would fly into my arms every time I came into the room. ‘Mum, Mum, look what I’ve done!’ Now she barely acknowledged me. My best chance of a response was a text.


I hadn’t been thrilled when they’d found each other. Six months older than Jess, Jack left school with one A level in Business Studies and was now a ‘Sales Executive’ for a ‘major international player in the B to B space’. Which meant he worked in a stationery shop. Although Mark would never say as much, I knew he felt the same as I did, namely Jess could do better and hoped, once she went to university, she would.


Not that I didn’t see the attraction. Jack was a good-looking lad, with his big green eyes, open face and, I must admit glimpsing once, impressive six-pack. I don’t remember anyone having a six-pack as a teenager. If a boy wasn’t too spotty and didn’t smell, that was enough. Now they needed to look like models and have perfect teeth. Who’d be a teenage male in the twenty-first century?


‘Psst!’ It was Mark, gesturing from the stove. Mellowed by the wine, I went over to tell him his concoction smelled great, as it bloody should have done with the remains of my Chablis in there. I refilled my glass with red as he slid a dish into the oven.


‘She wants him to stay over,’ he whispered.


‘What? No way!’


‘It’s not such a big deal,’ said Mark.


We’d been round and round this for weeks. I wasn’t naive enough to think they weren’t having sex, but sanctioning it by allowing Jack to stay over felt altogether different. A similar issue had flared up a few months before Jess’s last birthday, when I was driving her to school one morning. I’d made the mistake of suggesting she was too young to be sleeping with boys.


‘What am I supposed to be waiting for? We could all be dead tomorrow,’ said Jess.


‘We won’t be, though, will we? We’ll all be alive, and you’ll have thrown away something invaluable.’


‘Do you ever listen to yourself, I mean really listen?’ she said, jamming her feet against the glovebox.


‘Can you not do that, please?’


Huffing, she slid her feet down. ‘What am I saving myself for? A grateful husband?’


‘All I’m saying is . . . ’


‘I’m nearly seventeen, for God’s sake. Most of my friends were shagging at thirteen. You should be happy.’


‘That your friends are more slutty than you?’ I regretted it the moment I said it. She stared at me, contempt and amazement flashing across her face. She was right. Why shouldn’t she have sex? It’s a natural, beautiful thing and she should enjoy it freely, without guilt. Isn’t that what I had always believed? But she was my daughter. My precious, gorgeous daughter.


We drove on in silence. I had become precisely who I swore I wouldn’t: the heavy-handed, angry mother who refuses to listen, let alone understand. When I dropped her off, Jess got out without a word. No slamming the door, no yelling she hated me. Just a dignified, silent exit. As if to say, ‘You’re not worth the effort.’


The argument had stayed with me all day, like a lump of undigested cheese, heavy and globulous, an ever-present reminder of what a useless parent I had become. I crept up to her room that evening, stood on the landing, watching her through the half-open door. I took in her perfect face as she stared at her laptop. Her long limbs, her slim figure. Such easy beauty. Age has always envied youth, maybe that’s why it spends so much effort trying to crush it. I pushed the door open.


‘Hi,’ I said.


‘Before you start,’ Jess said, ‘it’s work. I’m not playing “some dumb game”.’ She held up her laptop. ‘Chemistry revision.’


‘I want to apologise,’ I said. ‘For this morning in the car.’


She nodded. 


‘It’s your body, and you’re old enough to make your own decisions. But be careful, OK?’


‘Mum, careful’s my middle name.’ She got up and hugged me. It felt like a damn bursting.


After that, we were close for a while, then Jack appeared on the scene, and I became increasingly redundant. I tried not to resent it, to understand this was a phase, and, for the most part, managed quite well. Except when she rubbed my face in it, like tonight with her request skinny Jack stay over.


I looked at the two of them again, curled up on the sofa like newly-weds. Like us, once.


‘Would it be such a disaster?’ said Mark. ‘He’s a nice boy.’


‘I don’t care what they get up to elsewhere,’ I said. ‘I just don’t want them shagging in my house.’


‘Our house,’ Mark corrected. ‘You’d rather they did it down a dingy alleyway?’


‘You know what? Yes!’ I said, knowing that was the last thing I wanted but feeling boxed in, as I often did when we argued.


‘You’re dressing up squeamishness as morality.’ Classic Mark, distancing himself from the problem by making it abstract. Framing life as an exam question. ‘The issue,’ he added, squeezing worms of tomato puree into a bubbling sauce, ‘is should hypocrisy trump morality.’


‘I don’t care,’ I said. ‘I want him out of here by twelve.’


‘Kirsten!’


I strode into the living room, preparing my ultimatum to Jack when the kitchen phone rang. There was only one person who still used the landline. I picked up.


‘Helen.’


‘So, what are you wearing?’


‘Sorry?’


‘For the reunion. Don’t say you’ve forgotten. I told you months ago!’


She had. Back in the autumn. We’d been looking for the last of the blackberries in the park, our fingers running scarlet with juice and blood when she’d mentioned our old school was organising a sixth-form get-together.


‘Why would you even think of going?’ I’d said, fishing out a fat berry from deep within a mess of thorns. ‘You didn’t like school. Or anyone there. Why on earth would you want to see them again?’


‘Because it would be fun, because I never get out, because I’m on my own.’


I popped the berry in my mouth, winced at the sourness of it. ‘It’s all right for you,’ said Helen. ‘You have a built-in social life. I have nothing. I have to work at it.’


As if it was my fault that, in her mid-forties, with two kids to support, Helen was back on the market. To keep her quiet, I’d agreed. It was months away; she’d have a better offer by then.


Turned out she didn’t. So here she was, telling me she’d booked a babysitter and I had twenty minutes to get ready.


‘It’s been a long day, Helen,’ I said. ‘I’m knackered.’


‘Take a shower, make a cup of coffee.’


‘I’ve got nothing to wear. And my hair needs washing. Why don’t you come over, have something to eat? We’ll make a night of it.’ Which is when she dropped her bomb.


‘Khanda’s going to be there.’


I felt a rush of excitement. ‘Khanda Matthews?’


‘You know anyone else with that stupid name?’


So maybe that’s when it started.






CHAPTER THREE


Khanda Matthews. Long-limbed, blue-eyed, smelling of rollups and patchouli oil. Irresistible to every girl, envied by every boy, he sauntered down school corridors, smouldered in classrooms and lay languidly on benches, sketchbook in hand, mysteriously exempt from the afternoon sports the rest of us were forced to do. And the most seductive thing about him? He wasn’t interested. In anyone. Not gorgeous Sarah with her amazing boobs or Katy and her endless legs, certainly not pimply me. His passion was art. Giant, messy portraits, thick with slathered oil paint slapped on with a palette knife. The headmistress was rumoured to have one in her kitchen, had actually paid for it. Half a dozen more hung in various prominent locations around the school, each signed with a single, flamboyant ‘K’.


Khanda had appeared in the sixth form, no one knew from where. Some said California, others that he’d been home-schooled in Ireland, but most thought he had been expelled from a posh school for an unspecified though undoubtedly sexy scandal. Like most of the girls, I was besotted but knew nothing would ever happen between us. How could it? Khanda was our Bowie, the school Morrissey, desirable but for ever unattainable. Which made what happened between us all the more disconcerting.


After leaving school, I spent the summer zig-zagging across Europe by train. Like thousands of teenagers before me, I half slept in sweaty couchettes, washed in tiny WCs with no hot water and gagged at the ones blocked with clumpy balls of soggy, stinking tissue.


It had started with three of us. Sally, bubbly, loud and determined to have a good time whatever the cost; Bridget, with her list of galleries and museums to tick off, and me, still stinging from my poor exam results, trying not to show how much I cared. Sworn friends on the greatest adventure of our eighteen-year-old lives.


By the time we reached Rome, Bridget was no longer talking to Sally, who had spent the entire nineteen-hour train journey speculating about whether George Michael was gay or not. Added to which, Bridget had period cramps the whole way and couldn’t find a bin that wasn’t already overflowing. As we pulled into a stifling Roma Termini, Bridget finally snapped, calling Sally an intellectual lightweight and cultural dwarf (it didn’t help that Sally came in at four ten dead). Sally retaliated by telling Bridget no man would ever love her because she was the most tedious, stuck-up person on earth and she’d end up alone, dying in a flat smelling of wee, her corpse half-eaten by her own cats.


Two days later, Sally left for Capri with a slick-haired boy she’d met outside the Colosseum. Bridget and I took yet another overnight train, this time to Naples, and limped around Pompeii in the searing heat, trying to persuade ourselves we didn’t care, that we were still a team. But it wasn’t the same. Without Sally’s chitter-chatter to kick against, we didn’t have so much in common after all. Bridget went back to Rome and took a plane home. I considered joining her but could see my father standing by the front door, his knowing gaze saying, ‘Couldn’t last a fortnight, knew you’d be back.’ So I carried on alone, taking a bus to Bari as planned, then the overnight ferry to Dubrovnik.


If I’d been my own daughter, I’d have told her it was stupid and dangerous; an eighteen-year-old girl travelling alone in a country where she didn’t speak a word of the language. What the hell was I thinking? That I was invincible, of course.


Standing on the prow of the ferry watching the last of the sun dissolve into the Adriatic, I tried to convince myself this was what I needed: independence, licence to be myself, free from the inhibiting gaze of childhood friends. As night fell, I went in search of food and found a vast cabin on a lower deck lined with wide, plastic seats. Every one was full of figures snuggled under blankets, eye masks on, settled in for the ten-hour crossing. I threaded my way through a tangle of protruding legs towards the queue by the snack bar. Drawing closer, I realised it wasn’t a queue but half a dozen people watching a young woman as she sat motionless, eyes focused on some invisible distant object, hands clasped in her lap. Opposite her, crouched down, sketchpad in hand, squatted Khanda.


I stared mesmerised, unable to process this most unlikely of coincidences. He worked fast, a stub of charcoal casual in his fingers, constantly shifting his gaze from the girl to the paper, occasionally smudging a line with a stained thumb. It could only have been a month or so since I’d last seen him, but he looked totally different. Not just the long hair and tan; he was fuller, more complete. In a few weeks, he’d turned from boy to man.


Khanda held up the finished drawing to a smattering of applause. The woman blushed, embarrassed by what he’d seen: a nascent mix of timidity and sensuousness, an emerging sexuality which once on paper was obvious to us all.


Her father passed over a handful of cash, and the crowd dispersed, the girl huddled with her friends, giggling at her newfound identity. It wasn’t until Khanda had packed away his pad that he looked up and saw me. He smiled.


‘Kirsten.’ 


I was so surprised he remembered my name, all I could manage was a mumbled yes.


‘Don’t move,’ he said, pulling out his pad again. Not a word about why I was there, how weird it was to meet like this. His fingers worked the charcoal, his eyes flicking over my face. Swift, thick, confident lines. Time stalled. I could hear the scratch of charcoal on paper, the distant hum of the ship’s engines, feel the gentle swell of the ocean below. And Khanda Matthews’ eyes on my face, looking at nothing but me. It was the most intimate experience of my life. Perhaps still is.


‘Want to see it?’ His words pulled me back to the swaying room, the faint smell of cabbage and diesel.


‘Sure.’


The drawing was surprisingly simple, my face caught in a few, spare lines, the hair piled up on my head perfectly rendered. It was nothing like his work at school; no bold, extravagant swathes of colour, just a few decisive sweeps of black and grey. I gazed into my own eyes, pupils wide, heavy, sleepy eyelids. I felt myself welling up.


‘Are you OK?’


How could I explain? It would sound absurd, vain. He’d made me beautiful to myself. Khanda took the pad back, said he was sorry, it was a silly sketch, that’s all. He ripped the sheet off, was about to scrunch it up. I reached my hand on to his.


‘No.’


* * *


The snack bar had run out of hot food, so we bought the last apple, a packet of peanuts and a couple of beers. I dipped into the ladies to unpin my hair, greasy after two days without washing, but at least if it was down it might cover the remnants of my spots.


I found Khanda on the top deck, sitting on a wooden bench tucked under a suspended lifeboat. He had the apple in his hand and suddenly twisted it in half with a sharp crack. I thought it the coolest thing I had ever seen. As we bit into our respective halves, he told me he had been travelling for three weeks, working his passage with sketches and the occasional caricature (‘They pay more for a cartoon. No one wants to see how they really look’). His only luggage was an achingly trendy ex-army rucksack. I cringed at the thought of the over-pocketed, brightly coloured version my mother had insisted on buying. Khanda’s plan was to island-hop for a few months then see what happened. I didn’t mention my deeply uncool, highly organised trip, with its long-booked hostels and carefully timetabled itinerary.


I must have eventually dozed off because the next thing I remember was being nudged awake, Khanda holding out a steaming cup of thick, black coffee. We stood together on deck as the ferry pulled into port, watching dawn spill over the walls of Dubrovnik, our hands millimetres apart on the steel rail. One raised finger and his would have brushed mine. But Khanda was watching a sailor tossing a line to someone on the dock. The man quickly pulled it across, then attached a thicker rope and finally a massive one, dripping with saltwater. He swung the sodden loop over a bollard and the ferry pulled it taut, sending droplets pinging into the pale sunlight. Khanda turned to me, beaming.


‘Isn’t this amazing?’


I nodded, hoping that included me.


‘I love this light. It’s so, I don’t know . . . honest.’


If I had been with Bridget, she would have snorted in derision. How can light be dishonest or honest, she’d have said, it’s just light. But on Khanda’s lips, the words didn’t sound absurd or even pretentious. There was something uncompromising about the way the sun struck the stone buildings. Nothing hidden, everything simply what it was. I’d never understood that before.


We found a dingy café up a back street where I chose the smallest table, hoping our legs might touch. But Khanda perched delicately on his stool as we ate sweet pastries washed down with more intense black coffee. I told him what had happened with Sally and Bridget, exaggerating and embellishing, stupidly thrilled when he smiled.


‘You got a place at the Slade, didn’t you?’ I asked disingenuously, knowing his scholarship had been the talk of the school.


He nodded. ‘I’m not sure I’m ready, though. Not after this.’


‘This?’


‘Travelling, drawing. I’m learning too much to go back.’


‘You’re going to turn it down?’ I tried to keep the disappointment out of my voice. I already had us sharing a studio flat somewhere off Tottenham Court Road.


‘Perhaps. I’ll see. How about you?’


‘Oh, you know, medical school.’ The lie slipped out before I noticed. I’ve often asked myself why I said it, and why then. I eventually decided it was because he seemed so sure of himself, so unequivocal. Who was I? The class swot who’d put all her efforts into exams and come up short. If I wasn’t going to study medicine, who was I? Just . . . a girl.


‘You are so smart!’ He leant forward, gave me a peck on the cheek. I could feel the blood rush to my face. I fumbled for my guidebook and breathlessly read out lists of must-see places: the Onforfrio fountain, the Cathedral of the Assumption, the Sponza Palace. Khanda’s hand covered the page.


‘We don’t need someone between us and what we feel,’ he said. I could hear Bridget snorting again but pushed the thought away. ‘Cities are for wandering,’ he said, tossing my book into a nearby bin. We both laughed. But as we left, I fished it back out.


After checking our rucksacks into a locker at the bus station, we spent the day meandering through old Dubrovnik as the whim took us, or rather as it took Khanda. If I’d known that in a few years so many of the exquisite streets and buildings would be obliterated by pointless, spiteful bombing, I might have paid more attention to them. As it was, my focus was almost entirely on him. Once or twice, when he stopped to sketch, I snuck a photograph, sure one day I’d need proof any of this had actually happened.


By dusk we were walking the city walls, watching the evening ferry pull out on its way back to Ancona. Khanda hadn’t mentioned anything about where we were going to stay, not the romantic little place he happened to know, nor the boutique hotel he was happy to splash out on. In the end, I felt I had to broach the subject.


‘We booked this place out in the suburbs,’ I said. ‘There’ll be a couple of spare beds if you want to tag along?’


‘Yeah?’


‘I can’t guarantee what it’ll be like,’ I added, trying to sound spontaneous, despite having practised the line to myself for the last four hours.


‘Sounds cool.’


And that was it. No reaching out, no touching, no looking into each other’s eyes. Just, ‘Sounds cool.’ I felt more uncertain than ever.


* * *


The hostel was over an hour’s ride on a packed bus heavy with diesel and sweat. Quaint narrow roads quickly gave way to dusty highways lined with dark, brutal high-rises. As night fell, the bus emptied, finally leaving only the two of us, bunched up on a narrow-slatted seat. I stared out at half-finished buildings, intensely aware of Khanda’s thigh inches from my own, sensitive to every jolt, every accidental press of flesh. When I pulled out my battered guidebook to check where we were, he gave me a sardonic glance but said nothing.


A few minutes later, we stepped on to a broken pavement in front of a squat, Art Deco villa, hemmed in between grey apartment blocks. A single bare bulb lit up its faded oak door, and, when we rang the bell, a gangly guy with a ponytail appeared. He spoke to us in what I assumed was Croatian and then, seeing our bafflement, German. I explained in loud, slow English that we had a reservation and pointed to Bridget’s name in his ledger. He shrugged and showed us up to what he called the ‘Wohnheim’. It turned out to be a large, high-ceilinged room with three metal beds arranged along one wall. Khanda paced from one end to the other, fascinated.


‘Was this the ballroom?’ he said.


‘Iche versteh nicht,’ said the gangly guy.


‘You know, for dancing?’ Khanda said. ‘This is a sprung floor.’ He demonstrated by jumping up and down, doing a twirl. I laughed. ‘And check out those windows!’ The guy shrugged again, took out a pen and pad and made it clear we owed him forty dinars per bed. To be paid in advance.


In an echoey bathroom, I examined my face in the rust-stained mirror. My hair was greasy and flat from the night on the ferry, though at least the sun had tamed my spots. I pushed a tarnished lever on the antiquated shower, and a surprisingly powerful spray shot out, soaking my arm.


There was no soap, but the water was hot, and I still had half a bottle of shampoo left. I was rinsing off the suds, eyes tight shut, when I heard the rattle of the shower curtain being drawn back. Khanda. Naked apart from a towel round his middle, his cool blue gaze on my body. I opened my eyes. There was no Khanda, only the yellowing shower curtain flapping in the breeze.


I dried off, pulled on a T-shirt and a pair of loose cotton trousers. As I padded back along the corridor, I heard a scraping noise from the dormitory. Was Khanda pulling the beds together? Would I walk in to find him standing resplendently naked by the window?


He lay propped up in the far bed, drawing. I didn’t know which bed to take for myself – if I chose the one nearest to him would that look too forward? But if I left one between us, I’d be sending an equally clear message, precisely the opposite of the one I so wanted him to understand. Modesty won out, and I made for the bed by the door.


‘This is a great place you found,’ he said, glancing up from his pad.


‘Bridget chose it, actually.’ I stood motionless, hoping he might reach out and tap the mattress next to him, but he went back to his sketch. I slipped into bed, pulling the sheet up to my chin.


‘I’m knackered,’ I said. ‘Can you turn off the light when you’re ready?’


‘Sure.’


I turned to face the wall, listening to the soft scrape of charcoal on paper. Maybe, when he’d finished, he’d creep over, his hand stealing between the sheets, finding my breasts, my legs, his whispering voice on my neck. The light clicked out.


‘Night.’


‘Night.’


I must have lain awake for at least an hour, listening to the soft rhythm of his breathing. Finally, groggy with disappointment, I fell asleep.


* * *


I woke near dawn, my throat dry, desperate for a pee. Tiptoeing to the bathroom, I gulped handfuls of water, hoping to God it was safe to drink. When I came back, a shaft of light had found its way through a crack in the shutters, a triangular slice cutting across the floor and up on to Khanda’s bed. He lay on his back, naked, the sheet scrunched down by his feet.


I stared at his brown torso, the band of white with its black patch at the centre, at the pale, thin curve of his penis. My eyes flicked to his face. Eyes closed, lips slightly parted, steady breathing. Was he really asleep? Or had he heard me get up and artfully arranged himself for my return? I stood still, watching his flat, tanned stomach rise and fall.


Slowly, noiselessly, I pulled off my T-shirt, bunching it up over my head before letting it drop softly to the floor. He didn’t move, the same steady breaths. I undid the cord on my trousers, eased the waistband and let them slip to my feet. One step forward and I’d be bathed in the light from the shutters. A gambler sliding all her chips on a single throw. I could feel goosebumps forming on my breasts, my heart pounding, a giddy warmth spreading between my legs.


This was ridiculous. It could only end in humiliation. I stepped back, felt the coarse material of his rucksack against my calf. It tipped over, landing with a thud. Khanda’s eyes slowly opened. I could almost see them focusing, taking in my nakedness. He didn’t move, didn’t utter a word. Then his penis slowly came to life, like someone stretching after a long sleep. It unpacked itself, eased into its full shape.


‘Hello,’ he said.


‘Hello.’


* * *


I lay awake for hours afterwards, curled against Khanda’s warm, soft body, listening to his breathing, trying to understand what had happened, make it coherent to myself. I thought how I’d tell the story to Sally and Bridget, as if turning it into an anecdote would convince myself it had really taken place.


Eventually, I drifted off. When I woke, it was mid-morning, the room stifling despite the shutters. I was still naked, my skin sticky in the humid air. Khanda had gone. He’d probably be downstairs; the guidebook mentioned a restaurant. I pulled a handful of fresh clothes from my rucksack and headed to the bathroom.


In the shower, I let the water sluice over me, trying to remember every detail. His hands on my body, his delicate fingers brushing my shoulder, my neck, my breasts. I remember him asking if he should use something and me telling him I was on the pill (an attempt by my mother to deal with my acne) and after that, we were lost in silence. Unlike me, Khanda seemed experienced. He took his time, paying attention to every part of me, his tongue swift and confident. I came quickly. When he finally slid inside, I gasped. He stopped, asked if I was OK. I pulled him towards me, ignoring the pain, knowing this was what I wanted more than anything else. Afterwards, I stared up at the ceiling, woozy from pleasure, unable to believe what I had done. Then I snuggled in close and watched him until his eyes drooped and he fell asleep.


I turned off the shower and stepped out on to the tiled floor, feeling for the towel. It was only when I had rubbed my hair dry that I saw it: the sketch from the ferry, wedged into the frame of the mirror. Khanda must have crept in, put it there while I was asleep. It was all the words I needed.


I eased it free, stared at the person I had been just a few hours ago and never could be again. A droplet of water fell from my hair, landed silently on the paper, seeping out in a blurry circle. I shook the paper and saw writing on the back.


‘Sorry. I need to be here and you need to be there. Best end now while all is beautiful. K.’ That lovely, curling K.


I had to read it a couple of times before I understood. I laughed. A stupid mistake! A lie which had slipped out despite myself, an untruth which could so easily be put right. I had no place at medical school, I didn’t need to be anywhere. I could stay here. With him.


Pulling on my clothes, I hurried back to the room to see his rucksack had gone. I ran down to the ‘restaurant’, a tiny room with a couple of faded wooden tables and a tired buffet of pastries and sweaty ham. There was no sign of Khanda. I tried to get sense out of the gangly guy, but he mumbled something incomprehensible in German.


I told myself to keep calm. Khanda would have seen the breakfast on offer and gone to a nearby café. He’d be there now, sipping coffee, waiting for me to rush in and explain how I’d failed my exams, that I was free to follow him wherever he wanted. Except there was no café near the hostel, only a deserted road which seemed to extend for ever in either direction.


I spent the day in the centre of Dubrovnik, searching galleries, scouring museums, hurrying through obscure squares. By sundown, my feet were blistered, my shoulders aching from the weight of my stupid, multicoloured rucksack. I thought of going back to the hostel but couldn’t face another night in the same room. I headed for the bus station. Three days later, I was standing on my parents’ doorstep.


Now, after all these years, I was about to see Khanda again.
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	EXTRACT FROM OFFICER’S REPORT







	Report of:


	Detective Constable P. V. Chowdhury







	To:


	Incident Room – Operation 765/Y/C9







	Subject:


	Post-mortem Outcome – Action 129







	Date:


	17/06/2019








Sir/Ma’am,


As directed, at 09.00 hrs on 17 June 2019, I was present at Princess Royal Hospital mortuary to observe the forensic post-mortem examination of an unknown male, recovered from the railway line at Network Rail Railway Cutting S72/B South, Beckenham, on June 15th 2019, being carried out by Home Office forensic pathologist, Dr Sheila Aston.


Dr Aston observed signs of autolysis as well as traces of blood-containing foam at the mouth. There was a build-up of gas in the internal organs and the colour of the skin was red. Dr Aston determined the time of death to be within the last ten days, with the probability it occurred at the further end of this period but no earlier than 5 June 2019.
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