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‘Our sins change us more than our virtues’

Brenda Griffin
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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.
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