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Dedicated to the memory of


my beloved grandparents,


Gordon and Evelyn.




Thursday, 2 August 1956


The formidable gatehouse of Wandsworth Prison, a Victorian structure designed as much to intimidate as to contain, stood solid and unyielding. Flanked by two stout brick-built towers, the arched gateway with its solid double wooden doors failed to convey any warmth despite being bathed in the early-morning summer sun.


A clear blue sky, the birdsong, the clatter of cars in the road and other sounds of everyday life beyond the courtyard did nothing to diminish the solemnity of the occasion. The murmured conversations of the crowd gave this the air of a funeral.


Plumes of tobacco smoke wafted like a hundred small, blue-grey clouds over the onlookers – the usual combination of press, police, morbid spectators and ardent protesters, all decked out in light coats and hats. The number of protesters had steadily grown over the years. Today there were far more than the authorities had expected, but fewer than the press had predicted.


One elderly man sporting a mackintosh and trilby looked particularly sombre. A bulbous nose protruded from a face ruddy from either emotion or the elements. He grasped a sign – several pieces of yellowing paper glued to a placard, itself tied to a broomstick with string. The words Murder is wrong - Hanging is state murder had been scrawled hastily. A priest, who looked to be in his mid-thirties, held the product of significantly more preparation that declared Thou shalt not kill.


On the left-hand door of the gatehouse an understated notice had been pinned to an equally simple board. Signed by the deputy high sheriff of the county of London and the prison’s governor, it read:


Capital Punishment Amendment Act, 1868.


The sentence of the law passed upon David Ward found guilty of murder will be carried into execution at 9 a.m. tomorrow,


1 August 1956. WANDSWORTH Prison.


A small scuffle shattered the hushed reverence.


‘Justice, not vengeance!’ a young protester cried.


‘An eye for an eye!’ yelled another.


Others booed them down. Violence threatened, and the police moved in, standing resolute amidst increasingly agitated passions.


Perhaps mercifully, the brief altercation was barely audible behind the thick, cold, whitewashed walls of the condemned cell in E wing.


#


Mr Allen’s preparations in the execution chamber were complete. A large metal lever located to the side would open the double trap door, for now laid with planks and safety ropes. Above, the hemp rope, stretched overnight on a sandbag of David’s weight, dangled menacingly. The end had been coiled through a heavy brass eyelet, forming a neat noose that would thrust David’s head back under his own weight, separate his vertebrae and render him unconscious. Death would follow shortly after.


Two chalk marks indicated where the guards would position him.


For now though, the chamber was as still and as quiet as the grave to which David was destined.


#


The cell next door reeked of disinfectant, stale smoke and sweat. David had never looked his age. Now, though, his appearance belied his fifty-one years. Although still meticulously clean, he had found it impossible to shave properly this morning and had given up upon his guard’s sniggers.


His salt-and-pepper hair was yellow with nicotine but still neatly parted on the left. Once large, bright-blue eyes had sunk into his skull. Almost translucent skin hugged the hollows beneath his cheek bones. And what had been a beautifully tailored pinstripe suit hung on him like a sack.


He sat at a table beside a large cupboard, hunched over an ashtray, head down to avoid the unmoved faces of the men he’d not chosen to keep him company in his final hours. His nerves got the better of his sweaty right hand, and just as when he’d attempted to shave, it shook uncontrollably as he raised the latest in a long chain of Lucky Strikes to his lips. He drew deeply on the smoke, his only source of warmth and comfort.


In the night, he had cried as he had never cried before. Begged and pleaded for a miracle from the God he had never had much time for. Now though, there were no more tears left, and this once handsome, proud and successful man accepted his fate, all his defiance and protestations done.


‘Time?’ he asked, his voice raspy and shaking.


The guard’s dark-blue tunic struggled to contain his stomach. His bloated face reminded David of a boiled ham with a peaked cap jammed on top. He raised his left arm and lowered his satisfied gaze.


‘Twenty-five past eight.’




Tuesday, 20 March 1956


Rita had wanted to be with a friend before the appointment. She and Alice had met during the war as student nurses. Alice had remained at St George’s while Rita had resumed her career at St Thomas’s a year ago.


Rita needed a confidence boost and Alice had said just the loveliest things – that she was stunning, the epitome of poise and elegance, and that Alice envied her platinum-blonde hair, delicate nose and long natural eye lashes. A more mature Marilyn Monroe, her friend had said. Not bad for thirty-five, Rita had thought.


The Austin FX3 cab powered down Earlsfield Road towards Clapham Common. She was uncharacteristically apprehensive about the meeting with her solicitor, and little else occupied her attention until the cabbie broke sharply at the junction of Dingwall Road.


‘Andsome Alf, as he’d ironically introduced himself, balled his fist out of the window. ‘Get outta the bleedin’ road!’


The driver turned the lorry and gestured in such a way as to indicate he was as unmoved by ’Andsome Alf’s display of bravado as Rita was irritated by it, mixed as it was with a throat-catching backdraft of halitosis and diesel fumes.


The prospect of an ugly scene did nothing for her already jangled nerves and she turned to her left. The bright-red post box had been cast with a royal cypher: E VIII R – one of the few from the brief reign in 1936 of King Edward VIII, who had famously given up his throne for love.


The thought sucked her back through time to her family home in Oakmead Road, Balham. Her mother. Her sister Rose, nineteen at the time, Rita three years younger. And their father, Arthur, a rotund, jovial man. A butcher by trade who had risen to become the proprietor of his own establishment.


He rarely lost his temper with the girls he referred to as his ‘terrors’, but that night had been one such occasion. A traditionalist, passionate conservative, veteran of the Great War and staunch royalist, at times he found himself at odds with the modernity of his head-strong, jazz-loving daughters who, although very different in looks had similar personalities. His fears for them occasionally manifested in anger, but that ire was born of love. Her father had always given everything to his family.


They’d been sitting on Rita’s bed in the room they still shared, Rose regaling her sister with stories of a man she’d been seeing …


#


Rose showed Rita a note the man had given her the previous week. It had been attached to a large bunch of flowers she’d not dared to bring home and had instead discarded.


My dearest darling,


How can I express the feelings in my heart? I have only to think of you and it misses a beat. You have captivated my very soul. My long days are so bleak without you and my nights so awfully lonely. Soon, my love, we will be together as surely the heavens themselves intend. Until then, my sweet love, know that I worship you utterly and that I am yours in every way a chap can be.


I love you.


Rita collapsed in fits of giggles. Rose joined her, then restrained herself and urged her sister to be quiet in case they were heard.


‘As surely the heavens themselves intend?’ Rita scoffed, her voice barely a whisper.


‘It’s how he talks!’ Rose said. ‘And I think it’s sweet.’


‘Oh, so sorry, dearest sister of mine, don’t you know!’ Rita said, feigning an upper-class accent.


They rolled back onto the bed, tears of laughter streaming down their faces.


‘Girls?’ Arthur called from downstairs.


Rose bolted up and shoved the note under the top blanket on her bed.


They bounded down the stairs, wiping tears from their eyes and hitching up their long dresses. All was silent formality in the sitting room. Arthur stood in his old-fashioned Sunday-best suit and rather stretched waistcoat. His tie was knotted at the collar, his small round spectacles pushed up high on his chubby little nose, and what hair remained had been slicked back. He gestured to the brown sofa facing the art deco fireplace installed a year earlier.


Their mother, Gertrude, an equally round and loving soul, offered her daughters a knowing smile that said she would play along with Arthur’s solemnity, last seen nearly a year ago when breakfast and lunch had been cancelled owing to the old king’s death.


The girls, struggling to look serious, duly sat. In the hearth, a peat fire smouldered, filling the room with its rich, sweet scent. Lots of slightly premature Christmas cards stood either side of a wooden-cased clock in the centre of the mantle. Arthur produced his formal gold pocket watch – an affectation given that the clock on the mantle had never lost a beat. Gertrude and the girls duly dipped their heads. Rita resisted the urge to chuckle. Arthur stared at the face of the watch, and after the passage of just half a minute, if that, fixed his face into a suitably dour expression and went to the drinks cabinet in the alcove on which sat his pride and joy: his brown Bakelite wireless. He turned it on and it crackled to life. The voice that emerged was stiff and formal.


‘This is Windsor Castle. His Royal Highness Prince Edward.’


In the seemingly interminable silence that followed, Arthur went to his chair. The girls exchanged a glance and giggled.


‘Girls! Show some respect,’ Arthur snapped.


Then, in a somewhat hesitant and high-pitched voice, the man who until yesterday had been King Edward VIII, began to speak.


‘At long last I am able to say a few words of my own. I have never wanted to withhold anything, but until now …’


Rita didn’t hear much else, her mind ruminating over a romance so much closer to home than Edward VIII and Mrs Simpson’s. Maybe Rose would be married soon. The wedding! What would she say to their father? How would he react? Rita would be an aunty! How many children?


‘… I did not forget the country, or the empire, which, as Prince of Wales and lately as king, I have, for twenty-five years, tried to serve.’


Rita grabbed Rose’s hand and squeezed it tightly. Both girls giggled and Arthur jumped to his feet.


‘Will you be quiet and listen?’ he yelled, slightly breathless, face flushed.


The girls released their grip on each other, placed their arms on their knees and lowered their heads as the broadcast continued. Rita peeked up. Her mother gave Arthur a simple affectionate look that seemed to urge calm, and Arthur retook his seat.


‘… without the help and support of the woman I love.’


Rose giggled again and Arthur grabbed her by the arm and hauled her up from the sofa.


‘Get upstairs, the bloody pair of you!’


The girls went to the door. Rita turned as her mother hurried over to her husband and sat Arthur down. His face was quite red and he was even more breathless than before. He loosened his tie.


‘Dad?’ Rose asked.


‘He’s okay, love,’ Gertrude said. ‘Now off you go upstairs.’


#


‘Ma’am?’ the cabbie said. ‘Clapham High Street. We’re ’ere.’


Rita, somewhat dazed from her trip down Memory Lane, smiled and looked at him expectantly.


‘Eight and seven pence, love.’


She opened her purse and produced a crisp, red ten-shilling note.


Alf fumbled in his change bag, muttering, ‘So, rounded up to nine bob, that’s one there and then you’ll want five pence, so, hang on, one, two—’


‘Do keep the change,’ Rita said.


Alf smiled as if surprised, thanked her, and stumbled to the rear of the car. By the time the bandy-legged old man had arrived, the door was already open.


Her yellow high heels clapped down on the kerb stone. Alf doffed his somewhat greasy cap, and she rose, barely acknowledging Alf’s clumsy attempt at chivalry.


She stood for a moment in front of the offices of Bainbridge, Athers and Company solicitors, and caught her reflection in the window. The long, beige large-buttoned coat, drawn in as it was by a slim belt of the same colour, hugged her waist. Loose blonde curls burst out from beneath a small light-yellow hat. A matching handbag hung elegantly from her left elbow. Rita wondered if Alice had been right. Perhaps she did have the appearance of a starlet on the West End stage rather than a nurse on £260 a year.


It was a curious but attractive building situated on the corner of two roads. A sturdy Victorian three-storey property of yellow-brown London brick, the front seemed to have been substantially extended. And it was only a stone’s throw from the Temperance Billiard Hall, where Rita and her late husband, Gerald, had spent many an evening in their courting days.


She swept into the reception area.


‘I have an appointment with Mr Ward at 2.30. Mrs Bryce.’ She spoke with confidence, though a hint of her working-class London accent remained.


‘Please take a seat, Mrs Bryce. May I take your coat?’


The young receptionist disappeared down a long corridor, and Rita pulled gently at the sleeves of her white blouse and smoothed a voluminous yellow skirt. She touched up her lipstick and pulled back the memory of her family that had come in the aftermath of ‘Andsome Alf’s little outburst on Earlsfield Road.


Within a minute, the receptionist was back.


‘This way please, Mrs Bryce.’


The corridor walls were hung with portraits of the firm’s previous luminaries. They reached a solid oak-panelled door and the receptionist knocked.


A man’s voice called from within. ‘Enter.’


Rita drew a breath to supress her nerves and stepped forward.


The office was sumptuous. Bookcases filled two walls, their leather-bound tomes giving off an aroma of an old-fashioned country-house library. A beautiful, round pendulum clock hung above the fireplace, its rich tick-tock complementing the occasional crackle from the log fire warming the room. Rita thought it almost homely. Beside the window stood a tall metal filing cabinet, and in front of that, towards the centre of the room, a large desk topped with green leather. The desk was neat – chrome lamp, several papers, pens, a blotter and a leather-bound copy of the Law Journal Reports 1947: Volume 116. To the side, a wide-eyed secretary of unremarkable looks typed at a smaller desk.


David Ward stood, stuffed his left hand into his trouser pocket, and extended his right towards Rita. He wore smart chalk-stripe black trousers held up with purple braces, a white shirt pulled up by silver clips at the elbows, and a purple polka-dot tie. His greying hair was worn swept to the side and back. It was the first time they had met, and he seemed taken aback.


He turned to the secretary. ‘That will be all, Miss Davies … Mrs Bryce? Good afternoon.’


‘Good afternoon, Mr Ward,’ Rita said.


He gestured for Rita to take the old-fashioned 1930s armchair in front of his desk. Only when she’d done so did he retake his seat.


‘Well, congratulations on the sale.’


‘Thank you, Mr Ward.’


‘I’ve prepared a statement of completion,’ David said.


He handed Rita a single sheet covered with figures.


‘As you can see, the balance due to you will be one thousand, eight hundred and eighty-four pounds, nine shillings and fourpence.’


‘Thank you.’


‘I understand this will be quite a wrench.’


‘It’s been over three years now,’ Rita said.


‘Still, you have my condolences. This is the lease for Trinity Close. Could you sign here, please?’


Rita gave the paperwork a cursory look, signed and pushed it back across the desk. ‘So what happens now?’


‘The completion of the sale is, as you know, set for Friday. I presume you have arrangements in place.’


‘Of course.’


‘You’re required to attend the office on Friday, no later than noon, and deliver up the keys. I’ll give you the completion cheque and the keys to the apartment. May I ask if you’re intending to purchase another property?’


‘Yes, in time. A little place. I just need to work out where.’


‘Very well.’


There was a brief pause.


‘Thank you,’ Rita said.


‘My pleasure.’


‘No, really, thank you, Mr Ward. Your firm has handled the matter so well, and I’m so very grateful to you. It’s all been somewhat daunting.’ A single hot tear escaped down one cheek. ‘You’ve all been most kind.’


David’s expression softened. ‘Well, we pride ourselves on our service. We’re always here for you should you need us.’


‘I do hope so, Mr Ward,’ Rita said, and began to sob.


‘Mrs Bryce?’


‘I’m so sorry. What must you think of me? It’s been so hard trying to deal with all this. And …’


‘Go on.’


Rita took a couple of breaths. ‘I’m so sorry, Mr Ward. I was determined to be so composed. Please forgive me.’


‘There’s really nothing to forgive, Mrs Bryce. Please, take this.’


David opened his desk drawer and passed her a fresh cotton handkerchief. ‘If I can be of any help …’


Rita shook her head and got up. David opened the door and looked down upon her. His eyes were a piercing pale blue, and as her gaze met his she sensed something behind it – a flash, almost electric. He blushed and lowered his head.


‘Good afternoon, Mrs Bryce.’


‘Good afternoon, Mr Ward.’


Rita walked back towards the reception area and turned. David hadn’t moved from the doorway.


Then, eyes half-closed as she left the building, her lips curled into a smile.




Friday, 23 March 1956, 11.15 a.m.


Rita’s morning had been frantic. Organising the removal men, worrying about reaching David’s office for noon, and keeping cool enough to ensure she looked sensational when she got there.


The men had nearly finished packing the lorry, so she changed into an elegant long blue dress and matching high heels, and topped it off with a wool beret. A final touch-up of her make-up and she was done.


Though mild for the time of year and only a little overcast, a mac and a sturdy umbrella would be wise fail-safes.


As the cab pulled away from what had been her marital home, Rita felt no emotion. Today’s driver was altogether calmer, and for that she was thankful, but she wanted to feel something before her second meeting with David. Needed to.


A thought occurred to her. ‘Sorry, can we call at Oakmead Road, please?’


‘Yes, love.’


She had a little spare time and it wasn’t too far out of their way.


Pulling into that road again made her anxious. She sighed heavily and worried her hands. The trees were larger, some of doors were different colours, and the cars were more plentiful and more modern. The railings still hadn’t been replaced. Regardless, it was undeniably home.


‘Whereabouts, darlin’?’


‘Just a bit further please, on the left … In front of that motorbike and sidecar.’


The cab came to a sedate halt. Rita stepped out and went up to the front-garden wall. The property was a mid-terrace with an ornate tiled footpath that ran from the pavement to the front door. A two-storey rectangular bay window with a pointed roof sat to the left. The red brick of the ground floor had been left exposed, while the first had been covered in brown render. The net curtains were thin enough that she could see into the sitting room. Her father’s fireplace had been ripped out and the wallpaper changed. Well, it had been nearly eleven years since she’d left and made the decision never to return.


Tatty, she thought. Her father would never have allowed it to become so. She stood still as a mannequin and stared at the old house, seeing in her mind’s eye the windows crossed with tape in the event of an air raid … herself sitting with Rose on the floor in the sitting room, playing with little Arthur, now three years old … early evening, the fire roaring …


#


The front door opened. There was a struggle with the lock. Gertrude came into the sitting room, still in her hat and coat. She seemed different. Dishevelled and exhausted. Time and the events of the past few years had changed her. She fixed puffy eyes on little Arthur and then on Rose.


Rita got up and went over to her, somewhat uneasily. ‘You all right, Mum?’


‘How the bloody hell can I be all right?’ she said, voice choked, breath reeking of sherry.


She’d developed a taste for the comfort that alcohol brought, but Rita had never seen her this drunk.


‘What is it, Mum?’ Rose asked.


‘Oh, like you don’t bleedin’ well know. Your poor old dad … and you sit there, with him, like we’re all just one big bloody ’appy family! You – you might be fine with it all, my girl, but what about me?’


Rita reached out. ‘Mum, I don’t think—’


‘I don’t sodding well care what you think!’


‘Mum, think of Arthur. Please.’


Arthur’s eyes widened, and he began to cry.


‘Oh, look what you’ve done!’ Rose said. She scooped up the toddler and stroked his wispy blond hair, rocking him and shushing into his left ear.


‘What I’ve done, my girl? What I’ve bloody well done? Do you know what I had to contend with today? Eh? Well, don’t just stand there gawping! Do you?’


‘Of course not,’ Rose replied, somewhat shaken.


‘Edna, yeah? Snooty cow from 42. I’m walking down the road and Norma calls out hello. The other one’s stood there minding everyone else’s business as usual and calls out, “I wouldn’t have anything to do with her. They raised a right whore.” Voice as loud as you like.’


Gertrude collapsed into her chair and began to sob.


Rita took Arthur from her sister. Surely the worst was over. ‘Mum, how many times do we …’ Oh, what was the point?


There was a pregnant silence broken only by Gertrude’s heaving for breath.


‘It wasn’t just my fault, Mum,’ Rose said.


‘Oh really? Forced himself on ya, did he? Nah. You know what hurts me most? She’s bloody well right,’ Gertrude said, almost spitting the words at Rose.


‘You’re drunk.’


‘Drunk, am I?’ Gertrude staggered to her feet, eyes narrowing. ‘Drunk? Is that it?’


‘Yes,’ Rose replied, shaking.


‘Well, at least I never brought shame and misery to my old mum’s door.’


Little Arthur began to cry again.


‘Your poor dad. He gave you everything.’ Gertrude’s face scrunched into a vicious grimace, and she stared straight at the toddler in Rita’s arms. ‘You know, sometimes I can’t hardly look at you.’ She turned to Rose and hissed, ‘You should have had it done when you had the chance.’


Rita couldn’t let her nephew bear another second and went for the door.


The slap came a second later. All three women froze. Gertrude collapsed into her chair, clutched her cheek and began to mutter incoherently.


Rose pulled her hand back, and stared at it, then grabbed her still crying toddler from Rita and ran to the front door. She fumbled with the key, just as her mother had done minutes earlier.


#


Standing in front of the house once again, Rita could almost see the pair of them running to the front gate. It left her feeling empty.


Exactly as she’d hoped.


She took a handkerchief from her coat pocket, dabbed at a tear so as not to smudge her make-up, and took her seat back in the cab. For the second time, she swore she would never return to Oakmead Road.


The cabbie sped past the clock tower, along the busy thoroughfare, and past advertising boards featuring cartoon-like children with cheery smiles.


Rita had become accustomed to hiding her feelings, even from herself. The confidence that flooded through her in that moment therefore came as something of a renaissance. The traffic snarled outside the old Majestic Cinema. A small group of women in smart long coats and hats had gathered, all with large, gleaming Silver Cross prams. They parted company, revealing the poster board – Grace Kelly about to be kissed by a rugged, chisel-jawed Cary Grant, who, although younger, bore a passing resemblance to David. To Catch a Thief had been released the previous year. Rita raised an eyebrow and smiled; couldn’t help herself despite the trauma she’d revisited only minutes earlier.


The traffic ahead started to move. She closed her eyes and mentally rehearsed.


#


Rita’s high heels clip-clopped across the parquet flooring. The receptionist rapped on the door.


‘Enter.’


His voice was gravelly and Rita couldn’t resist rolling her eyes.


The receptionist opened the door and stepped inside. ‘Mrs Bryce, sir.’


Rita swept in and the closed the door behind her. The transformation was immediately evident. He looked like a man who’d just arrived at a job interview, his clothes bearing no sign of having been worn over the course of a busy morning. The royal-blue pinstripe suit complemented his eyes and was set off by an immaculate crisp white shirt. He sat with a cigarette in his hand, as if he were posing on the pages of a menswear catalogue.


‘Good morning, Mr Ward.’


‘It is, indeed, Mrs Bryce. Please, take a seat.’


He stood, deposited his cigarette in a shallow silver ashtray and extended his hand. The aroma of his aftershave almost caught in her throat as they shook.


‘How did it go this morning?’ he asked.


‘Very good, thank you. The removal men are having their lunch while we conclude our business.’


‘Oh dear, that does sound awfully final,’ David said, affecting a wide-eyed look of injured innocence.


‘Not at all. I’m sure I’ll have plenty of other matters requiring your attention in the future, Mr Ward.’


‘I certainly hope so, Mrs Bryce. May I say how very greatly I admire your competent handling of it all? Especially as you—’


‘Don’t have a man to do it all for me?’


‘I was going to say as you shared the house with your … It must’ve been a hard day.’


‘Well, memories are one thing, but we can’t live our lives too firmly rooted in the past, now can we? My apologies, but time is pressing, Mr Ward.’


He seemed slightly taken aback by her demeanour.


‘Yes, of course. Your cheque, Mrs Bryce.’ He held out an envelope. ‘We can deposit it for you, should you wish.’


‘I shall be quite safe, Mr Ward. But thank you.’


There was a pause and David’s hand remained on the envelope, as if he were reluctant to release his charge.


‘I believe we swap keys now,’ Rita said.


‘Yes. May I say, I …’


‘Yes, Mr Ward?’


‘You have me at something of a disadvantage. I was expecting you to be …’


‘In a state?’


‘Yes … erm, well, of course I’m glad you’re not, but I suppose I’d geared up for—’


‘Tea and sympathy?’


‘Yes, if you like.’ He shrugged, released the envelope and handed her the keys to a rented flat in Trinity Close.


‘You’re very kind, and maybe it will all hit home soon, but today is a day for getting things done, don’t you agree?’ Rita said, depositing her house keys on the desk, and placing the flat keys and envelope in her handbag.


He smiled and nodded. There was a pause as he gazed at her.


‘Well, if that’s everything, Mr Ward?’


‘Yes, indeed, Mrs Bryce. Thank you so much for your patronage.’


He extended his hand once more. Rita failed to take it.


‘There is one more thing, Mr Ward.’


He frowned. ‘Yes?’


‘Are you not going to smoke your cigarette?’


David looked down. It lay in the ashtray, half-burned out. He smiled and sighed – a man who knew he’d been caught out.


Rita chuckled and drew a dramatic breath. ‘I’m of a mind to celebrate. I meant what I said about how grateful I am. Perhaps we could forget custom and I could buy you dinner tonight. The Cumberland at 8 o’clock?’


‘The Cumberland?’


‘You forget, Mr Ward, I’m a woman of means now.’


David opened his mouth and closed it. No words accompanied the movement.


‘Oh, come now,’ Rita said. ‘Don’t be a square!’


She extended her hand, raising it towards his lips. He leant forward and duly kissed it.


‘Oh, and the Old Spice, Mr Ward?’


David looked at her.


Rita gave a little shake of her head, opened the door and left.


#


The flat in Trinity Close was on the third floor of a fairly exclusive five-storey mansion block built in the 1930s. Two wings curved out from a larger central section in the art deco style. The apartments were accessed via a wood-panelled staircase that led from the luxurious entrance lobby. It was a real move up in the world. She was indeed now a woman of means. Gerald’s life insurance had paid out handsomely, their house had been sold and, given that this was only a temporary residence, she saw no reason not to treat herself.


The two bedrooms and sitting room had views over Clapham Common. The bathroom and kitchen to the rear were fitted out in the latest style. It was light and airy, and the parquet was just like the flooring in David’s office.


Tonight, though, it was a mess. Although the removal men, grateful for the presence of an elevator, had put Rita’s furniture and boxes in the right rooms, there was too much in the flat. The streetlamps and car lights cast a gentle glow over tea chests spilling out from the sitting room and second bedroom, and the kitchen looked like an old bombsite.


The occasional horn broke the silence.


It was an odd choice of evening for Rita to go to dinner with David, but as she’d said, it was a day for getting things done.


#


At 11.50 p.m. Rita and David stumbled in, laughing and somewhat tipsy. Rita flicked the chrome light switch, illuminating the carnage within. The silver evening dress shimmered under her unbuttoned black coat. She checked herself in the mirror. Good. Not a hair out of place.


David cut a fine and handsome figure in his black DJ, cummerbund, crisp white shirt, black bow tie and black overcoat. He waved a bottle of champagne. Rita took it to the kitchen and rummaged for glasses while David headed for the sitting room.


‘I say! Look at that!’ he called out.


‘What’s that?’ Rita gave up her search and settled for two china cups.


‘It looks top rate!’


Rita joined him, tucked the bottle under her left arm and flicked the light on.


‘What d’you mean? You can’t see a thing.’


‘I meant the view.’


She stared at her reflection in the almost black glass of the window.


‘You really can’t see a thing.’


‘Well, you turned the light on. Come a little closer. On a clear day, it’ll be absolutely breath-taking.’


Rita put the cups on the one corner of the coffee table that wasn’t covered. She took the bottle over to David and stared up at him.


‘Yes,’ she said, and ran a finger over his shirt buttons. ‘It is breath-taking.’


David took the bottle, ripped off the foil and worked the cork loose, never once taking his eyes away from Rita’s. The cork popped and he rushed over to the coffee table, delivering the fizz safely into the cups. Rita laughed.


‘Not a drop to waste,’ he said. ‘A toast! My lords, ladies and gentlemen!’


‘Ssshhh! Do you want to wake the whole building?’


She chuckled. David was a little tipsier than she was.


He took a step towards her, looked deep into her eyes, and lowered his voice. ‘To the most stunningly beautiful girl I have ever had the pleasure of working for. Here’s to you, and your happiness in your new home.’


They didn’t break each other’s gaze as they took a large sip of champagne.


‘And thank you for a most delightful evening,’ he said.


‘The pleasure’s all mine, Mr Ward.’


‘David.’


‘I know, I’m only messing!’


She looked up into David’s eyes, hoping the invitation was clear. He placed his cup on the table and stroked her right cheek with just the tips of the fingers. Rita shuddered, closed her eyes and parted her lips. The kiss when it came was gentle and brief. She opened her eyes. He’d stepped back a little. She put down her own cup and went to him. They kissed again. Rita ran her hands down his back and pulled his body close. The passion built and she took his bottom lip between her teeth. Then withdrew.


‘You won’t think badly of me?’ she whispered.


‘If you won’t of me.’


They lunged for each other. David edged her back towards the sofa, his mouth finding the swell of her breasts.


Rita threw her head backwards, felt his hands on her backside. She broke their embrace at the sofa’s edge, and pushed him away. ‘No. Not like this.’


David looked confused.


Rita smiled. ‘Take that bloody thing off!’


He laughed, and they discarded their coats. She took his hand, led him around the maze of tea chests and back to the hallway. Then they were turning into the master bedroom. She closed the door behind them.


#


He must have kissed every part of her. Their bodies glistened with sweat. Rita had never known a man so passionate or with such stamina. And he was creative with it. She considered herself an enlightened woman, but he left her standing. He never once climaxed inside her, but satisfied her over and over with his eager tongue, at times teasing her slowly, at others ravaging her with ardour.


Eventually, he fell into a deep sleep. Rita looked at him, her mind doing somersaults. Sleep wouldn’t come so she picked up the three-quarters-full bottle and cups from the sitting room and emptied the contents into the kitchen sink.


Back in the sitting room, she opened a window, took a single dining chair from the top of the stack, and sat gazing into the darkness of Clapham Common. Then came the faces and voices that haunted her dreams. Tears followed. Those turned to sobs and convulsions. She tried to stifle the noise with her coat, though it hardly mattered; David was sleeping like the dead.
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