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      For The Godfathers
Matthew Wright and Gavin Eyres

      
      If friends were bought in shops, I would bankrupt
myself to buy you both.

      
      With all my love
Lynda

      



      
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      1961

      
      In the dank, pitch-black cupboard under the stairs, Camella Rogers fought to slow her breathing, calm the pounding of her heart,
         stop herself from shaking, terrified that the slightest sound would alert her assailant to her whereabouts. She froze rigid
         as a frenzied voice bellowed: ‘I know you’re here! Now I’m not in the mood for games … show yourself before I get really angry. Then you’ll be sorry, believe me!’
      

      
      The crash of a dining-chair being overturned followed, to underline the seriousness of the threat.

      
      Cam hadn’t yet recovered from their last altercation; still wasn’t sure which had hurt her most: the physical pain she had
         suffered or the emotional wound inflicted by the person who should be the closest to her in the world. As if in reminder,
         a sharp stabbing pain pierced her temple, which showed the dark purple and yellowing bruise of a recent blow from a fist.
         Cam gave a violent shudder, not relishing the thought of a repeat performance, possibly more ferocious than the last. She
         feared it would come, though, if she didn’t succumb to the demand being made of her. But then, how could she when she hadn’t
         got what was being sought from her?
      

      
      She heard the pounding of footsteps descending the stairs, a door opening, then steps crossing the room above. Her assailant
         was in Cam’s bedroom. A thud overhead. Cam knew it was from knees hitting the wooden floor. She was being looked for under
         her bed. Then there was the sound of her wardrobe door opening, and moments later a bang as it was angrily slammed shut. The
         footsteps pounded out of her room, down the short corridor and into the bedroom next-door. More muffled sounds of searching and murmurs
         of displeasure reached her hiding place.
      

      
      Cam’s fear mounted. On hearing the back gate open, suspecting who was arriving through it, her survival instincts had kicked
         in. Without further thought she had hidden herself, in the hope of avoiding a confrontation until she’d had more time to come
         up with a way to satisfy them. But there were only a few places in a two-bedroomed terrace house where a person could hide
         themself, and it was just a matter of time before she was discovered.
      

      
      The footsteps were coming back down the stairs now. Cam stiffened, holding her breath to freeze herself completely still.
         The footsteps stopped. For a moment all was quiet. The next thing she knew the door of the cupboard was yanked open, daylight
         flooded in, and for a moment she was blinded. Then her eyes became accustomed to the glare and she found herself staring into
         the furious eyes of her granddaughter.
      

   



      
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      Cam sought frantically for a way to defuse this explosive situation. The only thing she could think of was to look mortally
         relieved to see her granddaughter and say to her, ‘Oh, thank goodness you found me, dear. I was beginning to think I’d be
         stuck in this dreadful place for hours. The door shut behind me after I came in … must have been the wind … I couldn’t get
         it open again. I shall have to ask Brian to have a look at it. I was looking for … er … rags to use for dusters. There’s an
         old sheet in here somewhere that’ll do the job.’
      

      
      Belinda Rogers, her slight figure dressed beatnik-style in fitted black Capri pants ending at the calf, green shirt with sleeves
         turned back to just before her elbows, a spotted scarf knotted around her neck and flat black pumps on her feet, shot a disparaging
         glance at the handbag her grandmother was clutching tightly to her chest.
      

      
      ‘And you needed your handbag with you to look for an old sheet?’ she replied, a sneer twisting her plain, narrow face beneath
         a mop of curly red hair which she had tried to tame into an elfin cut.
      

      
      Cam looked blankly down at the offending article for a moment before lifting her gaze back to Belinda, saying, ‘Oh, I didn’t
         realise I’d picked it up. Must be getting dottled in my old age.’
      

      
      A look of impatience on her face, the girl snapped, ‘Just cut it out, I don’t want to be in the same room as you any longer
         than I have to be. Now hand over what I came for! Then I can be out of here and never have anything to do with you again.’
      

      
      Cam flinched at the look of pure loathing in her granddaughter’s eyes. If only she could persuade Belinda to listen to her
         version of events, maybe she could make the girl realise that what she’d been told was nothing but wicked lies. Cam was convinced it
         had shocked Lindy so badly it had caused this sudden character change in her. But the girl was in no mood to listen to anything
         she had to say at the moment, and the way matters stood between them she would never be.
      

      
      Not wanting to incite any further violence against her, Cam stretched her cramped legs then crawled reluctantly out of the
         cupboard where she had hidden amidst a collection of household paraphernalia amassed over her forty-nine years. She straightened
         herself slowly while her granddaughter, who only a couple of days ago would have given her own life to save her grandmother’s,
         stared at her coldly. She stuck out her hand, an expectant expression on her face.
      

      
      An ashen-faced Cam gulped and, taking a deep breath, began nervously, ‘Look, Lindy …’

      
      ‘I’m not your Lindy,’ Belinda hurled back at her. ‘Since I found out the truth about you, you’re no longer my grandmother.
         No longer anything to me, in fact. It sickens me to think I’m even related to you. Now, give me my savings book before I rip
         this house apart.’
      

      
      Before Cam could stop her, she’d grabbed the handbag and tipped it up, quickly scanning the contents on the floor. Not seeing
         what she was desperately seeking, she fixed her eyes on her grandmother. ‘I’ll give you one more chance,’ she threatened.
      

      
      Cam stuttered, ‘I wasn’t lying, Lind— Belinda. I just can’t find it.’ She’d said the same thing when Lindy had turned up yesterday
         to demand her savings book and Cam had felt it was pointless trying to explain her suspicions as to who actually had the book.
         In the mood Lindy was currently in, she wouldn’t believe her. ‘I’ve looked high and low for it, honestly I have, but I just
         can’t find it. I put it somewhere safe and can’t remember where, that’s all. It will come back to me, though. Please, just
         give me a bit more time,’ she pleaded.
      

      
      Lindy spat, ‘How many places in this poky little hole can you hide something? You’ve been lying to me all my life and you’re
         still lying to me now, even though I’ve found you out. You know where that book is, you just don’t want to give it to me!’
         She shook her clenched fist at Cam and frenziedly shouted, ‘I want my savings book. You’ve no right to be keeping what’s mine
         from me.’
      

      
      
      Cam cried, ‘Please, just give me a bit more time … I’ll find the book, I promise I will.’ Though why she was promising that
         she didn’t know. It wasn’t possible, she knew that.
      

      
      Just then there was a knock on the back door. It opened and a voice called out, ‘Is everything all right, Cam? What’s all
         the screaming and shouting about?’
      

      
      Both women jumped and spun around to see their worried-looking neighbour appearing through the door from the kitchen. She was
         a sparrow-like woman, wearing a pale blue Crimplene shirt-waister dress, protected by a faded floral wraparound apron. Her
         sparse mousy hair was wrapped around a dozen or so pink rollers. She had a pair of old, oversized slippers on her feet that
         slip-slopped as she walked.
      

      
      It was Lindy who quickly explained to the new arrival, ‘Nan got stuck in the cupboard under the stairs. You must have heard
         her screaming and shouting, trying to attract someone’s attention. She dropped her handbag and spilled everything out of it
         as she was getting out.’
      

      
      June Brindle chuckled at Cam. ‘Daft ’a’porth you are! Well, now I know no one’s being murdered, I’ll be back off to ready
         meself for bingo tonight. And that’s what you should be doing, Cam, getting ready for tonight … not messing around getting
         yerself locked in cupboards. I’ll meet you out the front as usual at seven.’
      

      
      Cam knew that as soon as June disappeared Lindy’s assault on her would resume, and couldn’t face it. She grabbed her neighbour’s
         arm. ‘Stay and have a cuppa,’ she urged her. ‘You’ve time to have a cuppa with me, June … help me get over the shock of being
         stuck in that dark hole, thinking I’d be there all night.’ Knowing her neighbour had a weakness for her Victoria sponge cake,
         Cam added by way of bribery, ‘I’ve a slice of jam sponge to go with it.’ Then she addressed Lindy. ‘Would you like a cuppa
         and slice of cake too, dear?’
      

      
      Lindy glared at her darkly, then pulled her grandmother out of earshot of their neighbour and whispered, ‘You can have the money. You know how long it took me to save up that thirty quid … how many odd jobs for neighbours I did, and always
         saving half of my pocket money like you kept encouraging me to do. Now I know why! I wasn’t building a nest egg for myself, was I? It was for you. Well, I hope it brings you nothing but misery.’
      

      
      As Lindy walked past June on her way to the front door she planted a smile on her face and said to her, ‘’Bye, Mrs Brindle.
         Hope you’re lucky at the bingo tonight.’
      

      
      June’s small grey eyes sparkled and her sharp nose twitched. ‘So do I, ducky. There’s an accumulator jackpot of twenty quid
         and hopefully it’s got my name on it … or yer gran’s. Either way it doesn’t matter as we always share any winnings among us.
         I’m really hankering after going to Butlin’s Holiday Camp in Skeggy this summer. Joe ain’t keen, reckons we can’t afford it,
         but my share of the winnings would cover it nicely and he won’t have any argument against that. See you soon then, love,’
         she said, giving Lindy a little wave as the girl went out of the front door.
      

      
      ‘Such a lovely girl, your Lindy,’ said June, munching greedily on a generous slice of cake a short while later. The two women
         were sitting opposite each other at Cam’s well-scrubbed kitchen table. ‘Never given you a minute’s trouble, has she? She didn’t
         look that happy to me, though, when she went off just now.’
      

      
      June was looking at Cam, expecting her to say why. But Cam wasn’t listening to her, too deeply immersed in her own worrying
         thoughts. Lindy had led her to believe just now that she wasn’t coming back. How then would Cam ever have the chance to make
         her see that it wasn’t her grandmother who had acted so cruelly towards her but the person who had told her such wicked lies?
      

      
      Getting no response from her friend, June eyed her and said, ‘You haven’t listened to a word I’ve said. What’s up, gel?’ Getting
         no response, she urged, ‘Cam?’
      

      
      ‘Eh?’ She looked at her friend blankly for a moment, before mentally shaking herself. ‘Sorry, June. That … er … spell in the
         cupboard has rather shaken me up.’
      

      
      Spotting the inflamed bruise on her friend’s temple, June said, ‘You gave your head a right knock when you was in there. You
         need to put some witch hazel on that.’
      

      
      Cam smiled wanly at her. ‘Thanks, I will.’

      
      Having finished her cake, June drained the dregs from her cup. ‘Thanks for the cake, love, it was delicious as always.’ An excited spark glinted in her eyes. ‘I’m off to finish getting
         ready. Just my hair to brush out and then a bit of lippy. You get a move on, too. We don’t want to be late and risk not getting
         a decent seat.’ She scraped back her chair and stood up. ‘If you’re ready before I am, come round. I’ve a drop of sherry left
         over from me grandson’s Christening last Sunday.’
      

      
      As much as she looked forward to her night at the bingo with Ann, June and the other women they met there, tonight Cam defin
         itely wasn’t in the mood to go out socialising, not with all she had on her mind. But then, neither was she in a position
         to turn her back on an opportunity of acquiring a substantial amount of money. What were the odds of her winning the top prize?
         Or any of the prizes for that matter? Pretty low, in her opinion. She had been going weekly to bingo for about five years
         now and had only won one line worth five shillings, which she had shared between them. And there was the entrance fee to consider.
         Only a few shillings but that money would go some way to paying Lindy back. ‘I really don’t feel up to going tonight, June.
         I’ve a terrible headache brewing,’ she said.
      

      
      June look downcast. ‘Ahhh, Cam,’ she moaned. ‘We all have such a laugh. It won’t be the same if you’re not there. I’ve a really
         good feeling on me that we’re in for a win tonight. Have a couple of aspirin and a glass of sherry round mine before we go.
         That’ll soon sort you out.’
      

      
      It was clear to Cam how disappointed June was that she wouldn’t be part of tonight’s jollifications, not to mention how her
         best friend Ann would take her no-show. Regardless, she just could not summon the energy to put on a brave face. ‘No, really,
         I’m not up to it. It’s bed for me tonight.’
      

      
      June gave her a sharp look. Her neighbour, usually so full of get up and go, looked completely drained of life, as if she
         had lost everything she treasured. It must be some headache she was suffering, to make her look like she’d welcome death as
         a blessed relief. ‘Well, I must admit, you don’t look that great, but then neither would I if I’d locked meself in a cupboard
         and banged my head as hard as you must have to get that bruise.’ She sighed. ‘Bed is probably the best place for yer. I’ll
         give your regards to the other gels. Hope yer feeling better tomorrow.’
      

      
      
      It wasn’t until June had shut the door behind her that Cam dropped her guard. Shoulders sagging in despair, she allowed the
         miserable, desolate tears she had been holding back to roll like a river down her face and splash on the table beneath.
      

      
      How had it come to this? she screamed inside her mind. That her beloved granddaughter actually believed her to be a thief
         and a liar and had acted so viciously towards her … and there was nothing Cam could do to change that state of affairs. She
         had suffered much heartache in her life but none to compare with the emotional devastation she was suffering now.
      

      
      She could blame the person whose vileness had corrupted her granddaughter’s mind against her; could blame herself for the
         decisions she had made in the past that had turned out to be serious errors of judgement. But only one person was ultimately
         responsible – and he was faceless and nameless to her, and would forever remain so. His mindless actions had caused utter
         devastation, not only for Cam herself but for two other people he would never even know existed.
      

      
      She wondered if he ever gave that night a thought; suffered any remorse over what he’d done; had any idea that his selfishness
         was to wreak such havoc on the life of the young girl he’d chosen as his victim.
      

      
      Cam had managed to lock the memories of that night away in the back of her mind, barely thinking of them in her fierce desire
         to put it behind her. But tonight, her fragile emotions left her with no strength to fight the memories. Despite herself,
         her thoughts flew back to the events that had led her to this sorry situation …
      

   



      
      
      CHAPTER THREE

      
      1930

      
      It was a dark, dank evening, the heavily laden sky threatening to overspill, but eighteen-year-old Cam did not notice. Neither
         was she bothered that she had left her umbrella behind in her lodgings, and risked a soaking. Humming a popular tune to herself,
         she hurried down the unlit towpath by the canal, desperate not to be late.
      

      
      ‘Full of the joys of spring’ went nowhere near describing her mood. She was absolutely elated! Adrian Chapin had finally asked
         her out on a date. That was where she was headed now, to meet him as arranged at eight o’clock in front of the Clock Tower
         in the centre of town. She’d so wanted to look her best and had fussed and fretted over her few decent items of clothing,
         trying everything on several times in several different combinations until she had settled on a pretty pink Peter Pan-collared
         blouse and an ivory A-line skirt. By the time she had applied her makeup and done her hair, Cam found she was running late
         and wouldn’t get to the bus stop in time. Not wanting to leave Adrian standing waiting for her, she decided to walk, taking
         the short cut to town along the canal path.
      

      
      Being the attractive young woman she was, this wasn’t Cam’s first date, but it was the first one that she thought might lead
         to better things. She and Adrian both worked for the GPO: Cam as a telephonist, Adrian in the accounts department. To his
         work colleagues he might appear the old-fashioned sort, judging by his sober clothes and serious appearance behind his horn-rimmed
         spectacles, but Cam had learned a bit about him in their encounters at work. Over a two-year period they had progressed from
         a brief exchange of smiles while passing in corridors, to saying hello, and sometimes finding themselves at the same table in the
         canteen. As they had become on more familiar terms, they’d started to confide in each other. Cam realised Adrian’s serious
         façade was something he displayed at work because he wanted to get on. Outside work he liked to do fun things and was a snazzy
         dresser.
      

      
      For quite a while she had thought her interest in him was one-sided, but then his delight upon seeing her whenever their paths
         crossed became unmistakable. She instinctively knew it was just a matter of time before he plucked up the courage to ask her
         out. At long last he had done so, yesterday, just as they were leaving the canteen to return to their respective work stations.
         Pulling her out of earshot of the rest of their colleagues, Adrian had asked her if she fancied going with him to the pictures
         the following night. Cam had wanted to jump for joy but, thankfully, had managed a sedate ‘Yes, I’d like that’, and arrangements
         to meet had been made.
      

      
      Anyone observing the confident-looking young woman hurrying on her way down the towpath that night would have assumed she
         came from a stable, loving background. But they would have been wrong. An only child, Cam was three years old when her father
         had been killed in the early years of the Great War. Her mother died only a year afterwards, from blood poisoning resulting
         from an untreated cut suffered while she worked as a sock turner in a hosiery factory. With no other relatives to care for
         her, Cam was taken under the wing of the local council. It wasn’t until she was much older, and was able to understand the
         ways of the world, that Cam had realised she had been lucky in what happened to her next. The couple who ran the children’s
         home, Albert and Rachael Cummings, were strict but fair. Unlike many other wardens of children’s homes, they did their best
         to make the lives of their forty charges as comfortable and happy as possible. The children fortunate enough to be placed
         under the Cummings’ care were taught by them that they might have lost their parents, one way or another, and have to be raised
         by strangers, but that didn’t mean they weren’t as good as any other children; just as capable of achieving whatever they
         set their mind on.
      

      
      On leaving school it was time for the children to make their own way in the world. They were helped by the Cummings to obtain lodgings and jobs for themselves. The majority of the girls went
         to work in local factories, either at a machine or on a production line, but that idea didn’t appeal to Cam. Office work did.
         It was usually considered out of their league by the orphanage girls, but in an endeavour to do her best for Cam, Rachael
         Cummings went out of her way to beg a favour from a friend whose daughter was a supervisor with the GPO. She could at least
         get Cam an interview with them, for the post of trainee telephonist, then the rest was up to her. Primed on how to act and
         what to say, and herself determined to get the job, Cam made a good impression on her interviewers. After several days of
         nail-biting, she received a letter confirming her success. She started her new job the following Monday, and at the same time
         moved into lodgings.
      

      
      Her room was in a three-storey Victorian terrace house in the Fosse Road Central district of town, a once prosperous area
         that had over the last decade or so fallen into decline. It was small but clean, if not over-comfortable as the furniture
         and soft furnishings were old and worn. Her landlady was a prim elderly woman and Cam didn’t need to be told that she would
         be keeping a beady eye on her new lodger, making sure she adhered to all the house rules or else she’d be out.
      

      
      Three years later, at the age of eighteen, Cam had impressed her employers enough for them to promote her to senior telephonist
         level. The extra wage this brought with it meant she could afford to rent a place of her own. She had managed to get on well
         enough with her landlady, by making sure she never broke any of her strict house rules, but she was now holding down a responsible
         job and shouldn’t be having to request permission from her landlady to stay out later than nine or give a reason why she wanted
         to invite her friends in for a chat. A small one-bedroomed flat, where the landlord did not live on the premises, would suit
         her nicely and she was on the lookout for one.
      

      
      As Cam made her way to meet Adrian, her future looked bright and promising. Little did she know that in only a matter of seconds
         it was all going to be cruelly ripped from her.
      

      
      When the blow came she was glancing at her watch, pleased to note that at her present pace she would reach her destination with minutes to spare. A heavy thump on the back of her head
         stunned her for a second. It felt as if the world had suddenly stood still. Then the pain hit her. Stars danced before her
         eyes. Everything suddenly went black.
      

   



      
      
      CHAPTER FOUR

      
      Cam’s whole body hurt, every muscle, every fibre of it. Her head was pounding as if someone was systematically hitting her
         skull from inside with a sledge hammer. Hard, sharp things were sticking into her sides and back. She felt terribly cold and
         wet. In the distance she could hear the intermittent barking of a dog, then something wet was licking her face. She forced
         her eyes open. It took her a second or two to focus her vision and then she froze in terror to see a pair of brown eyes looking
         directly into hers. It took her a moment to realise the eyes belonged to a dog. Next thing she knew an elderly, shabby-looking
         man was bending over her, his face wreathed in concern. He was asking her if she was all right …
      

      
      She couldn’t be or she wouldn’t hurt so much. Cam knew something had happened to her. But what? And where was she? ‘Have I
         been run over?’ she uttered, as that was the only thing she could think of.
      

      
      ‘Not unless it was by a barge. You’re by the canal. In the undergrowth off the towpath,’ the old man told her in a cracked
         voice. ‘D’yer think anything is broken, ducky?’ he enquired.
      

      
      Cam ached so much she wasn’t sure. But what was she doing down by the canal? Then a memory returned to her. She’d been on
         her way to meet Adrian. He’d be waiting for her now, wondering where she was, maybe thinking she wasn’t coming! She tried
         to struggle up while blurting out, ‘What time is it? I’m going to be late … I must get off.’ But the struggle to sit up was
         too much for her and despite herself she collapsed back, giving out a sharp cry of pain.
      

      
      ‘I don’t think yer going anywhere at the moment, lovey,’ the old man told her. ‘You’ve had a hell of a bad fall … must have to be in the state you’re in now. Tripped somehow on a protruding
         stone in the towpath, but I’m not sure how you came to be such a distance into the undergrowth. In yer dazed state you must
         have crawled here, that’s all I can think.’
      

      
      Of all the questions rushing around Cam’s mind, all that was paramount was the concern that Adrian would be waiting for her,
         thinking she wasn’t coming. ‘What time is it?’ she urged.
      

      
      ‘Oh, well, I left home just after eight fifteen to take Rover on his walk so it must be getting on for eight thirty by now.
         Let me try and help yer sit up?’
      

      
      She’d been lying unconscious for over half an hour! Had she blacked out? Adrian would have assumed she hadn’t bothered to
         turn up, and she’d waited so long for him to ask her out … Miserable fat tears welled in Cam’s eyes. ‘He’ll think I’ve stood
         him up,’ she wailed.
      

      
      ‘I take it yer mean yer boyfriend? Well, I’m sure the lad will understand when he finds out you met with an accident on the
         way. Let’s try and sit you up and assess what damage you’ve caused yerself.’
      

      
      With difficulty, Cam did her best to ease herself upright enough for him to slip his arm underneath her. While she clung on
         to him they managed to get her into a sitting position. She felt dizzy and sick.
      

      
      The old man looked at her searchingly. Despite the darkness of the night, he could see she was in a sorry state. There was
         dried blood around the scratches on her face where branches and twigs must have caught her. Her stockings were ripped and
         her clothes sopping wet from the deluge of rain they’d had a while earlier, and caked in mud. ‘D’yer think yer’ve broken anything?’
         he enquired.
      

      
      One at a time Cam gingerly moved her arms and legs. Nothing appeared to be broken, thank God, just badly aching and sore.
         And her head was still pounding like mad, especially the back of it. Suddenly a memory stirred and she raised her hand. She
         felt a good-sized lump which was very tender to her light touch. She proclaimed, ‘I didn’t have an accident. I was hit on the
         back of the head.’
      

      
      
      ‘What … yer mean you were attacked?’

      
      All thoughts of Adrian were temporarily swept aside as the full impact of what had happened to her flooded in. Cam began to
         shake as the shock hit her. Why would someone attack her? For what reason? ‘My handbag? Where’s my handbag?’ she cried.
      

      
      The man took a look around. In the gloomy darkness it was difficult for him to see anything. Then he saw a shadowy shape moving
         about nearby. He peered hard at it. It was his dog, sniffing at something in a dense patch of weeds and nettles. Rover had
         found the handbag. The old man retrieved it, getting stung by nettles in the process, and returned with the bag. ‘This it?’
         he asked, giving it to her.
      

      
      Cam took it from him and opened it up. Quickly examining the contents, she said in dismay, ‘My purse is empty.’

      
      ‘Was yer carrying much?’

      
      ‘About three shillings.’ Enough for her to have offered to pay her way and catch the bus home.

      
      The man’s face was screwed up in anger. ‘I can’t believe someone was so desperate they’d stoop to attacking a pretty young
         woman for just a few shillings. I suppose, though, yer lucky he didn’t hit you harder and kill yer. What was yer thinking,
         walking alone down here at this time of night?’
      

      
      It was stupid to have done so, but at the time she had been so intent on getting to town Cam hadn’t paused to think about
         it.
      

      
      ‘Did yer get a look at whoever did this to yer?’ he asked her then.

      
      She thought for a moment and shook her head. ‘I don’t remember seeing anyone, all the time I was on the path.’

      
      ‘Bloody coward was obviously hiding in the undergrowth, waiting for someone to come along. He obviously hit you and dragged
         you away so he could rifle through your possessions unobserved. Let’s hope the police catch the bugger and put him away for
         a very long time. Stop him doing what he has to you to anyone else.’
      

      
      Cam vehemently hoped so too. Then it struck her that she’d be wasting her time even reporting the attack and robbery to the
         police when she could give them absolutely nothing to go on by way of a description.
      

      
      
      The old boy was saying to her, ‘Anyway, best get off the wet ground else yer’ll catch yer death. And yer need to get out of
         those wet clothes too. Reckon you can stand up?’
      

      
      Cam looked unsure but said, ‘I’ll try.’

      
      She reached up to grab the gnarled hand he was offering her, wondering if the frail-looking old man had the strength in him
         to help her up. In a most undignified manner, between them they finally managed to get her on her feet. Now that she was upright
         she was able to assess her condition better. Apart from her head, she was very sore under her arms, obviously from her attacker
         grabbing her and dragging her off the path and into the undergrowth. From the waist down she felt as if she’d been wrung through
         the mangle. Her hips felt particularly battered and bruised, and so did the tops of her legs, the damage to them obviously
         being done as she had been dragged across jutting stones and sharp branches and twigs.
      

      
      ‘I only live a short walk away. Come home with me and let me missus tek a look at yer,’ her rescuer offered. ‘Yer look like
         you could do with a hot cuppa.’
      

      
      Cam managed to give him a wan smile. ‘Thanks, but I don’t live that far away myself.’

      
      ‘Well, least I can do is see you home safely.’

      
      Apart from her painful injuries, Cam was feeling very stupid for taking the route she had, and also very angry at the nameless,
         faceless person who had prevented her from making that much longed for date with Adrian. And what he must be thinking of her!
         Surely, though, he would sympathise when she explained to him what had prevented her from turning up, and would arrange another
         occasion. She would see him in the canteen at break or lunchtime tomorrow. Now, though, she just wanted to get home, strip
         off her sodden clothes, tend to her injuries and curl up under the covers of her bed.
      

      
      ‘I do appreciate your offer but I just want to get home. Thank you so much for coming to my assistance,’ she said.

      
      ‘It’s Rover yer want to thank, gel, for finding you in the first place. Come to think of it, where is that dratted dog? ROVER!’
         he bellowed. When no bark was heard and no dog appeared, he said, ‘Looks like he’s gone home ahead of me. Let me at least see you as far as where the street lights start.’
      

      
      A few minutes later, having again thanked the old man for his help, Cam left him and painfully hobbled her way home.

      
      In order not to alert her landlady to her return, and risk her coming out of her rooms with questions and unlooked for advice,
         Cam deftly let herself in at the front door, closed it quietly behind her and crept up the stairs to her second-floor room
         at the back.
      

      
      In the flickering light from the gas mantle she eased herself out of her clothes, dismayed to see that her good coat was ripped
         past repair at the back. Her skirt too was ruined. Anger dominated her emotions now. Not only had she been robbed of her money,
         what little of it she’d had, but she had also been left with the cost of replacing her clothes. Regardless, she didn’t want
         to wear them again anyway and be constantly reminded of this night. Ripping off the rest of her attire, Cam grabbed an old
         carrier bag she had been keeping for rubbish and squashed every item she had been wearing into it, put on her housecoat and
         took the bag downstairs and out to the dustbin at the back.
      

      
      When she was in her room once more, she poured ice-cold water from the jug on the washstand into the bowl, fetched a bottle
         of witch hazel from her cupboard and also a clean flannel. Taking off her housecoat, she examined herself. She had no full-length
         mirror but, using a hand mirror, looked at her backside. From what she could see it was covered in bruises, and the backs
         of her legs were heavily scratched and grazed. There were bruises around the tops of both arms as well. The front of her legs
         seemed to have escaped any damage, but somehow jutting stones, branches or twigs must have caught the inside of her thighs
         as she was yanked along. Bruises were ripening there, and there was a trail of dried blood down the inside of her right leg
         which must have come from a cut somewhere. There were also several scratches on her face. Thankfully, none of the scratches
         or cuts she had sustained looked to be deep enough to cause lasting scars. One thing was for certain, though, she would never
         again travel down any route at night that wasn’t well lit. She had learned a painful lesson.
      

      
      It took her a good while to dab witch hazel on all the bruises and abrasions that she was able to reach, which afterwards stung. As soon as she was finished, Cam put on her nightdress and
         climbed into bed, but sleep was a long time coming. Every time she closed her eyes she saw a face that was featureless, apart
         from an evil grinning mouth, smiling tauntingly before her.
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