
[image: cover]


[image: photo]

[image: photo]


Copyright © 1986 Joan Jonker

The right of Joan Jonker to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2012

Every effort has been made to trace and contract the copyright holders of all materials in this book. The author and publisher will be glad to rectify any omissions at the earliest opportunity.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

eISBN: 978 0 7553 9039 7

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP
An Hachette UK Company
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH

www.headline.co.uk
www.hachette.co.uk


Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

About the Author

Also by Joan Jonker

Dedication

Introduction

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two


Joan Jonker was born and bred in Liverpool. Her childhood was a time of love and laughter with her two sisters, a brother, a caring but gambling father and an indomitable mother who was always getting them out of scrapes. Then came the Second World War when she met and fell in love with her husband, Tony. For twenty-three years, Joan campaigned tirelessly on behalf of victims of violence, and it was during this time that she turned to writing fiction. Sadly, after a brave battle against illness, Joan died in February 2006. Her best-selling Liverpool sagas will continue to enthral readers throughout the world.
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Dedication

I dedicate this book to my late husband, Tony, for allowing me the freedom to carry out my work with victims of crime and violence. And to the thousands of wonderful, generous people who have supported me over the last twenty-six years, from clubs, pubs, shops and voluntary organizations as well as the man and woman in the street. They are far too numerous to mention individually, but I shall be forever in their debt.

There are a few I must mention in particular, though, because without them the charity would never have survived. Sir William and Lady Butlin supported me from the start, becoming Patrons of the charity. And after Sir William’s death, Sheila Butlin has been there for me, to help financially, to lend a sympathetic ear, and now as one of my dearest friends. Lorna Cooper and Bernice Styles too, whose selflessness and commitment deserve the highest praise for without them the Victims of Violence charity would not have survived from 1976–2002.

Also, I would like to thank Ralph and Jackie Mosoph for agreeing to tell me their story; it must have been so painful for them to relive their tragedy.


Introduction

1984

‘But the worst thing that happened to me was two weeks ago, when they cut my dog’s throat.’

I leaned forward, thinking I must have misunderstood. ‘Did you say they cut your dog’s throat?’

Mrs Wycombe nodded, too overcome to answer. Fighting back the tears, she said, ‘The vet said they had hung it on the line with a piece of thin wire and it had cut the poor thing’s throat. She also said they must have beaten it while it was hanging there because its jaw and legs were broken.’

I was horrified. ‘How could anyone do that to an animal?’

She handed me a photograph of a small white poodle. ‘That’s him. I had him for twelve years and he was my friend. I used to talk to him because you get lonely when you live alone. Now he’s gone and I do miss him.’

I had been given Mrs Wycombe’s name by Eileen of the CID in one of the police stations I ring each day as part of a Victim Support Scheme. She had given me three names today, and Mrs Wycombe was my first call. ‘I’ve been told you’ve been burgled four times?’ I continued.

She sighed and nodded. ‘Last night they came in here when I was asleep. I’m frightened now because I think it was someone local who killed my dog. They probably did it so they could get in easier without it barking.’ She was silent for a while, then said, ‘It must have been someone living nearby because I only let the dog out in the back garden.’

She was a lovely lady, her pure white hair combed into a bun on top of her head, neatly dressed, and I noticed how well kept her hands and nails were. In an effort to cheer her up, I said, ‘You look lovely. I hope I look like you when I get to seventy-nine years of age.’

With a sad smile, she said, ‘I try to look after myself, I still have some pride left.’

We chatted for a while and I found out that Mrs Wycombe was partially sighted, a semi-invalid who could only walk with the aid of two sticks. She had lived in the same house for over fifty years, but now she was afraid and wanted to get out. The cowards who had attacked her had taken all her pleasure in life away and she no longer felt safe here.

When I left to visit the other victims, I promised to call and see her again. I gave her my phone number so she could ring me any time she needed help or felt like talking to someone.

Then I called on the other two victims, one of burglary and one who had had her bag snatched. Both were elderly people who had been left shaken and afraid, and the woman who’d had her bag stolen had been left penniless. I gave her ten pounds to see her over until her next pension day, and she was so grateful I felt very emotional. There had to be something very wrong in a society that allowed thugs to go unpunished while their victim could starve for all those in authority cared. The do-gooders and penal reformers had a lot to answer for, to my mind. They maintained they knew best, but any working-class housewife and mother who had raised children seemed to have more common sense than they did.

Driving home I couldn’t get Ann Wycombe out of my mind. I felt so sad and depressed, I voiced my thoughts aloud. ‘After eight years and six thousand victims, you’d think it wouldn’t affect me any more.’ Then I told myself that if the time ever came when I wasn’t affected by the sight of an elderly person crying, that would be the time for me to pack in.

I had started a chain of thought, though. Was it really eight years since I’d sat in my friend’s kitchen and she’d told me about Mr Smith? I had only called in for a cup of coffee and a natter, but it was a visit that was to change my whole life and make me look more closely at the society I lived in. I didn’t like what I saw, and I feared for the future.


Chapter One

1976

‘Have another before you go.’ Jean had picked up the cups and carried them to the sink before I could stop her.

‘It’s nearly three o’clock,’ I said. ‘I want to be home in time to get the dinner ready.’

‘Just a quick one,’ Jean coaxed, ‘it won’t take five minutes.’

We were sitting in the kitchen of my friend’s small terraced house, which had been modernized and extended. Friends for eighteen years, since she had come to work for me in the grocer’s shop I had opened near her home, we much enjoyed each other’s company because we had the same sense of humour and laughed at the same things. We weren’t laughing now, though. ‘Did you read in the Echo last night about the old man who was attacked in his house?’ Jean asked me over her shoulder.

‘Yes, I did,’ I answered. ‘Every night the paper is full of reports of attacks on elderly people, sometimes to steal as little as fifty pence.’

Jean was frowning as she passed me the coffee cup. ‘This one only lives around the corner, and I believe he’s a lovely old man.’

‘Does he live on his own?’

When she nodded, I went on, ‘There’s something wrong with the sort of thugs who attack elderly people. Apart from being cowards, they must have no human feelings at all. And there’s no point in making excuses for them. How can there be an excuse for robbing the elderly?’

We were on my pet subject now. I felt very strongly about what was happening in our society – so strongly, in fact, that I was heavily involved with the Campaign for Law and Order, an organization that had been set up by people like myself who believed the increase in crime was due to offenders knowing that if they were caught they would be entitled, free of charge, to the services of a solicitor, one who had never seen the victim so couldn’t really assess the seriousness of the offence. His only interest in the case would be getting his client off the hook. And there are many solicitors who are well known to the criminal fraternity for getting them off even when they know the offender is guilty. I have heard lads as young as fifteen saying, ‘I’m going to see me brief, he’ll get me off.’ But who can get the victim off? Who can give them back the things that were stolen from them? Money, treasured mementos of a loved one, any pleasure they may have had in life, leaving only pain and heartache.

The offender will also have a probation officer assigned to him, to make sure his human rights are not infringed. No such luxury for the elderly man or woman who has been attacked and robbed in their own home and will never again feel safe.

‘It’s getting bad around here,’ Jean said, running her fingers through her hair. ‘Every day you hear of more people being burgled or mugged.’

‘It’s bound to get worse, it stands to reason,’ I told her. ‘Look at children’s behaviour. If they think they can get away with being naughty then they’ll carry on and be more and more badly behaved.’ I drained my cup. ‘I’ll have to go or I’ll never have the dinner ready.’

Jean walked to the door with me and watched as I crossed the narrow street to where my car was parked. I was putting the key in the lock when I called to her, ‘Where does this elderly man live?’

‘Just around the corner.’ Jean pointed down the street. ‘I think it’s the house next to the sweet shop.’

‘I wonder whether I should call and see if he needs any help?’

My friend pulled a face. ‘I wouldn’t! I wouldn’t know what to say.’

I drove down the street to the busy main road. While I was waiting for a break in the traffic, my eyes searched for, and found, the sweet shop that Jean had mentioned. When the road was clear I pulled out and parked opposite the shop and adjacent house. I switched off the engine and sat looking at the tall, narrow terraced house. I thought of Jean’s words about not knowing what to say, and wondered what the elderly man’s reaction would be to a stranger knocking on his door after his terrifying experience.

I made up my mind quickly. There was only one way to find out if he needed help, and that was to ask him. So before I had time to change my mind, I locked the car door and crossed the wide road to stand outside his house. That was when my nerve deserted me. Would I frighten him? I certainly wouldn’t want to do that. Through the shop window, I could see there were no customers in there at that moment, only a man stocking shelves. Perhaps he could give me some information, I thought, and pushed the shop door open.

‘Excuse me,’ I said nervously, ‘I heard that the man next door had been hurt in a robbery and wondered if he needed any help?’

The man looked at me suspiciously. ‘Do you know him?’

‘No, but my friend Jean Herrity, who lives in the next street, told me about him.’ When he still didn’t answer, I went on, ‘Look, I know it sounds crazy but I really would like to help him if he needs it.’

The suspicious expression faded and the man said, ‘His name’s Albert Smith, and there’s no harm in knocking on his door and asking.’

I thanked him and walked to the house next-door. Without giving myself time to get cold feet I lifted the heavy brass knocker and gave two knocks. Little did I know then that this visit was to change my whole life.

I heard footsteps walking down the hall and then the door was opened cautiously by an elderly lady. I said quickly, ‘My name’s Joan Jonker, love, and I’ve come to see if Mr Smith needs any help.’

The door was opened wider. ‘Come in, dear.’

I waited until the front door was closed then followed her down a narrow hall decorated in the dark greens and browns which had been fashionable decades ago. The first thing I noticed when I entered the living room was the coal fire burning brightly in the huge old-fashioned black range.

She bent over a man sitting in a chair at the fireside. ‘There’s someone to see you, Albert.’

‘Hello, Mr Smith,’ I said softly. ‘I’m from Maghull but my friend lives around the corner and she told me what happened. I’ve called to see if there’s anything you need?’

The woman waved me to a chair facing him. He was obviously very nervous and agitated, clasping and unclasping his hands. There were bruises round his eyes and on his forehead, and his eyes were watering so much he appeared to be constantly crying. He was neatly dressed, however, his shirt spotlessly clean and his hair combed into place.

Wiping his eyes with a large handkerchief, he said, ‘I can’t see properly, but I expect I’ll be all right in a couple of days.’

‘I’m surprised you can see at all after what they did to you.’ The woman’s voice was full of anger as she turned to me. ‘Two of them had him on the floor, kicking him in the face.’

‘What happened exactly?’ I asked Mr Smith, but it was the woman who answered.

‘We were watching television the night before last when we heard this terrible bang. Albert went into the hall to see what it was and the two men who’d booted the door in pushed him to the floor and started kicking him. I went out to see what the noise was, and when I saw these men kicking Albert in the face I just started screaming.’

Mr Smith took up the story. ‘I didn’t have a chance to do anything. I saw the men, then the next thing I knew I was on the floor and they were kicking me in the head and body.’ As he spoke, he automatically shielded his face. ‘All I could do was put my arms up to try and protect myself.’

As I listened, my stomach was churning with a mixture of anger and pity.

‘My screaming must have frightened them,’ the woman said. ‘They’d burst the front door open so anyone passing would have heard me. They snatched my necklace, took the rings from my finger and fled.’

‘What happened then?’ I asked.

‘I don’t really know,’ she answered, ‘everything was so confused and I was hysterical.’

‘Someone must have heard the screams and called the police,’ Mr Smith said.

‘Have you seen a doctor?’ I asked, noticing his continual wiping of his eyes.

‘The police sent for an ambulance and the hospital wanted to keep me in for observation, but I wouldn’t stay.’

The woman shook her head. ‘He was worried about me being here on my own.’

‘Do you live here, love?’ I asked.

‘Call me Ann,’ she insisted. ‘No, I live in London. Me and Albert’s wife were friends from school days, and although she’s been dead for many years I still come up once a year to see him.’

‘It’s a good job you were here,’ I told her, shuddering at the thought of him being alone.

‘God knows what would have happened to him if I hadn’t been, they’d have killed him.’

I looked around the room, wondering what on earth the thieves had expected to steal. The furniture, though clean and well looked after, was of no great value. I didn’t think it was worth more than a few pounds. That is to anyone but Albert, who probably cherished it for the memories it held.

Along the high mantelpiece there was a parade of old photographs, and I found myself staring at one of a young man in army uniform. ‘Is that you, Mr Smith?’

I could hear the pride in his voice as he answered, ‘Yes, that was in the First World War.’

‘You were a very handsome lad,’ I said. ‘Can I ask how old you are now?’

‘I’m eighty-seven, and if I’d been any younger, those thugs wouldn’t have got away with it.’

‘How are you feeling now?’

It was Ann who answered me. ‘I’m terrified! I don’t think I’ll ever get over it. I ought to go home, but I can’t leave Albert in this state.’

‘I’ll be all right in a couple of days,’ he insisted. ‘Once these bruises go, I’ll be able to see properly.’

I had a thought and asked, ‘Have you had your front door made safe?’

Albert struggled to his feet. ‘Come with me.’

As I followed the frail figure down the hall, I had a sudden, horrific picture in my mind of him huddled on the floor trying to protect himself. We reached the front door and Mr Smith picked up a stout piece of wood that was propped up against it. He handed it to me, saying, ‘I’m keeping this here to protect myself if anyone tries to break in.’

I smiled at him as he replaced the wood. I wasn’t going to tell this once proud soldier that he was too old and frail to protect himself against thugs without mercy or compassion.

When we got back to the kitchen, I asked Ann, ‘Have you got enough food in?’

‘Yes, and I can get his messages in. I’ll stay for a few days until he’s better.’

‘I can run to the shops for you, if you like.’

Mr Smith shook his head. ‘It’s very kind of you to come and see me, but we’ll manage.’

Impulsively, I bent down and kissed his cheek. ‘Look after yourself. I’ll call again some time and hope you’ll be feeling better by then.’

At the front door, Ann said bitterly, ‘I hope the men that did that to him get their just deserts. Fancy doing that to a man of his age who has never hurt anyone in his life.’

Perhaps Ann’s white hair and comfortable figure reminded me of my mother. I put my arm around her as if I knew her well. I felt so many emotions filling my heart: compassion, pity and, uppermost, anger. ‘He’s lucky to have a friend like you,’ I told her.

She stood at the door waving as I drove away. I could feel the tears burning behind my eyelids. All the way home I went over the incident and always I came back to that horrific impression of Albert lying on the floor, watching those heavy boots coming towards his face.

I was late home that day, and had just put the potatoes on to boil when my son Philip came in. He is mentally handicapped, and goes each day to a training centre. The bus drops him off outside our house which saves me waiting at a bus stop for him. He was twenty-six then, the most placid, good-natured person I had ever met. When he was born and Tony and I were told he was handicapped, we thought it was the end of the world. Nobody told us, in fact nobody knew, how badly affected he would be, and Tony and I suffered many years of heartache and worry. There was in fact no need because Philip turned out to be so selfless, so loving, with such a marvellous sense of humour, that he brought a lot of love and happiness into our lives. We knew he would never lead a normal life and would always live with us, but now saw this as a bonus in our lives. We also had a younger son, Paul, married to Pauline and living just a few miles up the road in Ormskirk.

When Tony came in from work he asked, as he usually does, what I had been doing with myself all day. It was only a few months since I had sold my three greengrocer’s shops and I wasn’t used to a lazy life. I think Tony thought I would soon get bored being at home, and was expecting to come home one night to find I’d opened another shop.

While we were eating our meal I told him about my visit to Albert Smith and Ann. He listened attentively while I told him all the details of what had happened to them, then shook his head, saying, ‘It’s terrible, love, but don’t get yourself upset, there’s nothing you can do.’

‘It’s about time somebody did something,’ I replied, heatedly. ‘Those thugs not only broke his front door, they broke his pride and his spirit.’ I suddenly realized Philip was listening so I changed the subject. My son hated to see anyone hurt or upset and I didn’t want to worry him. The incident wasn’t mentioned again that night, but when I went to bed I just tossed and turned, unable to chase away the thoughts of Albert and Ann, probably too frightened to go to sleep after what they’d been through.

When I was still thinking of them a week later, I decided to visit them again and put my mind at rest.

Ann opened the door to me, and I said, ‘Hello, love, it’s Joan Jonker, I called last week.’

‘Yes, I remember you, you’re the lady from Maghull.’ She opened the door wider to let me pass. ‘Come in, love, it’s nice to see you.’

As I followed her to the living room, I said, ‘You’ve got a good memory.’

‘It wasn’t difficult, there’s been nobody else over the doorstep since you came.’

I greeted Albert with a kiss before turning back to Ann. ‘Do you mean that nobody has been to see if Albert needed any help?’

She shook her head. ‘There’s been nobody since you last week.’

I couldn’t believe it. What was happening to our society, was there no sympathy or compassion any more? I looked at Albert and saw the bruises had faded a little, but his eyes were still red and watery. ‘How d’you feel now, Albert?’

‘I’m less sore,’ he told me, ‘but I still can’t see out of this eye.’ He indicated his left one. ‘The other is still blurred, too,’ he added.

‘I can’t believe no one has been to see if you need help.’ I shook my head. This was all wrong.

‘That’s why I’m still here,’ Ann told me. ‘I should be back home in London by now.’

Albert stood up to go to the kitchen and I noticed how he gripped the end of the table until he was near enough to the door to hold on to it for support.

‘I’m worried about him,’ Ann said softly when he was out of earshot. ‘He can’t see properly and I don’t know how I can go home and leave him.’

‘Doesn’t he have any family?’

‘He’s got a son, but he goes out to work and has a family to care for. We haven’t seen him since the night it happened and the police sent for him.’

‘How old are you, Ann?’ I asked gently.

‘I’m eighty-three, and I’ve never felt my age until now. I feel really old and tired. I’ll never be able to make the journey up here again.’

Albert came back into the room then and we talked for a while about the old days. ‘When we were young,’ Ann said, ‘nobody had anything, but we helped each other. Today, everyone seems so selfish and greedy.’

Memories came flooding back of my own childhood. While considerably younger than these two lovely people, I could nevertheless remember the two-up-two-down terraced houses with the lavatory at the bottom of the yard. There were no lights down there, and all sorts of creepy-crawlies. Money was scarce in those days, but what our family lacked in material things my parents made up for with love and kindness. And, most important, everyone in the family was blessed with a good sense of humour. ‘We’ll never see the likes of those days again, I’m afraid,’ I said as I got to my feet. ‘Where we used to help each other, the thugs of today help themselves.’

When I visited Albert the following week he was alone. Ann had finally gone back to London. The house seemed empty without her, and Albert seemed ill at ease with me at first. Then he showed me into the front parlour and when I admired the room he seemed to relax and was pleased with my comments on the old-fashioned plant stand and the beautiful fire screen. He was meticulously tidy, and I felt like hugging him because in spite of his ordeal at the hands of men who would never match him for honesty, integrity and bravery, he had no intention of lowering his standards.

I asked how he was coping, and he told me he still couldn’t see out of his left eye, but with the help of a walking stick he managed to get to the shops for his groceries and to put a bet on. ‘I miss reading the papers,’ he admitted. ‘I like to have a bet every day, but I can’t see the list of runners even with the help of a magnifying glass my son brought.’

‘You should see a doctor,’ I told him, though in fact I had grave doubts about his ever again having the sight of his left eye. ‘He could give you some advice.’

‘I’ll be all right.’ Albert appeared eager to get back to the kitchen to write out his bet, so I didn’t stay long that day. But I thought about him a lot, and I think it was because he had affected me so much. Once a proud soldier fighting for his country, he’d been reduced to a state of powerlessness against thugs who would be too scared to face someone who might fight back. Albert had fought for a better world for these men, and they were destroying it.

The following week when I called on him, he took me straight through to the kitchen where newspapers were spread out on the table. ‘I’m just doing my bet,’ he told me, holding the magnifying glass over the racing section. I watched as he picked up a stub of pencil and, eyes two inches from the betting slip, slowly wrote out his bet. When he had finished he put the slip of paper in his jacket pocket and picked up the coat that was draped over a chair. As he slipped his arms in, he asked, ‘Did you hear that a lady was mugged over the road yesterday?’

I shook my head. ‘I hadn’t heard, no. Is she elderly?’

‘I only know her by sight,’ he said. ‘I’d say she was in her late-seventies.’

‘Do you know where she lives?’

‘I don’t know the address, but I know the house. I’ll point it out to you if you like.’

A few minutes later we stood at the end of Albert’s block and he pointed to a house in a side street. ‘The one with railings round, I think that’s where she lives.’

‘Do you want me to come to the shop with you?’ I asked.

Proud as ever, he shook his head. ‘No, I’ll be all right, it’s not far.’

I stood for a while watching him walk down the street, leaning heavily on his stick. His back was stooped, and he seemed much more vulnerable than he did in his home. When he turned the corner and was out of sight, I sighed and made my way to the house he’d pointed to.

After knocking on the door, I stood back and looked around. The houses here were about a hundred years old, and while some had been modernized, most were in need of repair. When I could hear no sound from inside the house, I knocked again. I waited for a while, then turned to leave at the same time as the door of the house next-door opened. A small elderly lady in a floral apron with a scarf tied round her head stepped down on to the pavement and called to me, ‘There’s no one there.’

I approached her, saying, ‘I believe the lady who lives there has been attacked, and I was knocking to see how she was.’

‘I was with her when it happened,’ the woman told me. ‘We were going to the church bingo when this man jumped out and stole Ethel’s bag.’

‘Was she hurt?’ I asked.

‘I don’t know, they took her to hospital. Her son came last night to feed the cats and he told me she would be staying with them for a while.’

I noticed the frail little woman shivering. Thinking she was cold, I said, ‘Go inside, love, you’re shaking.’

‘I’ve been like this since it happened. It was such a terrible shock. We were walking down the road, arm in arm, at a quarter to two in the afternoon, when this man jumps on Ethel’s back. The next thing I knew she was on the ground and the man was running off with her bag. Ethel couldn’t move, and I couldn’t help her. Some women came along and they got someone to carry her to the church hall, then sent for the police and an ambulance.’ Close to tears and very distressed, she went on, ‘I can’t get over it. I never went to bed last night, I sat on a chair all night.’

‘Don’t get upset,’ I said, knowing as I spoke that my words were inadequate but I could think of nothing else to say. Putting my hand on her arm, I said, ‘Go inside, love, it’s cold for you standing out here.’

‘I can give you the son’s phone number, if you like,’ she offered.

‘Would he mind if I rang?’

‘I shouldn’t think so. He’s a very nice man, and a marvellous son. Her first husband’s boy, that’s why their names are different.’

I took a piece of paper and a pencil from my bag and wrote down the name and phone number she’d given me. Then I smiled at the little woman who was so eager to help. ‘What’s your name, love?’

‘Victoria Gardiner.’

‘Thank you, Mrs Gardiner, I’ll ring Mr Rodgers tonight. Now you go inside where it’s warm. I’ll call and see you again.’

That night, when I rang Mr Rodgers, I explained how I had called at Ethel Attwood’s house and her neighbour had given me his phone number. I asked how his mother was, and was told she was in a bad state. The doctors wanted to keep her in hospital, but she wouldn’t stay and was being discharged into his care. I asked if he’d mind my visiting her, and he said of course not. He would be at work the following day, but his wife would be in with his mother if I wanted to call. I jotted down the address and told him I would be there the next day about eleven o’clock.

Mr and Mrs Rodgers lived in a semi-detached house in one of the middle-class areas of the city. I walked up the path, noticing the well-kept garden and the attractive modern windows. I rang the bell and as I waited it occurred to me that these people were probably wondering why a total stranger wanted to see Mrs Attwood. If they’d asked, I couldn’t have answered because I didn’t know myself.

Mrs Rodgers smiled to see me and stood back to let me enter. Then she led the way to the living room. ‘She’s in here.’

I came to an abrupt halt when I saw Mrs Attwood, sitting in a chair, propped up with pillows. I gasped at the extent of her injuries. Her whole face was a mass of black, blue and yellow bruises, and there were cuts on her cheek and forehead. Her left arm, which was in a sling and cradled in front of her, was also covered in bruises and weeping sores. ‘My God,’ I said, feeling sick in my stomach. ‘Someone did that to you!’

‘He jumped on my back and I finished up on the ground with him on top of me.’ Although her injuries must have been causing her pain, there was no self-pity in that voice, nor in the blue eyes that looked into mine.

‘You haven’t seen the half of it,’ her daughter-in-law said as she raised the cardigan that was draped over Mrs Attwood’s frail shoulders. ‘Just look at this.’

My hand went to my mouth in horror as I saw the extent of the bruising and weeping sores. They covered the whole of one side of her body, angry black and blue marks with the skin scraped and cut in several places. And now the cardigan had been removed, I could see how frail the victim was. If she weighed more than six stone I’d be surprised.

‘It’s all down her legs, too,’ Mrs Rodgers said, anger in her tone.

I sat down, not able to find words to express my feelings of horror and pity. ‘And what did the brave man get after doing that to you?’

‘All the money I had in the world,’ came the answer. ‘I had seventy-eight pounds in that bag, every penny I owned. It was to pay my electricity, rent, television licence, housekeeping, and a few pounds I had saved to go on a holiday with the pensioners’ club.’ There was bitterness in her voice as she went on, ‘I won’t be able to go now, I’ve nothing left.’

There was a lump in my throat and I had to swallow hard to stop myself from crying. Mrs Attwood was the most pathetic figure I had ever seen in my life, and to think that these horrible injuries had been deliberately inflicted was horrifying. ‘Why were you carrying so much money, love?’

‘Well, it’s difficult to know whether it’s safer to leave it at home or take it out with you! Two young boys knocked at my door a couple of weeks ago, said their ball had gone over my backyard wall and would I get it for them. When I went through the house to look for it, they ran in the living room and stole my purse.’

I was thinking that if young boys of ten or eleven were robbing elderly people, then there wasn’t much future for our society. ‘What did the hospital say?’

‘They wanted to keep me in, but I wouldn’t stay.’ Then she chuckled. ‘You should have heard what the doctor called the man who attacked me! He said he certainly picked his mark with me.’

A pitiful sight she may look, I thought, but there’s nothing pitiful about her spirit. She has more guts than the coward who attacked her. And at that moment I would have loved to have been able to look him in the eye and tell him so.

I had an idea. ‘Would you mind if I came back and took your photograph?’

Mrs Attwood’s free hand went up to pat her hair. ‘Oh, I couldn’t have my photograph taken looking like this.’

‘That’s just the point,’ I told her. ‘It’s because you look like this that I want the photograph. People should see what’s happened to you. We read about these things, but never see the victim.’

Mrs Attwood slowly nodded. ‘You’re welcome to if that’s what you want, and if you think it will help.’

I asked a friend to come with me the next day to take the photographs. Bill was very good with a camera and I needed someone who knew what they were doing. When he saw her injuries he was deeply shocked. He couldn’t believe a man would do this to a frail elderly woman, only about four foot six in height. Mrs Attwood, who now insisted we all call her Ethel, was in good spirits, and as I had with Albert, I marvelled at her strength of character and resilience.

When Bill and I were leaving, I asked if I could call and see her again in a few days.

‘Come to my home,’ she said, ‘I can’t stay here any longer, my cats need me.’

‘You’re not going home yet,’ her daughter-in-law said firmly, ‘you’re not able to look after yourself.’

Ethel showed her stubborn streak when she smiled and said, ‘I’ll be all right. Jack comes in twice a day, and I’ve got good neighbours.’

‘I’ll ring first to see where you are,’ I promised as I kissed her goodbye.

I made arrangements to call at Bill’s the following night to collect the photographs. His wife Sadie and I looked at them together. They showed in stark detail the full horror of Ethel’s injuries, and accentuated her frailty to such an extent we were deeply affected.

‘The person who did this should be ashamed to call himself a man,’ Sadie said with feeling. ‘I wouldn’t insult an animal by saying he was one.’

After thanking Bill for his help and having a tussle with him because he wouldn’t take any money off me for the photographs, I set off for home. Before I took my coat off I handed Tony the packet of photographs. I studied his face for his reaction. After a while he looked at me, shaking his head. ‘How in the name of God could anyone do this?’ Then he asked me what I intended doing with them.

‘I don’t know yet,’ I said. ‘I feel like showing them to the whole world, then perhaps they’ll get off their bottoms and do something about what is going on. If someone in authority doesn’t use their common sense before it’s too late we’ll be living in a lawless society where there are more crooks than decent people. In fact, the decent people will be outnumbered by the criminals and afraid to speak out. Anyway, I can’t do anything, I’d be just a lone voice. But there’s a meeting of the CLO in a few days, I’ll show them the photographs and see what they think.’

The next few days passed quickly and soon I was in my car and on my way to the meeting which was held at a Bible college belonging to Charles Oxley, our chairman. Several of the members were there when I arrived and I showed them the photographs of Ethel. As we were taking our seats I told them what had happened to her, and to Albert Smith. They expressed horror and disgust, but it was obvious they were eager to get on with our business. I was dismayed, but realized they hadn’t seen the victims. I could talk with as much fervour as I liked, it would not have the same impact as actually seeing the injured people for themselves and hearing of their experiences from their own mouths.

The business before the committee that night was the organization of a mass lobby of the House of Commons. As organizer it was my job to liaise with other groups up and down the country who, like ourselves, were pressing the Government for stiffer punishments for offenders. I had already met my own MP, Graham Page, who had agreed to book a conference hall and invite a number of other MPs to address the meeting. To make the lobby a success we were hoping that at least five hundred people would participate, which meant a lot of organizing over a few months. After bringing the committee up to date on the arrangements so far, and explaining what still had to be done, we all took our diaries out to fix a date for our next meeting.

When this was completed, I tried once again to raise the subject of the local victims. While everyone expressed sympathy and concern, they felt that the committee should concentrate on the aims of the CLO and not diversify. While they were donning their coats I commented on how strange it was that the very people expressing concern over the increase in crime seemed reluctant to show the same concern for its victims. My argument seemed to fall on deaf ears, and I wasn’t particularly happy about it. I had been completely outraged by what had happened to Albert and Ethel, and couldn’t understand why others didn’t feel as strongly.
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