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1.

The sun hadn’t set yet. Its rays reflected in the calm ocean and reflected softly in the waves. The sky was clear, with only a few wispy clouds drifting to the west. To any tourist, this sight would have caused a cry of admiration, but to Becky, these sunsets were part of her life, part of her daily routine, and she watched the rapidly changing landscape with no interest. She was tired, her legs hurt, and her stomach was rumbling. Becky’s day had been long and, even though it was nearly nine in the evening, she still had things to do. She couldn’t wait to get home and have dinner. She hadn’t eaten since morning. Her day always started with a light breakfast, followed by a full day at school and then three hours of work at one of the warehouses near Penzance. It took her almost an hour to walk from Penzance to the farm where she lived with her parents and her little sister.

Becky looked outside again. The hedges along the shore were in bloom, and the ground seemed to be covered with a yellow-green carpet. She noticed a few tourists walking along the coast. They looked happy and were smiling. This place gave them the peace they were looking for. Becky wished she could feel that sense of awe and peace too. A piece of paradise, that’s how the tourists described the place where she was born and where she spent her life. However, for her, that was not the case. The farm where they lived and worked was by no means a piece of paradise, nor did it smell of the sea and flowers. The smell was of manure, and the cold, salty sea air came in through the gaps in the window frames and seeped into the walls. It was not bright and pleasant on the farm where Becky had lived since she was born. The rooms’ small windows didn’t let in much sunlight, and the stone walls didn’t often get warm, especially on cold and wet days. However, today was warm and dry. At least she wouldn’t come home wet, Becky thought. She looked again at where they were, and they were not far from the farm. The bus she was riding in was speeding through the narrow streets, passing through the small villages where it stopped, and would soon be nearing where Becky lived. It was May, and there weren’t many tourists standing in its way yet. A few more minutes and David, the bus driver, would be calling her to get off. Although there was no stop, he always stopped near her home. He was worried about her, especially in the winter when it was pitch dark here. Becky wasn’t worried; she knew the way and was in no danger of getting lost. She could go home blindfolded because she had been walking this way for years. Almost no one else used this stony road, especially in the evening.

However, David was worried about her and did his best to close the distance for Becky a little. If it were up to him, he would have taken her to the farm himself, but the bus was too wide and would have gotten stuck in one of the hedges bordering the fields. It was still light, and the driver wasn’t too worried about the young girl this evening. There was at least half an hour until dark, by which time she would be back at the farm, he thought.

As they approached the road that led to her home, he stopped the bus and called out to the young girl. Becky got her bag, got out, and thanked the driver. From here, she had to continue her journey on foot. She had to walk almost a mile. The road meandered, bordered by flowers and hedges that prevented people and animals from reaching the fields behind them. At its beginning, on either side, were several houses recently bought by a wealthy Londoner. Becky hadn’t seen the owners yet, so she was surprised to see a car parked in front of one of the houses. Loud music was blaring from the car and clouds of smoke were coming out of the windows. Inside the car, she noticed young men, apparently very drunk, who were talking loudly and, noticing her, they looked her over from head to toe. A chill ran down Becky’s spine. She was worried by their eyes following her every step. Her instinct told her to run, to get out of their sight as quickly as possible, and she hurried past the car with the drunken young men inside, even starting to run lightly, so as not to attract their attention with her escape. But the men did not lose their interest. On the contrary, two of them leaned out of the windows and stared at her. They jeered and whistled and laughed loudly at her worry. Becky ran faster; her heart was racing. She passed the car and continued to run towards the farm, which, however, was far away. She just thought she had gotten rid of them when she heard the sound of an engine behind her. The car raced in her direction, and Becky sped up even more, scared of the people in it. The young men were shouting; three of them appeared from the windows and beckoned her to stop and talk. It wasn’t long before the car caught up with her.

The road was very narrow, with thick hedges on both sides, and there was no place for Becky to stop or hide, so she continued to run as fast as she could. She let go of her bag and tried to get through a hole in the hedge, but couldn’t. Then she tried to jump over into the field beyond, but this attempt also failed, only slowing her down even more. The car was chasing her, and the men in it, who had reclined on the seats, were shouting something enthusiastically. Becky was so scared, she started calling for help, hoping that someone would be nearby and hear her. She ran as fast as she could, her legs starting to ache from the effort, her knees weak, and her breath short. She turned to see if she had gained a lead, but saw that the car was following her and was almost at her feet. The driver was laughing in a throaty voice, pleased with his pursuit of his victim, and the others cheered him on with ecstatic shouts.

Finally, apparently, the driver got tired of the cat-and-mouse game. He stepped on the gas and hit her lightly enough to knock her to the ground. Becky fell, but got up quickly and started running again, stumbling down the country road. At a wider spot in the road, all the men got out of the car, caught up with her, and pounced on her. They grabbed her and pulled her back. She screamed and struggled, but the nearest houses were so far away that the likelihood of anyone hearing her was minimal. Becky felt sick at the thought of what might happen to her. She started kicking and screaming even louder and tried her best to get away from them, but the men had grabbed her tightly and put her in the car. The driver obviously knew the area because he said he would drive to one of the beaches known only to the locals. As they travelled, several hands attacked and groped her. Some were busy groping her breasts, others were putting their hands under her skirt and struggling to get her panties off. Becky was trying to cry for help but couldn’t. One of the men covered her mouth with one of her socks. She realized what was about to happen to her and even more furiously began to fight the men in the back seat, but they wouldn’t let her go. On the contrary, one of them pulled down her panties and lifted up her skirt.

‘Look what we have here,’ he said, pointing to the girl’s naked body. The men in the car stared at Becky’s legs and body, and a lustful smile appeared on each of their faces. She started kicking and struggling again, but the drunken men, seeing that they were far from populated areas, didn’t pay much attention to her anymore. Three pairs of hands groped her and caused her pain. Only the driver had not yet directed his hands at her and was concentrating on driving. The car shook from the rough road, and when Becky realized where they were, the fear in her heart turned to terror. The sun had almost set, but there was still a faint light around. The car’s headlights illuminated part of the road, but the driver soon turned them off. He motioned for his friends to get Becky out, and, excited by what was to come, they roughly yanked her out of the back seat and dropped her onto the hard, stone-strewn ground. Two of them grabbed her legs and dragged her, letting her head hit the rocks like it was a piece of meat. The other two were taking something from the car and ran towards their friends. Becky screamed, hoping someone would hear her and come to help her. Her head ached from the blows she received as the two men dragged her. They had grabbed her by the ankles, each taking one leg in their hands. Her legs were spread, her skirt still up, and the men occasionally turned to enjoy the view. The other two illuminated her body with small flashlights. They dragged her for a few paces and finally put their victim on the ground. She tried to escape, grabbed a stone, and threw it at her attackers, but the stone didn’t hit anyone.

‘Now we’re going to draw lots,’ said the driver, pressing his foot on Becky’s right wrist. The four of them looked away from her briefly, and after quickly deciding who would be the first, they set about removing her skirt and shirt. Within seconds, Becky was down to her bra, which was quickly ripped off by the driver. The men’s movements were rough and caused her pain. Becky shivered at the cold and damp air. She wanted to think that someone would come at the last moment and save her, but there was no one. The driver leaned over her, grabbed her chest roughly, then took off his pants and moved his hands to her lower body. His friends watched him; in the eyes of two of them, Becky saw envy. They envied him for doing this to her.

She closed her eyes, anticipating the inevitable pain, and began to cry softly. And the pain was intense, something tore inside her, and she screamed loudly. One of the men covered her mouth with his hand, squeezing her so hard that Becky felt small stones enter her scalp, and she screamed even louder. She blacked out from the pain she felt in every cell in her body. One of the men found her sock and stopped her screams with it. It was hard for her to breathe. She could feel the blood flowing from her and the sweat coming from her rapists. Everything hurt her; she tried to resist, but with each resistance, one of them hit her and caused her even more pain. Becky closed her eyes, her head throbbing. Her consciousness could not cope with what was happening to her, and, after a few minutes, she passed out.

‘Wake her up,’ said one of them. ‘I want her to look me in the eye while I do it.’

Two of the men were trying to wake her up. They doused her with water and slapped her twice in the hope that this would revive her. After the third hard slap, she regained consciousness, and her rapist gave her a satisfied smile.

‘I want you to remember this,’ he whispered in her ear.

Becky wanted to pass out again or die. That would be best. To die and not feel what these freaks were doing to her, but the men kept her awake. They didn’t give her any rest. They raped her one after the other and then again until they got tired. She was crying, big, heavy tears falling from her eyes, but they didn’t notice it. They looked into her eyes as they played with her, and her tears seemed to turn them on even more.

‘That’s enough!’ said the driver, finally. ‘Let’s dump the bitch here.’

‘I have a better idea,’ said one of the men, his dark eyes shining with excitement. ‘Do people come here often?’

‘No. In the off-season almost no one comes,’ said the driver confidently and grinned. ‘What are you up to?’

The men were already out of control, drunk and stoned, intoxicated, and satisfied with the pleasure they had just been given. One of them went to the car, then returned with a small pocketknife.

‘Let’s scar her for life, huh? One scar from each of us. This is how she will remember this night forever,’ he said, and without warning, he stabbed the young girl in the left shoulder. Becky winced in pain. The sock was still in her mouth. The driver smiled, took the knife, and plunged it with all his might into her left thigh. Before he could pull it out, he twirled the knife into her flesh. Becky blacked out. She wanted to die. The pain was so intense that she finally passed out.

One of the men slapped her several times, doused her with water, and hit her until she regained consciousness. He removed the sock from her mouth and said:

‘If you tell someone who did this to you, you’re dead. Although looking at yourself will make you want to die before that,’ he spat at her. Then he raised the knife and plunged it into her right shoulder. She couldn’t even gasp, only tried to curl up into a ball, but the last of the four forced her to lay onto her back and plunged the knife into her right thigh. Then the four of them left her and went to the car. Becky felt the blood drain from her body and, when she felt that nobody was around, she screamed. Her first scream was loud, but after that her cries became feeble and weak. The chances of anyone hearing them were slim. Her blood flowed and fell between the small stones that were on the ground. Then it filled the space between them and soaked into the soil. Her tears were also falling slowly there. She was sobbing and begging to die. Five minutes later, Becky passed out. She sank into a white, weightless field full of cotton-white clouds. Then the clouds began to take on a light pink colour and finally turned red. Becky decided she was dead and told herself with relief that it was for the best. She lay back on the red fluffy clouds and fell asleep.

2.

When Becky woke up, it was hard for her to breathe. She tried to open her eyes, but something was pressing them. She felt thirsty; her throat felt parched. She tried to lick her lips but failed. She felt fabric against her body. She squeezed it and realized from the material that it was a sheet. There was someone next to her; she could hear his breathing. Someone was moving, doing something above her head. Becky gripped the sheet again, hoping she would be able to find the strength to get up and see where she was and who was next to her, but she couldn’t. Someone gently grabbed her arm and pulled her away.

‘You need to rest,’ said a female voice, and someone gently caressed her hand. ‘In a few days, you will feel better.’

Becky relaxed and fell asleep. She dreamed of the men all hanging over her and cried out. The memory was so clear that she screamed at the top of her lungs. She woke up, opened her eyes, and this time it didn’t take much effort. Becky blinked from the bright light, raised herself slightly, just a few centimetres, and looked around as best she could. She tried to get up, but something seemed to stop her. She tried again but quickly got tired and collapsed slightly on the bed. When she opened her eyes again, she saw two nurses standing by her bed.

‘Everything is fine,’ said one of them, seeing the terror in the girl’s eyes. ‘You’re safe.’

Becky looked around again. She was in a hospital room. A policeman entered the room, worried by the commotion inside. The nurse motioned for him to come out, and he did. He remained outside at his post. The young girl calmed down. She still couldn’t move and realized her whole body was in bandages. She tried to move her arms, but a sharp pain stopped her, so she lay back on the bed.

‘Now I will give you some medicine to calm you down,’ said the nurse and left the room. The other nurse was checking her blood pressure and looked at her face.

‘Are you okay?’ she asked. 

Becky closed her eyes and leaned back against the pillow. She wasn’t dead. Becky didn’t know whether to be happy about that or not. She looked down at her left arm and saw an IV injecting fluid into a vein in her arm. The nurse came back and put something into the IV.

‘Now it will be less painful for you,’ she said to Becky and stroked her hand again. There was sympathy in her eyes. Becky wondered if her mother and father were nearby and whether it was them who found her. Then she fell asleep again. When she woke up, she was alone in the room. It must have been night because the lights in the hallway were dimmed. She heard muffled voices from somewhere. Someone was whispering outside the door, and, when Becky listened, she realized that the whisper was coming from the policeman who was guarding her room. He was talking to his girlfriend and whispering something gentle to her. Becky’s eyes watered. She wished she were dead. What was she going to do now? After what happened, no one would want her; everyone would point the finger at her. Her crying turned into sobbing. She closed her eyes and let her tears flow. After a few minutes, she calmed down and listened to the steady voice of the policeman, who continued to speak to his girlfriend. Becky drifted off and fell to sleep again.

A few hours later, a doctor entered the room. An elderly man with glasses and a good-natured face. He looked at the girl in the hospital bed, and a nervous smile appeared on his lips. ‘Good morning!’

Becky looked at him, the presence of a man in the room bothering her and unnerving her. She nodded and waited to hear what he had to say. The doctor seemed to sense her worry and stood away from the bed.

‘My name is Doctor Vincent, and I am your attending physician at the clinic in Truro. First of all, I want to tell you that I am very sorry for what happened to you.’

Becky nodded.

‘How do you feel?’ he asked her.

She nodded again.

‘Okay. I’m glad you’re better. I have good news. Your test results are good, and your body is recovering quickly. Today, we will be able to remove the oxygen tube, and you will be able to speak. It will take you a few hours to get used to it, but I think it won’t be a problem for you.’

He was silent for a moment as if he was hesitating about something. Finally, he said, ‘I will come in a little while with a nurse. Before that, I want to make sure that my presence in the room will not disturb you.’

Becky looked at him nervously. She imagined his body above her, and her eyes widened in fear. This didn’t go unnoticed by the doctor. He nodded.

‘I will ask my colleague to help with this. I’ll just watch from a distance. Is that okay?’

Becky nodded and closed her eyes in thanks. Doctor Vincent also nodded and left the room. After a few minutes, he returned with his colleague, who helped Becky free herself from the oxygen tube.

‘Drink water in small sips and try not to talk today, just focus on your recovery. The investigating officer who took over your case is coming tomorrow and wants to talk to you.’

Becky nodded, but just the thought of talking about what happened made her feel sick. The doctor saw her concern and asked the nurse to stay in the room while he spoke with the patient. ‘Rebecca, you need to talk to the police inspectors so they can catch the perpetrator faster. Point them to clues so they can start searching. We will also assign a counsellor to help you overcome the stress you have experienced. A counsellor is a woman who talks to girls like you. As I can see that you are worried about my presence in the room, I will call my very good doctor friend to attend the interview tomorrow.’

Becky nodded again. Even if she could speak, she preferred to remain silent now. The nightmares she was having were nothing compared to the mere thought of talking about it. The doctor looked at her sympathetically and left the room. The nurse stayed by her side for another two or three minutes to make sure she was okay and left the room as well. Becky got up, looked down the corridor, hoping to see her parents, but the only one standing there was the policeman making sure no one entered her room. Where are they? Why didn’t they come to see me? she asked herself. Then she looked away from the corridor and looked at her body for the first time after the rape. Most of her torso was still in bandages. They were squeezing her chest, and it made difficult it for her to breathe. Her upper arms and thighs were also bandaged. Apparently, they were dressing the knife wounds. The memory of the knife made her faint again. She rested her head on the pillow and stared at the ceiling of the room. She had survived, despite their desire to kill her, she was still alive. Becky didn’t know how she had ended up in the hospital, but she hoped to find out soon. She closed her eyes for a moment, but the faces of the men who almost killed her were before her again, and she opened them. She stared at the people passing by in the corridor.

How much time had passed? How long had she been in the hospital? She must have been kicked out of school by now, she thought. Were her friends thinking about her? Becky was entangled in questions. She tried not to think about what had happened, but it was all about it. Exhausted by thoughts of the unknown, she finally fell asleep.

She didn’t wake up until the next morning. The lights were still dim, as if it were night, but the sun had risen outside. It was probably five or six in the morning, which for was normal early June. The policeman outside the door was whispering something tender to his girlfriend again, and Becky listened to his monotonous, soothing voice. At first glance, he resembled her rapists, but his eyes had been warm when he looked at her yesterday. There was nothing aggressive about this man, and even though Becky didn’t know him, she felt a certain security with him. She was just starting to drift off again when the lights in the hallway went out, and a young nurse came into her room. She asked Becky how she was, then quickly went out to check on the other patients. Doctor Vincent also visited her briefly, just to make sure she was well. At half past eight, several people appeared outside Becky’s room. She didn’t know any of them. After a brief conversation with the doctor and the policeman, the newcomers entered her room. A middle-aged man and woman watched her with lowered brows. Becky shifted uncomfortably under their stares. She wondered again where her mother and father were. Shouldn’t they be here and present at these conversations? Becky swallowed loudly and stared at the people in front of her.

‘I’m Inspector Becks, and this is Inspector Ramsey,’ the man introduced them. Becky nodded but said nothing. ‘We want to talk to you about what happened.’

‘Where are my mum and dad?’ Becky asked hoarsely. It was difficult for her to speak. Her throat was scraped.

‘They didn’t want to be present, but they allowed us to talk to you,’ answered the woman. ‘You are now sixteen-years-old, and you will have to testify without their presence.’

Becky looked at them sadly, leaned back against the pillow, and tears suddenly flowed from her eyes. They flowed and sank slowly into the pillow fabric. The two investigators stood by the door and didn’t know what to say or how to react. Crimes of this magnitude were rare in Cornwall.

This girl’s case had become even worse after her parents refused to cooperate and did not want to talk to their daughter, which, according to Inspector Ramsey, was an even worse crime than what the rapist had committed. You must have a heart of stone to abandon your daughter at a time like this, she thought. Then she approached Becky, caressed her hand gently, and asked her to talk to them.

‘Dr Vincent called his good friend, who deals with cases like yours. She will attend the conversation instead of your parents. I hope you don’t mind.’

––––––––

[image: ]


Becky nodded, unable to speak again. Tears fell and blurred her vision. She tried to wipe them away, but she couldn’t raise her hands. Inspector Ramsey reached out and wiped them with her hand, then nodded to the woman who was standing alone in the corridor. She approached, introduced herself, and asked Becky to quickly retell, without much detail, what had happened. Becky agreed, swallowed hard a few times, looked away from the people in the room, and stared at the far-right corner. Then she began her story slowly. When she reached the part about the four young men, everyone in the room gasped in surprise. Not one, but four? Ramsey’s face turned red, and her colleague simply turned his head and stared down the corridor. The ferocity of the men’s behaviour astonished everyone in the room. Becky’s tears continued to stream down her face. Unconscious tears, the woman conducting her therapy had called them. And healing, she had told her, washing away some of the emotional pain.

‘I know it’s hard for you, Becky, but can you remember what happened to the knife?’ Ramsey asked her.

‘No.’ Becky cried this time, remembering the pain of the stabbings.

Doctor Vincent, who was watching the interrogation from the sidelines, asked everyone to leave and let Becky recover. But she couldn’t rest. All day long, the tears streamed down her face. She didn’t know which pain was more severe, the one caused by young, drugged, and drunk men or the pain of realizing she was abandoned by her parents. What would happen to her after she got out of the hospital, she wondered. Where would she go? She just turned sixteen.

––––––––
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Late in the evening, the doctor appeared at her door again. It was getting dark, and almost no one was walking along the corridor, only the police officer was on duty. This time it was a female police officer, as Inspector Ramsey had recommended after hearing Becky’s testimony. Doctor Vincent turned on the light, looked at Becky, and shook his head dejectedly. He didn’t dare to approach her bed, he didn’t want to frighten her with unnecessary movements, so he remained on the threshold without entering the room.

‘Your father has come to see you,’ he told her. Becky smiled reassuringly. When her father entered, she quickly realized that there was no cause for joy. Her father looked sad. He had been drinking and smelled strongly of beer and whiskey.

‘Becky,’ he said, approaching her, looking at her, and caressing her forehead with his palm. His eyes were glassy, tears were about to fall from them, but he held them back. ‘Your mother sent me to say goodbye to you.’

‘But why?’ she asked.

‘She doesn’t want you at home. You know what she is like.’

‘And you? Do you want me home?’ Becky raised her head and looked into his eyes. She saw his tears and understood. He would do what her mother asked him to do.

‘Why did you come?’ she said coldly and turned her eyes away from him.

‘We spoke to your cousin, Arnie. He’ll find you a room to rent in London and will help you get a job.’

‘London? You’re sending me far away, aren’t you?’

‘Becky...’ the man appeared to suppress his emotions. ‘I have no choice. I brought you money. I hope it lasts you at least a few months.’

Becky turned her head. She didn’t want to look at her father again. The tears kept flowing, but she no longer knew what exactly she was crying about. Her father placed a paper envelope on her bedside table, leaned down, and kissed her forehead. His breath reeked of alcohol. He had mustered up his courage in the pub for a long time, she thought. Then he slowly made his way to the door and turned to her once more. This time, he met her gaze. He left before everyone could see his feelings. Becky pulled her covers up, buried her face in them, and cried her heart out.

The policewoman watched her from the window and thought that in all her conscious life she had never seen such anguish. She felt sorry for the girl and furious with the rapists and her family. Then she turned around and called her friend to buy flowers and candy for the poor girl. At least one human being had to show her compassion, and, at that moment, Officer Simpson decided that, at least for a few days, it would be her.

3.

Becky stayed in the hospital for another three weeks. The police were looking for her rapists, but so far, there was no trace of them. There was no sign of the car either, and the owner of the house, Becky saw the car in front of her, had an alibi and hadn’t been in the area those days. The investigation continued, but with each passing day, the likelihood of finding the men decreased. Becky was afraid of her rapists, but she spared no detail from Inspector Ramsey and her colleague, describing the men and the car as best she could. Though the memory pained her, she tried to recall anything that might help in their identification and capture. She had nothing left to lose. She had no relatives and no friends. No one came to visit her in the hospital, no one called her or tried to contact her. The policeman, the doctor, and one of the nurses took care of her, bringing her books, candy, and generally anything that could cheer her up. In the end, however, they had to separate. After several operations and severe psychological trauma, Becky had to get up, recover, and take the train to London, where the unknown awaited her. Her legs and arms still hurt, her wounds had begun to heal, her body was still weak, but she had nowhere to go. She had to take her cousin Arnie’s hand and accept his help.

There was £1,200 in the envelope her father left her. Becky had never seen so much money. She was sure that neither her mother nor her father had that much, and she wondered how he had gotten it. Becky had decided to return the money to her parents. The moment she got a job and felt better, she would send them back every penny they gave her. She didn’t want anything from them anymore. Dr Vincent and the inspectors tried to talk her out of it, get her to stay and move her to another clinic, bring in a few more sessions of therapy, but Becky decided to leave. People’s sympathy was killing her, as well as the fear that one of her abusers would find her and finish her off.

Becky had worked up the courage to give as detailed a statement as possible, but the men she had described as her rapists were never found. The weeks she’d been in the ER had given them a head start and an opportunity to cover their tracks. Becky had no doubt that they knew she was alive. Her case had appeared in the local media, and almost everyone was talking about it. Police were searching for the car and looking for witnesses. The two inspectors had given her their word to continue the investigation, but with no clues and no witnesses, they were making no progress. The only clue that was found at the crime scene was Becky’s sock, which had been used to gag her mouth. Her bag and clothes were missing. The four men had left her naked with blood dripping from all her wounds. Everyone was horrified, and Becky kind of understood why her parents wanted her away. She had to go to London, although she was not yet physically or mentally stable. She needed to hide and recover as quickly as possible. Away from everyone who knew about it and away from where it had happened. So, one morning, she got up, said goodbye to everyone in the hospital, and left. The policeman took her to the station, bought her a ticket, and stayed until the train left.

––––––––
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The train Becky was traveling on was almost empty. Despite the warm weather, the children had not yet broken up for the school holidays. Out of tourist season, only a small number of people came to Cornwall during this time. Becky watched the scenery outside and wondered if she would ever want to return to this tourist paradise. If this was a corner of heaven, what awaited her in other places, she wondered. She had decided to forget everything, put it in a faraway part of her brain, and lock it there. Becky was going to start a new life, and she was going to do her best to make sure nothing like that happened to her again. She had survived thanks to her last cry for help. From Inspector Ramsey, she learned that a couple heard her cry, saw a car speeding away, and found her there, covered in blood and tears. She would never let anyone hurt her like that again, Becky promised herself. Then she thought fondly of her little sister, Summer. Her twelve-year-old sister would be left there, in that horrible place, on that horrible farm, with parents who didn’t deserve her. They would keep her there until they could take advantage of the benefits for her, and then they would throw her out of their lives as an unnecessary item.

Tears welled up in Becky’s eyes again. This time she stopped them, swallowed hard, wiped the moisture from her eyes with her hand, and stared out the window again. The train had picked up speed. They were expected to arrive at the station in London within two hours, where her cousin had promised to meet her.

Arnie was twenty-four years old now. Becky hadn’t seen him in six years. He was also ostracized by their family. He hadn’t done anything wrong. He just didn’t fit in. Arnie was good-natured. He wanted to study, get an education, and one day work in a big financial firm. That was why he had gone to London. Six years ago, he said goodbye to Becky and his sister, Aya, and they hadn’t seen him since. Arnie’s sister had inherited her mother’s character, never forgave her brother for leaving, and spoke of him as a traitor. Instead of making money and bringing it to his family, she thought, he had run off to live his life in the big city, and she didn’t even want to know where he was or what he was doing now. But Becky often wondered what had happened to him. Now, traveling on the train, she began to worry that he would not recognize her or that she would not recognize him, and the two would drift apart. Or that he wouldn’t come to meet her at all. What would she do then, she wondered.

A woman standing next to Becky saw the girl’s concern but said nothing. She turned her head to the window and looked out. Becky did the same, and though troubling thoughts and questions raced through her head, she managed to pull herself together and put on a calm face.

Becky had never left Cornwall before. She had dreamed of leaving the farm, but not like this. She wanted to leave the way Arnie had, with her chin up and faith in the future. At least there was money to begin with, she thought, and wondered again where the money had come from. Her mother and father couldn’t keep five pounds in their pockets; where did they get twelve hundred? Becky leaned back and tried to calm down and not think about anything. After almost an eternity, the train finally approached Paddington Station. When it stopped, all the passengers eagerly started to get off. Becky hesitated, afraid of the unknown, but finally she pulled the plastic bag that contained the few things that the people at the hospital had given her and slowly got off the train.

She walked in the direction of the crowd as Inspector Ramsey had advised her, passed the ticket barriers, and stared at the people standing in front of the platform. She looked for Arnie but didn’t see him. Panic began to rise inside her, her heart pounding and her legs growing weak. She was wondering what to do, should she stay at the platform for a while, or should she go somewhere else? A young man approached her, she got scared, and she started backing away.

‘You have grown up,’ he said and gave her a happy smile. Arnie’s smile. Becky relaxed in relief and let him put his arms around her.

‘Arnie,’ she said. ‘I didn’t recognize you. You have a beard.’

‘And you don’t look like the little girl I left at the farm anymore,’ he said and smiled at her again. ‘Let’s get your luggage, and I’ll take you out to eat. You must be hungry.’

Becky looked at him uncertainly while Arnie looked around for a suitcase or something that held her belongings. Finally, he realized that she had nothing, just a plastic bag filled with books, magazines, and get-well cards. Arnie tried to quickly recover from the shock, but Becky noticed his concern.

‘Don’t worry,’ he told her. ‘I will buy you everything you need.’

‘I have money,’ she said.

‘You will need that for accommodation. I will buy you clothes and food, I have some savings.’ He smiled at her, took her by the hand, and led her to the nearest cafe. Becky was still struggling, her wounds aching, and Arnie had to help her up the steps. When they arrived at the cafe, she sat down with relief in the first chair she saw. She couldn’t stand straight for long, and meeting strangers made her nervous and caused her lower lip to tremble slightly.

––––––––
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Arnie sat down next to her and stroked her hair. He knew what happened to her mostly from the media and from social networks. The frightened young girl he saw next to him now was a pale copy of Becky. His cousin had always impressed him with her strength and independence. Now she couldn’t even look him in the eye. Her hands were nervously clutching the hem of the sweatshirt she was wearing, her gaze darting from person to person as if assessing potential danger. Arnie looked around the room, saw an empty table in the far corner, and helped Becky move there, away from most of the people in the cafe. That seemed to calm her down. She relaxed her hands and placed them on the coffee table in front of her. Her gaze was still nervous, but there was also curiosity in it.

‘I’ll be back soon,’ Arnie told her and went to order tea and sandwiches.

Left alone, Becky looked away from the crowd and looked around the room. On one wall was a large photograph of an Italian scene, with steps leading to the sea and lots of flowers. Becky stared at the photograph for a while, and it calmed her down. Then she looked away and stared at Arnie. Her cousin hadn’t married. His dark hair was pulled up in the style that most men his age currently wear. He was still thin, but his arms had already taken on a muscular appearance. Overall, the change in Arnie was good. As if sensing her gaze, he turned. His eyes looked at her worriedly. Her appearance had probably shocked him. Maybe he was already regretting agreeing to help her, Becky thought.

‘I ordered you tea and sandwiches,’ he told her, approaching the table with several utensils in his hands.

‘Great,’ answered Becky, and looked again at the people in the cafe. Everyone was well-dressed, with trendy hairdos and expensive smartphones. It reminded her that she needed to buy a phone. As they ate, Arnie helped her make a list of the things she needed first. She was dictating to him, but her gaze never stopped studying everyone who entered the cafe. Her fear was felt not only by her cousin but also by the visitors. Arnie watched her and decided they had better leave as quickly as possible. He picked up the remains of the sandwiches and helped Becky to her feet. He supported her the whole time as they walked down the street. Every few meters, Becky asked him to sit somewhere to rest. Finally, she reached into the bag and pulled out some pills.

‘Painkillers. My doctor prescribed them for me. I forgot to take the pill in the morning,’ she explained to him.

Arnie nodded, sat with her for a few minutes on a bench until Becky felt relieved, and they continued on their way. She moved more quickly this time; the pills had worked and eased her pain. They stopped at a few stores, got what they needed, and headed for the tube station. Even before they entered the tube station, Becky was nervous. It was full of people going in and out. She had plucked up the courage to get on the train, but the very idea of being meters underground with all these strangers and nowhere to run terrified her. She stopped, her breath quickened, and instinctively headed for a quiet corner of one of the nearby buildings. Arnie followed her. He saw her worry and wondered how to get her into the tube.

‘Everything will be fine,’ he whispered to her. ‘I am with you, no one will hurt you.’

But Becky was fearful. The second time they tried to enter the station, she shook and almost screamed when a young man walked past her. Arnie pulled her up quickly and took her to a quieter and safer place for her.

‘Okay,’ he finally said thoughtfully. ‘We have to find a way to get to Stratford. I would take a taxi, but they are very expensive, so that isn’t an option. How about we try to take the bus home?’

Becky nodded. Her breathing calmed. Arnie waited a little longer for her to regain her composure and led her to the bus stop. It took them more than two hours to get to Stratford, and twice Becky cried out in terror as a man approached her. Arnie squeezed her hand reassuringly and told her that she was safe. When they finally entered the house, he was relieved. They were both very tired. They sat down on the sofa in the living room in silence for half an hour.

‘I’m so sorry,’ Becky told him. ‘I panic only at the sight of an unknown man. I still can’t control it, but the doctors told me it will go away in time.’

Arnie stared at her. Her skin was pale, her eyes still had that nervous look that scanned the entire house, marking potential dangers. He took her hand and tried to calm her down.

‘Everything will be fine. I will help you recover. But I don’t think you’re ready to live on your own. You will have to stay with me for a while.’

‘You don’t live alone, do you?’ she asked him, noticing the many men’s shoes in one corner. Some of them were a different size from the ones Arnie was wearing.

‘I have two roommates. One is studying to become a doctor, and the other works in a law firm. I have been living with them for four years, and I completely trust them. You will have to trust them too.’

‘Where are they now?’ Becky asked, continuing to look around.

‘They went to their families for the weekend. Paul is from Wales and Alexander is from North Yorkshire. They’ll be back on Sunday night or Monday morning, so you and I will have two days to sort out your emotions. You will settle in my room, and I will temporarily stay here and sleep on the sofa.’

‘I don’t want to bother you and your roommates. I don’t know if I will be able to live with men,’ she said frankly. ‘We’d better find somewhere else for me to stay.’

‘Becky, you won’t make it. You are startled by every man who approaches you, and every stranger makes you nervous, even women. Give yourself time, calm down. Stay here, I’m sure my roommates won’t mind. And it will be useful for you to get used to having men around you.’

Becky nodded and rested her head on the back of the sofa. She was very tired and couldn’t argue. All she wanted right now was to lie down and sleep.

Arnie let her sleep and went to prepare the room for her. Then he went out to buy her a phone and a prepaid sim card. While he was out, he called Paul and Alex to tell them about Becky. He didn’t tell them what she had been through, only that she needed to stay with him for a few days. At this time, Becky woke up and started walking around the house. She looked around the kitchen, then went out into the well-tended garden. One of the men living with Arnie had gardening skills, she thought, as she saw the roses blooming in almost every corner of the garden. She sat down on one of the chairs and stared at the bees and butterflies attracted by the blooming flowers. It was nice and peaceful. This was exactly what she needed. When Arnie returned, he joined her. They stayed outside together until it got dark.

‘Will you tell me what happened?’ he asked her. Becky nodded, looked down at the cup of tea she held in her hands, and quickly recounted what had happened to her. She told it as if it was not about her, but about another person. Cold, emotionless, just facts. When she finished her story, Arnie hugged her.

‘We’ll make it, Becky. We will find the people who did this to you and bring them to justice. But before that, we will give you back your life and self-confidence,’ Arnie said.
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