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Lucy Collins and her brother Sam have lived side by side with the Tanner family all their lives. Lucy and Robert Tanner long for the day when they can marry, and the future is full of promise for all three.

Until tragedy strikes when Lucy’s parents are killed in a car crash, and Sam is left gravely injured and in need of careful nursing. Sam’s girlfriend Patsy refuses to help, and Lucy has little choice but to postpone her wedding. Not only is she left heartbroken at the loss of her parents, but Lucy is then devastated to discover that Robert has betrayed her in the worst possible way.

With little money and unable to earn a regular wage, Lucy and Sam are forced to move into the slums of Liverpool. As Sam’s health deteriorates and their life spirals into poverty and despair, Lucy wonders if she’ll ever find happiness again…
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Chapter One

The horrendous scream that rent the misty November air in Priory Terrace sent a shudder through the group of young people gathered around the huge blazing bonfire.

It also alerted their parents; men and women who were standing on their doorsteps enjoying the spectacle and at the same time keeping an eye on what was going on, ready to help, if necessary, should things get out of hand.

The younger ones had been determined to make bonfire night the most exciting event of 1920 and they wanted to do it on their own. They’d spent well over a week collecting wood and anything else that would burn and building the biggest bonfire that anyone in the terrace had ever seen.

Perched on the very top was a guy that Lucy Collins and Patsy Warren had made out of an old broom handle swathed in straw and dressed in a variety of old clothes they’d cadged from their families over the past weeks. He wore old brown trousers, a striped grey and white flannel shirt, a moth-eaten green waistcoat and a grey and black check jacket. Round his neck they’d tied a bright red muffler and even put an old bowler hat on his straw head.

The ear-splitting scream was followed by pandemonium as most of the group pulled back from the huge bonfire in fright.

‘It’s Percy Carter … he’s fallen into the fire,’ sixteen-year-old Lucy Collins exclaimed in horror.

Seconds earlier Lucy’s brother Sam and Robert Tanner, who were both eighteen and, along with several of the older boys, were in charge of the bonfire, had been letting off the fireworks which had been collected together before the bonfire had been lit.

The big crowd that had gathered there had been cheering as Catherine wheels spun, thunder flashes exploded and silver fountains and golden rain rose into the night sky, filling the air with shafts of coloured light and brilliant sparks. These had been interspersed with small bangers and jumping jacks which were exploding all around them.

‘Out of the way, so that I can get to him,’ a boy’s voice rang out over the tumult.

‘Sam, stop, you’ll get hurt,’ Patsy Warren’s high-pitched voice cut through the noise.

Sam Collins paid no attention to her or to the many others who shouted warnings and gasped in horror as flames from the bonfire rippled up Percy’s back.

Fortunately, Percy was wearing a heavy leather jacket and matching gloves and he appeared to have clamped his hands over his eyes and face as he fell. He was now lying face down on the burning pyre and seemed unable to move.

Ignoring the tongues of flame, Sam grabbed hold of the collar of Percy’s jacket and pulled him upright and started to drag him backwards into safety. The crowd of youngsters scattered, yelling excitedly as the guy toppled from his high perch and crashed down almost on top of the two boys, causing sparks from the bonfire to float high into the air and land everywhere.

Grown-ups left their doorways and came hurrying forwards, seeking out their own children and shepherding them to safety.

Brushing a lump of burning wood from her coat, Lucy Collins rushed forward to help Sam and Robert who were supporting an unconscious Percy. Very gently the two boys lowered Percy down on to the ground at a safe distance from the bonfire.

‘Someone’s already gone for an ambulance,’ a voice called out.

‘Better not touch him until it gets here,’ somebody else cautioned.

Between them, Robert and Lucy tried to make Percy as comfortable as they could. When they gently moved his gloved hands away from his face they were relieved to see that it didn’t look as though the main part of his face had suffered any serious burns, although his forehead and around the edges of his cheeks appeared to be bright red and looked very sore.

When Lucy turned round to see where her brother was she saw that Sam was bent over as if in pain, his hands clutched together between his knees.

‘Sam, what’s wrong? Are you hurt?’ she asked anxiously as she went to his side.

‘I’m all right, don’t worry about me. Go and see what you can do for Percy. My hands are stinging, that’s all. I think they’re burned a bit. Probably be all right in a minute.’

Before Lucy could decide whether to stay and help Robert attend to Percy or see what she could do to help her brother, there was the sound of the ambulance approaching and of the crowd being moved back so that it could stop as close as possible to the spot where Percy was lying.

It took several minutes to lift Percy on to a stretcher and load it inside the ambulance. As the driver was about to slam shut the rear doors, Lucy told him that the boy who had pulled Percy off the bonfire had burned his hands and she asked him if he would check to see if he was all right.

The ambulance man took one look at Sam’s hands and the massive blisters that were already forming and said that Sam must go along to the hospital as well.

Sam was reluctant to make such a fuss but both Robert and Lucy insisted that it was necessary and agreed that they would go with him, so all three of them were driven away in the ambulance along with Percy Carter.

‘I hope someone has let Mr and Mrs Carter know what has happened to Percy and that he is being taken to hospital,’ Robert said worriedly.

‘Don’t worry, someone will have told them and they will go straight there,’ Lucy assured him.

Mr and Mrs Carter were already waiting outside the hospital as the ambulance pulled up; Mr Carter was wearing a long dark grey coat and black trilby and Mrs Carter was dressed in an expensive, well-tailored blue wool coat with a black astrakhan collar and a matching black astrakhan hat. They both looked anxious and rushed forward as the ambulance came to a stop and the men opened the rear doors and brought out the stretcher.

Mrs Carter became hysterical when she caught her first sight of Percy and saw his badly singed clothes and the huge red wheals down each side of his face where he’d not been able to shield it with his gloved hands.

His eyes were closed but he had regained consciousness and was moaning slightly. His mother bent over him to try and comfort him but one of the ambulance men laid a restraining hand on her arm.

‘Better not touch him,’ he warned. ‘Let the doctor have a look and put a dressing on his burns first; we don’t want him getting any germs in them now, do we?’

Mr Carter put a protective arm around his wife’s shoulders and drew her away so that the men could carry the stretcher inside the hospital.

It was then that Clarence Carter noticed Lucy, Sam and Robert.

‘Robert Tanner,’ he exclaimed sharply, ‘what happened? Were you and Sam Collins fooling around or something? Did one of you push Percy into the fire?’

‘No, Mr Carter, we most certainly didn’t,’ Robert hastened to assure him. He felt angry that Percy’s father should think that they would contemplate doing such a stupid thing but he was careful not to let his feelings show.

Mr Carter owned the garage where both he and Sam were apprentices and Robert knew how important it was that Mr Carter didn’t get the wrong idea about what had happened. ‘In fact, Mr Carter, Sam—’

‘Sam was the one who pulled Percy off the bonfire, Mr Carter, and his hands have been badly burned. He needs to have them looked at right away,’ Lucy interrupted indignantly.

Mr Carter stared at her, frowning, almost as if he didn’t believe what she was saying.

‘Well, you’d better get someone to see to him then,’ he said briskly.

‘Yes, Mr Carter,’ Robert said obediently.

‘Perhaps we could come and find out how Percy is after we’ve done that?’

‘Don’t worry about Percy; we’ll be staying at his bedside until we know how he is.’

‘Should we come back a bit later on?’

‘I’ve already said that there’s no need. I’ll tell you tomorrow if there is anything that I feel you should know,’ Mr Carter told Robert dismissively.

‘And make sure you’re not late in the morning after all the shenanigans that have gone on tonight. Even if it is Saturday and you finish at twelve, I still expect you to do a full morning’s work, remember. And that goes for you too,’ he added, looking at Sam.

‘It all depends on how badly his hands are burned, whether or not he will be fit to come to work,’ Lucy muttered, putting her arm around Sam’s shoulders and propelling him towards the desk where she could see a uniformed nurse.

Robert hesitated for a moment, wondering if he should apologise for Lucy’s manner. Mr Carter was their boss so it was important that they stayed in his good books.

He was still trying to decide what to do when Mr Carter said sharply, ‘Well, run along, then, Robert Tanner, there’s nothing more you can do now. Make sure that Sam Collins gets home safely after he’s had his hands attended to and, as I’ve already said, I expect you both to be at work on time tomorrow morning. I’ll be speaking to you then about this matter.’

Before Robert could answer Mr Carter had turned on his heel and hurried away.

For several minutes after the ambulance had pulled away there was an uneasy atmosphere in Priory Terrace. Normally it was a very quiet, respectable street in the middle-class district of Anfield. The women didn’t congregate, apart from an exchange of greeting if they met as they went in and out of their houses, or when they were cleaning their front doorsteps or windows. There was no gathering in groups on the doorstep to exchange gossip as there was in other parts of Liverpool.

The younger children were allowed to play out in the evenings but they were always called in for bed long before it got dark and they never played rowdy games or swung from ropes tied around the lamp posts.

Mostly the girls enjoyed skipping while the boys played marbles or played with their whipping tops. Hopscotch was forbidden because marking the pavement was unsightly, and if they played rounders or cricket, they had to do so without any screaming or shouting and to take great care that no windows were broken.

The men kept their front gardens neat and grew vegetables in their back gardens but if they wanted to chat to each other it was usually over a quiet bevvy in the local pub.

Then the arrival of a fire engine on the scene brought them all to their senses. As if awakening from a trance, everybody began to insist that the children, who were still outside and were mesmerised by the roaring fire as it flared up into the night sky, lighting up the entire street and casting weird shadows as well as throwing out an incredible heat, went indoors for greater safety.

‘Come on, if you get this smoke on your chest, you’ll be coughing your lungs up all night,’ one mother scolded.

‘You can watch from the window,’ another consoled her youngster who seemed to be reluctant to leave the bonfire.

One or two of the older men moved over to the bonfire and kicked at it with their feet as if to dismantle it but the pyre had a life of its own and flared up at them, sending out spurts of flame that licked at their boots or caught at their flapping trouser legs, filling the air with the smell of singed cloth.

As they retreated backwards there was a gigantic explosion. A rainbow of colours hit the night sky as the fire reached the large box of fireworks which Robert Tanner had been in charge of and caused the entire contents to ignite.

The noise of exploding bangers was like a series of guns going off and it struck fear into the hearts of many of the men who were there and who not long before had been in the army and under fire while serving in France.

By now the firemen were in action and were ordering people to take shelter as they unwound their hoses and connected up to the nearest hydrant.

A couple of the men had gone into their garden sheds and were now armed with shovels and spades. They began attacking the burning mass, beating down the flames, hacking at the structure. The bonfire was so sturdily built that their onslaught proved to be completely ineffective and, rather officiously, the firemen ordered them to get out of the way before anyone else was hurt.

As the firemen turned their massive hoses on to the bonfire in no time at all they had doused the flames and the centre of the massive pile of flaming wood disintegrated until it was no longer a danger. Only the glowing heart remained, still hissing and spitting as the water reached it.

One man, more resourceful than the others, brought out a bucket of garden soil and tipped it over the remains of the glowing heart.

‘That should keep it doused down; it should be safe enough now,’ he commented with such satisfaction in his voice that the firemen and other bystanders laughed.

‘No point in blaming the bonnie for what happened, whacker,’ one of the firemen observed. ‘The lads were probably doing a bit of pushing and shoving, you know what they’re like.’

‘I don’t think so. We were all watching to make sure there was no rough stuff.’

‘Then the stupid young bugger must have tripped, or else he was trying to warm his hands and got too damn close.’

‘Bad luck that it was young Percy Carter; you know what his old man is like and a lot of us depend on him for our living,’ someone muttered.

‘Don’t know what the young idiot was doing here, anyway, since he doesn’t live in this street, for a start.’

‘Got his eye on young Lucy Collins, hasn’t he? That’s why he was lurking around.’

‘Wasting his time, then; she’s given her heart to Robert Tanner; they’ve been sweet on each other since their schooldays.’

‘Young Sam Collins is the one I’m worried about,’ another remarked. ‘Did you get a chance to see how bad his hands were before he went off in the ambulance, Bill?’ he asked looking over at Sam’s father.

‘Brave young devil, and no mistake,’ someone commented admiringly. ‘He didn’t hesitate for a second. No, he went straight in there, regardless of all the heat or the danger to himself.’

‘It was in his interest to do so, wasn’t it? Don’t forget Carter is his boss.’

‘Get some good Brownie points for rescuing his son,’ another commented with a cynical guffaw.

‘He’d probably have been made foreman next week if he’d finished his apprenticeship,’ someone else laughed.

‘Doubt it. More likely to get blamed for what’s happened. It’s to be hoped that Percy isn’t too badly hurt or there will be hell to pay. Mark my words, if he is, then his dad will most certainly blame it all on those two young lads.’

‘Talk sense, whacker. Why should Carter do that when they were the ones who helped him?’

‘They’ll have a job to convince him of that. Sure as eggs he’ll hold them responsible.’

‘Well, that’s a load of nonsense and I’ll be one of the first to stand up and tell him so if I hear him say anything like that,’ a mild-looking man defended.

‘You and whose army, John Edwards? You can’t even say boo to that nagging wife of yours so I don’t see you facing Mr Carter and telling him he’s a lying bastard.’

‘No, I wouldn’t put it to him quite like that,’ John Edwards admitted, ignoring the comment about his wife. ‘There are other ways of telling a man he’s wrong.’

‘Instead of standing around here in the cold arguing the toss about it all, why don’t we all go for a jar down at the boozer?’ someone suggested.

There was a universal murmur of agreement and, putting up their coat collars and turning their backs on the sodden remains of the bonfire, they began to wend their way down the road to the nearest pub.

A few looked guiltily towards their homes, knowing that they were leaving their wives to console the children who were both dismayed by what had happened to the bonfire and fireworks they had been looking forward to and also excited by all the things that had gone on there that night. For most of them the most thrilling moment had been the arrival of the fire engine and when the box of fireworks had exploded with such an almighty bang.


Chapter Two

The minute Lucy Collins arrived at Carter’s Cars on Saturday morning she went straight to her seat at the switchboard at the far end of the general office.

A tall, slim girl with neatly styled dark brown hair, she had an air of efficiency about her and she wanted to ask Mr Carter how Percy was the moment he arrived. She also wanted to tell him that Sam would not be coming in to work that morning.

There had been a heated discussion at breakfast about whether he should do so or not.

‘There’s no point in you coming in to work, not with your hands all bound up like that,’ she’d told him firmly as she finished her bowl of porridge and reached for her hat and coat. ‘Don’t worry, Mr Carter knows what happened last night and all about your hands, so I’ll let him know how bad they are.’

‘No, he might think I was pulling a fast one,’ Sam argued. ‘You heard what he said to me and Robert about making sure we were at work on time this morning.’

‘Yes, but he didn’t know how badly burned your hands were, now did he?’

‘Well, he won’t know now, not unless I go in to work and he can see for himself.’ Sam scowled.

‘Yes he will, I’ve already said that I’ll tell him the minute he arrives.’

‘After the way you spoke to him last night you might find you haven’t even got a job when you get there,’ Sam pointed out gloomily.

‘Don’t talk daft. Of course I’ll have a job. There are only two of us on the telephone switchboard and if one of us is off, then the other is unable to handle all the calls and he knows that perfectly well.’

‘Well, I’m coming to work whatever you say, so help me put my coat on,’ Sam stated firmly.

‘I’ll help you, luv,’ his mother said. She had let them argue it out but she had a worried frown on her face as she tried to slide one of his bandaged hands into the armhole of his coat and found it was impossible to do so.

‘You know, I think our Lucy’s right, Sam; it would be better if you stayed at home. You don’t want to get the cold into those sore hands or you’ll be in real trouble.’

‘Get the cold in them?’ Sam laughed. ‘I’d have a job to do that the way they’re bandaged up. Look, if you can’t get my hands into the sleeves, then help me put the coat around my shoulders and just fasten a button or something to keep it on.’

‘And let you go out of the house looking like a scarecrow?’ Margaret Collins scolded.

‘Either that or I’ll go to work without putting on a coat at all,’ Sam mumbled.

‘You’ll do no such thing. Heavens above, you’d catch pneumonia. It’s cold and damp out there. Look at the way our Lucy is wrapped up. Underneath her coat she’s got on a cardigan as well as a jumper and she’s even put on a thick scarf.’

‘I’m going into work whether you two like it or not. When I’ve seen Mr Carter, if he says it’s all right for me to have some time off, then I’ll come home again.’

‘You know he won’t say that,’ Lucy protested. ‘He always says that no matter what’s wrong with you, if you concentrate on what you should be doing, then you’ll soon forget about it. He even says that when it means you’ll end up passing a heavy cold or the influenza to everyone else you’re working alongside.’

‘Well, if you’re going, then you’d better get a move on or else both of you will be late,’ their mother told them. ‘Your dad left well over half an hour ago.’

Lucy and Sam exchanged smiles. They both knew that their father, Bill Collins, who was in charge of the Stores at Carter’s Cars, was a stickler for punctuality.

As they reached the front door Sam turned round to say goodbye to his mother and as he did so he accidentally caught one of his hands against the door frame and let out a sharp yelp of pain. The colour drained from his face and for a moment he leaned against the wall as if he was feeling faint.

‘That settles it,’ his mother said firmly, her mouth set in a tight line. ‘Our Lucy is right; you’re not fit to go in to work. Come on, Sam, come back inside and settle down in front of the fire. Take the morning off and by Monday you’ll have had a good rest and your hands will be feeling much better.’

Lucy could see that Mr Carter was not in a good mood when he arrived half an hour after she did. A short, squarely built man, he strode through the general office to his own private office without acknowledging anyone.

Normally he raised his trilby and nodded left and right to the row of clerks busily entering details into ledgers or making out invoices, but this morning he even ignored their chorus of ‘Good morning, Mr Carter’ that greeted him as usual.

His face was like a grim mask, his hard, dark eyes staring straight ahead. The clerks whispered amongst themselves after he’d gone into his office and shut the door.

‘The boss looks as though he’s been up half the night.’

‘Yes, young Percy must be in a bad way.’

‘Do you think someone should ask him how his lad is this morning?’

‘Mr Carter would probably prefer it if you kept your heads down and got on with your work,’ Miss Yorke, who was Mr Carter’s secretary and also in charge of the general office, ordered. ‘If Mr Carter has anything at all to tell us about his son, then he will do it in his own good time,’ she added officiously.

A thin angular woman in her mid-forties, her thin mousy hair always in a tight roll in the nape of her neck, she had worked at Carter’s Cars since the day she left school and took a proprietary interest in guarding her boss’s privacy and well-being.

Lucy said nothing but the moment there was a lull on the switchboard she walked quickly down the room to Mr Carter’s office and tapped on the door.

‘Lucy Collins, whatever do you think you are doing?’ Miss Yorke demanded, staring over the top of her gold-rimmed glasses in stark disapproval.

Lucy ignored her. Her heart was thumping because she knew she had a nerve to approach Mr Carter without asking Miss Yorke for permission, so the moment she heard him say ‘Enter’, Lucy nipped inside and quickly closed the door behind her.

Mr Carter was seated at his massive mahogany desk concentrating on a ledger that was open in front of him. Lucy stood in front of his desk for such a long time waiting for him to look up that she wondered if he knew she was in the room.

When he did glance up, Mr Carter frowned heavily when he saw who it was standing there.

‘Well, Lucy Collins, what is it you want? I am extremely busy.’

‘I wanted to ask you how Percy was,’ Lucy stuttered, the colour rushing to her face.

‘Very badly burned and if I find out who it was who pushed him on to that bonfire, I will make sure that they are severely punished. You are quite sure that your brother wasn’t one of them?’

‘No, Sam most certainly wasn’t,’ Lucy said heatedly. ‘Sam was the one who pulled him off the bonfire, and his hands are now so badly burned that he isn’t able to come to work today.’

For several minutes Mr Carter said nothing as he studied her angry face.

‘Did Robert Tanner have anything to do with what happened?’ he asked.

‘Only in so far as he helped Sam to lay Percy down on the ground and then went with them in the ambulance to the hospital.’

‘You were there as well,’ Mr Carter said tetchily. ‘I suppose it could have been you who pushed Percy.’ His sharp dark eyes studied her face as he waited for her to reply.

‘You know quite well that I wouldn’t do anything like that,’ Lucy said flatly. ‘None of us know how Percy fell on to the bonfire. He wasn’t even supposed to be that close to it. Robert was in charge of the fireworks and Sam was making sure that all the younger kids kept well back so that no one would be hurt.’

‘Well, he didn’t do a very good job, did he, or Percy wouldn’t have ended up getting half burned to death,’ Mr Carter snapped. ‘He’s quite badly blistered, especially his forehead and the sides of his face, that it’s a mercy he hasn’t been disfigured for life.’

‘I’m very sorry to hear that, Mr Carter. I can well imagine how much discomfort Percy must be in because Sam is in terrible pain with his hands.’

‘A mere detail compared to what my son is suffering,’ Mr Carter stated bitterly.

Lucy bit her lip and remained silent. She could see that Mr Carter was very upset and she was aware that anything she did say he would manage to turn round so that she was the one in the wrong.

‘You’d better get back to the switchboard,’ he said dismissively. ‘Even if your brother isn’t fit to work I trust you are.’

‘Yes, Mr Carter.’

Lucy felt angry and humiliated as she made her way back to her seat. She could feel all eyes were on her as she walked through the general office and she knew Miss Yorke was waiting for an explanation but she was too choked to speak.

Once she was sitting down with her headphones on she tried to shut out the rest of the world as she dealt almost mechanically with the incoming and outgoing calls.

Half an hour later, when she put through a call from Mr Carter to Mr Fitzpatrick, who was in charge of the apprentice mechanics, she deliberately listened in and her heart sank as she heard Mr Carter tell him to send Robert Tanner to his office right away.

Robert was in Mr Carter’s office for well over twenty minutes and to Lucy it seemed to be an interminable time. When he emerged he was white faced and looked extremely upset. Lucy longed to know what had been said but it was impossible to ask him at that moment.

As she watched Robert stride out of the office, his head held high, she knew she would have to contain her curiosity until they finished work at midday.

He was still looking very perturbed when she arrived at their usual meeting place about a hundred yards away from the showroom. As he fell into step alongside her he said nothing but as she slipped her hand into his he gave it a companionable squeeze, and when she looked up at him he returned her smile.

Even so she knew something was wrong and was impatient for him to tell her all that had gone on. She understood that he didn’t want to do so until they were away from all the other apprentices and clerks who had left Carter’s Cars at the same time and who were still within earshot.

‘How was Sam this morning?’ he asked.

‘He wanted to come in to work but Mam persuaded him he’d be better off at home. He agreed with her after he banged one of his hands as he was coming through the door.’

‘You told Mr Carter about it?’

‘Yes, but he said it was nothing to what Percy was suffering. He said Percy was in considerable pain because he was so badly blistered.’

‘He’d probably have been burned to a cinder if Sam hadn’t acted so quickly,’ Robert pointed out. ‘What gets me so mad is that instead of being grateful for what we did, Mr Carter more or less accused Sam of pushing Percy on to the fire.’

‘Or you! He asked me if you’d done it and when I said no, he had the nerve to ask if it was me,’ Lucy added with a mirthless laugh.

‘When he started accusing me I nearly told him that if his son wasn’t such a stupid bugger then he wouldn’t have been so close to the fire in the first place,’ Robert muttered.

‘I don’t suppose we’ll ever know why he was that close, not unless he tells us and, by the sound of things, he’s not well enough to do that at the moment.’

‘Even when he is feeling better he’s hardly likely to admit that he was in the wrong because he knows how mad that would make his old man,’ Robert said gloomily.

In this Robert was wrong.

Percy had always been something of a loner. When he’d first started school the other children had teased him and called him ‘four-eyes’ because he wore glasses and was afraid to join in any of the rougher games for fear of breaking them. Sam and Robert had befriended him. When he was about twelve and his father paid for him to attend a private school they still considered him a friend and let him go around with them at the weekends.

Although she had been Sam’s girlfriend since their schooldays, Patsy, with her long blonde hair, hour-glass figure and wide smile that made heads turn, was giggly and a born flirt and often led Percy on when they all went out together, even though she confided in Lucy that he was pretty dumb.

Nevertheless, it was Lucy whom Percy appeared to be attracted to, not Patsy. The two girls were the exact opposite of each other. Lucy was quiet and sensible, very slim with dark hair and eyes and a shy smile. Even though she made it quite clear that she wasn’t interested in him other than as a friend, it had been because he wanted to be in Lucy’s company that Percy had come to the bonfire night in Priory Terrace.

Patsy and Lucy had been working at Carter’s Cars more or less the same length of time. Patsy’s father, though, had paid for her to have shorthand and typing lessons so as well as occasionally helping out on the switchboard whenever they were short-staffed, Patsy also worked directly under Miss Yorke. Occasionally, when Miss Yorke was away, Patsy even acted as secretary to Mr Carter.

As soon as Percy realised that his father was blaming Sam and Robert for his accident he explained to his father that what had happened was his own fault.

‘I wanted to see what fireworks Robert had in the box and when I bent down to look at them my glasses came off and as I reached out to pick them up, I tripped over something lying on the ground and I fell forward on to the fire.’

It was a couple of days, though, before he told his father this and in the meantime Robert and Sam were regarded as the young villains responsible for the terrible accident by most of the staff at Carter’s Cars. Some people even went as far as to say that Sam deserved to suffer and that his badly burned hands were his punishment.

Once the true events came out into the open, then everyone was full of praise as well as sympathy for Sam and even Mr Carter said how brave he’d been.

Although Sam was fit enough to be back at work the following week, he wasn’t able to carry out his duties as an apprentice mechanic in the workshop. Instead, he was filling in his time running errands for Mr Fitzpatrick the engineering foreman and doing odd jobs around the car showroom that didn’t require any practical skills.

‘I might just as well stay home,’ he complained when his father commented about it one evening.

‘You make the best of it, son,’ his father advised. ‘Seeing that you’re not fit to do your job, Mr Carter could have stood you off with no pay, remember. As it is, he’s paying your wages in full even though you’ve had two days off this week to go to the hospital to have your dressings changed, so think yourself lucky.’

‘He’s probably only doing that because he feels guilty about accusing me now that he knows it was Percy’s own fault.’

‘Well, keep quiet about it; you can’t expect him to admit he was mistaken, now can you? As it is, he’s been saying how brave you were so that’s an accolade in itself.’

‘He should admit he was wrong to blame me for doing such a stupid thing,’ Sam argued.

‘Robert was accused as well as you and he’s not had Mr Carter praising him or saying how brave he is,’ Lucy chipped in.

‘That’s enough,’ Mr Collins said firmly. ‘Mr Carter is a good boss and it’s only natural that he was extremely upset that such an accident should happen to his son. Let’s hope the lad is better soon and out of hospital and that things get back to normal. Have they told you how long it will be before your bandages are off, Sam?’

‘Probably sometime next week,’ Sam mumbled. ‘Mind you, they also said that it might be a bit longer before the new skin is strong enough to stand up to oil and grease. I hate having to be the errand boy around the place. I only hope that I’ll be able to catch up with the other apprentices after all this time.’

‘Of course you will, it’s only a matter of a few weeks,’ Lucy assured him. ‘All you need to do is ask Robert and he will tell you about anything you’ve missed.’

‘I was wondering if I ought to go and see Percy,’ Sam commented thoughtfully.

‘Whatever for?’ Lucy asked in surprise.

‘To see how he is and to thank him for owning up that the accident was his own fault. I did ask Patsy to tell him but she said she forgot to do so.’

‘How could Patsy tell him? Percy hasn’t been into the office since the accident.’

‘She’s been visiting him in hospital. I would have thought you knew.’

‘No.’ Lucy frowned. ‘Patsy’s never said a word to me about it. How strange.’

‘I think she said that Mr Carter asked her to do so to try and cheer Percy up because he is so depressed about everything.’

‘Well, she’s kept very quiet about it and that’s not like Patsy. Usually she would be boasting about it,’ Lucy observed dryly.


Chapter Three

A week later when Mr Carter summoned her to his office, Lucy wondered what was wrong and whether it had anything to do with the fact that Sam was still not able to resume his full duties as an apprentice mechanic.

It can’t be that, she told herself as she took off her head phones and checked in the little mirror in her handbag to make sure that her hair was tidy. He wouldn’t talk to me about it, he’d see Sam himself.

‘It will be at least another two weeks before Percy is allowed out of hospital,’ Mr Carter told Lucy when she reported to his office a few minutes later. ‘He has asked if you will go and visit him, so you can leave an hour earlier this afternoon in order to do so.’

Lucy stared at him in surprise, wondering why she was being asked to do so. Knowing how Percy felt about her she wondered if she dared refuse.

As if reading her mind, Mr Carter said, ‘Percy has requested it. He seems to need to see someone his own age to cheer him up and he said there was something he wanted to talk to you about. I can’t allow both you and Patsy Warren to have time off, of course; she will have to take over the switchboard this afternoon so that you can leave early. She’ll probably welcome the break; she’s been in to see him every day since his accident.’

After she’d promised Mr Carter that she would go and see Percy that afternoon Lucy went back to her switchboard feeling very uneasy. She didn’t really want to go and see him because she knew he had a crush on her and she didn’t want to do anything that might encourage him in any way.

Since Mr Carter was telling her he wanted her to go and was giving her time off, she had no alternative but she didn’t think that Robert would be too happy when he heard about it and there was no way she could keep it from him.

She was also concerned about being late home because her mother would be wondering where she was. Without asking Miss Yorke for permission she put a call through to the showroom and asked Mr Fitzpatrick if she could speak to Sam so that she could tell him where she was going and her mother wouldn’t be worried when she didn’t arrive home at the usual time.

Lucy was shocked at how ill Percy looked. Without his glasses he looked quite different; not nearly so studious or owlish. His face was bandaged and there was a metal cage over the bed to support the bedclothes and keep them from touching his body.

He seemed to be very anxious to know how Sam was; in fact, it was the very first question he asked.

‘Well, his hands are recovering but he still can’t do his normal job,’ she told him. ‘At the moment he’s helping out in the showroom. I’m not sure how long it will be before he can go back into the workshop.’

‘Is he upset about it interfering with his apprenticeship?’ Percy asked worriedly. ‘I feel it is my fault.’

‘I don’t think that he looks at it like that at all,’ Lucy assured him. ‘He is keen to complete his apprenticeship, of course, but a couple of weeks shouldn’t make that much difference.’

‘I don’t know,’ Percy admitted gloomily. He bit down on his lower lip as if there was something else he wanted to say and didn’t quite know how to put it into words. Finally, avoiding Lucy’s eyes, he gulped, ‘Do you think your Sam would like a driving job?’

‘You mean instead of becoming a qualified mechanic?’

‘Well, in the long run it might be a better job for him. If his hands are as bad as both you and my dad say they are, then perhaps he shouldn’t do manual work.’

Lucy shook her head. ‘I really don’t know. It’s probably never entered his head. He hasn’t got much longer to go before he finishes his apprenticeship.’

‘Dad thinks he might get rashes or something from all the oil and grease and if that happened then he would probably have to stop working as a mechanic anyway. Can he drive a motor car?’

Lucy shook her head. ‘Not as far as I know. I suppose one day he will want to learn to drive, but at the moment he is happy enough dealing with the mechanical side of motor cars.’

‘Being able to drive as well as knowing what goes on under the bonnet might be to his advantage,’ Percy persisted, staring shortsightedly at Lucy.

‘I expect you’re right, but I really don’t know. Is this why you wanted me to come and see you?’ Lucy asked in relief.

‘Yes.’ Percy nodded. ‘We wondered if you would know what Sam would say if it was suggested to him that he became one of our drivers.’

‘So is it your dad’s idea?’ Lucy asked.

‘We’ve talked about it. I’ve been worrying about Sam while I’ve been lying here. I feel it is my fault he’s been hurt and I know that if it hadn’t been for him, then probably I would have burned to death. I want to do something to make it up to him and to help in some way. I thought changing to a driving job would be the perfect answer and Dad agreed that he would arrange it.’

‘Perhaps you should have asked Sam to come and see you, not me,’ Lucy prevaricated. ‘I don’t know how he would feel about it.’

‘You do think it would be a good idea, though?’

‘In some ways, yes,’ she agreed hesitantly. ‘It depends on how Sam feels about it, though, doesn’t it?’

‘Would you ask him, Lucy, and let me know?’

‘You want me to ask him?’ Lucy exclaimed in a startled voice. ‘I don’t know about that. I think it might be better if the suggestion came from you or your dad.’

‘No.’ Percy shook his head. ‘You ask him, and then if he doesn’t like the idea, we need say nothing more about it. If Dad asks him, he might think he has to agree because the boss has suggested it.’

‘If I ask him, he might tell me to mind my own business and he mightn’t like the idea that we’ve all been talking about him behind his back.’

‘What about if you mention the idea to Robert first and see what he thinks? Sam and Robert are good mates so perhaps Robert could talk to him.’

Lucy was saved from answering by the bell signalling the end of visiting time.

‘You will do something and let me know? Promise me,’ Percy pleaded as Lucy said goodbye and made to leave.

‘I’ll think it over,’ she promised.

‘Talk to Robert about it,’ Percy called after her as she moved away from his bed.

Lucy thought about Percy’s suggestion all the way home but she couldn’t decide what to do for the best. When she met Robert later that evening she was so preoccupied that he wanted to know what was wrong. When she tried to dismiss it with a smile, claiming that she felt tired, he wasn’t satisfied.

‘Has it got something to do with you going to see Percy in hospital without saying a word to me about what you were going to do?’ he said.

‘I didn’t have much option, Robert. Mr Carter asked me to go; in fact, he more or less said I had to go and he gave me time off work so that I could do so.’

‘Why was he so keen for you to visit Percy, anyway? Patsy has visited him most afternoons, hasn’t she?’

‘Yes, she has,’ Lucy agreed, ‘and I don’t think that Sam is very happy about that either.’

‘You know quite well that he isn’t and I feel the same way. The difference is that he keeps quiet about it because he doesn’t want to upset Patsy. Anyway, he knows she is always flirting and there is nothing in it and that it doesn’t mean a thing. You’re different. Was Patsy there as well?’ he added.

‘No, she had to look after the switchboard while I was away from the office.’

‘In other words, Percy wanted to see you instead of her. You do know that he wants you to go out with him?’

‘I know, but what can I do about it?’

‘Not visit him in hospital for a start and don’t talk to him any more than you have to do.’

‘I don’t,’ Lucy protested, her face pink with embarrassment. ‘I have to sometimes, though, when he comes into the office or when he’s with a group of us and he says something to me.’

‘That’s different. I know you have to speak to him then but try and avoid being on your own with him. It’s not that I’m jealous,’ he went on quickly, ‘but the others all laugh about it and keep ribbing me and saying that if I don’t watch out then I am going to lose you to Percy Carter and I don’t like it.’

‘Well, you certainly don’t think there’s any truth in what they’re saying surely,’ Lucy defended.

‘No, of course I don’t.’ He pulled her into his arms and hugged her. Then he kissed her on the mouth; a long, hard, possessive kiss that left her breathless.

‘You’ve been my girlfriend since the first day you started school. I stopped the other kids from bullying you and I’ve been looking after you ever since,’ he laughed as he released her.

‘Except when it came to Patsy not wanting me around because I was a few months younger than her. You never took my part then.’

‘Well, that was different.’ He grinned. ‘She was in the same class as me at school so I couldn’t fall out with her, now could I?’

‘No? Why was that? Did you hope people would think she was your girlfriend because she was so pretty and so popular?’

‘Of course not!’ He pulled a face. ‘You are the only girl I’ve ever been interested in and you know how much I love you,’ he added as he hugged her again and kissed her on the cheek.

Reassured, Lucy smiled up at him. She knew what he was saying was true but it was nice to hear him admit it, nevertheless.

‘This weird mood you’re in has something to do with that visit to see Percy, though, hasn’t it?’ he commented thoughtfully. ‘Come on, what did he say that’s upset you so much? He didn’t try to make a pass at you, did he?’

‘Percy make a pass at me in his condition!’ She laughed dryly. ‘You should see him, Robert. I had quite a shock because he was in such a dreadful state.’

Robert listened in silence as she related all about Percy’s face and the cage to keep the bedclothes off his body.

‘That’s pretty bad, but I don’t think that’s what’s made you so contemplative,’ he said. ‘There’s something else worrying you, isn’t there?’

‘Yes,’ Lucy admitted. ‘It was something Percy suggested.’

Taking a deep breath she told Robert all about Percy’s idea for Sam to take driving lessons and become a driver for Carter’s Cars instead of being a mechanic.

There was a long silence when she finished as Robert contemplated what such a change would be like for Sam. Like her, he was uncertain if Sam would want to be a driver.

‘He loves being a mechanic, you know,’ he said at last.

‘I agree and that’s why I’m worried about suggesting the idea of being a driver to him,’ Lucy pointed out. ‘As a qualified motor mechanic he would have a job for life, so it’s his future I’m worried about.’

‘On the other hand,’ Robert said thoughtfully, running his hand through his shock of fair hair, ‘he was saying the other day that he’s not enjoying working in the showroom and being a general dogsbody, so he might welcome the idea.’

‘How can we be sure?’ Lucy frowned.

‘By doing what Percy suggests and asking him, I suppose,’ Robert sighed. ‘Let’s ask Sam if he’d like to come out for a drink with us tonight and then we can tell him what Percy has suggested and find out how he feels about it.’

‘That’s a good idea as long as he doesn’t invite Patsy along as well because I’m sure it is her idea that he should become a driver,’ Lucy said. ‘Perhaps I should suggest to her that we go to the pictures tonight, just to make sure.’

‘No,’ Robert shook his head firmly, ‘you were the one Percy asked to talk to Sam about this, so you must be
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