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 Chapter One

1960

 



‘I DON’T WANT TO SEE HER. TELL HER TO GO. OI, YES, YOU! Go and stop that woman from coming in here.’

Elsie Shawditch, a middle-aged, homely type of woman, was passing the bed, pushing a metal cart holding a frayed mop and dented galvanised bucket of steaming water and detergent. She stopped abruptly to stare, bemused, at a pair of terrified eyes peering over the top of a sheet. The patient was obviously shouting at her. Elsie turned and looked down the ward. Coming towards her was a very smartly dressed young woman in her late-twenties, she guessed, wearing a dark grey woollen fitted coat with imitation leopard-skin collar, matching cuffs and pill box hat perched on top of a mop of Titian curls. She wore a pair of smart black court shoes which clicked purposefully over the hospital tiles as she advanced.

She was neither slim nor plump but attractive enough to catch the eye of the male visitors. They all turned to look admiringly at her as she passed, much to the annoyance of the other women patients. Elsie thoughtfully pursed her lips. Though the new arrival looked like  a woman with much on her mind she did not appear in the least threatening and Elsie wondered why the patient seemed so frightened of her.

Not relishing the task, she took a deep breath and placed a sympathetic smile on her face as the unwelcome visitor arrived by the patient’s bed.

‘I’m sorry, me duck, Mrs . . . er . . . Miss . . . er . . .’ Her eyes flashed to the medical chart hanging from a bull-dog clip at the end of the bed. ‘Miss Simpson dun’t want any visitors ternight. She’s . . . er . . . not feeling ’erself. Maybe termorrer, eh?’ she suggested.

Francine Taylor smiled kindly at Elsie as she pulled off her gloves and unbuttoned her coat. ‘She’ll see me, I’m sure. I’m . . .’ She hesitated for a moment before adding . . . ‘an old friend.’

‘No, you ain’t,’ a voice declared from under the covers which were then pulled down to reveal Stella Simpson’s face, now contorted angrily. ‘I don’t want to see you. I might be hospitalised but I still have rights,’ she spat harshly.

Feeling that trouble was brewing and not wanting to be caught in the middle of it, Elsie decided to make a hurried exit. The water in the bucket slopped dangerously as she scooted off, quick as her legs would allow her.

Frankie stared at Stella for several moments before pulling out the visitor’s chair at the side of the bed. She sat down, then hesitated momentarily before laying her hand gently on Stella’s arm. ‘Despite that bandage around your head you’re looking good, Stella. Still as attractive as ever.’

Stella sniffed haughtily as she tucked a lank strand of her usually well-groomed natural blonde hair behind her ear. ‘Pity I can’t say the same for you. You look every bit  your age and more. You look to me as if you haven’t slept properly for a week.’

Frankie momentarily froze at her cutting retort. As unkind as it was, though, she had to agree with Stella. What she had faced and dealt with over the last five years was telling on her visibly, and added to it now was the trauma of two days ago. She shuddered at the memory of that terrible incident. She was still reeling from the shock of it.

Coming to the hospital tonight was the very last thing she had wanted, but something she’d felt compelled to do. It had taken all the courage and strength she could summon. At the entrance to the ward a tremendous surge of panic had engulfed her. How she hadn’t spun around and raced off would always remain a mystery to her. But her conscience wouldn’t allow her to leave until she had spoken to Stella and in doing so hopefully put matters right between them. Not just for her own sake but for the sake of the woman in the bed, the woman who used to be her friend.

She forced a smile to her face. ‘I know I’m the last person you want to see right now but we do need to talk,’ she said, putting her hand on the other woman’s arm.

Stella’s lips tightened grimly, her eyes narrowing to two thin strips. ‘You’re right, the very last person. I’d sooner the devil himself were here than you. I said all I was ever going to say to you five years ago, and I meant what I said then,’ she hissed, wrenching away her arm as though she’d been burned. ‘I haven’t changed my mind. Now go, Mrs Taylor, before I call the nurse and have you thrown out.’

Frankie’s face filled with dismay. ‘There’s no need for this attitude, Stella. We used to be best friends.’

‘Used to be,’ she retorted then added icily, ‘A good  friend wouldn’t have done what you did. Or a bad friend come to that. And don’t think you can sweet talk me five years later, thinking my memory isn’t what it used to be. I remember very clearly what I saw, like it was yesterday. And it wasn’t just me, was it? I had company. Or had you forgotten?’

Frankie shuddered at the memory. ‘You both drew your own conclusions about what you saw, Stella. But it wasn’t what you thought, honestly. If only you’d given me the chance to explain at the time we could have avoided all these years of hostility.’

‘Explain?’ cried Stella. ‘There was nothing to explain. I saw you with my own eyes. Now I’ve asked you to go and if you don’t, right this minute, I will call for help.’

Frankie ran her hand despairingly over her forehead. ‘All right, Stella, I’ll go, but I have to tell you something before I do.’

‘Whatever it is I don’t want to hear it. NURSE!’ she yelled.

‘Stella, please,’ Frankie pleaded. ‘It’s to do with Eddie.’

On the verge of shouting for a nurse again, Stella’s mouth snapped shut and she stared at Frankie, her mind whirling frantically, praying the feeling of foreboding deep within her wasn’t showing. ‘Eddie?’ she finally faltered. ‘What about him? He’s your husband, not mine. Why should anything concerning him be of interest to me?’

Wringing her hands, Frankie looked at her meaningfully.

At the expression on her face Stella was shocked and quickly turned her head, making a great show of searching for her handkerchief in the bedside locker as she fought with all her might to compose herself. She knows, she thought. Frankie knows about me and Eddie. Oh,  God, her mind screamed. How long has she known? But far more worrying: if Frankie knew, did anyone else? Her stomach heaved and she had a dreadful fear she was going to be sick. With all the strength she could muster she fought to control herself. ‘I want you to go,’ she repeated. ‘And if you don’t, right now, I’ll scream blue murder and have you thrown out.’

Frankie stiffened. ‘Stella,’ she said resolutely, ‘I came to tell you something, something you must know. Now you can cause a scene or you can act in a civilised fashion. Either way I’m not going until you’ve heard what I have to say.’

At this calm declaration Stella’s fear escalated to near blind terror and her mind whirled frantically. For Frankie to walk brazenly into the hospital - a public place - and find her after all these years there could only be one reason, and that was to confront her. At this precise moment Stella wasn’t prepared. She needed time to gather her thoughts, to concoct plausible excuses and denials of all Frankie’s accusations. If only Eddie could somehow find a way to visit her discreetly, he would tell her what to do. But she hadn’t seen or heard anything of him since she had been brought in here unconscious two days ago and this lack of any contact from him was causing her bewilderment and distress. But then, maybe Eddie didn’t know she was here so how could he visit her?

‘I don’t care what it is you have to tell me, it’ll have to wait,’ she blurted. ‘I’m . . . I’m not feeling well. The doctor’s told me I need peace and quiet or I could have a relapse. I am very sick, you know. You are unfeeling, Francine Taylor, coming here like this after all these years and me on my death bed.’

Frankie sighed, shaking her head. ‘You’ve suffered a  mild concussion, Stella. You’ve many years of life ahead of you. I had a chat with the ward sister before I came in and she told me you’ll be fit enough to go home tomorrow.’ She paused and took a deep breath, her face wreathed in distress. ‘You need to know the truth about Eddie, Stella.’

‘Truth about Eddie!’ she blurted before she could stop herself. ‘I know all there is to know about Eddie. I know him better than . . . better than . . .’

‘Me, Stella? Is that what you were going to say?’ Frankie exhaled, shaking her head sadly. ‘You don’t know him at all, Stella. You only know the bit of him he chose to let you see. The nice, fun-loving Eddie. But that isn’t the real man. Far from it.’

Stella’s jaw dropped, eyes wide in horror as the full force of the truth hit her. Frankie knew about her and Eddie. She eyed her boldly. ‘You know about us, don’t you? Well, I’m glad it’s all out in the open. Maybe now you’ll do the decent thing and let him go. We’d have been together now, happily married with a couple of children, if you hadn’t stolen him from me in the first place.’

‘I never stole him from you, Stella.’ Frankie eyed her beseechingly. ‘Oh, if only all those years ago you’d let me explain . . . But you wouldn’t talk to me, would you? I tried again on several occasions but you wouldn’t have anything to do with me.’

‘And can you blame me?’ the other woman snarled, incensed. ‘He was my man, Frankie. Mine. I was beside myself when I caught you and him together like that. Have you any idea what it did to me? Well, have you, eh? It was like I’d had my guts ripped out.’

Frankie gulped. ‘Well, yes, I know how hurt you must have . . .’

‘Hurt! I was devastated and that’s putting it mildly. I  thought at first you’d both double crossed me. Eddie had a hell of a job convincing me it was you who’d enticed him, of all people, and after all we’d meant to each other. I couldn’t believe it of you, Frankie. But I couldn’t blame him, could I? Well, no man refuses when it’s handed to him on a plate, does he? It’s a well-known fact. Eddie begged me to believe that it was just a one off with you, he got carried away but was sorry afterwards. I’ll never forget the night he had to tell me you were pregnant. He cried, Frankie. I’d never seen a man cry before, not like that. It was the end of everything for him.’

She glared at her visitor with hatred. ‘Oh, I could have killed you! I hated you then for the pain you put me through, the pain you were putting Eddie through. He had no choice but to marry you, did he?’ She paused eyeing Frankie with disgust. ‘You wanted him, Frankie, and you got him by using one of the oldest tricks in the books. And you ruined our lives. How did you ever expect me to forgive you for that?’ She paused again and added gruffly, ‘I was sorry that you lost the baby, believe me when I say that, even if you did use the baby to force him to marry you.’

Frankie let out a deep sad sigh. ‘I wasn’t pregnant then, Stella,’ she whispered.

Stella eyed her, astounded. ‘What? Not pregnant. Don’t lie,’ she spat. ‘You were, I know you were, Eddie told me. Then you lost it. The night you did was horrendous for him. All that blood . . .’ She gave a violent shudder.

‘Eddie lied. I did lose a baby but that was much later, and now I can’t have children.’

Stella frowned in confusion. ‘Now! What do you mean, you can’t have children now?’

Frankie lowered her head. ‘Just believe me, I can’t.’

Stella looked at her for several long moments then said, ‘If you knew about me and Eddie, why didn’t you say or do something? Why didn’t you give Eddie a divorce when he begged you? Was that spite?’ she harshly accused. ‘To stop me and him from being happy together?’

Frankie’s face crumpled with hurt. ‘No, Stella, no. Eddie never asked me for a divorce.’

‘Stop lying! He did, lots of times, but you always threatened him with what you’d do to yourself. He couldn’t live with your suicide on his conscience, could he? No decent man could.’

‘Oh, Stella,’ Frankie sighed despairingly. ‘Eddie has never asked me for his freedom. And if he had I wouldn’t have agreed, but not for the reasons you think.’

‘What reasons then? Come on, Frankie, tell me? What earthly reason could you have to stay married to a man you knew hated you and wanted to be with someone else?’

Frankie eyed her for several long seconds. She took a deep breath. ‘I wouldn’t have divorced him because I desperately wanted to protect you.’

‘Me? Protect me?’ Stella scoffed. ‘What from?’

‘From Eddie himself, Stella, from Eddie himself.’

She looked at Frankie as though she was crazy. ‘You’re mad. You protect me from Eddie?’ she repeated mockingly. ‘I admit he’s a bit of a lad when it comes to business but in every other way he is the gentlest, kindest man who’s ever walked the earth. Eddie was right. He said you should be locked up and the key thrown away.’

Frankie stared at her, aghast. ‘Eddie said that about me?’

‘And more. Want to hear what else he said about you, Frankie?’

Her face contorted in anguish. ‘I don’t need to, Stella, I know exactly what he would have told you. I’m not perfect by any means but whatever he said about me isn’t true. None of it. I have to say again that you didn’t know him, Stella. Not the real Eddie.’

‘Oh, spare me,’ Stella cried. ‘You can’t stand the fact that he never stopped loving me despite being shackled to you.’ She pulled herself upright in her bed and thrust out an arm in Frankie’s direction. ‘I’m not quite sure what you came here for, Frankie, but I’ve had enough. I want you to go,’ she demanded, eyes blazing.

Frankie took a deep breath. ‘I’ll go, Stella, but I have things to say first. I’m not leaving until you’ve heard me out,’ she said resolutely.

Stella’s face paled. Frankie was determined to have her say, and she couldn’t face it. She opened her mouth to protest but just as she did so the curtains parted and a young nurse popped her head through. ‘Everythin’ all right, Miss Simpson? Staff Nurse told me she okayed your visitor a longer time if yer don’t disturb the other patients.’ She smiled. ‘It isn’t like Staff to turn such a blind eye. Must be true what’s being said about ’er and the Chief Surgeon.’ She suddenly realised she had spoken out of turn and bristled. ‘Not that I listen ter gossip myself.’ She suddenly noticed Stella’s pale face and frowned worriedly. ‘You okay?’

‘I’m fine,’ she snapped.

‘Oh! If I dind’t know better I’d say you’d ’ad a terrible shock. Yer’ve gone all white. I’d better fetch Sister.’

‘No, I don’t want you to call her. If I did then I’d ask. Now, do you mind? Me and Mrs Taylor are having a private conversation.’

The young nurse sniffed disdainfully. ‘Suit yourself.’ She made a hurried departure.

‘Does that mean you’ll listen to me, Stella?’

She looked at Frankie for a moment then, sighing heavily, said stonily, ‘It seems I’ve no choice as you seem determined not to leave until you’ve said your piece.’

Frankie’s face was filled with relief. ‘Before I begin, can I get you anything, Stella? A cup of tea?’

‘No,’ she snapped. ‘Just get on with it. The sooner you do, the sooner I can be rid of you.’

Frankie flinched at her tone, then her mind drifted back to happier times, just before Edwin Taylor breezed into their lives and this whole shocking business all began.




 Chapter Two

1955

 



‘So how much d’yer reckon yer dad’ll gimme then, Frankie?’

She looked doubtfully at the articles in question, then at the bedraggled boy holding them towards her, his grubby face wreathed in hopeful expectation. In truth, the articles were worthless. ‘Well . . .’

‘You’ll be lucky to get a kick in the teeth for them, Jimmy.’

‘Stella!’ Frankie scolded.

‘I’m only speaking the truth. Where did you get them from?’ she asked the boy.

‘The canal.’

‘I thought as much, and by the state of you nearly drowned in your wasted effort. Them things look as though they’ve been in the canal donkey’s years, you should have left them where you found them. You might get a ha’penny down the scrappy but I wouldn’t bank on it. Come on, Frankie,’ she urged, giving her friend’s arm a tug. ‘We’d better get a move on. You know what the lads are like if we keep them waiting.’

The young boy’s face fell in dismay. ‘An ’a’penny, is that all? I wa’ hopin’ for a tanner. Said I’d treat me  brothers ter some chips,’ he wistfully added.

Frankie’s heart went out to him. She knew the O’Connell family well. Knew that the five boys, ranging in age from eighteen months to this one, Aidan, the eldest at seven, sometimes went for days without hot food in their stomachs. Their father had long ago vanished and their poor mother survived as best as she could on the money she earned from any menial job she could procure, what pennies could be made by what her sons managed to scavenge, but mostly on the charity of others. ‘Well, maybe my dad might find a use for them,’ she said kindly.

The boy’s face lit up and he eyed Frankie eagerly. ‘D’yer reckon?’

She smiled. ‘I do. You know what my dad’s like, Aidan, he finds a use for everything. Er . . . as a matter of interest, what happened to the spokes?’

The boy looked thoughtfully for a moment at the disintegrating metal bicycle rims he was clutching. ‘I think they must still be in the canal.’

Along with the rest of the mangled bike, I expect, where the owner dumped it, she thought. ‘Oh, never mind, I bet Dad has some somewhere in his shed that’ll do the job. Tanner, was it?’ she said, groping in her handbag for her purse.

‘You must be mad,’ Stella exclaimed, nudging her hard in the ribs. ‘Even your dad won’t be able to do anything with those. And that tanner’ll buy us some chocs for the flicks.’

‘Or three bags of chips for those famished lads,’ Frankie whispered back. ‘Stop being selfish, Stella.’ She gave Aidan the sixpence and relieved him of his precious cargo. She watched as the happy boy galloped off down the street then turned to face her friend. ‘Now wasn’t the  look on his face and the knowledge that the O’Connell boys’ll have a meal tonight worth us going without those chocolates?’

Stella sniffed disdainfully. ‘I suppose. You’re too soft, you are, Frankie. You’re a sucker for a sob story. You’ll never have any money to speak of while you’re handing it out to every Tom, Dick and Harry. And it ain’t as though you earn much yourself. Oh, don’t look at me like that. Yesterday you promised your old coat to Granny Wicks.’

‘Stella, how can you begrudge that poor old duck a threadbare thing that was past its best when I bought it second-hand four or five years ago? You’ve seen the one she’s wearing. It wouldn’t keep a dog warm in the height of summer, let alone her old bones in these March winds. I’m only too glad to let her have it. It’s no use to me anymore, is it? Anyway, what do I want with two coats? I’ve only got one back and two arms,’ she said, laughing.

Stella shook her head. ‘For one thing you could have put it in the rag bag along with the other stuff to take down the yard and got a couple of extra pennies for it. Oh, never mind, I know I’m wasting my breath with you. So what are you going to do with them?’

‘With what?’

‘Those pieces of rust you’ve just paid a fortune for.’

Frankie looked at them and laughed. ‘Put them back where Aidan found them is the best bet, I think. Anyway, this’ll bring the smile back to your face, I’ve still a few coppers spare for some sweets. Unlike you I don’t spend what’s left over from my wages on frivolities.’

‘Frivolities?’ Stella exclaimed. ‘Make-up and stockings and a bit of costume jewellery from Woolie’s sale is hardly frivolous - it’s essential.’

‘Yes, I suppose. But having five shades of lipstick when  you only use one is a luxury, Stella. Even you’ve got to agree with that.’

‘They were on sale,’ she exclaimed sulkily. ‘Saved half a crown, I did. I’d have to be mad to turn down a bargain like that. Look, hadn’t you better run else you’ll never be ready in time. It’ll take a month of Sundays to get all that muck off you.’ Stella cast a critical eye over her friend and shook her head. ‘Why can’t you get a proper job like any normal woman? At least with a proper job you wouldn’t get in such a state.’

Frankie laughed. ‘I have got a proper job and it’s the only thing I’ve ever wanted to do, as you well know. My dad always says it’s in my blood. Shall I call for you then?’

‘Eh? Oh, no, I’ll call for you. My mam’s in a right mood at the minute. There’s no living with her these days.’

‘What’s the matter with her?’ asked Frankie in concern.

‘Nothing that getting rid of my dad wouldn’t cure. I don’t know why those two ever got married, all they do is argue. Mind you, I suppose if they hadn’t, me and our Simon wouldn’t be here. Oh, did I tell you, our Simon’s leaving home?’

‘Leaving home? Really! Where’s he going then?’

‘Far enough away so me mam and dad can’t visit,’ her friend replied, laughing. ‘Seriously, it’s only for a while. He’s got a job up north. It’s navvying for some digging firm on the roads and he’ll have to sleep in a bunk in a wooden hut with all the other men, but it’s good pay and he’s as pleased as punch. It’s on that new M something or other.’

‘Oh, I’ve heard about that,’ Frankie said, impressed. ‘It’s a huge road that’s going right from near Leeds, past Leicester and down to London. M . . . 1. Yes, that’s what  it’s called. And your Simon is going to be helping on it? Well, I never. When does he start?’

‘In a week or so. Look, we can talk about this later. Just get off home, will you? Roger’s annoyed with me enough as it is for not handing over any money last week towards our wedding savings, and I don’t want to give him another excuse to have a go at me.’

‘You do exaggerate, Stella. Roger has never had a go at you for anything. Worships the ground you walk on and has done since he first clapped eyes on you in the school playground when we were eight.’

‘Seven.’

‘Well, seven then. And I’ll see you about seven, okay?’

Five minutes later Frankie unlatched the back gate and walked down the cinder path towards the back door of the little terraced house she lived in with her mother and father in Wand Street, off the Belgrave Road on the north side of Leicester. Belgrave Road stretched from the edge of the town right down to where it joined the Loughborough and Melton Road about a mile on. Its whole length was made up of terraced properties of varying ages and conditions - some were kept in reasonable repair but most properties were damp and crumbling, the landlords who owned them indifferent to the plight of the poor tenants who had to reside within such inhospitable walls.

An assortment of shops and factories, trade yards, pubs, working men’s clubs and places of worship served the large community that lived in the Belgrave area, mainly poor working-class families, not all of them lucky enough to have a breadwinner in regular work. Branching off the main thoroughfare were warrens of other terraced streets and cul-de-sacs. The busy Grand Union Canal and River Soar ran close by and harassed mothers searching for children well past their bedtime could often  find their offspring playing on the tow paths or tormenting the barge folk whose brimming holds of coal, steel and other commodities were destined for the ports of Manchester and Liverpool for onward journeys far and wide.

The cobbled back yard Frankie picked her way across was littered with all manner of bicycle and motorbike parts and other odds and ends gathered over the years by her crippled forty-four-year-old father to enable him to carry out his work as a motor and push-bike mechanic. There was nothing Sam Champion did not know about two-wheeled machines of any description or make, and over the years his reputation for skill and fair rates had built up until his little back yard was the first place people from the surrounding area and beyond would bring their precious machines if a problem arose.

He lay sprawled on the wet cobbles now, a spanner in his hand, face tight with concentration as he laboured to loosen a stubborn bolt off the wheel of a machine that had been brought to him earlier in the day by its distraught owner.

‘Need any help, Dad?’ Frankie asked as she knelt down at the side of him. ‘Good gracious, this is a Triumph model TT and it’s still got its sidecar. I haven’t seen one of these for years.’

He lifted his head, the dirt-filled lines on his weather-beaten but still handsome face creasing into a welcoming grin on spotting his beloved daughter. ‘’Ello, Frankie love,’ he said, sweeping aside with an oil-stained hand strands of thick greying hair that had fallen across his kindly bright blue eyes. ‘I got a shock when I first clapped me eyes on it meself. I need a bloody sledge hammer for this, I reckon. I don’t think this bolt ’as bin budged since the day this bike left the factory thirty years  ago. Ooof!’ he grunted as he gave a tremendous heave at the offending bolt. ‘No, it ain’t gonna shift. Could you pass me the monkey, lovey?’ he asked, pointing to a pile of well-worn tools scattered around a large battered box by the outhouse door.

She scrambled across and grabbed the monkey wrench then passed it to him. ‘What’s wrong with the bike, Dad?’ she asked keenly as she scanned her eyes across it.

‘You name any ailment you can think of, Frankie, and this bike’s got it. This wheel’s buckled for a start. In truth the bike’s only fit for the knacker’s yard but the poor chap who owns it relies on it to get him back and forth ter work so I promised him I’d do the best I can to get it up and running again. I just hope I can and that he can pay the bill as he didn’t look ter me as though he’d two’a’pennies ter rub tergether.’ Groans and grunts followed as Sam heaved on the bolt. Finally it gave way. ‘Ah, that’s got the beggar,’ he said, relieved. He quickly undid the rest of the bolts and pulled the wheel off. Heads bent together, father and daughter scrutinised it.

‘The buckle ain’t that bad, Dad, we can straighten it out with a bit of luck, but the housing pin’s bent, there’s a few ball bearings missing and it needs a couple of spokes replacing.’

At the mention of spokes, Frankie quashed an eruption of mirth that threatened as she remembered the disintegrating rims, now back where Aidan had found them. She wished she had brought them home and with a serious face presented them to her father, just to see his reaction. He would have been astounded for a moment, mouth dropping wide, then the penny would have dropped and he would have laughed until his sides ached and probably not stopped all night. The only reason she had decided against it was because she knew he would  have insisted on replacing the sixpence she had given Aidan. One day she would tell him, though.

‘Oi, who’s fixing this bloody bike, me or you?’ Sam asked, a twinkle in his eyes. ‘But you’re spot on. Well done, Frankie. Right, while I mek a start on the wheel, you can give me your opinion as to what else yer thinks wrong. But first I need me bits box and bearings tin. Can yer find ’em for me, lovey? They’re here somewhere,’ he said glancing around.

‘Oh, there yer are, might ’ave known. I thought you were going out ternight, Frankie?’

Her head tilted up and she smiled a warm greeting at the person addressing her. ‘Oh, hello, Mam. I was just helping Dad.’

‘Our daughter is just protecting ’er inheritance, Nancy. Weren’t yer, ducky?’ Sam chipped in, laughing.

‘Yeah, that’s right, Dad.’ Beaming brightly, she held her arms out wide. ‘Just making sure you leave me something worth having. But not for many years yet, eh, Dad? I kinda like having you about.’

‘Inheritance, indeed,’ Nancy Champion said, shaking her head. She folded her arms under her ample chest as her eyes flashed around the cluttered yard. With a mischievous twinkle in her eye she said, ‘If this is all you’ve got ter look forward to, Frankie, I’d make a run for it now while yer can.’

Sam feigned a look of hurt. ‘Nancy Champion, what a thing ter say. If I thought yer were serious, woman, I’d scalp yer backside.’

She grinned cheekily at him. ‘That’ll be the day, when you take yer ’and ter me. You know as well as I do, Samuel Champion, Frankie’s inheritance, as you put it, keeps the wolf from our door and for that I’ll be forever grateful. At least I can pay me bills most of the time.  There’s many round here who can’t.’ Her eyes fixed on their twenty-two-year-old daughter and she fought hard to suppress her laughter. What a sight Frankie looked.

Her vivid Titian curls, the very same colour Nancy’s own hair had been before it had started to show the signs of ageing, was hidden underneath a blue workman’s canvas cap, tendrils sticking out wildly at the side; her lovely face with its fine spattering of becoming freckles was streaked by dirt and oil, her nicely rounded body hidden underneath a most unflattering pair of bright blue overalls, which were filthy. ‘You should have bin a lad, our Frankie. And if I were given a penny for every time I’ve said that, I’d be a very rich woman. Just look at the state of yer. Bathed in oil today, did yer?’

Frankie scrambled to her feet and cast her eyes down over herself. She had to admit, although clean on that morning the overalls didn’t look as though they’d been washed for weeks. ‘A leaking petrol tank emptied itself all over me when I was struggling to unbolt it,’ she said sheepishly. ‘Sorry, Mam.’

‘Well, just lucky for you I got yer other pair dried today else it’s you who’d have bin sorry, havin’ ter put that disgusting pair back on again termorrow. I’ll have ter get another packet of soda crystals in the morning, I used all I had left today. The both of you,’ she said fondly, looking at each in turn, ‘cost me a fortune in detergent. And Granddad too, come ter that. I’d be a rich woman if I didn’t have ter spend nearly all me ’ouse keeping on washing powder. How’s yer Uncle Wally, Frankie?’

‘He’s fine, Mam. Said to thank you for the pie you sent. He’s going to have it for his dinner tonight. Although when he’ll get home is anyone’s guess. He was still at it when I left. We had three cars in today, all  needed urgent.’ Her eyes sparkled excitedly. ‘One of them’s an Alvis 3-litre with six cylinders. A right beauty it is. The owner’s normal garage was snowed under and couldn’t promise when they’d get around ter looking at it and someone the chap knew recommended Champion’s. Uncle Wally said I can help him on it. I offered to work late but he wouldn’t hear of it. Said him and Taffy would manage. He knew I was going to the pictures tonight, bless him.’

‘Well, yer won’t be going anywhere if yer don’t get a move on. Yer bath’s ready and yer dinner’s on the table. Take yer pick which you choose to let go cold. Oh, and on yer way to the pictures, can you drop yer granddad’s dinner in to him? It’s all plated up and keeping hot on a pan on the stove. And tell him I’ll pop in his clean washin’ in the morning, and I’m off into town in the af’noon so if he wants any shopping doing, tell him to have his list ready.’ She turned her attention to her husband. ‘And you, Samuel, get yerself inside. I cooked a hot meal for you and you’ll eat it hot.’

He shook his head. ‘By, yer a hard woman, Nancy Champion, asking a man ter choose between one of your dinners and fixing a bike.’

‘Yes, and I know you, Sam Champion. If push came ter shove you’d choose the bike. The way to most men’s hearts is through their stomachs. Not you. I won yours by agreeing to ride pillion on that clapped-out contraption you had the nerve to call a motorbike. I was the only girl friend you ever had who would risk her life for you and that’s why yer married me.’

Sam opened his mouth to offer a response, but instead issued a loud sneeze.

Nancy pulled a knowing face. ‘I knew it were too soon for you to be back outdoors after yer bout of influenza  the other week, despite you convincing me otherwise.’

‘I’m fine, Nancy. Stop fussing.’

‘No you ain’t. You shouldn’t be lying on those wet cobbles. Where’s the old blanket I dug out for you?’ She spotted it crumpled up at the back of him and grimaced in annoyance. ‘What’s the good of me trying me best to look after you, and you not caring a damn?’

He turned the top half of his crippled body around and made a grab for the blanket, trying to manoeuvre it under himself. ‘I do, Nancy, you know I do,’ he replied sheepishly. ‘It’s just that . . . that . . .’

‘You lost yerself in that damned bike, that’s what, and the fact the doctor warned you to keep yerself well wrapped up went flying out the window when you insisted on returning to work,’ she finished for him. ‘We nearly lost you, Sam, yer were that bad. And don’t deny it because yer was. I should know, I nursed me mother through it and lost her. Now, either you lie on that blanket or I tell yer, Sam, I’ll barricade you in the house and not let you out. I’m not risking losing you again, so be warned.’

‘All right, I promise, gel. Oh, yer do go on,’ he said, a twinkle in his eye.

‘Yeah, well, it’s a good job I do otherwise you’d never eat or sleep. You’d be out here twenty-four hours a day fixing those bloody machines.’ She shook her head at Frankie. ‘And yer daughter’s heading that way too. In fact the pair of yer are as bad as each other, and Wally works all hours God sends in that garage of his. It’s a wonder he hasn’t wasted away. He’d never eat decent if I didn’t send food down to him. In fact it’s your dad I blame, Sam, he’s the one responsible for encouraging you both to watch him fixing things when you were boys.

‘Now come on, let’s get you inside. Where’s yer chair?’  she asked, looking around. On spotting the wheelchair at the side of the outhouse, she tutted disdainfully. ‘Samuel Champion, the seat of yer chair ain’t a place to store mucky parts. If there’s oil leaked on it I’ll never get it off.’

He eyed her sheepishly.

‘I’ll clear the seat, Mam, and help Dad into it,’ offered Frankie.

‘I’ve told you to get inside, I can manage yer dad. I’ve bin doing it for twenty years now and the day I can’t, I’ll let you know.’

Frankie opened her mouth to protest then thought better of it. This was no rebuff from her mother nor was it anything to do with stubborn pride. Nancy Champion cherished every fibre of her husband’s half-crippled body and showed her feelings in everything she did for him, from helping him up in the morning to easing his useless legs into bed of an evening. It was a pure labour of love to her.

Frankie watched her parents for a moment, giggling together like naughty schoolchildren as they struggled to manipulate Sam’s hefty body into the cumbersome wheelchair. Her father, at over six foot, the top half of his body with well-developed muscles forged over the years as he heaved himself around in order to carry out his work, was no lightweight. How her mother managed at not much over five foot herself and apparently without the strength to lift a bag of potatoes, let alone grab her sixteen-stone husband around his chest and haul him into his chair without mishap, was something that always amazed Frankie.

She smiled, her heart swelling with love, and her thoughts drifted back over the events that had brought her family to this situation.

The accident that had caused this state of affairs had  been Sam’s fault alone. Since it had happened, and with such devastating results, not once had he wallowed in self-pity when he so easily could have done.

A couple of years married, with Frankie herself then only a toddler, an over-enthusiastic Samuel had insisted on road testing a motorcycle that he and his elder brother Walter had been labouring over for months. Sam could no longer contain his need to see if their painstaking labour had achieved the desired result.

The Champion brothers had always been passionate about anything with a motor attached to it, an interest nurtured from a very early age by their own father. Every spare minute of Edgar Champion’s time had been spent mending or rebuilding anything he could lay his hands on, from clocks to lawn mowers, crystal wireless sets to bicycles, much to the dismay of his long-suffering wife Hilda, who had constantly complained about the mess in her parlour and back yard.

The brothers, both having finished much-coveted apprenticeships as machine mechanics - something they were extremely lucky to get at a time when apprenticeships were few and far between, and fought over - were employed by a local hosiery factory to keep their machines running, a fact which later kept Wally, much to his dismay, from being enlisted for the war effort. His skills were far too much in demand during this dreadful time helping to keep the armed forces clothed, though he desperately wanted to fight for his country.

Back in 1935, both men having saved for months every penny they could from their pittance of a wage, they bid successfully for a ramshackle 1928 BMW R63 motorcycle at a local auction, the idea being to restore it in their spare time then sell it, and with the profit hopefully buy two more to do the same with. Their ultimate aim was to have their  own business with a natural progression into repairing motor cars. With hard work and patience, hopefully the venture would provide each of them with a decent living.

The weather that fateful April evening had been wet, the cobbled roads slippery. With his brother’s warning to be careful fresh in his ears, Sam kicked the machine into life and, full of exhilaration, roared off. His journey was short-lived, coming to an abrupt halt as he misjudged a sharp corner at speed. Squeezing too hard on the brake, the front wheel had skidded on the cobbles, slammed against a kerb and Sam had been catapulted several yards into a brick wall. The motorcycle was barely scratched. Sam wasn’t so lucky. His spinal cord was severed. A young, inexperienced doctor clumsily broke the news that Sam Champion would never walk again.

Despite his utter devastation Sam was very mindful he had only himself to blame and was just grateful he’d only lost the use of part of his body. His young wife, also, was thankful he was alive, only too aware what the alternative could have been.

As he recovered in hospital all Sam could think of was how he was going to provide some sort of living for his beloved family. The answer became obvious to him: to carry on with his dream of being his own boss, but in a slightly different form. He’d lost the use of his legs. Well, mechanics spent most of their lives lying or sitting on the floor as they carried out their work. He could still do that. And the rest he could manage sitting in a wheelchair. Instead of the garage premises the brothers had hoped one day to have, his own back yard with its leaky outhouse would have to suffice. His business would only ever be a small concern, one that he could manage on his own, but as long as he made enough to keep his family, he’d be satisfied with that.

Nancy’s reaction to his decision had been to inform her husband she would support him fully in whatever he did, a promise she’d never once broken in twenty years and never intended to.

Wally’s reaction was a different matter. Despite his brother’s incapacities, as far as he was concerned nothing had changed, they could still carry on with their joint plan. But Wally had reckoned without the fierce determination and pride of Sam. He had no intention of hindering his brother’s chance of becoming a success. The accident was the result of his own pig-headedness and it wasn’t right that Wally’s plans for his own future should suffer as a consequence. Sam’s decision was final and despite strenuous efforts by Wally to dissuade him, there was no budging him.

With a heavy heart Wally continued on his own. All his spare time was spent rebuilding machines he bought cheaply and then selling them off reasonably, every penny of profit he made put safely away into his garage fund. The arrival of the war put a halt to his plans to a large extent as his working hours increased dramatically, but then so did his wages and what he managed to save. In 1946, as soon as peace returned, Wally gave in his resignation to concentrate fully on his plan for the future.

After extensive searching he found just what he was looking for, albeit dreadfully neglected, at a very reasonable rent. It consisted of one decent-sized building which had once been used as a blacksmith’s and wheelwright’s, with a much smaller building attached to the side of it which Wally intended to use as office-cum-reception facility. There was a smaller building at the back which presumably had originally been stabling but had later been converted to some sort of storage room. The moment Wally discovered it he thought of Sam and  hoped he could persuade his brother to use it for motorcycle repairs instead of his yard. There was even room at the back for the good-sized scrap heap that Wally knew would gradually build up as business expanded. To the front of the premises was a plot for customers to drive on to and also a place to park cars awaiting work inside the garage.

With a few repairs and alterations the premises would admirably suit Wally’s purposes, and more importantly leave him enough money to purchase from auctions or second-hand all the equipment he needed.

After weeks of hard labour, fraught nerves and many sleepless nights, finally an exhilarated Wally was ready to pull open the garage’s double doors. Above them, in large black and yellow lettering, was spelt out: W. CHAMPION - MOTOR ENGINEERS. Using the last of his savings, he placed an advert in the Leicester Mercury informing the whole of the city that Champion’s Garage was now in business to repair their cars. Then he prayed.

His prayers were answered and within months he was busy enough to employ his first mechanic, a giant of a Welshman named Morgan Thomas, Taffy to his friends, who had learned his invaluable skills servicing Army vehicles during the war on a base in Leicestershire, and stayed after it was over to marry a local woman.

Despite working at least fourteen hours a day, sometimes longer, and six days a week, nine years later Wally’s dreams of owning several garages had still not materialised but the one he did have was ticking over nicely and earning himself and his now expanded workforce of two mechanics and a fitter a decent living. It had also afforded Wally the opportunity of buying his own home, something that otherwise would never have happened. It  was a good-sized semi off the Loughborough Road, three-bedroomed and with a long garden out the back, and Wally was proud to say it was all his. Life was good and he was happy.

Sam, meanwhile, had had much to overcome before he was able to realise his own dream of supporting his wife and child. For many months after the accident life was very hard, and to Sam’s chagrin they survived mainly thanks to the resourcefulness of Nancy. While her beloved husband healed the best he was ever going to, nothing was beneath her. Rising at five in the morning, she cleaned at the local school, minded children and packed socks for a penny a gross as an outworker for the factory Sam had worked for when his accident had happened. All this she did while still caring for her own family, and all uncomplaining.

Without Sam’s knowledge, Wally would slip as much as he could spare to Nancy. Despite her reluctance to accept it, being very aware at the time that her brother-in-law was desperately trying to save as much as he could towards his future business, many times only Wally’s generosity enabled the purchase of bare necessities which otherwise they would have had to have gone without. Nancy hadn’t liked deceiving her husband but Wally had insisted Sam was kept in ignorance. He was facing enough, coming to terms with his disabilities, without risking any further hammering to his already battered pride.

Prejudice against Sam’s disabilities, in so much as people doubted a cripple could do the job of an able-bodied man, was hard to overcome. Sam’s strong will and perseverance, but most importantly his skill, gradually won the public over and work started to come his way. Finally, to his relief, the time came when if a  motorcycle or push-bike needed expert attention, it was to Sam Champion people first turned.

He was fully aware that due to his disabilities any hope of ever expanding his small operation was out of the question, but despite the fact that when bills had been paid there was not much left over for luxuries, at least he was providing for his beloved family and Sam was content with that.

Like her father before her, Frankie’s love of anything mechanical had been nurtured as soon as she could toddle down the yard where she would sit for hours, entranced, as she watched her father work. By the age of three she knew the names of every individual tool. From then on it was taken for granted by all the family where Francine Champion’s future lay. The fact that she was a female was of no consequence.

When she was five years old, one bitter Christmas evening, her Uncle Wally, after indulging in a large quantity of festive cheer, promised her a job in the garage he one day planned to own, and he never forgot that promise. In September 1948, at the age of fourteen, the first Monday after she’d left school Frankie arrived, shaking with excitement and fired with enthusiasm, for her first day at work in Champion’s Garage. Eight years later she was still loving every minute of it.

The first couple of years had been very frustrating, though, as despite constantly pestering her uncle, apart from fetching and carrying and failing miserably to keep the garage in some semblance of order, she was only allowed to watch and learn. She had almost given up on ever being allowed to put what she had observed into practice when, on arriving as punctually she always did at seven-thirty one bright June morning, her Uncle Wally steered her towards a large cardboard box at the back of  the garage. Inside was a brand new pair of overalls and a metal tool box, her name boldly printed on it in black paint. Inside the box was her first set of spanners, a screwdriver, hammer and monkey wrench. Frankie was overcome with joy.

As time passed, paid for out of her own wages or received as gifts at Christmas or birthdays, the tools in her precious metal box were added to and a proud Frankie, having sailed through her five-year apprenticeship, now owned all she needed to carry out her trade.

Most customers were shocked at first to find a woman with her head under the bonnet of their car in what most people perceived as a male-dominated profession, but any doubt as to her capabilities was soon dispelled when, nine times out of ten, she immediately diagnosed the car’s problem and informed them how it could be put right.

As she stood in the back yard now watching her parents’ antics, Frankie heaved a contented sigh. What a lucky woman she was. Not many people could boast two loving parents who had always provided for her the best they could; or having the best job in the world with the best boss possible; or good friends and a beloved boyfriend who she hoped would one day ask her to marry him.

This is the best it gets, she thought. Some people have nothing; I have it all. I’m so lucky.

‘FRANKIE?’

She jumped.

‘You’re miles away, grinning like a Cheshire Cat. What’s up with yer, gel?’ Nancy asked, as after heaving Sam into the wheelchair she arrived at her daughter’s side.

‘Oh, I’m just happy, Mam, that’s all,’ she replied, eyes shining.

‘And I’m glad ter hear it. Now being’s yer still loitering wi’ n’ote better to do, you might as well push yer dad the rest of the way while I rush ahead and mash a fresh cuppa.’

Frankie leaned over and kissed her mother on the cheek. ‘With pleasure, Mam.’

‘Soppy ’a’porth,’ chuckled Nancy, hurrying off.




 Chapter Three

A while later, Nancy dropped her knitting in her lap and with a merry twinkle in her eye proclaimed, ‘By ’ell, would yer look at that, Sam? It is a daughter we’ve got after all. You look a picture, gel. Don’t she, Sam?’

‘She always does ter me,’ he said, peering over the top of his newspaper. His daughter did indeed look lovely. Out of her unbecoming work attire, she was a different person. She had pinned up the sides and back of her mop of red curls with kirby grips, letting the fringe fall naturally across her forehead. Her shapely curves were covered by a pair of yellow Capri pants and a bright blue cardigan. ‘Yer do look smashing. New cardi?’ he asked her.

Frankie tutted, shaking her head. ‘What am I going to do with you, Dad? If I brought home anything with an engine attached to it, you’d instantly know the make, model, when it was manufactured and how much it cost me. This cardi’s at least a year old. Mam knitted it for me last year.’ Then, grinning, she added, ‘My pants are new, though. I bought them off the market last weekend for two and eleven.’

He gulped sheepishly. ‘Well, er . . . yer look lovely, me darlin’. What picture are you going to see?’

‘She won’t be seeing any if she doesn’t get a move on,’  chipped in Nancy. ‘You ain’t forgot about yer granddad’s dinner, ’ave yer, lovey, or the message to give him?’

‘No, Mam,’ she replied as she went over and kissed each of them on the cheek. ‘I’ll give Granddad your love, shall I?’

‘Yes, do that, please,’ they both replied.

‘Ta-ra then. I won’t be late.’

‘No, you see as yer not, you’ve work in the morning,’ said her mother. ‘I’ll ’ave yer cocoa ready for eleven.’

Frankie smiled tenderly. It was no use telling Nancy not to wait up for her, knowing she would never go to sleep until she heard her daughter was safely home. And despite his never admitting it, she knew her father too would be lying listening for her key in the lock. With that in mind she always made sure she was home at a reasonable time. ‘Thanks, Mam,’ she said sincerely.

Moments later Frankie was tapping on the back door of an identical house several doors down the street.

‘If that’s you, Enid Smart, then yer can bugger off, I’m busy,’ a gruff voice shouted.

‘It’s only me, Granddad,’ Frankie called as she entered.

‘Come away in, Frankie, me duck. I thought it wa’ that busybody from two doors down. Getting on my nerves, she is. She’d be in and out all day long if I let her.’

‘She fancies you, Granddad,’ Frankie said jocularly as she walked into the dim interior of the tiny back room.

‘Fancies me! I’m seventy, Frankie, far too old to be fancied.’

‘Oh, I dunno,’ she said, pretending to scrutinise him. ‘You’re not bad for your age. I’d fancy you myself if I was seventy. Might do you a bit of good to do a bit of courting. Better than sitting in here night after night straining your eyes fiddling with these odds and ends for the neighbours.’

‘Odds and ends! I’ll give you odds and ends. They’re good stuff are some of the bits I get asked to fix. And courting! I’ll give yer courting, and certainly not wi’ Enid Smart. She’s only after me money.’

‘You haven’t got any, Granddad. Well, not that I know of.’

‘Ah, well, yer don’t know everything, Frankie. I’ve a few bob put past. Enough to pay for me funeral. This fiddling, as you put it, brings in a few pennies and it all adds up. Oh, is that me dinner?’ he said, eyes lighting up. ‘I was beginning ter think I wasn’t getting any tonight. Put it over there, lovey. Mind that . . . Oh, bloody ’ell, Frankie, I’d just fixed that!’

‘I’m sorry, Granddad, I didn’t see it,’ she said remorsefully as the tin clock she’d accidentally knocked off the table crashed to the floor. She picked it up and shook it. It rattled loudly and she grimaced. ‘I think it’s broken,’ she said, stating the obvious. ‘It’s so dark in here, I’ll turn the mantles up.’

‘You will not. There’s still a bit of daylight left yet. Gas costs money. And it’s gonna cost me more when the’lectric goes in. Why people can’t leave things alone is beyond me. Have ter stick their oar in, don’t they, and most of the time it’s only ter mek themselves look good when they mek these decisions. They never think of the consequences for us ordinary folks. I can manage the gas. I can have the mantles as dim or as bright as I like. Can’t do that wi’ ’lectric, can yer? And yer can’t smell ’lectric if you’ve left it on by accident and the bulb’s blown.’ He screwed up his aged face in disdain. ‘They’ll be wanting to put baths in next. Yer can’t ’ave a good soak in front of the fire in one of them new-fangled baths, now can yer? Them tap contraptions sticking in yer back . . .’

‘I shouldn’t worry about it, Granddad. You’ve got to  have the electric put in because the government says so but I can’t see the landlord insisting he puts a bathroom in, not when it takes him years to get around to carrying out simple repairs, can you? And especially considering how much it would all cost him.’

‘No, I s’pose not. I’m still waiting fer that leaky gutterin’ to be replaced that I asked to be done three years ago. Can you pass me that screwdriver, lovey?’

She did as he asked, then proceeded to give him her mother’s messages, and finished off by saying. ‘Are you going to eat this while it’s hot or not?’

‘What?’

‘Your dinner.’

‘Oh, yes, I forgot about that. Can yer get me a knife and fork? Oh, and the salt while yer at it. Mmm, this looks good,’ he said, sniffing appreciatively as he lifted the enamel dish off his plate. ‘Stew and dumplings, my favourite. Yer mam meks a mean dumpling. Ta, me duck,’ he said, retrieving the cutlery from his granddaughter. ‘So where you off then, all spruced up like a dog’s dinner? Out with Ian? Nice lad, Ian. You could do a lot worse than ’im.’

She pulled a chair out opposite and sat down, resting her elbows on the table. ‘I agree with you, Granddad.’

‘You do? By, that meks a change, you agreeing wi’ me. So when’s the wedding then?’

‘Granddad, he hasn’t asked me,’ she scolded.

‘Well, ’bout time ’e did.’ His bushy grey eyebrows rose as a thought struck him. ‘Why don’t you ask him? If I remember right it was your granny that asked me, God rest her soul. We’d never ’ave got married if it’d been left ter me. Right shy I wa’, just couldn’t seem ter pluck up the courage. How long yer bin courting? Must be knocking on a couple of years. I ain’t got long left, yer know,  and I intend seeing me favourite granddaughter settled, so you’d better do summat about it. No, don’t bother, I’ll’ave a word wi’ Ian meself when I next see ’im.’

‘You’ll do no such thing,’ she warned severely. ‘Now promise me, Granddad, else I won’t bring him around again. If Ian is ever going to ask me to be his wife, he’ll do it when he’s good and ready and not by being pushed into it by me or any member of my family. And as for being your favourite granddaughter. I’m the only grandchild you’ve got.’

His rheumy eyes twinkled. ‘Oh, you’re just like your mam you are, Frankie. Open yer trap before yer brain’s in gear. I was just havin’ a bit of fun.’ He smiled warmly. ‘But despite being a woman who speaks her mind, I ain’t callin’ yer mam, far from it. She’s a wonderful woman. Best day’s work my son ever did wa’ to marry Nancy.’

‘And that’s another thing we agree on. See, Granddad, we get on better than you make out.’

‘Cheeky bugger,’ he said, shovelling a forkful of food into his mouth.

Frankie glanced at the clock on the mantle above the old-fashioned cast-iron range, a relic from bygone days he refused to have replaced with a modern fireplace for sentimental reasons. His beloved wife had spent many hours bustling around it cooking their meals, something he still liked to remember her doing in his mind’s eye. ‘Oh, goodness, is that the time?’ Frankie exclaimed. ‘I’ve got to fly,’ she said, jumping up and rushing around the table to kiss him affectionately on his wizened cheek. ‘Stella’s calling for me at home, only I’m around here so I’ve got to try and catch her in the street before she thinks I’ve gone to meet the lads without her. I’ll pop in tomorrow night, Granddad, okay?’

‘All right, me ducky. Enjoy yourself, and don’t forget  what I said. I don’t care how yer do it but get that lad to mek an honest woman of yer afore it’s too late. I don’t want the next time I wear me suit to be at me own funeral.’

‘Granddad, you’re as strong as a horse and never had a day’s illness since I can remember, so stop it, will you?’ she scolded him for the second time in minutes.

‘I was only saying,’ he commented innocently, and decided to change the subject. ‘Can yer ask yer dad if I can borrow his soldering iron? And ask yer Uncle Wally fer a pint of oil and bring it all with yer termorrow night, will yer, lovey?’

She frowned quizzically. ‘Engine oil? What do you want that for, Granddad? Are you fixing an engine of some kind?’ Her eyes sparked keenly. ‘Want a hand?’

‘No, I don’t. I’m not fixing an engine and I’m quite capable of tackling this job by meself without you taking charge. Oh, if yer must know, Nelly Dawson’s mangle’s seized up.’ His face wrinkled thoughtfully. ‘Now there’s a woman I wouldn’t mind fancying me, just a pity she’s still her ’usband living. And he’s a waste of space. All ’e does all day is sit on his fat backside issuing orders to poor old Nelly. The only time ’e leaves his chair is to visit the privy or go down the pub. Fancy treating that lovely woman like that! The number of times I’ve ’ad ter bite me tongue so as not to give ’im a piece of me mind.’

He suddenly realised he was voicing private thoughts out loud to his granddaughter and mentally shook himself. ‘Her . . . er . . . cogs want a bit of lubricating. Engine oil is the best thing for the job and I’ve none left. I might as well ’ave a pint as a thimbleful. It’s useful stuff to ’ave around is engine oil. And you, madam, are a nosey bugger. Now get off, if yer going. If not put the kettle on and mash us a cuppa.’

‘I’m going, Granddad.’

‘I thought you would be.’

 



‘It’s all your fault, Frankie,’ Stella moaned as the four of them emerged from the Belgrave Road picture house later that night. ‘If you hadn’t spent so much time gossiping with your granddad we wouldn’t have been late for the pictures and got the worst seats, and then I wouldn’t have missed most of the film because I had to sit behind that stupid woman with the hat on! And she never stopped talking.’

‘I did offer to change seats.’

‘There was no point in doing that, Frankie. Your view wasn’t any better. Neither was Ian’s nor Roger’s.’

‘Oh, shut up moaning, Stella,’ said Ian good-naturedly. ‘I don’t know why you’re going on. You spent too much time whispering sweet nothings and necking with Roger to be bothered with the picture.’

Stella giggled. Roger blushed scarlet.

‘So what if I did?’ she said cockily. ‘Oh, here’s where we part company. I’ll see you tomorrow, Frankie, when I call for you at the garage to walk home after work. Oh, and make sure you ain’t in such a state as you were tonight. It’s bad enough walking along the street with you in a boiler suit, let alone when you’re covered in oil.’

Frankie smiled. ‘I’m a grease monkey, Stella, and grease monkeys get covered in oil, it’s a hazard of the job. And if you’re that embarrassed to be seen walking with me, why do you insist on doing it every night? Anyway I shouldn’t bank on me being able to leave on time tomorrow. We’re really busy.’

‘Oh,’ her friend mouthed, disappointed. ‘Well, I’ll come past anyway, just do your best. It ain’t the same walking home without you.’

‘Yeah, I know, I look forward to it too. Gives us a chance to catch up.’

‘Catch up on what?’ both men asked.

‘Just women’s things,’ the girls responded cagily.

‘Ta-ra then, you two,’ Frankie said.

‘Yeah, ta-ra,’ Stella and Roger called in unison. And Stella added, ‘Don’t do anything we wouldn’t.’

‘She’s a case, ain’t she?’ Ian said good-humouredly to Frankie as, arm-in-arm, they sauntered slowly in the direction of her house. ‘Roger certainly has his hands full with her.’

‘Yes, she does try his patience at times but he puts up with her ways ’cos he loves her. And I do ’cos she a bloody good friend,’ Frankie said, smiling broadly. ‘The best. I couldn’t imagine life without her around. Hit it off right from the start, we did, when we were put next to each other on our very first day at school and there haven’t been many days since when we haven’t seen each other. Even Christmas Day. Oh, the times we’ve had . . .’

Ian had heard the story of how Frankie and Stella had met many times before, and all of their subsequent escapades, the sort lasting friendships are built on, but he let Frankie carry on. He had more important matters on his mind.

‘Ian, are you listening to me?’ she asked a few minutes later. ‘Ian?’

‘Eh? Oh, yes, of course I am. You were going on about the time you and Stella got stuck in the lift in Lewis’s and by the time they got you out you’d both eaten the pound bag of broken biscuits Stella had got for her mother and you’d no money to buy any more.’

‘I knew you weren’t really listening,’ she good-humouredly chided. ‘I was telling you about the cars that came in today and how much I was looking forward to  helping Uncle Wally and Taffy to fix them.’

‘Were you? Oh,’ he replied distractedly.

She pulled him to a halt, frowning in concern. ‘Ian, is anything the matter?’

Holding his breath, he stared at her. Something was very much the matter. But the problem was, he didn’t know how to break it to her. He smiled tenderly, his dark blue eyes drinking her in. To others Frankie might not have quite the slender figure other women starved themselves to achieve, or anywhere near Joan Collins’s sultry film star looks, but to Ian the girl was beautiful. He loved her, loved everything about her. Her mop of Titian curls; the matching scattering of freckles across her nose and cheeks; her warmth; her understanding; her natural manner. He was very proud of her unusual occupation; enjoyed nothing more than to brag about it to his mates whilst they were discussing their girlfriends and to compare Frankie’s occupation with their commonplace factory or office jobs.

Within a few short weeks of meeting Frankie, Ian knew without a doubt she was the woman he wanted to spend the rest of his life with. After nearly two years of courting her, he wanted to ask her to marry him, was desperate to do so in fact. The trouble was the wage he earned as a junior draughtsman at Jones and Shipman’s, a large, long-established engineering company, was hardly enough to support himself living at home, let alone a wife and a home of their own. His future prospects were excellent but he had at least three more years of studying and exams to pass before he qualified and promotion changed his title of junior to senior.

Frankie, he knew without asking her, would not mind in the least if they lived in a shed at the bottom of the garden, but he did. He wanted the best for her. A nice  little house with some decent furniture, albeit second-hand, and the choice of giving up her job if she wanted. That was out of the question as matters stood at the moment. A surge of excitement gripped him. But he had an idea, one he liked the thought of . . . A change of job. Something entirely different from what he was doing now but something he knew he’d be good at. His parents wouldn’t be pleased at his sudden change of profession. They were good people but had set ideas about life and a change of career didn’t figure in them, even for a very good reason. Frankie might be shocked at first by what he was contemplating but she would support him in whatever he did, he knew. Should he get this job it was better paid right from the start and, most importantly, if you were married a house came with it. To Ian that was lure enough.

Excitement warmed him. He had filled in the application form and was waiting for the postman to bring him a letter to see if he’d been granted an interview. The anticipation was almost killing him.

He was desperate to let Frankie in on his secret, but a wish to surprise her with a proposal if he got the job far outweighed this. Plus the fact that, should he fail in his quest, he would be spared her witnessing his bruised male pride.

As he stood staring at her, Frankie fought down a sudden urge to grab Ian by the shoulders and give him a shake. She knew instinctively he was desperate to ask her to marry him, she knew he had been on the verge of doing so before and that this time, just like all the rest, at the very last minute his nerve would fail him. And she knew why. Money. Or the lack of it. Did he not realise that she’d live in a hovel if it meant being with him?

She sighed, gazing tenderly at him. Frankie loved Ian,  everything about him, couldn’t visualise the rest of her life without him by her side. He was no James Dean or Marlon Brando, Frankie would liken him more to Danny Kaye in fact, but regardless to her Ian was the most handsome man in the world. He was four inches taller than she at five foot eleven and of medium build, neither thin nor fat nor muscly, just ordinary in fact. Thick light brown hair framed an unremarkable but pleasant face with kindly hazel eyes. He was the quiet type, a thinker, a very reliable man. Frankie felt safe with him, comfortable and secure. He was just the kind of man that suited her and she felt lucky and privileged to know that he loved her.
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