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​1. Oceans of Trifle 
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July 1977

‘Do you, Lexi Smith, take this man, Gary Blewitt, to be your lawfully wedded husband?’

Awful wedded husband.

No, no, and triple no. This was a nightmare, and Lexi wanted to run away in her ivory meringue dress and satin court shoes – down the church aisle to freedom. Flee from a dull man who did stock takes of pantry items – only three Breakaway biscuits left, Lexi, add them to the shopping list. She wanted to break away. Where should she run to? Anything but this. Anywhere but here. Heck, she was only nineteen.

What should she do?

‘Do you, Lexi Smith, take this man, Gary Blewitt, to be your lawfully wedded husband?’ lisped the ancient vicar again as he sprayed garlic-scented spittle into the air.

‘I do,’ she said, desperate to wipe her face after its unwelcome saliva shower. Yuk. She wasn’t looking forward to the honeymoon in Italy, never mind fifty years of married life. Maybe sixty or seventy if she was unlucky. Why was she doing it? Why was her mouth saying yes when her heart (and libido) said no? 

Nerves and guilt, she told herself. Her new husband was the most handsome man she’d ever seen with his black hair, violet eyes and double-row dark eyelashes. He had to live up to the romantic dream. Eventually. 

Also, her parents had paid for the reception. There were mountains of sandwiches, baked hams, bowls of chicken pate, endless quiche, masses of sausage rolls, and oceans of trifle. The disco was organised, the elderly photographer paid. ‘I’ll do it for less,’ he’d said. ‘You remind me of Cary Grant and Rita Hayworth. I’m looking forward to it.’

Lexi, flattered by the movie-stars reference, thought it more apt for Gary. She believed herself average with her slim-to-curvy figure, long reddish-brown hair, and a face which benefited from makeup. People said her happy smile and emerald eyes were her best features.

How could she let everyone down? How could she give up her dream of marrying the most handsome man she’d ever seen? 

Gary would get better, revert to his former self. Or perhaps the person he never was – the dream she’d imagined based on his good looks.

If she were honest, he’d always been a tad staid and dreary. If he’d been ordinary-looking, she might have realised the full extent of his dullness sooner. But super-handsome equalled excitement and drama. 

Too many episodes of Dallas had spoiled her. Too many Douglas Sirk movies. Too much Doris Day and Rock Hudson. Too many viewings of Gone with the Wind. And she should have avoided Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton like the plague.

As she walked, married, down the aisle on Gary’s arm, she thought, I’m now called Lexi Blewitt. How apt. 

––––––––
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The honeymoon in Venice was a disaster. Gary wouldn’t even go on a gondola. ‘They’re too expensive. When we get home, I’ll take you on a rowing boat on the River Dee in Chester.’

Lexi’s laughter turned to tears when she realised he wasn’t joking. 

The most daring thing they did on their honeymoon (in or out of bed) at Lexi’s insistence, was to eschew an all-inclusive meal to eat in an alternative restaurant. 

‘Waste of money.’ Gary cut into a meatball with surgical precision and popped a morsel into his mouth. After thirty-two chews, he pushed the plate aside, patted his flat stomach, pleaded fullness, and, with a petulant expression, refused dessert. 

‘The Tiramisu is legendary, Gary.’

Through the side of his mouth, he hissed, ‘We could buy a month’s worth of Angel Delight in Supersaver for the same price. Have a mint instead.’ He pulled a spearmint chew from his pocket.

‘But this is our honeymoon.’

‘No reason to throw money away.’

Back in the Spartan hotel bedroom, Gary donned his brown paisley-pattern pyjamas, buttoned the jacket up to his neck, got into one of the two narrow single beds and opened his book – How to Budget a Marriage.

Lexi thought they’d booked a room with a double bed but Gary, with an outraged expression, swore not.

She removed her cotton dressing gown and got into bed. ‘Goodnight then.’ 

‘Aren’t you going to wear a nightie or pyjamas?’

‘Didn’t bring any.’

He shook his head and muttered, ‘Indecent.’

She sighed and picked up The Thorn Birds for a bit of excitement. Gary had complained when she bought it at the airport. ‘How much? You should have brought library books.’

At least before the ‘incident’, although a tad staid, Gary had been a normal hot-blooded young man – occasionally. 

The ‘incident’ occurred a few months before the wedding when Gary was kicked where it hurts while playing rugby. Afterwards, he prised himself from the car and limped up the path of their new home. Gary’s face twisted with pain, Lexi helped him to bed and gently undressed him. Over the next week, his bruising spread from waist to knees.

Gone forever was Lexi’s imaginary sex god. To be replaced with an almost-celibate man who worried about the price of baked beans and drips from a recently washed lettuce damaging the new brown carpet on the lounge floor in the semi-detached suburban Wimpey house near Chester.

This was not the Easy-Rider type risqué existence she’d imagined; this was hell. 

But Lexi pretended all was well. 

She hated to admit, even to herself (especially to herself) that her bank job was more exciting than wedded bliss at home.

Perhaps if she did a real ‘bank job’, she could run away. But for the moment, struggling with a mortgage, she was stuck with long-faced Gary. 
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​2. Chestnut Tree 
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In the Royal British Bank, Eastington, one hot June day in 1979, Mrs Tickle, newly widowed, in her sixties, appeared at Lexi’s counter.

‘Can I help you?’ 

‘Yes, dear.’ Mrs Tickle, dead-eyed, pushed a paying-in-book and two banknotes through the gap in the strengthened glass. ‘Pay this into my savings account to go towards my funeral.’

Lexi rolled her eyes. ‘Plan on dying soon?’

‘It’s good to be prepared.’

‘When I met you in Supersaver, you said you’re off to a wedding next week.’

‘Yes – my niece’s. All Saints’ Church, followed by the community hall in Thornton.’

‘Got a new outfit?’

‘Can’t afford one.’

Lexi changed the £10 on the paying-in-slip to £5 and handed the book and one fiver to Mrs Tickle. ‘There’s a lovely dress in Edna Bennet’s window. Blue with pink roses, reduced to five pounds. Treat yourself – it will suit your colouring. And sign the alteration on your paying-in slip.’

‘But my funeral...’

‘Have a plywood coffin instead of a mahogany one. Who cares, you’ll be dead. Best to enjoy a pretty dress while you’re alive. And I order you to live for years.’

‘You’re a cheeky so and so,’ said Mrs Tickle, eyes a-twinkle.

Lexi heard a suppressed laugh from her partner-in-crime cashier, Mary, who hissed, ‘Put your closed sign up, Lexi. It’s lunchtime. Shall we go to the park?’

‘Yes – great.’ As Lexi locked her till drawer, Mr Peters from Peters’ Newsagent (he’d obviously had a flash of inspiration when he named his premises) came in, weighed down with a bag of loot. Damn. It would take forever to count that lot – the sunny park was so near yet so far. Conspiratorial, Mary’s and Lexi’s eyes met. They gave subtle complicit nods, then Mary emptied a small bag of coins onto the floor as if dropped by accident and both friends bent to rescue the scattered currency.

When Mr Peters said, ‘Quite a lot today, I’m afraid, Judy,’ Mary, from a low secluded position, popped the bag of ten-pence coins into the drawer and locked it from below. Then they rescued their handbags and crawled commando-style to the bank exit.

Soon they were out in the glorious sunshine. 

In the park, an orange ice-lolly apiece, under a shady chestnut tree, Mary said, ‘How’s the hubby?’

‘Driving me mad. Last night he told me off because I dropped a piece of Quiche Lorraine onto the carpet during dinner.’

‘Did you tell him to bugger off?’

‘No. Picked it up and popped it in my mouth while Mr Clean ran to the kitchen for an emergency damp cloth. He spent ages rubbing a non-existent stain. What did you do last night?’

‘Went to the Cheshire Yeoman for gin and tonics and chicken-in-the-basket. Why don’t the four of us go tonight?’

‘Can’t.’ Lexi sighed; embarrassed Gary’s monthly budget didn’t allow for chicken-in-the-basket in a pub.

‘Why?’ Mary asked.

‘Gary has rugby training.’

‘It’s weird – he doesn’t look like a rugby player.’

‘If you saw his legs you wouldn’t say that. I expected them to be wiry, like the rest of him, but they’re muscular. He looks a bit odd naked – like two men glued together.’

‘Ha-ha. Come on your own.’ Mary scrunched up her ice-lolly wrapper and popped it in her brown leather Jane Shilton handbag.

‘Where?’

‘The pub – tonight.’

‘I daren’t.’

‘Why not?’

‘Can’t take the interrogations from Gary – his jealousy is getting worse. He got annoyed when I chatted with the postman last week, and then he sulked for days.’

‘The postman sulked?’

Lexi gave Mary a light punch on the arm. ‘No, silly. Gary.’

‘Let him get on with it.’ 

‘You’ve obviously never lived with a sulker – it’s hell. I’ll stay home and watch Dallas. I bet Bobby Ewing never sulks.’

‘Okay, but you’re coming to Cinderella Rockerfellas in Chester with me tomorrow. It’s my birthday, Iain is away, so be there or be square.’

No way Lexi would refuse this request. Besides, she wanted to go to the nightclub.

––––––––
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The next evening, Mary, elegant in tailored brown trousers, cream silk top and pearls; Lexi bohemian in blue jeans, pink cheesecloth shirt and love beads, boarded the bus into Chester. 

‘How can you walk in those things?’ The bus conductor eyed their vertiginous cork-wedge shoes which made the friends about five-feet nine apiece rather than their natural five-feet five. ‘But you both look and smell lovely.’

Mary was festooned in Chanel No. 19 and Lexi in Estee Lauder’s Youth Dew. A heady mixture.

They had a fabulous time and were hardly off the dance floor. A tall, handsome man caught Lexi’s eye and her heart skipped a lustful beat when he asked her to dance.

Then she recognised him. It was Ned, the boy she’d had a crush on (from afar) when she was sixteen. But he’d usually had a blonde, leggy stunner (who never cracked a smile) on his arm and Lexi decided he was out of her league. 

As ‘You’re the One That I Want’ began, Ned asked Lexi to dance.

Oh, how she wanted him. But she worried Gary had sent a private detective after her, he’d been so mad about her evening out. 

Logic told her he couldn’t afford a detective (not within the budget), but she was paranoid. So, when a slow song, ‘Three Times a Lady’, began and Ned moved closer, she half wanted to flee, half wished to fling herself into his muscular arms and stay there forever. He smelled so good– cedarwood and something leathery. Gary always wore Beast – cloying but cheap.

So, she danced a sexy, slow dance with Ned. It was wonderful but awful. One second she imagined herself married to Ned and the next in court. ‘Lexi Blewitt, it is alleged that on the night of June 13th 1979 in Cinderella Rockerfellas, Chester, you danced with a man other than your husband. How do you plead?’

‘I only wanted a bit of fun.’

The judge banged his gavel then screamed, ‘Did you or did you not dance with this man?’

‘Yes.’

The judge donned a black cap. ‘The sentence of this court is that you will be taken from here to the place from whence you came and there be kept in close confinement until...’

Searchlights replaced sultry lights as the last song faded.

Thank God that awful death-sentence image had been a daydream.

‘It’s nice to see you again, Lexi,’ said Ned. ‘I’ve missed your bright smile.’

‘You recognise me?’ And he knows my name. What a result.

‘Yes. From the occasional disco.’

‘There was always a gorgeous blonde girl on your arm.’

‘Who turned out to be a bitch. What are you up to these days? Seeing anyone?’

With great reluctance, Lexi said, ‘Married, actually.’

‘Oh, that’s great. Congratulations.’ He pecked her on the cheek and hurried away. 

A man with high principles. And high, firm buttocks, too, thought Lexi as he strode towards the door.

‘How do you know gorgeous Ned?’ said Mary. 

‘I hardly do. How about you?’

‘Through a friend. He had a nervous breakdown recently.’

‘You’re kidding.’

‘No. When Ned had only been married for two months, his wife ran away with some rich man from London. Known as the jerk in a Merc.’

‘Why that name?’ said Lexi.

‘He whisked her off in his top-of-the-range Mercedes as Ned, teary-eyed, watched from the lounge window. And get this, he gave Ned the finger as the car pulled away.’

‘That was nasty. No wonder Ned bid a hasty retreat when I said I was married. Didn’t want to cause more heartbreak.’ 

Mary took Lexi’s arm. ‘Let’s grab our coats then get a bag of chips.’

––––––––
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After piping-hot chips with loads of salt and vinegar, Mary’s husband, Iain, picked them up in his blue Vauxhall Viva which smelled of garlic, spices and onions. He had probably been for a curry. ‘Have a good time, girls?’ he asked as they slid onto the back seat. Starsky, Mary’s golden Labrador, was on the passenger seat.

‘Fab, thanks, Iain. What did you do?’ said Mary.

‘A few bevvies in the pub with Dave. Then we had vindaloo in Some Like it Hot.’

Lexi wished Gary were so relaxed. On the drive home, she made half-hearted conversation, dreaded seeing Gary, and hoped he was asleep. 

No such luck. He was in the living room clutching a mug, anxious-faced. Lexi sat in the opposite chair as the sickly aroma of hot malted milk floated over. Yuck. ‘How was rugby practice?’

‘Alright,’ he said in a clipped tone.

Oh, here we go. ‘What time did you get home?’

‘Ten.’

For God’s sake. ‘Couldn’t you sleep?’

‘Waiting for you. How was it?’

Lexi couldn’t seem animated, or he’d get suspicious. She adopted a bored tone. ‘Quite good – quiet.’ The place had been heaving.

‘Talk to anyone?’

Of course. ‘How could I not talk to anyone?’

He put his mug down (carefully on a coaster) ‘You know what I mean. Any men?’

‘Yes. An old man sold us the tickets.’ Hardly old – about thirty and dishy.

‘That was all?’

Yes, was on the tip of her tongue but what if one of his friends had seen her chatting to a man or, worse still, dancing with Ned? Play safe. ‘A man asked me the time.’

A suspicious shadow passed over Gary’s face. ‘Why would he do that?’

‘Er, to find out the time.’

Gary gave an impatient cluck. ‘Didn’t he have a watch?’

‘I don’t know – didn’t check his wrist.’

‘He must have worn a watch – who doesn’t? He was obviously only asking the time as an excuse to talk to you.’

How much more could she take? ‘Reckon it was genuine.’

‘How long did you talk to him for?’

Gary should have been a barrister, or an SS interrogator, not an accountant. ‘Erm, a few seconds.’

‘You promise?’

‘Yes.’

‘You shouldn’t have spoken to him at all. I’m off to bed.’

Lexi hardly ever had nights out with girlfriends. It wasn’t worth the hassle. The only safe place was Wednesday’s Keep Fit class in the local church hall – all women.

But even that innocent pleasure had become a problem. 

Recently, she’d invited a few of her keep-fit friends back for coffee and Battenburg cake, thinking Gary was at his mum’s. To her horror, he was in the living room, watching Kojak. 

While Lexi was in the kitchen, spooning Maxwell House instant coffee into orange floral mugs, she was embarrassed by the lack of sound. Gary, to be polite, had turned off Kojak, and the awkward silence was loud. She could have done with a ‘who loves ya baby?’ or two to soften the brittle atmosphere.

When the keep-fit friends stood to leave, Gary ran over and plumped up the cushions they’d squashed.

‘You could have waited until they left,’ Lexi said afterwards, exasperated. 

‘Waited until they left for what?’

‘Until you plumped up the cushions. It was humiliating. I shall never ask them again.’

‘Good. One of them trod mud onto the hall carpet. No respect.’

Lexi gritted her teeth. ‘I’m off for a bath.’

‘Don’t forget to only fill it to the imaginary line.’

Not in the mood for an argument, she sighed a weary okay.

In the bathroom, Lexi removed the navy leotard she’d worn under blue jeans and an emerald-green sweatshirt; she intended a rebellious deep, hot coconut-scented soak. Pretend she was on a tropical beach far away. The maximum allowed level of bathwater, according to the Gospel of Gary, was four inches – as recommended in How to Budget a Marriage by JP Stingley. She wanted to batter the author over the head with the dull, joyless book.
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​3. Marathon Man 


[image: ]




Slow as Timmy the Tortoise emerging from hibernation, Gary’s post-nightclub sulk subsided, and he and Lexi enjoyed a happy evening watching Monty Python videos.

A good sense of humour was Gary’s saving grace when he wasn’t in a mood. Another redeeming quality was that he adored his wife. Or was he just frighteningly obsessed? 

At the centurions-trying-not-to-laugh scene in The Life of Brian, Lexi turned to Gary for a complicit giggle – he was staring at her.

‘Why are you staring at me?’

‘You’re gorgeous – I could stare at you forever.’

‘I’ve washed my makeup off and am in my old pink dressing gown.’

‘That’s how I prefer you – all mine and not dolled up.’

A warning bell rang deep in Lexi’s awareness. Not sure whether to be flattered or scared, she said, ‘Rather a backhanded compliment.’

‘You know what I mean. I get insecure when you go out with your mates. I know I’m a pain but can’t help it.’

Ah, bless. Lexi felt sorry for him. ‘Don’t be daft. Hey, Marathon Man is on later. Shall we cosy up and watch it?’

Gary pursed his lips. ‘Hmm. Only if you make your extra-special toast.’

‘Anyone can make toast. Just shove bread in the toaster then butter it.’

‘Butter the toaster?’

‘Don’t be daft.’

––––––––
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In the Marathon Man dentist scenes, Gary covered his eyes and groaned. Lexi thought he was exaggerating for fun. Although the thought of a deep filling without an injection was horrific.

As the credits rolled, Gary said, ‘I’m off to bed.’

What have I done now? Lexi worried. 

The next morning, Gary was white-faced as he pulled on his blue shirt, grey pinstripe suit and highly polished black shoes.

‘Are you okay, you look a tad pale?’ Lexi understated as she picked up her pink and green Maybelline mascara wand.

‘Fine thanks. Do you want a lift?’ 

The dreaded clipped tones again. Why was he in a mood now? Lexi wanted to flee to Manchester airport with her passport and get on the first plane to anywhere. Preferably to a faraway hot beach with a far-out man. Ned, for instance. ‘No, thanks. I’ll walk – it’s early, and I could do with the exercise after the late-night snack.’ They’d had three rounds of toast apiece.
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