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About the Book

Alexandra Morton has a knack of knowing when two
   people are meant for each other.  She could tell when she met her
   husband, Gil, and in twenty-five years of marriage he’s never let
   her down.  Then Gill is wrongly accused of molesting a woman at
   work and, unable to prove his innocence, he is sacked.

With her husband’s confidence in tatters, and the
   family struggling to make ends meet, Lex realises it’s time for a
   change.  She must go out to work and where better than at
   Leicester’s local marriage bureau?  With Lex’s talent for
   matchmaking, love soon blossoms amongst the clients.  But only
   when Gil’s name is cleared and he can once again walk proud will
   Lex be truly happy.
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CHAPTER ONE

The men’s mood was murderous.

Inside the cramped factory-floor office, engrossed in paperwork, the rhythmical pounding of boots on the concrete floor had Gil Morton lifting his head. He frowned in confusion to see a group of workers storming towards him down the aisle between two rows of noisy machinery.

Something had obviously happened in the factory and his intervention as works manager was needed. He couldn’t think what, though. He’d not long ago completed his regular tour of inspection and all had seemed in order then. Judging from their faces, whatever it was, the men were far from happy about it. He grabbed his suit jacket from off the back of his chair and pulled it on as he covered the short distance between desk and door.

‘What’s going on, lads?’ he asked peremptorily.

The leader of the group, Cyril Breville, thickset and forty-nine, a staunch trade unionist who never let any opportunity to wield his authority as shop steward pass  him by, puffed out his barrel chest importantly and said, ‘You’re to come with us, Mr Morton.’

Gil looked at him, bemused. ‘Come where with you?’

‘The old man’s office. He wants to see you now.’

Gil was not amused by the manner in which Breville was addressing him, and snapped, ‘If Mr Brenton wished to see me he’d have got his secretary to telephone me. Now what exactly is going on?’

Breville’s barrel chest swelled even more as he said smugly, ‘I’m not at liberty to say why. Only that we’ve been sent to escort you, to make sure you get there.’

‘Escort me? Now, look here, I want to know what’s going on, Breville?’

Dan Watson, Cyril’s second-in-command, angrily raised one fist and blurted out, ‘As if you don’t know, Mr Morton.’

Gil glared over at him, incensed by his impertinence. Why were all the men suddenly acting so disrespectfully towards him? ‘I can assure you, I don’t,’ he retorted, annoyed. ‘Now if you’ve got a grievance or a demand for something, you know the correct procedure. You approach me as works manager, and if I think it’s valid then I approach Mr Brenton and we take it from there. This isn’t the way to go about things and you all know it – especially you, Breville. So tell me why you’re here and not at your machines, where you should be?’

‘There’s a matter that needs sorting out by you, that’s all I’m prepared to say,’ Cyril told him cagily.  ‘Now are you going to come quietly or do the lads and me have to force you to come along with us, Mr Morton? The choice is yours.’

Gil stared at him thunderstruck. Cyril and his entourage were giving him the sort of treatment they would show towards an employee who had been caught in a serious misdemeanour against the firm. He couldn’t understand why as he’d done nothing to warrant such behaviour. Then a thought occurred to him. He’d got on well enough with his then fellow foreman Breville until five years back when Gil had been promoted by Mr Brenton to the prestigious position of works manager, Breville’s direct superior. From the moment he had taken up his new appointment, Cyril had made it very clear that he did not perceive Gil as an ally any longer. Since then he’d done everything in his power to impede Gil, making it hard for him to introduce any changes he wanted to put into place, despite the fact that these changes were intended to help the workforce. In essence, Cyril’s mission in life was to be a thorn in the side of his superiors, and as shop steward he had plenty of opportunities.

It was all credit to Gil that on most occasions, through tact and diplomacy, he’d managed to avoid all-out industrial action. He was in no doubt that Cyril was inciting the men to down tools purely out of his own personal need to best the works manager and factory owner, and not because he thought such union action would help them.

In all likelihood he’d merely been requested to go and fetch Gil to the main office, but had chosen to present this as a terse demand in order to make himself appear more important in the men’s eyes. Typical of Breville. What didn’t make sense, though, was the fact that the rest of his entourage were also treating Gil in such a disrespectful manner.

Giving Cyril Breville a look that warned him he would be taken to task for this at a later time. Gil said, ‘OK, let’s go.’

Within seconds the men Cyril had brought with him had surrounded their works manager. Gil was bewildered by their action. It felt like they were frog-marching him to the firing squad for fear he would try and make a sudden escape bid. He was also aware that as they moved down the aisles, the machine operators they passed were stopping work and beginning to whisper amongst themselves. Furious at this treatment, Gil abruptly came to a standstill and grabbed Cyril Breville from behind, forcing the other man to turn around so he could address him face to face.

‘You’re taking liberties! I’m sure Mr Brenton merely requested you to fetch me. I will not be force marched to his office like a criminal just to satisfy your pathetic need to score points off me. Now stand aside, I know the way.’

Cyril Breville’s eyes narrowed darkly. ‘I was asked by Mr Brenton to escort you to his office so that’s what I’m doing, Mr Morton.’ Before Gil could protest  further Cyril and his men had picked up their pace and he was forced to follow suit.

Miss Clara Harris, Maurice Brenton’s prim and proper secretary, jumped to her feet as soon as they arrived in her office. It was obvious she had been waiting for them. Gil couldn’t fail to notice also how grave her expression was. Considering they’d always enjoyed a very affable relationship, the fact that she did not so much as acknowledge him but addressed her words to Cyril only was confusing. ‘I’ll tell Mr Brenton you’re here, Mr Breville.’

Tapping on a door to the side of her desk, she entered her boss’s office. Seconds later she returned, again addressing Cyril Breville. ‘Mr Brenton will see you now.’

With Cyril leading the way, they all marched into Mr Brenton’s office.

Sixty-year-old Maurice Brenton was sitting behind his large mahogany desk, as smartly suited as always but stern-faced today. By his side was his sixteen-year-old son, Julian, a slight, blond, pasty-faced youth who nevertheless retained a strong sense of his own importance. He had started work that very morning after his father had finally realised that the money he was paying out on an expensive private school was money down the drain. Surrounded by an entourage as he was, Gil could not see that Maurice and his son were not the only ones waiting in the room.

As soon as the door was shut by the departing Miss Harris, Maurice addressed Cyril. ‘Your men can return to their work stations now that Mr Morton has been safely delivered.’

Gil frowned, confused. Safely delivered? Just what did Brenton mean by that terminology?

While Cyril addressed his men, Maurice turned to his son. ‘You can leave too, Julian. Wait outside with Miss Harris while I deal with this matter.’

The look on the boy’s face said that he was not going to be dismissed so easily. In a whining voice he protested, ‘But, Father, how am I supposed to learn how to run this place once you retire if you don’t show me first-hand how to conduct myself in serious situations?’

Gil’s concern mounted. What was so serious about this meeting? What hadn’t he been told as yet?

Maurice Brenton conceded that his son had a point. ‘All right, you can stay.’

As Cyril’s entourage trooped out of the office Gil finally noticed there was someone else in the room. Perched on a chair before Maurice’s desk sat Miriam Jones, one of the four clerk typists from the general office. She looked wretched. Her head was bent low and she was wringing a wet handkerchief between her hands and visibly shaking.

Obviously the serious situation involved Miriam Jones. Gil wondered what she had done that was bad enough to warrant her being brought before the owner,  works manager and union representative. She had been acting as his own clerical assistant for the past six months, taken on by the firm to replace Sally Little who had left to have a baby. Gil was usually too busy dealing with the pressures of his own job to engage in social chit-chat so he did not know much about Miriam on a personal level. She was in her mid-thirties, he guessed, reasonably attractive, shapely and blonde. Most importantly, she did her work efficiently and that was what mattered most to Gil.

He looked at Maurice Brenton expectantly.

Maurice cleared his throat and fixed Gil with his eyes. ‘I’ll come straight to the point, Gil. Mrs Jones claims she was molested this morning.’

He was stunned by this revelation. ‘Molested! And obviously by someone who works here. This is serious, very serious indeed. Have you questioned the man to get his side of the story yet, Mr Brenton?’

Maurice looked uncomfortable. ‘That’s what you’re here for, Gil. You see, Mrs Jones claims it was you who did it.’

The ground seemed to give way beneath Gil. His jaw dropped as he exclaimed, ‘What!’

The woman in question looked up at him and cried, ‘You did molest me, Mr Morton. You know you did!’

He was reeling in total shock before such a serious allegation. ‘But . . . but I did no such thing, Mrs Jones.’

‘Well, if putting yer hands on my private parts ain’t molesting me, what is it called then?’ she shouted, and  threw him a look of pure disgust. ‘You come across as such a nice man when in truth you’re nothing but a filthy . . .’

‘That’s enough, Mrs Jones,’ commanded Maurice. He then addressed Gil. ‘Mrs Jones approached Cyril for his advice on this matter. In his shop steward’s capacity he brought it straight to me. You must appreciate that we have to get to the bottom of this, Gil?’

‘Yes, indeed, Mr Brenton,’ he confirmed.

Maurice Brenton cleared his throat. ‘Now, Mrs Jones has told me that she went across to your office as usual this morning to see what you needed doing. She had just begun to do the filing, apparently, when she realised you were standing beside her. She was about to ask you what you wanted when the next thing she knew you . . .’ he paused for a moment before adding uncomfortably ‘. . . had one hand on her . . . er . . . bosom and the other on her . . . er . . . bottom, squeezing it. She was so shocked by such unwarranted attentions that she pushed you aside and ran out screaming. One of the other women found her in the lavatory, very distressed, and eventually got her to calm down enough to explain what had happened. It was she who advised Mrs Jones to seek union advice.’

Gil’s face was ashen by now. ‘I agree that Mrs Jones did run out of my office screaming this morning, but it certainly wasn’t due to anything I had done. I was shocked, I’ll admit, but I put it down to her having seen a mouse. It’s happened before after all. I was so  busy calculating figures for that urgent tender to the Ministry of Defence, I wasn’t aware what was happening. I was meaning to call the maintenance department to come and put down a couple of traps but just haven’t got round to it yet . . .’

He looked askance at his accuser then. ‘I was sitting at my desk the whole time you were in my office this morning, never got up once, so how can you say I behaved like that? Why are you lying, Mrs Jones? What do you hope to gain by accusing me like this?’

‘I’m not lying!’ she shouted back at him, then turned her eyes to Maurice Brenton beseechingly. ‘You have to believe me, Mr Brenton. Mr Morton did behave in that way to me.’

‘And I’m saying this woman is lying,’ said Gil with quiet conviction. ‘I have never laid a finger on her in an intimate way. Absolutely not.’

Maurice gave a heavy sigh. ‘Oh, what a mess.’ He looked thoughtful for a moment before he returned his attention to Miriam Jones. ‘I can’t find any reason to doubt you, Mrs Jones, but I can’t bring myself to believe that my works manager is capable of such a thing either. He’s a happily married man and has always shown a great natural respect for women, at work and in a social context. I can only presume that this has resulted from some sort of misunderstanding on your part. Mr Morton’s office isn’t that large. Maybe as he was moving past you to get something out of another filing cabinet, he accidentally came into contact with you.

‘The only solution to this impasse I can suggest is that someone else from the general office is assigned to do Mr Morton’s clerical work from now on. There need be no future one-to-one contact between you both. Now, let’s all put this matter behind us, shall we, and get back to work?’

Cyril Breville spoke up then. ‘I’m not at all happy with the solution you propose, Mr Brenton, he said officiously. ‘You could just be putting another woman at risk. How do we know Mr Morton hasn’t done this before but it hasn’t been reported because the women are too scared? When the workforce get wind of this, they’ll come down on the side of Mrs Jones. I mean, why should she make such an accusation for no reason? I’m sure I don’t need to tell you what they’ll be expecting, Mr Brenton. I can promise you my men will take action until you treat this accusation with the seriousness it deserves.’

Gil froze as his world crumbled around him. At Breville’s instigation the men would down tools and not pick them up again until the works manager no longer posed a threat to the women who worked here.

‘I don’t see that you have any other option but to let Mr Morton go, Father,’ piped up Julian Brenton. ‘This wouldn’t do the company’s name any good if the newspapers got hold of it and you are seen to be taking the side of a sexual predator.’

His father shot him a thunderous glance. ‘Shut up, Julian! You’re here to observe only.’

‘Young Mr Brenton is right,’ said Cyril Breville unctuously. ‘Unless Mr Morton can disprove Mrs Jones’s claim you’ll need to ask him to go – unless you want a long-drawn-out strike?’

Gil caught sight of the satisified smirk that played over Julian’s lips when the shop steward sided with him. He was a daft lad, seeing all this as a bit of fun, something to giggle over later with his mates. Gil felt deeply hurt by such a juvenile attitude after all the times he himself had gone out of his way to help the boy, not informing Maurice Brenton of the numerous times he had caught his son up to no good in the factory. Some of those escapades could have resulted in serious harm, not only to Julian himself but to the friends with him at the time, had Gil not been such a vigilant works manager.

He became aware that eyes in the room were on him, awaiting his response, and a feeling of utter doom descended on him. He knew he had no other defence but his own word, which he could only hope was accepted. With his back ramrod-straight and eyes unblinking, he said, ‘I can only reiterate to you all that I’m not guilty of what Mrs Jones accused me of. I did not do it.’

Maurice pushed back his chair and walked across to the window, staring out over the factory yard below. He stood there for several long moments, deep in thought, before he turned back to address them all. ‘I want to speak to Mr Morton alone. The rest of you, please wait outside.’

As soon as they had departed his grave-faced boss told Gil, ‘I believe you, I want you to know that. I’ve never had any reason to doubt your integrity, and the last thing I want is to lose you as my works manager. You’ve done an exemplary job for me, and you’ll be a very hard man to replace. You do see, though, that my hands are tied? I have no choice but to let you go.’

Gil couldn’t believe that after all his years of loyal service, Maurice Brenton was not going to stand up for him. The threat of industrial action was the clincher, though, because that would hit Brenton where it hurt most: in the pocket. It seemed it didn’t matter how good a job was done, how much loyalty was shown by any individual, when it came down to it, to Maurice Brenton any worker was just a commodity and one that could be easily replaced.

Fixing his former boss with a clear-eyed gaze, Gil said, ‘I’ll clear my desk and be off the premises as quick as I can, sir.’




CHAPTER TWO

Several streets away, in the kitchen of her neatly maintained three-bedroomed palisade terrace house, Gil’s wife Alexandra was in the middle of a confrontation of her own.

Arms folded tightly across her flat chest, her sharp-featured face screwed up in fury, Doreen Green was aggressively shouting at her: ‘You’d no business advising my daughter to stand firm against me and her father over that . . . that . . . brainless individual she’s seeing! Thanks to your so-called good advice, she’s given me and my husband an ultimatum: either we make an effort to get to know him, or she’ll leave home to set up with him and never speak to us again. So in future I’d appreciate you keeping your advice to yourself.’

Before Lex could respond, the back door flew open and another woman burst in. ‘Good Lord, what on earth is going on, Lex? I could hear shouting as soon as I entered the back gate.’

Before Lex could respond, Doreen Green had spun to face the new arrival. ‘I was just telling Mrs Morton  to keep her nose out of my family’s affairs in future. I’m quite capable of sorting out any problems we might have without her bad advice making matters worse!’

‘Now you look here . . .’ the newcomer began.

‘Thelma, please, let me handle this,’ Lex interjected. ‘Mrs Green, if you’ll just let me explain . . .’

‘I’ve heard enough of your words coming from the mouth of my own daughter! Now I’m going to give you some good advice: stick your nose in again when it comes to her . . . or my other two daughters for that matter . . . and you’ll wish you hadn’t. I hope I’ve made myself clear?’

‘You’ve made yourself very clear,’ erupted Thelma Reader, a mousey-haired, homely looking woman of medium height, her once youthful figure thickened after bearing four children. She was incensed on Lex’s behalf. ‘Now you listen here, lady. My friend would never intervene in anyone’s private affairs unless she was personally invited or felt it right to do so. She obviously felt it right in these circumstances. Now she’s done you the courtesy of hearing you out, the least you can do is give her the courtesy of listening to her side of the story.’ It was apparent to Thelma, though, that the uninvited visitor was in no mood to sit and listen to anything, and was about to take her leave. So Thelma slammed the back door shut, turned the key and put it in her pocket. ‘You ain’t leaving until you’ve heard Lex out, so you might as well sit down and make yourself comfy.’

The two women glared at each other. Doreen Green saw that Thelma wasn’t going to budge, however, and short of barging her way through to the front of the house, she was trapped. Grabbing a chair, she sat down on it. ‘Say your piece and I can get out of here,’ she snarled.

Lex sat down opposite her and took a deep breath. ‘Mrs Green, I know we’re only on nodding terms but last night I came across your daughter Gillian sobbing her heart out on the Simmons’ garden wall. Her boyfriend was with her and he looked most upset too. I did what any woman would in the circumstances and stopped to ask them if they needed any help. I assumed by your daughter’s state she’d suffered an accident or something.

‘Then it all came out: how her parents flatly refused to accept the young man she was with as her future intended. She said she’d finally managed to get you to invite him round for tea, but he never got over the doorstep. You sent him away with a flea in his ear, without so much as attempting to get to know him. By the time I came across her she was so worn down by all the constant arguing that—’

‘That specimen she’s landed herself with was persuading her it’d be best she turn her back on us and set up home with him, I assume?’ Doreen Green interjected knowingly. She pulled a digusted face. ‘I saw what he was all about as soon as I clapped eyes on him so I refused to have him in my house. I bet  he couldn’t believe his luck when he met my daughter, knew he’d never get anyone better and was determined to hang on to her at any cost. Well, he’d reckoned without her parents. He’s obviously as thick as two short planks. He was stuttering and stammering all over the place, couldn’t string a single coherent sentence together. My daughter told me he had a responsible job with Leicester Council – good prospects an’ all. She obviously exaggerated about that. I doubt he’s got anything more responsible than road sweeping to do, the way he came across.

‘Gillian obviously fell for his looks and became so besotted with him that she can’t see him for the blithering idiot he really is. All she can expect married to him is living in some hovel, hardly able to feed and clothe the children they produce, while deeply regretting her parents never intervened and put a stop to the relationship before it was too late.’ She made to get up. ‘This is all a waste of my time. I came to say what I have, and I hope you took note. Now I’m—’

‘You’re not going anywhere,’ Thelma commanded. ‘I meant what I said, you ain’t leaving here until you’ve heard Lex out. Or do I need to tie you to that chair?’

Doreen Green stared at her thunderstruck for a moment before she settled back into her chair and demanded of Lex, ‘Well, get on with it then. You might not be, but I’m a busy woman.’

Lex flashed a grateful look at Thelma, standing guard by the back door, before she continued, ‘You’ve  got it all wrong, Mrs Green. Terry . . . with due respect to him let’s give the lad his proper name . . . was being very reasonable. When Gillian insisted she was leaving home to set up with him, it was he who told her he’d rather they finished the relationship than that it caused a rift with her family. He said he’d wait for her and they could take up again when she was old enough at twenty-one to make up her own mind about marrying without parental consent.’

‘Gillian wouldn’t hear of it. She said she couldn’t bear to be parted from him for two years. She was going to pack up her stuff when you were all asleep that night and go to live in a hostel until they could get a place of their own.

‘Mrs Green, I really do feel you’re in the process of making the biggest mistake of your life by asking your daughter to choose between her family and her boyfriend. I believe you formed totally the wrong impression of Terry when you first set eyes on him. You didn’t exactly meet him in normal circumstances, did you? Did it ever strike you that the reason he was stuttering and coming across like a blithering idiot was simply because he was nervous, given the importance of the meeting?’

The woman’s jaw dropped. ‘Er . . . no, it didn’t.’

‘Well, he was, Mrs Green. Terry told me he was so desperate to make a good impression on you, he just fell apart as soon as you opened the door. He feels terribly guilty that he’s the cause of all this trouble  between you and your daughter. And Gillian didn’t exaggerate about his job. He’s a clerk in the Town Planning department, and studying at night for qualifications to help his case for promotion when the time comes.

‘Mrs Green, I’m sure that if you’d just relent and agree to meet him again, and make proper allowances this time for his nerves, then you would see for yourself he’s really a very intelligent young man who deserves the chance to prove he could be a suitable husband for Gillian.’

Doreen Green gawped at her, totally stunned. ‘Oh! It never crossed my mind that his nerves were getting the better of him when I first clapped eyes on him.’

Lex smiled kindly at her. ‘That’s what I thought. And why I persuaded Gillian to try her best to get you and your husband to agree to meet Terry properly, so you could see for yourself that your first impressions were totally wrong. I interfered, I admit it, but I hope you can see that it was with the best of intentions? Family rifts can be so hard to heal, and they usually start from some silly misunderstanding.’

Doreen Green looked mortified. ‘What an idiot I’ve been! I feel so stupid now. From what Gillian had told me and her father about . . . Terry . . . I was expecting a confident young man to greet me. When I opened the door to a bumbling buffoon, I couldn’t see the point in introducing him to the rest of the family, because as far as I was concerned he wasn’t ever going to join it.’

She looked apologetically at Lex. ‘I’m so sorry I jumped to the wrong conclusion about your well-meant advice to Gillian. I thought you were just an interfering busybody, couldn’t understand how a woman with a morsel of integrity could incite a young girl to defy her own parents. How wrong I was! I’m still not sure Terry’s the right one for Gillian but I’m willing to give him another chance, and I’ll make sure my husband does too. And we will make allowances for his nerves next time.’

Lex looked relieved. ‘I’m very glad to hear that. Gillian and Terry are right for each other, though, Mrs Green. I’m confident of that.’

‘You can’t possibly know from the short time you were with them both,’ Doreen Green challenged her.

‘Lex can,’ piped up Thelma. ‘It’s a knack she’s got. Her mother was the same, God rest her soul. She was a great matchmaker. She knew Gil, Lex’s husband, was the right one for her before Lex even met him. Isn’t that right?’

Lex smiled and nodded. ‘He worked alongside my dad at the factory,’ she informed Doreen. ‘Gil was his apprentice. My mother took one look at him when she’d gone to meet Dad out of the factory one night, took my father aside and told him this was the one for their daughter. She invited Gil for tea the following Sunday. Of course, if I’d known then my mother was matchmaking, I’d have been mortified and more than likely gone out before he was due to arrive. Clever Mum  knew that, though, and only told me a friend of Dad’s was coming for tea when I queried how many places she’d asked me to set at the table.’

Lex’s eyes turned faraway and she smiled as a vision of that tall, handsome young man she’d unexpectedly found on the doorstep that fateful evening flashed before her. She remembered how stupid she had felt when she’d realised she was gawping wide-eyed up him, unable to find her voice, painfully conscious she was looking far from her best in a pair of old slacks and a baggy hand-knitted jumper, her unwashed hair hanging loose and her face devoid of make-up. Why hadn’t her mum warned her?

But she quickly forgot any annoyance she’d felt when Gil came inside and they immediately fell into an easy conversation that lasted throughout the meal. When she saw him to the door much later there was no awkwardness between them and he asked her out on a date. Lex readily accepted as she had been secretly hoping for this. Gil told her later that as soon as he’d clapped eyes on her at the door that night he’d been smitten, knowing instantly that she was the one for him. Lex agreed it had been just the same for her.

‘We’ve been happily married for twenty-five years now,’ she told Doreen. ‘And every anniversary Gil and I raise a glass to my mother for bringing us together.’

Thelma chipped in, ‘I’ve lost count of the number of times Lex has made a prophecy about people we  both know who’ve started new relationships. Nine times out of ten she’s right. There was the time my son Graham started courting a girl called Rosalyn. Such a pretty outgoing young woman. Just my Graham’s sort, I thought. I was planning the wedding the minute he brought her home, but Lex told me not to buy my hat just yet as Rosalyn was just a bit of fun for him and she couldn’t see it lasting that long.

‘I was adamant it was Lex that was wrong for once and that she’d eat her words at their wedding. Well, it turned out it was me who had egg on my face. Just over a year later, out of the blue and for no apparent reason, Graham finished with Rosalyn to take up with a quiet little thing called Maureen and as soon as he did, Lex told me I could buy that hat now. I scoffed, didn’t I, Lex? It was my opinion Maureen was much too timid for my Jack-the-lad son and nowhere near as good-looking as the women he usually took up with. But Lex was right, as usual. Maureen proved to be a calming influence on him. They were engaged and married inside a year and now they’re as happy as Larry together.’ She beamed broadly. ‘In fact, I learned last week I’m to become a granny in seven months’ time.’

‘Oh, then I congratulate you,’ said Doreen sincerely. She looked at Lex enquiringly. ‘Have you children, Mrs Morton?’

Lex answered her proudly. ‘Two boys. Martin is twenty-three, Matthew just turned twenty-one.’

Doreen said, tongue-in-cheek, ‘Then I pity your  sons as far as women are concerned, with a fortune-teller like you breathing down their necks!’

Lex pressed her lips together. A couple of years back she had learned, to her cost, not to interfere in her sons’ relationships. Having seen their taste in girls – the showy sort who lived to dress up and be shown a good time – she’d found herself dreading to think how their lives would pan out if they tried to settle down with women like that.

Lex felt it was her duty, her purpose in life, to open her sons’ eyes to the kind of women she felt they should be looking at as potential wives. She went about seeking two women who fitted her bill and found them in her dentist’s nurse and the daughter of a friend at the W.I. Lex invited them both to tea one Sunday, telling Gil and her sons her guests were considering joining the W.I. and she was showing them how friendly the members were. Her hope was that in a congenial setting her sons would see for themselves that such steady, sensible young women were infinitely preferable to their usual girlfriends.

Everything went swimmingly at first. The spread she had laid on of cold ham and tongue, crisp salad, bread and butter, tinned fruit and evaporated milk, was being enjoyed by all and conversation between her sons and the guests was flowing amicably . . . until it came to clearing the table. Accepting her sons’ offer of help while Gil entertained their guests in the lounge, Lex made the huge blunder of asking  her offspring what they thought of their guests as opposed to the women they usually mixed with.

Martin immediately looked at her knowingly and shot back, ‘Oh, so that’s your game, is it, Mother? These two aren’t really candidates for the Women’s Institute at all, but potential wives for me and Matt.’

Gawping at them both, she blurted out, ‘No, sons, that’s not it at all. I was just . . .’

But Matt did not let her finish. In hushed tones, so that there was no fear of the women in the lounge overhearing, he snapped, ‘Just because our gran chose Dad for you doesn’t mean we’d allow our parents to choose wives for us. We’re capable of finding our own. Other people might be happy with you playing matchmaker for them, but I’m not. I’m my own man.’

‘And so am I, Mam,’ growled Martin. ‘As a matter of interest, do those women in there have any idea this get together is a put up job?’

‘No, they don’t . . . because it isn’t! Look, by inviting them here, all I was hoping to do was open your eyes . . .’

Again she wasn’t allowed to finish. Grabbing his coat off the back of the door, Martin announced, ‘I’ve just remembered, I’ve got an arrangement with a friend. Pass on my apologies for my absence to our guests, won’t you, Mam?’

Matt then took his coat off the back door. ‘And mine too.’

Lex had been really annoyed with herself as she  watched them depart. If she hadn’t opened her mouth . . . All she could hope for now was that her sons did eventually see the light before it was too late and they tied themselves for life to unsuitable partners.

Doreen was addressing Thelma while Lex wool-gathered. ‘I trust you’ll let me out now I’ve done what you asked me to?’

Thelma grinned. ‘Be glad to.’

‘Phew, that was a close call!’ Lex said to her friend as she shut the back door after seeing Doreen out.

Thelma looked shocked. ‘Do you think Mrs Green would have physically attacked you then if I hadn’t shown up? If that’s the case, thank God I did.’

‘No, I don’t think she’d have resorted to violence, however mad she was with me. She’s not the violent sort. No, I mean she came close to heading down the road to heartache there, if you hadn’t forced her to listen to my side of the story before she left.’ Lex smiled warmly at her friend. ‘Thanks for making her do that.’

‘Well, there was no way I was going to stand by and let her call you black and blue when I knew you’d never have spoken up without a damn good reason.’ Thelma flashed a look at the clock then. ‘Goodness, is that the time?’ She pulled a disgruntled face. ‘My brief chance to have a cuppa and a chat with you has been spent putting Mrs Green straight. I’ve promised to go into work early today to cover for one of the gels who’s a funeral to attend.’

She heaved a sigh. ‘Pity I didn’t know you or your mother when I first met my Des. Then I could have asked if either of you could see him making a fortune from fixing broken generators. Then, when you said, no, I’d never live a life of leisure but end up slaving four hours every afternoon and Saturday mornings behind the counter of the local barber’s, maybe I’d have thought twice about marrying him!’

Lex gave a disdainful tut. ‘My mother wasn’t a clairvoyant and neither am I, Thelma, so neither of us could have predicted how much money Des would earn. Besides, even if we had been able to, you’d still have married him regardless. You two were meant for each other, and you know it.’

Thelma grinned. ‘Yer right, I wouldn’t swap him for the world. My Des is a good man.’

So is my Gil, thought Lex. Good in every way. He had never once during their years of marriage given her cause for concern, not like some men gave their wives: sleepless nights over their womanising ways, or money worries through their penchant for drink or gambling. Nor had she ever had reason to doubt his honesty and trustworthiness. He’d proved a good role model for their two sons who both respected and looked up to him, and in turn they were proving to be as steady as their father was, apart from in their dubious taste in women. Lex looked meaningfully at Thelma. ‘Do I need to remind you that you encouraged Des to start up on his own when he discussed it  with you? He was fed up working all hours for Brenton’s and felt he could make just as much working for himself. It was you who offered to work part-time to help out while he secured enough regular work to meet the bills. Well, he managed that a couple of years back but you’ve kept on your job since because the money you make helps pay for luxuries such as holidays.’

Thelma gave a shrug. ‘Yeah, okay, you’ve made your point.’ She headed for the back door then turned to face Lex. ‘We still on for Saturday night?’

‘Yes, about seven. I’m doing a casserole for supper before we settle down to play cards.’

Thelma licked her lips. ‘We’ll be here prompt then, bellies empty. We’ll bring the booze. Oh, and Des said to tell Gil to be prepared for a thrashing this time.’

Lex laughed to herself as her friend closed the door behind her. Des was not the card shark he thought himself to be. Lex could read him by the little gleam that sparkled in his eye the instant he suspected he had been dealt a winning hand. Des might be excellent at keeping a poker face, but that gleam that others didn’t appear to notice gave him away every time to Lex. But when she detected this spark, especially after Des had suffered a run of losses, fair-minded Lex, even with a potential winning hand herself, would purposely play badly to give him a chance of winning. If Gil suspected she did this, he’d never commented. He was as fair-minded as his wife and, after all, their games were only friendly, played for matchsticks.

Every Saturday night the two couples enjoyed supper and friendly games of cards over glasses of beer for the men, sherry or port for the women. And these were not the only social events the couples shared. From time to time they’d abandon their Saturday night supper and cards for a visit to the local or to Brenton’s social club when a good act was on. And as their money worries had eased, the two couples also started to share holidays together in boarding houses on the east coast. As they hadn’t as yet got around to discussing which coastal town they would go to this year, Lex thought that maybe that was something they could do while they were all together on Saturday night.

She considered herself very fortunate to have a such a friend as Thelma. They’d first met in 1940 while queuing together at the local Co-op for their provisions, worried about the time it was taking as both had young babies outside in prams and wanted to get back to them. As their conversation had progressed they had been surprised to discover that both the husbands they worried about, fighting abroad for their country, had worked for Brenton Engineering before joining up so could possibly be acquainted with each other.

Lex had taken an instant liking to plump, pleasant-faced Thelma and immediately made up her mind to ask her back to the house for a cup of tea, hoping she would have time. Much to her delight, Thelma said she did. At the time Lex had plenty of friends but was happy to welcome another into the fold. As the pair had become  better and better acquainted, they discovered they had so much in common that soon they were each other’s best friend. The truth was they’d just clicked.

When Gil received his well-deserved promotion to works manager along with a substantial enough pay rise to enable the Mortons to buy a home of their own five years ago, Thelma could have become envious of Lex and jealous that it wasn’t her life that was taking a turn for the better. But instead her joy for her was genuine and, not that she had ever doubted it before, this reaction proved to Lex what a good and true friend she had found that day while waiting for her turn to be served in the Co-op.

After Thelma’s departure, Lex had just started to busy herself with her chores when to her surprise her eldest son came crashing through the back door. The sudden shock of his unexpected arrival had her exclaiming, ‘Martin, for goodness’ sake, you nearly gave me a heart attack. What are you doing home?’ Then, looking at him searchingly, she added, ‘Are you ill?’

‘No, Mam, only I forgot to take my football kit with me to work this morning and I’ve got practice straight after work. We’ve got a league match on Sunday morning against the team from Anstey, and if we don’t win this we’re positioned bottom in the Sunday League table.’ He pulled a disparaging face and grumbled, ‘It’s our goalie’s fault. He can’t seem to understand that his function is to stop the balls going in, not the other way around. He’s utterly hopeless.’

‘Can’t you get another one then?’

‘If only we could. Sunday morning, most lads like to lie in after a heavy Saturday night so we’ve no choice but to stick with Roger.’

Lex looked at him enquiringly. ‘But why come home now when you could have collected your kit when you came back for your dinner at one?’

‘Oh, because I forgot to tell you this morning, I won’t be coming home for dinner today.’

She gave an annoyed tut. ‘Well, I wish you had. I’ve prepared a meat pie big enough for the four of us.’ Then her face softened. ‘I’ll put yours aside to heat up after your football practice tonight, and I’ll do you some chips to go with it.’

‘Better do that for our Matt too ’cos on the way to work he told me he forgot to tell you but he isn’t coming home this dinnertime either.’ Then Martin looked excited. ‘After we’ve grabbed something from the canteen, Jimmy Paterson is giving me and Matt a ride in the Sunbeam Mark 3 Rally he’s just finished doing up. You should see it, Mam! It’s fantastic considering it was almost a wreck when he bought it off the scrappy last year. We all thought he was mad at the time, throwing his money down the drain, but he’s proved us all wrong.’

Lex looked worried. ‘Make sure Jimmy doesn’t drive too fast when you and Matt are in his car.’

Martin laughed. ‘Don’t worry, you can’t get much speed up around the streets by the factory.’ Then he added mischievously, ‘But it’ll be a different matter  when we take it down the disused airfield in Leicester Forest East one night . . . I won’t tell you about that until afterwards. So, where’s my footy kit?’

Despite her annoyance at him for his laxness, Lex looked fondly at her tall, handsome, eldest son, at twenty-three the image of his father at that age. ‘Where you usually find it – clean and pressed in your chest-of-drawers. Er . . . as a matter of interest, just how did you get permission from your foreman to come home for it in the middle of your shift?’

‘I didn’t.’

She gawped at him. ‘You just walked out? Oh, Martin, you shouldn’t use your father’s position with the firm to come and go as you please. You know he won’t take into account the fact you’re his son if it comes down to you being disciplined for misconduct.’

‘Stop fussing, Mam. I won’t be missed for the few minutes it’s taken me to run here and back.’

‘Of course you’ll be missed. Who’s operating your machine?’

‘No one. As far as anyone’s concerned, I’ve gone for an extra long trip to the lavvy.’

‘Toilet,’ she corrected him. ‘But what if you’re missed and—’

Martin cut her short by grabbing her to him and giving her a hug. ‘Mam, stop whittling, will you? My foreman won’t miss me because just before I legged it back here, I saw him with Dad and a few of the other men, heading off towards the old man’s office.’

‘Old man’s office? Oh, you mean Mr Brenton’s office.’ Lex was frowning and bothered as she pulled herself from his embrace. ‘Your foreman is the shop steward, isn’t he? And you said there were a few other men with them too?’ She eyed him in concern. ‘Oh, dear, trouble, do you think?’

Martin gave a nonchalant shrug. ‘Dunno. Dad did look kind of . . . well . . . angry but puzzled, if that makes sense, and Breville looked full of his own importance as usual so something’s afoot. All I could think of was that with them both out of the way, I could fetch my kit, save me missing any of my dinner break. Anyway, best do what I came for and get back.’

She watched as Martin headed for the stairs, listened to him thunder up and down again, reappearing in the kitchen with the football kit she had so carefully ironed screwed up under his arm, boots dangling by their knotted laces around his neck, stopping just long enough to give her a quick affectionate peck on the cheek before charging out of the back door.

Lex closed it after him, hoping that he did indeed manage to return to his work station before he was missed as she didn’t like to think of the possible consequences should he not.
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