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  To my parents
 
  
  for deciding that holiday camps
  
  
  were perfect for our family and encouraging us
 
  
  to join in – with everything!




  Thank you x
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  Prologue




  



  Molly Missons gazed around in awe. So this was Butlins. Whitewashed buildings, bordered by rhododendrons, gave a cheerful feeling to a world still recovering from six years of

  war. The Skegness holiday camp covered a vast area, much larger than Molly had expected.




  If it were not for a helpful bus conductor, she’d have alighted far too early, when first spotting row upon row of flags fluttering in the early May sunshine. As it was, the bus followed

  the boundaries of the camp and pulled up at the visitor entrance. The conductor helped her from the vehicle, passing her suitcase down from the steep step. With a cheery call of

  ‘Hi-de-hi!’, he waved goodbye.




  Up ahead, she could see a long white building with the words ‘Our true intent is all for your delight’ emblazoned on the front wall for everyone to view. She thought it was a genuine

  welcome. Neat borders of shrubs and what looked like a children’s play area were extremely inviting to this first-time visitor. What was missing were people. She couldn’t see a single

  one. Molly knew the start of the holiday season was still days away, but surely there should be staff around the place? She pulled a letter from her coat pocket and checked the words. Yes, she had

  arrived on the right day, albeit several hours early. Such were the trains from Kent that if she’d caught the only other train from her connection in London to Lincolnshire, Molly would have

  arrived two hours late for her new job and not made a good impression.




  But where was she to go? Molly chewed her lip and looked around in bewilderment, hoping someone would come to her rescue.




  ‘You look lost, m’dear,’ a gruff voice called out from behind her.




  She jumped, not expecting her wishes to be answered so soon. Spinning round, Molly spotted an elderly man peering through a hatch in the window of a military-style gatehouse at the side of the

  road.




  ‘Yes, I am a little,’ she called back. ‘I know I’m in the right place, but I have no idea where to go or what to do next.’ Molly felt her chin wobble slightly. It

  had been a long journey into the unknown. If only she was at home once more, chatting with her mum in the kitchen while they prepared the evening meal. Sadly, that was never going to happen,

  however much she wished. It was a foolhardy idea to come to Butlins. It had been her best friend, Freda, who’d suggested applying for a job at the newly opened holiday camp. Despite fighting

  it back, a tear splashed onto her cheek.




  ‘There, there, missy – there’s no need for tears. Just you get yourself in here and I’ll sort things out for you or my name’s not Spud Jenkins. You can leave your

  suitcase out there. It won’t come to any trouble.’




  Molly sat on the wooden chair Spud nudged towards her. ‘I’m so sorry. It’s been a long journey. I’m just tired. Once I know where I have to report, I’m sure

  I’ll feel better.’




  Spud watched her thoughtfully as he struck a match over a single gas ring, which came to life with a loud pop. Shaking a battered kettle to check it contained enough water, he placed it onto the

  now flickering flame. ‘I take it this is your first visit to Butlins?’




  Molly nodded as she took a handkerchief from her handbag and wiped her eyes. ‘Yes, it is. You must think I’m so silly.’




  ‘Not for one minute. You’d be surprised how many times I’ve been a shoulder to cry on. Boyfriend troubles, homesickness . . . I’ve heard it all in here.’




  Molly looked around Spud’s domain. With windows on three sides, there wasn’t much in the way of privacy, but then she supposed he needed to see who was coming and going from the

  camp. ‘Do you work in here all the time?’




  ‘Ever since the governor started building the camp back in 1935.’ He glanced proudly at a framed photograph on his desk. ‘The Royal Navy even let me stay on for the duration to

  do odd jobs and the like. I was no good to man or beast with this leg.’ He tapped his left leg. ‘Shrapnel from the First War,’ he announced proudly. ‘The governor put in a

  good word for me.’




  ‘The governor?’ Molly queried, peering more closely at the two figures in the photograph. ‘Is that Billy Butlin?’ She recalled seeing his face on posters when she had her

  interview.




  ‘The one and only. He’s a good sort is the governor. He takes care of his employees as well as the campers.’




  Molly could see that the elderly man was proud of his boss. ‘Will he visit the camp this summer, do you think?’




  Spud took two chipped cups from hooks on the wall, close to where the kettle was starting to boil, and measured Camp coffee into each, followed by a generous spoonful of sugar. ‘I

  don’t see why not. He always used to pop in to see how things were going and to meet the punters. That was before we closed for the duration. He likes to meet the new staff as well. A popular

  man, but he doesn’t suffer fools gladly. I suppose you’d say he’s charismatic. Yes, that’s the word, charismatic.’




  ‘I don’t know much about Mr Butlin. I’ve been concentrating more on the job I have to do – and working out how to get here.’ She fell silent as she thought of her

  home and the friends she’d left behind.




  Spud could see the young woman was close to tears again. ‘Now, you tell me what job you’ve been signed up for. You’ve got the looks of a dancer. Am I right? Or perhaps

  you’re the new Punch and Judy man?’




  Molly giggled. ‘I’m not much of a dancer, but Punch and Judy sounds fun.’




  Spud grinned back. She was a pretty little thing when she wasn’t looking so sad. He’d always had a soft spot for green-eyed girls with chestnut curls. ‘That’s the way to

  do it!’ he said in a squeaky voice, and they both burst out laughing.




  ‘I’m not really skilled at anything much, but I used to help my mum with the Brownies and Girl Guides until I joined the Women’s Land Army. I helped her after returning home as

  well. When I had my interview with Butlins, they thought I’d be able to assist with the children.’




  ‘So you’re Miss Molly Missons who is going to be a Butlins auntie?’




  ‘How did you know that?’ Molly gasped, but then saw Spud was looking towards a list on a clipboard hanging near the door.




  Spud tapped the side of his nose and winked. ‘Not much gets past me,’ he said. ‘I reckon you’ll be run off your feet once all those nippers arrive with their parents.

  They’ll keep you busy.’




  ‘I’m sure I will, but I’m not convinced I’m right for the job. I’ve had no formal training or anything.’




  Spud pointed to the photograph. ‘Do you think the governor did when he opened this camp in 1936? Why, he was a showman. He’d never owned a big holiday camp like this. This was the

  first. He had an idea and went along with it. He learned what was wanted and came up with the goods.’




  Molly frowned. ‘A showman?’




  ‘Travelling fairs, funfairs. You’ve seen them, haven’t you?’




  She nodded. ‘Oh yes. I always visited the travelling fair when it came to Erith Recreation Ground, near my home. It was magical.’




  Spud smiled as her face lit up. ‘There you go, then. Chances are the governor knew them. He knows all the showmen. It’s a close community. He had hoopla stalls before he ran his own

  fairgrounds. He even brought the first dodgems into the country.’




  Molly did like the elderly man with the big smile. Knowing Spud would be on duty by the main entrance to the camp meant she could pop in and speak to him from time to time. He seemed to sense

  she was afraid and alone.




  ‘Now, you drink your coffee and I’ll walk you up to the staff office. They’ll soon take care of you. By tomorrow you’ll have made some friends and it’ll feel as

  though Butlins has been your home forever.’




  Molly sipped the hot coffee generously enriched with evaporated milk, which Spud had poured from a tin can. She wasn’t so sure she’d make friends as quickly as the man seemed to

  think, but she’d do her best. She wouldn’t be her father’s daughter if she didn’t at least try. For now, she couldn’t go home. It wasn’t safe to do so. Instead,

  she’d have to make the best of things. At least it would be fun. There were worse places to run away from home to.




  Spud pulled out a photograph album. The cover had seen better days, but inside was a treasure trove of his memories. ‘Look at this.’ He pointed to a newspaper cutting of fields that

  reached on forever. In the distance, there was a brief glimpse of the sea. Pointing to a corner of the picture, he declared proudly, ‘This is about where we are sitting now.’




  Molly was fascinated and looked closer. ‘How long ago would this have been?’




  Spud scratched his chin and thought for a while. ‘I’d say eleven or twelve years back. Those muddy fields were used to grow turnips, among other things, before the governor started

  building.’




  ‘I ploughed a few fields like that when I was in the Women’s Land Army. It was hard work,’ Molly said with a smile.




  Spud looked at her with admiration. ‘Built of stern stuff, then?’ he asked.




  ‘I’m not afraid of hard work if that’s what you mean,’ she replied.




  ‘Just like the governor. He didn’t have much money, but he had a dream, and look what he’s done here. “A week’s holiday for a week’s pay.” No one can

  argue with that, now can they?’




  Molly agreed. She recalled the quote from a poster she’d seen stuck to the wall of her favourite chip shop back home.




  Spud flicked through the pages, stopping where he’d pasted a piece of cardboard. ‘What do you think of that?’




  ‘It looks like a piece off an old cigarette packet with a sketch and a few numbers on it.’




  ‘That’s the governor’s design for a chalet. He was always jotting ideas down on scraps of paper and the back of cigarette packets. He let me have this one,’ he said

  proudly. ‘Did you know Adolf tried to wipe out the camp? He dropped over fifty bombs here during the war. That Lord Haw-Haw broadcast that the Germans had sunk the battleship HMS Royal

  Arthur and that all hands had gone down with the ship. That’s what the navy called the camp during the war,’ he added, noticing Molly’s puzzled frown. ‘The silly

  buggers thought Butlins was a battleship.’ He roared with laughter. ‘Gawd help them if they’d damaged Butlins. The governor would have been after them all and had their guts for

  garters,’ he chuckled.




  ‘You seem to be very fond of Mr Butlin,’ Molly said.




  ‘You could say that. He gave me a job when not many people would. He even gave me my name.’




  ‘Your name?’




  ‘You don’t think I was christened “Spud”, do you?’ he laughed. ‘Lord bless you. No, my name is Sebastian Jenkins. The governor said “Sebastian”

  was too much of a mouthful and decided to call me “Spud” seeing as how we were standing in a potato field at the time. I suppose I was lucky we weren’t in one of the turnip

  fields.’




  Molly laughed until her sides ached. Spud was certainly a tonic. She started to flick through the pages and had just come across a row of enamel lapel badges when the roar of an engine announced

  the arrival of a car outside.




  ‘That’ll most likely be one of your colleagues arriving for duty,’ Spud said as he unhooked his clipboard and headed towards the door.




  He’d hardly turned the handle when a shriek and a loud expletive were heard from outside. Molly stood up and peered out of the window to see a well-dressed man helping a smartly turned-out

  woman to her feet. Molly gasped. The woman had tripped over the suitcase Molly had left at the edge of the road by the gatehouse. This was evident by the fact the lid was lying open and a few items

  of Molly’s best lingerie were now fluttering in the breeze. Rushing to follow Spud outside to offer her apologies to the woman, and hide her underwear, she careered straight into the man, who

  had been offering his assistance.




  ‘I’m most awfully sorry. I do hope your companion isn’t injured,’ she blurted out, her attention taken by her best nightdress as it tried to escape the suitcase.




  ‘Well, well, if it isn’t Molly Missons,’ the man declared with more than a hint of irony in his voice.




  Molly froze, wishing a large hole would appear in the road and swallow her up. It was Johnny Johnson, the last man on earth she wished to see here.
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  Molly Missons stepped back from arranging flowers on her parents’ grave and brushed a tear from her cheek. Today, 28 February, should have been their silver wedding

  anniversary. Instead, it marked the sixth month of their passing and the sixth month she had been alone without a single living relative. Molly prayed fervently that her parents were now watching

  over her with the same love they’d shown their only child while they were alive. It was the only thought she’d clung on to during those first months of raw grief.




  Molly shivered. It felt like rain. She pulled on black woollen mittens and tugged the matching knitted beret over her ears, instantly taming her mop of chestnut curls into submission. From where

  she stood, at the highest point of Brook Street Cemetery, she could see the town of Erith set out below and, just beyond that, the River Thames. The world was facing a new future filled with hope

  after many years of war, but Molly felt as though the world as she knew it had ended the day a policeman had knocked on the front door. Today, the river was as grey as the sky, completely devoid of

  colour, just as Molly’s life had become since that fateful day in August 1945.




  ‘I still can’t believe they’re no longer here,’ her friend Freda said sadly, linking her arm with Molly’s as they headed through the large iron gates to the bus

  stop. ‘I fully expect to walk into the church hall and see your mum setting up the toadstool ready for the Brownies to dance round during their pack meeting.’ Not as tall as her friend

  and with her short light brown hair tucked into a bobbled cap, she didn’t look much older than the Brownies she helped out with, despite being in her mid-twenties and holding down a

  responsible job as a supervisor in the Woolworths across the road from Molly’s parents’ business.




  Molly nodded, a brief smile of remembrance crossing her sad face. The Brownies and Girl Guides had played a big part in her mum’s life. ‘Mum loved them so much. She would have been

  proud to see how many turned up in uniform for the memorial service.’




  ‘Do you think you will return to us soon? The younger Brownies keep asking when they will see Tawny Owl again. They don’t really understand what’s happened.’




  Molly raised her hand, alerting the driver of an approaching bus as it laboured up the steep hill to the cemetery gates. ‘I suppose I should. Mum wouldn’t want me to mope around like

  I’ve been doing. I often have the feeling she is sitting on my shoulder telling me to get on with my life. In fact, I’ll join you this week. It’s time I did my utmost to resume as

  normal a life as possible.’




  Freda, sitting down next to her friend on the bus, reached into her handbag for her purse and handed over some coins to the conductor for their fare. ‘Molly, your mum would have been so

  proud of you since . . . since the accident. Why, you’ve kept your dad’s business running, and there’s not a speck of dust in the house.’ Freda didn’t add that it

  worried her Molly had yet to pack away her parents’ possessions. The large Victorian house in Avenue Road looked as though Norman and Charlotte Missons had simply left for a few hours and

  would return at any moment. Norman’s pipe was on the occasional table by his armchair, and Charlotte’s apron still hung on a hook in the kitchen, ready for her to pull on and prepare

  the family meal. Freda knew it gave Molly comfort to see her parents’ things around the house, but it was time her friend moved on and thought of her future.




  Molly smiled. ‘I don’t want to let standards drop. Mum would be mortified if I had a visitor and the house was less than perfect. I must say it’s hard getting home from the

  shop each evening and having to think about preparing a meal and doing the housework.’




  Freda was deep in thought as the bus continued its journey towards Erith. The last thing she wanted to do was upset her friend. She could see that Molly was exhausted, not only from the shock of

  losing her parents and staying on top of the house but also from keeping Norman’s ironmonger’s running. There was also the responsibility of having a member of staff, who required a pay

  packet at the end of each week. ‘How are you managing at the shop now you have to be bookkeeper and owner?’




  Molly sighed. ‘We’re keeping our heads above water, as Dad used to say. If it weren’t for George and his knowledge of everything to do with the ironmongery business, I’d

  really be floundering. Thankfully, I picked up the administration side of things from Mum in the year after I left the Land Army. As you know, I was only ever going to help out at the shop while I

  decided what to do with my future.’ A future without my parents, she thought to herself as she gazed through the grimy window of the bus at the rows of terraced Victorian houses they passed.

  For a moment, she was lost in thoughts of what might have been.




  ‘There’s plenty of time. For now, you need to take care of yourself. You may well become an expert in the ironmongery business,’ Freda said with a smile. ‘Whatever you

  decide, you know I’ll be here to help you.’




  ‘I don’t feel I’m an asset to the business. I’m at a loss to know the difference between a nut and a bolt, or indeed the uses for the many nails we have in stock.

  I’m embarrassed to say that when I covered for George on his day off last week and someone enquired about a plumb line, I advised him to visit the greengrocer’s.’




  Freda giggled. ‘That would have made your dad laugh.’




  Molly nodded. ‘Yes, he’d have reminded me of that for many a day.’




  Freda was pleased to see a glimpse of the old Molly appear. It had been a while since her friend’s green eyes had sparkled with fun as they’d enjoyed a joke or chatted about their

  favourite screen idol. ‘I was wondering if you would do me a favour, Molly. It’s my birthday this week. As I only have this afternoon off from Woolies, would you like to come to see a

  film at the Odeon? If you aren’t up to it, then I’ll understand.’




  ‘You have no idea how much I would love to celebrate your birthday with you,’ Molly said. ‘You’d be helping me get back to normal. It’s time I started to do

  something more than go to work. I’m sure it couldn’t be wrong to visit the cinema. It will be my treat. In my muddled state, I seem to have lost track of important events like the

  birthdays of good friends like you. I’m sorry, Freda.’




  Freda had worried about inviting Molly to the cinema, but perhaps this just might help her turn the corner after the tragic loss of her parents. ‘You’ve nothing to be sorry

  for.’ She checked her watch. ‘We have an hour before the early show starts. Would you like to pop into the Prince of Wales for a drink, or perhaps the cafe for a bite to eat?’




  Molly thought for a moment. ‘Can I be an absolute bore and stop by the shop? It’s almost closing time and I’d like to check that everything’s as it should be.’




  ‘You are not a bore at all. You know I love visiting your shop. I find it fascinating.’




  Molly laughed. ‘You are funny. You’re the only woman I know who is interested in the ironmongery trade. Even Mum left the shop side of things to Dad and just helped out with the

  paperwork.’




  ‘It’s something I know well after serving on a counter with similar goods at Woolworths. I don’t profess to be an expert, but I know the difference between a hammer and a

  screwdriver.’




  The bus soon arrived in the town of Erith, which nestled on the south side of the River Thames a little way from London, and the two girls walked the short distance down the High Street to the

  double-fronted shop. There were few shoppers, as it was early closing in the town. Norman Missons had always been of the belief that his shop should stay open every day as he offered an essential

  service to the people of Erith, selling, as he did, everything from pounds of tintacks to galvanized watering cans. His wife, Charlotte, had put her foot down when he’d suggested opening on a

  Sunday. She feared the wrath of their church and also valued their afternoon trips out in the car. It had been on a trip to Canterbury that Norman had done his best to avoid a child who’d run

  out into the road and they’d met their untimely deaths.




  As Molly and Freda approached Missons Ironmonger’s, they could see faithful employee George Jones preparing to close up shop for the day. He dragged a dustbin full of mops and brooms in

  from the pavement at the front of the shop before returning for a sign advertising a popular brand of paraffin.




  George stopped to tap his cap and nod to Molly. ‘Good afternoon, Molly. Did your visit go well?’




  Molly smiled at the grey-haired man. She had known him as far back as she could remember. Along with his wife, Kath, he had been such a support after the accident that took his employer and good

  friend from him, and George had done his best to keep the business running smoothly ready for when Molly was able to pick up where her father had left off.




  ‘The headstone is now in place, George, and the daffodils look beautiful in their marble pot. Please thank Kath for me.’




  George nodded. ‘We always picked the first bunch of daffs for your mum, so it’s only fitting we still pick them for her now.’ He glanced towards the highly polished dark wood

  counter as he entered the shop with a box of wooden clothes pegs in his hands.




  Molly, who was following close behind with a tray of blue-and-white enamel mugs, stopped dead in her tracks. Upon the counter, in a green-tinted glass vase, stood a bunch of daffodils, bringing

  a shaft of sunshine to this drab February day. This was where her mum always placed George’s annual gift. For just a second Molly expected to see Charlotte Missons in her white overalls

  polishing the wooden counter until it shone. She silently scolded herself for such a foolish notion.




  Freda stepped over the threshold and closed her eyes in delight, breathing in the aroma of paraffin oil and lavender-scented floor wax. She’d often visited the shop during her lunch hour

  from Woolworths to chat to Molly’s mum about Brownie and Girl Guide projects and would stop to lend a hand. Weighing quantities of nails on the large brass scales and tipping them into brown

  paper bags never ceased to thrill as she lined them up ready for George to place onto shelves. If she didn’t enjoy her job at Woolworths so much, she would have jumped at the chance to work

  alongside Molly’s parents in the family business. ‘Can I help you with anything, Mr Jones?’




  ‘No, young lady. Everything’s in hand. Get yourself off and enjoy what’s left of your half-day, and take Molly with you. It’s time she started to get out a bit

  more.’




  ‘I’ll do that, George. In fact, Molly’s coming with me to the Odeon shortly to see Now, Voyager.’




  ‘She’ll enjoy that. The missus went with her sister the other day and hasn’t stopped talking about that actor Paul Henreid ever since. You’d never believe she saw the

  film the last time it was on at the Odeon by the way she went on and on about it.’ George looked at the large clock at the back of the shop. ‘You’d better get a move on or the

  best seats will be gone.’ He called out to Molly, ‘You get yourself off or the B-movie will have started. I’ll finish up here.’




  Molly looked up from where she was sifting through a pile of envelopes. ‘I’m all done, George. I’ll put the post in Dad’s office and be on my way.’ She still could

  not call the back room by anything other than the name by which it had been known since she was a young child. Entering the office, she tossed the paperwork into a wooden tray, then noticed a small

  white envelope with her own name written on it in neat copperplate writing. It was most likely another condolence card, she thought, as she tucked it away in her handbag to read later, along with

  another, which she noted came from her dad’s solicitor, Mr A. C. Denton.




  The two girls reached the cinema just as the lights went down and sat enthralled throughout the first film, in which handsome secret agent Clive Danvers saved the country from

  invasion by uncovering a dastardly plot. It was the main feature, though, that Molly and Freda looked forward to more, and they were not disappointed.




  Freda looped her arm through Molly’s as they dashed across the High Street to a fish-and-chip shop on the other side. They joined a queue of people waiting for fried fish, both breathing

  in the aroma of chips and vinegar in the steamy shop. ‘That must be the most romantic film I’ve ever seen,’ Freda sighed.




  ‘I’m so pleased you asked me to come with you. It took my mind off my own life for a few hours,’ Molly said. She glanced at the posters pasted to the white-tiled walls of the

  chip shop. A forthcoming jumble sale at Christ Church and an Easter funfair and circus at the recreation ground that backed onto her house. She was pleased that some of the Rec, as the locals

  called it, was back to how it used to be and no longer used to ‘dig for victory’. A third poster caught her eye. ‘Look, Freda – Butlins holiday camp is having a grand

  opening in May. Mum had wanted to holiday there before the war started, but then Dad heard the camp had been taken over by the services. Perhaps we could take a trip in the summer?’




  ‘I’d like that,’ Freda said excitedly. Since moving to Erith in 1938 she’d fallen in love with the Kentish seaside towns and visited Margate and Ramsgate whenever she

  could. She wrinkled her nose in thought. ‘Where is Skegness?’




  ‘It’s up in Lincolnshire somewhere. A fair way to travel. We’d have to find out how to get there. I’m told we would stay in wooden huts and join the other holidaymakers

  for our meals. They have entertainment, and there’s also a swimming pool. Everything is included for a lovely holiday.’




  ‘It does sound wonderful. Is Butlins just in the one place?’




  ‘From what I remember Mum telling me, they have a few different holiday camps. For some reason, she was keen on visiting the one in Skegness.’




  The girls chatted excitedly as they inched their way up the queue towards the high green-and-cream shop counter.




  ‘Been to see that Now, Voyager, have you?’ a rosy-cheeked woman asked as she wrapped a portion of cod and chips in a copy of yesterday’s Erith Observer.




  ‘We have, Vi. Bette Davis is so sophisticated. The change in her appearance by the end of the film was almost a miracle,’ Molly exclaimed.




  ‘I thought the same when I see it with my old man. It’d be no use me dressing like Bette Davis working in here, though,’ she guffawed, brushing strands of greying hair from her

  hot face. ‘What can I get for you two girls this evening?’




  Molly opened her purse. ‘It’s my treat, seeing as how it’s almost your birthday, Freda. Rock and chips twice, please, Vi.’




  Freda went to protest but could see that it was a losing battle. ‘Thank you. Rock salmon would be nice. Can you leave them open, please, Vi?’




  Vi nodded as she shook the bubbling fat from a basket of chips and tipped them into a large metal hopper at the front of the counter. ‘We need more chips out here, Bill,’ she

  bellowed towards an open door at the back of the shop. ‘It’s your birthday?’ she said to Freda. ‘Well, many happy returns, love, and plenty of them. Here’s a saveloy

  each from me. I’ve been meaning to say thank you for taking our Jeanie under your wing at Woolies. She loves her job on the biscuit counter. Been the making of her, it has. She’s even

  walking out with a nice young man from the shoe shop next door. He’s no Paul Henreid, though,’ she added with another belly laugh. ‘But then my Jeanie’s no film star, come

  to that.’




  The girls both laughed as they watched Vi tip their fish and chips onto squares of paper and place a long saveloy sausage on top before folding newspaper around each parcel, leaving a gap from

  which to eat from. ‘Help yourself to salt and vinegar.’




  ‘No chance of Jeanie’s fella lighting two cigarettes and handing one to her to smoke, like they did in the film?’ Freda asked with a sigh. ‘What was it she said to

  him?’




  ‘“Don’t let’s ask for the moon. We have the stars,”’ Molly said with a dreamy look on her face.




  ‘Me and my Bill tried that the other night after we see the film,’ Vi said with a grin.




  Molly’s eyes grew wide at the thought. She’d known the rotund Vi for many years, along with her pint-sized husband, Bill. ‘Was it romantic, Vi?’ she asked, before blowing

  on a hot chip and popping it into her mouth.




  ‘Romantic? Bless my soul.’ She started to laugh as tears rolled down her cheeks. ‘Bill took one puff of those fags and nigh on coughed his guts up. We’ll not bother with

  romance again.’




  Still giggling, the two friends headed out into the dark evening, the fish and chips warming their hands as they headed to a bench nearby.




  ‘I’m full up,’ Molly said a short while later, as she wiped her mouth with her handkerchief. ‘It was very good of Vi to throw in the saveloys, but I really can’t

  eat mine.’




  ‘You’re right there. They won’t go to waste, though – I’ll take the scraps back for Nelson. He’ll love them. That dog eats anything,’ Freda said,

  folding the newspaper round the scraps. ‘Do you fancy coming back for a cup of cocoa?’




  ‘No, thanks. I’ll head home. I want to have an early night to be at the shop on time for deliveries.’ Molly knew that Freda’s landlady kept an open house for family and

  friends, but at the moment she preferred not to be where people were aware of her loss. She still couldn’t trust herself not to burst into tears when people showed their concern.




  ‘Enjoy your sleep and dream of Paul Henreid,’ Freda laughed.




  ‘He’s a little on the old side for me, thank you very much.’




  Freda thought for a minute. ‘Perhaps the dashing actor in the first film. What was his name?’




  ‘Johnny Johnson. I’ve seen him in a few films. He always plays the handsome hero.’




  Freda nudged Molly as she pulled on her gloves. ‘So you’re in love with a movie star, are you? I must admit he is extremely handsome. I’ve spotted him myself in a few films. He

  has a beautiful singing voice. It is such a shame he has only appeared in two musicals. Do you think he’s English or American?’




  Molly thought for a moment of the tall, dark-haired matinee idol. She wasn’t going to admit to Freda that she was sweet on the actor and made sure she saw any film he appeared in.

  ‘He’s always been in English films, but who are we to know? If his acting is that good, he could be any nationality.’




  ‘I have some old movie magazines in my room. I’ll see if there’s anything about him. We may as well find out about the mystery man you’ve fallen in love with.’




  Molly pushed Freda’s arm and laughed. ‘Get off home, you daft thing. I’m no more in love with Johnny Johnson than you are Paul Henreid.’ She hugged Freda. ‘Have a

  lovely birthday and I’ll see you in the week.’




  As Molly headed away from the High Street and walked up the tree-lined avenue to her home, she thought about the handsome movie star. She was never going to admit to her friend that she dreamed

  about Johnny at night as well as during quiet moments at work. It was the only time she managed not to think about her parents.




  
 





  2




  



  Molly was still coming to terms with arriving home to a darkened house. The large, detached property set back from the road, close to the town of Erith, didn’t seem as

  welcoming now she lived there alone. The houses in leafy Avenue Road had been built for the town’s well-to-do in the past century and, with their bay windows and generous front gardens, still

  attracted the wealthier tradespeople from Erith. Norman Missons had been proud to live in a street that showed how well his business was doing. With her mother no longer there to welcome her,

  though, the house seemed quiet and empty.




  She turned her key in the lock and entered the large hallway, quickly reaching for the light switch. The homely room was flooded with light, picking out a framed photograph on the wall that had

  been taken on Charlotte and Norman’s wedding day. Molly looked at it as she removed her coat and hat, placing them next to her parents’ coats on the hall stand. They looked so young and

  in love. Who was to know they would be taken so soon and not live long enough to enjoy their old age together? Molly felt the anger and the unjustness she’d bottled up start to bubble to the

  surface. Life was so unfair – so bloody unfair.




  Drawing the forest-green velvet curtains in the large bay windows of the front room, Molly lit a taper and held it to the kindling in the grate. She always made sure that before she left home

  each morning, there was a fire prepared and ready to light the moment she came home from work. In the kitchen, she already had the makings of a meal. The three years she’d spent working in

  the Land Army had taught her how to utilize her time as efficiently as possible. They had also taught her not to be afraid of hard work. After the filling fish-and-chip meal with Freda, Molly

  decided the shepherd’s pie could be saved for tomorrow.




  She poured milk into a small pan and placed it on the stove to heat for her nightly cup of cocoa. Freda had been a good friend, especially since the day Molly heard that her parents had been

  involved in an accident. Freda had moved in with her during those first dark weeks, forcing her to eat even when Molly had no idea whether it was night or day. When the tears finally came, it was

  Freda who held her while she sobbed. Freda had little family to speak of, apart from a brother in the navy, although she did have some wonderful friends and colleagues who worked alongside her at

  Woolworths. Once Freda had returned home, Freda’s landlady had sent food and offered a bed if Molly couldn’t face being alone in the large house in Avenue Road. Molly may not have any

  blood relatives, but she certainly had friends who cared.




  Carrying a cup and saucer into the front room and settling in her dad’s armchair by the fireside, Molly reached for her handbag and took out the two envelopes. The letter from Mr Denton,

  the family solicitor, requested she attend his office in Pier Road at her earliest convenience to discuss her father’s will. Molly was sure that everything would be straightforward, as her

  dad had never said otherwise. She’d visit tomorrow afternoon when it was quiet in the shop. She opened the second envelope with reluctance: people had been so kind with their condolences, but

  the well-meant messages of sympathy still broke her heart to read. Many an evening had been spent crying over her best vellum notepaper as she wrote to thank her parents’ friends for their

  kind thoughts. The funeral had been well attended, the Missons family being thought of highly in the busy town. Fellow business owners and town councillors had filled the pews of Christ Church

  before following the cortège to the graveyard on the other side of town. An obituary in the Erith Observer had been glowing in its praise of the well-known couple. Freda had saved

  the newspapers that covered Mr and Mrs Missons’s accident and the funeral for a time when Molly was ready to read them. Molly was so thankful that she had.




  Carefully opening the envelope, and making a mental note to save the stamp for Freda to add to the Brownies’ charity collection, she scanned the single page, covered in an untidy

  handwritten scrawl, and frowned. Surely this couldn’t be right.




  

    

      My dearest child,




      I am saddened to hear of the loss of my cousin-in-law and his wife, and must apologize for my tardiness in contacting you so many months after their untimely deaths. I have only just

      returned from South Africa with my son, Simon, where I have property and business interests. Be assured I will arrive shortly so we can discuss your future and the property that is bequeathed

      to me under the terms of your father’s will.




      Your devoted relative,




      Harriet


    


  




  Molly read the page several times. She had never heard her parents speak of any relatives, let alone a Harriet and her son, Simon. Granted, her parents’ past was a mystery

  to her, but surely if there had been a family disagreement of some kind, she would have been told. After all, she was an adult and deserved to know about her family – even more so now she was

  alone in the world.




  ‘How can she be your devoted relative when you’ve never met her?’ Freda whispered as she handed the sheet of paper back to Molly. ‘There’s not

  even a proper address. It must be a forgery.’




  Not knowing what to make of the letter, Molly had opened her shop in Pier Road, one of the busy shopping streets of Erith, the next morning and then crossed the road to Woolworths to show her

  friend. Freda, a supervisor in the busy store, was aware that it was against shop policy for staff to chat to friends while on duty. However, it was important that she spoke to her friend as soon

  as possible.




  ‘Freda, I don’t feel that someone who wasn’t related to me would go to the trouble of writing such a letter. Do you?’




  Freda thought for a moment. ‘I’m not so sure. Stranger things have happened.’




  Molly laughed. ‘Oh, Freda, that’s only in the cinema and those crime novels you like to read. This is real life. It’s nice to know I have a relative, even if Mum and Dad had

  reasons not to tell me about her. I’ve never had a cousin, or a second cousin, come to that. I wonder what Simon is like.’




  ‘I think you should show this to Mr Denton and see what he has to say about this relative. I’m surprised he hasn’t told you about your dad’s will yet, and why did your

  parents not mention the house would be left to a stranger?’




  ‘I suppose Dad never thought that he and Mum would die so young. Even during the war we never spoke of what would happen if . . .’ Molly bit her lip to stop the tears that threatened

  to fall.




  ‘The best thing is for you to see that solicitor. He will know what’s to be done.’




  Molly placed the letter in her pocket. ‘He has written to me a few times since the funeral, but I’ve not been able to face discussing my future. It makes things so final.’ She

  felt a lump forming in her throat and couldn’t speak.




  Freda reached out and gripped Molly’s hand. ‘Come on, Molly. You’ve done so well up to now. I’m sure your dad will have left you well provided for. The shop is doing

  better than many of the businesses in town. That must count for something. Why, everyone seems to want bits and bobs from Missons to patch up their homes now that the war’s over.’




  As Molly crossed the road back to her shop, she thought of Freda’s reassuring words. But was Missons doing well? Every week she was putting off suppliers who were asking for payments.

  Although the weekly takings kept them afloat, there seemed to be a backlog of debts to pay. She fell asleep each night wondering how to settle the reminders that came in the post. Molly had dipped

  into her post-office savings account more than once rather than have deliveries refused, but still the shop seemed to live from hand to mouth. Was she doing something wrong? She would have to bite

  the bullet and go through her dad’s office with a fine toothcomb. She couldn’t believe the shop had been running at a loss.




  The office of A. C. Denton was situated above the bank chambers just up the road from her dad’s shop. It had only taken a couple of minutes to cross the busy road to the

  office of the solicitor who had always taken care of Norman Missons’s business and private affairs. Molly climbed the steep staircase and entered a chilly room where a young man was seated at

  a desk. She could smell paraffin from a little stove in the corner of the room. It did nothing to warm the small area. Molly recalled that Mr Denton had an account with Missons and it was some time

  since it had been settled. Perhaps she should write a note to remind him. However, it didn’t seem the polite thing to do. Many people in the town who had paid their respects at the funeral

  had accounts with the shop. She couldn’t insult her parents’ friends by reminding them of their debts. They would be sure to bring their accounts up to date in time.




  The young man glanced up with a bored expression on his face. ‘Can I help you? I’m Mr Timothy Denton, junior partner.’




  Molly fumbled in her handbag for the letter sent by Mr Denton. ‘I received this from Mr Denton Senior requesting I call into the office at my earliest convenience. It says it concerns my

  dad’s will.’ She held it out to him as she sat down on the hard wooden seat across the desk from his own, which he’d indicated with a wave of his hand. She felt sick and dizzy,

  and had to fight off the thought of fleeing from the office. Did she want to hear what her dad had decided about the house and business, if indeed he had made a decision?




  The young man frowned as he read the letter. ‘This was written a few weeks ago. I’m afraid my uncle is now out of the office on an urgent family matter abroad.’




  Molly rose to leave. ‘Then I’ll return another time. I have been a little tardy in reading my post recently. Please forgive me.’




  He raised his hand. ‘I am sure I can assist you. This should be straightforward.’




  Molly sat down and watched as he rummaged through filing cabinets and cupboards before returning to his desk to sift through an untidy pile of files heaped in a wire tray. By now he was

  muttering to himself and there were beads of sweat on his brow. He tugged at his wing collar as if it were choking him, before giving a loud sigh. ‘Ah! Here we are.’ He pulled a single

  sheet of paper from a thin folder.




  Molly could see him scanning the page before placing it on his desk. He removed his spectacles and leaned back in his chair. ‘Everything seems to be in order. Your father, Norman Sydney

  Missons, left his house and business to your mother. You can inform her that she has nothing to worry about. As soon as my uncle returns, he will speak with your mother and give her the necessary

  paperwork to sign. Perhaps you could convey this to her and give her my most sincere condolences at her sad loss.’ He nodded as if to dismiss her.




  Molly didn’t know whether to sob her heart out or laugh out loud. If only she could convey his message. If only. She pulled herself together. ‘Mr Denton, I’m afraid you are

  under the illusion that my mum is alive. If she were, I can assure you she would be sitting here herself. She died with my dad. There’s only me now. I have no siblings. I need to know about

  the house. It seems a distant relative is under the impression they now own my home.’




  Timothy Denton had the good grace to look embarrassed and muttered his apologies. He placed the spectacles back on his nose and scrutinized the document closely. ‘This is dated September

  1919. There is no mention of a child,’ he said pointedly.




  ‘There wouldn’t be. I wasn’t born until March 1921. At that time, my parents had been married but a few months and had just settled in Erith. My dad’s business was in its

  infancy.’




  ‘You say a relative claims the house now belongs to her?’




  Molly nodded. ‘She is the widow of my dad’s cousin.’




  ‘Have you seen any documentation?’




  Molly handed him the letter from Harriet. ‘This letter is the first I knew of any living relative. I was under the impression I didn’t have any family.’




  Timothy Denton glanced at the letter and handed it back. ‘There is the possibility that a later will has been made and that your relative now owns your parents’ property. As there is

  no mention of a business, I feel that is safe. Perhaps it is time to think of moving on to pastures new? Are you planning to marry, perhaps?’




  ‘You mean let a man take responsibility for my future, Mr Denton?’ Molly rose to her feet, indignant at his words. ‘I would be failing my parents if I thought my future was

  just to be a wife and mother. I feel I should await your uncle’s return for guidance. Thank you for your time.’




  Molly left the office silently fuming as she strode through the High Street and headed for home. Thank goodness George had offered to lock up the shop. She was in no mood for polite chatter with

  customers after such a troubling experience. Perhaps she should have thought more about her future and planned her life. It had been so easy to move back home with Mum and Dad after her Land Army

  days and simply help out in the shop. No doubt if her parents had not had their accident, she would have coasted through life and not had to worry about her future.




  Although only late afternoon, it was already getting dark as Molly approached home. Up ahead, she could see a man helping an older woman alight from a taxicab. Could these be the relatives of

  whom she had only just heard? Now within a few yards of the couple, she could hear the man reprimand the driver for not carrying the suitcases to the front door. The driver simply tapped his cap in

  acknowledgement of the sharp words and climbed back into his vehicle.




  ‘Hello. Are you Cousin Harriet?’ Molly asked as she reached the couple’s side.




  The older woman turned to face Molly. ‘If you are the daughter of my much-loved and dearly departed cousin-in-law Norman, then yes, I am.’




  Molly frowned. How could someone miss a loved one when, as far as Molly could recall, they had never set foot over the threshold of her family home? To her knowledge, her dad had not received

  any correspondence from this relative, as he would often open letters over breakfast and mention any snippet of information he thought would be of interest to his wife and daughter. Perhaps they

  had resumed contact while Molly was working in the Land Army. Yes, that must be the answer. But she had been back in Erith since last summer. Surely one of her parents would have mentioned this

  cousin?.




  Molly felt the woman scrutinize her appearance. She tried to straighten her coat, aware her eyes would still be puffy from recent tears and her cheeks red from hurrying home. The lady in front

  of her reminded Molly very much of a portrait of the late Queen Victoria that had hung on the wall of her primary school, resplendent in widow’s weeds with a small black bonnet pinned to her

  silver hair. Cousin Harriet was, however, as thin as the late queen had been portly.




  She pointed a silver-handled walking stick towards Molly. ‘Help my son with our cases. We have business to discuss and should not do so in the street.’ She gazed up to the house and

  nodded approvingly. ‘We shall be very comfortable here, very comfortable indeed.’




  Later, as Molly climbed into her bed, she thought back to the uncomfortable evening as she had fed and cleared up after her two guests. Guests? Molly had the distinct feeling

  they were here to stay. Aware the elder of her relatives would want the best room in the house, she had excused herself from the dinner table after serving them shepherd’s pie, which the pair

  had tucked into with relish, and gone to her parents’ bedroom. Her heart ached as she cleared a drawer of her mum’s dressing table and her dad’s tallboy. She pulled clothes from

  one of the two wardrobes, telling herself not to stop and breathe in the scent and the memories of her parents as she carried the clothes to the box room. She would decide what to do with them

  later. She knew that her parents would expect her to make any guest welcome, regardless of the reason for their visit.




  She checked the smaller spare bedroom. Freda stayed in the room occasionally, so it was aired and ready for occupation. Cousin Simon would have to make do with sleeping there, as the other

  bedroom still required decorating. It had sustained damage to the windows in the last days of the war, and although it now had replacement windows, her dad had not got round to papering and

  painting the room. Besides that, it contained cupboards and boxes brimming over with Brownie and Girl Guide equipment, but Molly was not prepared to move anything that meant so much to her mum. She

  stopped and took a deep breath. ‘Pull yourself together, Molly,’ she muttered to herself. Taking fresh sheets from the airing cupboard, she quickly made up the beds and threw open the

  large windows in her parents’ room, which overlooked the front garden of the house, in order to air it. The cool evening air blew away the last of her mum’s fragrance. Squaring her

  shoulders, Molly went downstairs to join her new family.




  ‘So you see, my dear, it works out rather splendidly. We can all live here as one big, happy family until I decide what to do with the property. Who knows’ –

  she gave a little giggle that seemed out of place coming from a woman of her age – ‘you and Simon may just make your own union and then I could consider leaving the house to you and my

  grandchildren.’ She smiled indulgently at her son, who, after discovering Norman’s best whisky in the sideboard, had partaken until falling into a deep sleep in Norman’s favourite

  armchair by the fireside. His collar studs now undone and a little dribble escaping his thin lips, he was oblivious to his mother’s words. ‘Then again, he may meet a suitable young

  lady, meaning you would have to find other accommodation.’




  Molly tried not to look horrified. She had taken an instant dislike to Simon, who had ignored her apart from eyeing her occasionally in an uncomfortable way that made Molly’s skin creep.

  If her dad had decided that his property should be left to a cousin and that cousin’s wife was now here to claim her inheritance, then who was she to argue? Norman Missons had been a good and

  kind man; he would always do what was right.




  ‘I wonder if I may see the will, please?’ Molly asked. ‘I didn’t know of Dad’s requests, and with the shock of the accident, it never crossed my mind until now that

  this would not be my home.’




  Cousin Harriet waved her hand to dismiss Molly’s words. ‘I have the letters from my solicitor somewhere. Please don’t worry yourself with such details. Everything is in order.

  Now, I think it’s time for a little drink before I retire for the night. It has been a long and tiring day. Have you put hot-water bottles in our beds? We do feel the cold since our return

  from South Africa. Even though the journey took many weeks by sea and fellow travellers were able to get used to the colder climes, I’m afraid my old bones are still not used to the British

  weather.’
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  ‘You’re going to what?’ Freda hissed as she placed four china frogs round an ornate papier-mâché toadstool. Her words echoed around the empty

  hall of Northend Baptist Mission as they prepared for a special Brownie pack meeting.




  Molly arranged a display of paper water lilies on the mirror next to where the toadstool sat and stepped back to admire their handiwork. ‘The perfect toadstool by a lily pond.’ She

  glanced at Freda, knowing that her friend was angered by her earlier words. ‘I said I’m considering marrying Simon.’




  ‘You’ve only known him a few weeks. Have you suddenly fallen head over heels in love with a cousin you never knew existed until three weeks ago?’




  ‘Second cousin,’ Molly replied, quietly aware that just outside the hall, mothers and their Brownie daughters were gathering for the special evening in which new members would be

  enrolled in the Brownie movement and cease being called Tweenies. She placed six brass badges on a side table and checked each one was shining brightly. They would be pinned to the girls’

  uniforms once they were accepted into the pack and had recited the Brownie Promise, in which they swore to do their best and be good Brownies.




  ‘Are you doing your best?’ Freda asked as she brushed down the skirt of her Brown Owl uniform. She’d been over the moon with excitement when the district commissioner had

  offered her the position of leader of the Brownie pack. Molly had assured her friend that she was the perfect replacement for her mum and was happy to remain as her assistant. She enjoyed being

  called Tawny Owl and had returned to helping out at the weekly meetings after her new-found relations had installed themselves in her parents’ house. The two girls looked very smart in their

  official blue uniforms. Molly’s hair, pinned back into a French pleat, with a navy hat on top, made her look older and more mature.




  Molly frowned. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’




  ‘Are you doing your best to carry on as your mum would have wanted? Would she have liked you marrying a man you hardly know just to keep a roof over your head?’ Freda looked

  concerned. She had seen how in just a few weeks her friend had been taken over by Harriet and her son, and Molly never seemed to have a second to herself unless it was to go to work.




  ‘Things have changed since . . . since Mum and Dad died. I have no choice . . .’




  Freda laid a hand on her friend’s arm. ‘There is always a choice, Molly, and as long as I’m your best friend, I’ll be here to ensure you make the right choice, whether

  you like it or not.’




  ‘I don’t feel I have much option. Not if I want to keep hold of my home. Cousin Harriet has been good to me. She could have shown me the door once she moved in. For whatever reason,

  Dad left the house to his cousin, and Harriet said there was no mention of me in the will. It is only her Christian duty that is keeping a roof over my head. It seems she did a lot of charity work

  when in South Africa.’




  Freda snorted angrily. ‘Christian duty? She has yet to show you this will. Do you even know it exists? Now, let’s invite our guests into the room and start the proceedings, shall we?

  I have a few hours off tomorrow afternoon. I suggest we have afternoon tea at Hedley Mitchell’s and decide what you should do next.’




  Molly gave a weak smile. She had hoped her friend would be able to advise her. Harriet and Simon had swept her along on a wave of change since they stepped over the threshold at Avenue Road.

  She’d even had to rescue the Brownie property her mum had so lovingly cared for, after she arrived home from work one evening to discover the room clear and all equipment heaped in a pile at

  the end of the garden ready for a bonfire. She felt her chin start to wobble and tears prick her eyes. ‘Tea and a chat would be lovely.’




  The evening was a great success. The little girls were so pleased to see their Tawny Owl back with them once more, and their mothers were able to chat with Molly about their memories of her mum

  and dad, and understood when Molly was tearful and had to leave the room several times to compose herself. The people of Erith were such a caring community. Molly couldn’t think of anywhere

  else in the world she would rather live.




  Arriving back at the house in Avenue Road, she popped her head round the door of the front room. It felt strange to see Cousin Harriet and her son sitting in Norman and Charlotte’s

  favourite armchairs. She tried to put it to the back of her mind and found it hard to do so. ‘I’m home. It’s been a long day, so I thought I’d go straight to bed and read

  for a while, if that’s all right?’




  Harriet leaned over to the wireless and turned it off. ‘It’s early yet, Molly. Simon was thinking of taking you out for the evening. Weren’t you, Simon?’




  He looked at the grandfather clock in the corner of the room and raised an eyebrow in Molly’s direction. ‘I thought a drink down the Prince of Wales would be in order.’




  An alcoholic drink was the last thing Molly was interested in, but she feared Simon’s anger. She’d witnessed how quickly his face turned red, and one morning she’d seen him

  clench his fists when berating the milkman for rattling milk bottles too loudly after a night spent sleeping on the sofa, his drunken state having stopped him from climbing the stairs to his

  bedroom. When in the presence of her relative, she often found herself treading on eggshells. She could see an empty whisky glass on a side table. No doubt he’d been partaking of her

  dad’s best whisky yet again. It seemed to be a nightly habit.




  ‘A drink would be nice, thank you. I’ll get my coat.’




  Simon gave her a glance and sneered. ‘Perhaps change into something a little more becoming. I prefer not to have a Girl Guide on my arm when I enter a public house.’

OEBPS/html/docimages/tp.jpg
Elaine Everest

—~

The Butlins Girls

PAN BOOKS





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
= ° o~ akaldet

Bestselling author of The Woolworths Girls

ELAINE EVEREST

The
O P ns

Girls

pasts for the adventure

They escaped their

of a lifetime . . .





