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About the Book


In the summer, Jolly’s holiday camp buzzes with the sound of laughter and fun, but during the winter the campsite lies eerily silent. This Christmas, however, things are about to change. The owner, Drina Jolly, offers shelter to a stranger who will repay her kindness in ways she cannot imagine; and her beloved daughter-in-law, Rhonnie, makes a surprise visit with her son, Danny.


Drina is busy building a caravan park to attract new campers and, when Rhonnie offers to stay and help, she knows the coming season is going to be the best ever. With Rhonnie in charge of the girls in the office and a charismatic new manager appointed to run the caravan park, what can possibly go wrong?




For Alex Elizabeth Page-Warburton (Puddy)


Thank you for eight years of pure joy – I am blessed to have you as my granddaughter – and for all the joy you have yet to bring me in the years to come.


All my love, Magga


   

CHAPTER ONE


A bank of freezing fog rolled in from the sea, twining everything it encountered in its swirling, damp tendrils. 


Drina Jolly turned up the collar of her thick winter coat as the world surrounding her suddenly faded into oblivion. When she had set out a short time ago from the general office to walk across to the camp boundary where the dilapidated farmhouse had stood before it was demolished several months ago, a pale sun had been shining down from an almost cloudless December sky. 


Others finding themselves in such circumstances would instantly have become panic-stricken and disorientated, fearing to move in case they lost their bearings. Most would have chosen to stay put until the fog thinned or a rescue party could guide them back to safety. But Drina, now fifty-six years of age, had lived here since she was a little girl when the vast area Jolly’s Holiday Camp now occupied was just empty fields; she had witnessed its growth from a modest handful of tents to the flourishing site it was today, with its hundreds of chalets, entertainment and administration buildings, outdoor and indoor swimming pools, boating lake, funfair and numerous other recreational activities, catering for up to ten thousand people a week in high season, looked after by an army of staff. A misty day was not going to deter Drina. 


She had come here alone on the morning of Christmas Eve for nostalgic reasons, to have one last look around the site where the old farmhouse once stood before it had had to be demolished. Straight after Boxing Day she’d be supervising the landscapers employed to clear away the badly overgrown undergrowth that currently swamped the area, ready for its transformation into a static camper and touring caravan park. While she could, though, Drina wanted to revisit the place where she and her widowed father had settled fifty years before. They were a couple of virtually penniless Romanies then, their only ambition being to find a kindly farmer who would allow them to park their old caravan on his land and give them a chance to put down roots and build a better life for themselves. After a long, fruitless search they finally found a benefactor when Mr Ackers, a landowner, allowed them to settle on his property. 


Over time a deep friendship had developed between Drina’s father and lonely Farmer Ackers, a source of great comfort to the old farmer who knew companionship and kindness in his last years instead of his previous desolate existence. By way of gratitude for this, on his death Farmer Ackers made it his business to see that Drina’s father, much to his shock at the time, inherited all his worldly goods – to the rage and astonishment of the old man’s two selfish sons. Drina’s father had used the legacy wisely, building up the business they had set up together from a few campers pitching tents in a field to several hundred in several fields. On her father’s premature death, Drina’s husband, Joe Jolly, had continued the work of building the business into the popular holiday camp it was today, Drina herself taking over the reins when Joe died of a heart attack three years previously. 


Drina’s attachment to the place remained as strong as ever. She would do everything in her power to keep it flourishing in the manner her father and Farmer Ackers set out to do all those years ago, in order to give working-class people an opportunity to leave behind their regimented lives and the grime of the towns and cities, and have a holiday in the fresh air by the sea at an affordable price.


The winter months were Drina’s least favourite time of the year, when the camp resembled an abandoned town, the only sounds the howling of the wind blasting through the bare trees, swirling dead leaves into every nook and cranny, or driving rain against the windows of the empty chalets and camp buildings. Time couldn’t pass quickly enough until it was once again filled with the comings and goings of thousands of holidaymakers enjoying themselves under a warm summer sun. 


Thrusting her gloved hands deep into her coat pockets, she looked around, hoping to see signs that the fog was to be short-lived. It seemed to her, though, that it was getting thicker, not thinning. A wave of sadness enveloped her then. It seemed she wasn’t going to be able to view the area one last time and relive precious memories before it was transformed forever. But then, she reasoned with herself, she knew this area better than she did the back of her own hand and therefore didn’t need to be here to conjure up memories of her departed loved ones and of the happy times they had spent together. She could do that at any time, anywhere – and certainly somewhere far more hospitable than the old farmhouse site was at the moment. 


She was about to make her way back to the general office when, out of the corner of her eye, she saw a dark shape suddenly materialise only feet away from her. She spun her head to see what it was and simultaneously – for no more than a second or two – the fog thinned enough to reveal the figure of a man before closing in again and obliterating it. Even though he was no longer visible to her Drina froze, staring wildly over at the place where he had suddenly materialised. She felt her legs start to shake as she emitted a gasp of shock.


That man had been her father . . .


. . . except that it couldn’t have been, since Drina’s dad had passed away nearly forty years ago. 


Then a memory returned to her. Her mother had been a gifted clairvoyant from a long line of seers – a gift she had not, alas, passed on to Drina. She had once told her daughter that the spirits of deceased loved ones paid visits to living family members in order to warn them of imminent catastrophe. Never having had any sign before this that an afterlife even existed, Drina had always taken her mother’s words with a pinch of salt. But after her experience just now maybe she should reconsider. She couldn’t help but worry. Was this unexpected visit by her father a warning that something terrible was about to happen? 


A warning was all well and good but if she didn’t know what she was being warned about then how could she try and prevent whatever disaster was about to befall her? Since her father had lived and chosen to reappear here, it must be something to do with the camp. In recent years the business had come under threat several times, mostly thanks to her own son’s greed and the terrible things he’d done before his early death, yet her father had never appeared to her to warn her of impending menace at those times. His appearance now must mean something far worse was about to happen.


But what? 


As far as Drina was aware everything was running smoothly. Bookings were flowing in for the coming season; in fact, some weeks were already full. The maintenance crew was on track to finish all repairs as well as adding new facilities to enhance the campers’ holidays here – such as a tenpin bowling alley and new slides for the indoor swimming pool. Advertisements for staff to replace those not returning next season had been placed in all the national newspapers and the response had been excellent, so there was no fear of not meeting their full complement. A reputable company had been hired to carry out the work required on the old farmhouse site. New deals had been struck with suppliers of goods to the camp and all those suppliers were happy with their contracts. 


Yet the niggle of worry escalated. If the camp was under threat from some unknown source, she needed to know so she could do something about it.


Drina urgently called out, ‘Father, please come back. Please, Father? Please tell me what it is you came to say.’ 


She froze rigid then, as an eerie globe of light suddenly appeared in the fog, in just the same place as the ghost of her father had materialised. It was moving, dancing its way up and down and from side to side the nearer it approached. She held her breath. Was her father about to appear to her again? She wasn’t at all frightened of the impending supernatural encounter; she felt quite calm, in fact. Her father had loved her and would never do anything to harm her. But then suddenly the orb of light stopped moving and a voice called out: ‘Drina? DRINA? Where are you, love?’


As much as Drina loved Artie Fleming and appreciated that he’d risked life and limb to come and find her in this blinding fog, part of her was annoyed to think that her father would not now reappear and enlighten her. With forced lightness in her voice, she called back, ‘I’m over here, Artie.’ 


He responded, ‘Where’s here exactly? I can hardly see my own feet in this fog.’


‘I’ll keep calling out, just follow my voice.’


A minute or so later, through a swirl of fog, Artie arrived by her side. He was ordinary-looking, tubby and middle-aged, and his face lit up when he saw Drina. He gave her a hug, clearly relieved to find her safe and sound. ‘When the fog came down so suddenly I was worried for you. I know you could find your way back to the courtyard blindfold but I was still concerned you’d fall over an abandoned wheelbarrow or something.’ Noticing the expression on her face, he asked in concern, ‘What on earth is the matter? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’


‘I have, Artie. My father’s.’


He was visibly shocked by her announcement. ‘Eh?’


‘Look, I haven’t gone mad. I know what I saw and it was the spirit of my father. When the fog came down I was standing right where I am now. I’d just made up my mind to come back to the office as it was apparent that it was in no hurry to lift, when my father suddenly appeared no more than a couple of feet away from me. It was only for a split second before he disappeared back inside the fog but I wasn’t imagining it, I know I wasn’t. He was as real to me as you are.’ She eyed Artie earnestly. ‘You do believe me, don’t you?’ 


Artie looked at her tenderly. He adored the homely-looking woman before him; she was the love of his life, his true soul mate. She had arrived to save him at a time when he was at rock bottom, mentally, physically and financially, had taken him to her generous heart and given him a reason to live. Despite the fact that she could afford to live in luxury, and paying no mind to what others thought of the situation, Drina had chosen to reside with Artie in a small two-bedroomed cottage, furnished comfortably but cheaply. It was all he could afford; his pride would not permit him to live off her money. The pair of them couldn’t be happier and were devoted to each other. The only thing to cloud their contentment was the fact that Artie’s errant wife had maliciously refused to divorce him unless a large amount of money changed hands – something he was adamant wasn’t going to happen, though Drina would gladly have handed it over. In consequence she and Artie were unable to marry. As far as they were both concerned, though, they didn’t need a piece of paper to prove to the world their mutual love and commitment. If others looked down on them for what they labelled ‘living in sin’, then so be it. 


Artie always stood by Drina. If she had seen something in the swirling fog that she believed had been the spirit of her dead father, that was good enough for Artie. He leaned over, kissed her cheek and told her with conviction, ‘I believe you, love.’


‘Thank you, Artie.’ She heaved a sigh, though, still looking troubled. ‘My mother believed that a visit from the spirit of a loved one meant something bad was about to happen. I wonder what my father was trying to tell me . . .’


Artie racked his brains for something to say that would comfort her. Then an idea occurred to him. ‘Maybe spirits don’t always pay visits just to warn us about something awful. Maybe sometimes they appear to tell us that they love us and are watching over us from the hereafter, and there’s nothing more to it than that.’ He took Drina’s arm. ‘Anyway, let’s get you back in the warm. I’m froze to me marrow – you must be as well – and neither of us wants to go down with something nasty this close to Christmas, do we?’ He paused for a moment before he added, ‘Look, love, I know that neither of us is looking forward to Christmas Day as much as we would have been . . . not with it just being the two of us now . . . but we could still make the day special. And we can make a start by decorating the tree that I got for us in Mablethorpe yesterday.’ His eyes twinkled merrily at her. ‘I can’t speak for you but I’ve certainly got a few presents ready to go underneath it.’


Setting aside her recent shock, Drina nodded agreement. Her eyes lit up at the thought of sharing Christmas with this man. Before she’d met him, there’d been many festive seasons endured in the company of her husband, Joe. Although he’d been an effective businessman, taking control of the holiday business Drina had inherited from her father and turning it into a force to be reckoned with, Joe Jolly had never been a loving or attentive husband. Soon after their union she was to find out that the handsome Joe had only married her for the lifestyle she could give him. After the birth of their only son, Michael, Joe only visited their marital bed now and again, token gestures to keep his wife sweet, while secretly satisfying his insatiable sexual needs and feeding his large ego with a string of other women. Christmas Day to Joe had been an excuse to show how well he lived, playing host to a wide circle of friends and acquaintances. 


For days leading up to it, Drina would be run ragged, making sure that the house was sparkling and lavishly decorated, the pantry filled with only the best food, mostly cooked and prepared by herself with the help of their daily, the drinks cabinet rammed to bursting with the finest wines and spirits of all descriptions. For forty-eight hours she would then play hostess to the army of guests, every one of them wealthy and self-satisfied, people with whom she had nothing in common. And during the festivities she was fully aware that periodically Joe would sneak off somewhere private for an illicit liaison with his latest conquest, usually the wife of one of the guests. By the end of it Drina was exhausted and had derived not one moment of pleasure from all her efforts. There would always be a gift for her from Joe under the Christmas tree, though, always a nice piece of jewellery, but Drina knew without doubt that Joe had never clapped eyes on it before she opened the shop-wrapped parcel, his only involvement in its purchase having been a telephone call to the jeweller’s, instructing them to pick something suitable for his wife and deliver it to his office. In complete contrast, the presents that Artie bought for her were always chosen with love and much thought, then carefully wrapped by him. 


Christmas Day last year had been far from the happy family celebration it would usually have been. All of them, especially Artie’s daughter, Rhonnie, had been in deep mourning over the tragic loss of her beloved husband Dan. This year once again the family would not be together as Rhonnie and her young son were now living in Devon, where she was doing an exceptional job of heading up Jolly’s new holiday camp. This one catered for those with plenty of disposable income, who wanted a more luxurious type of stay. Drina’s heart really hadn’t been in the forthcoming celebrations until Artie had reminded her just now that they still had each other. He was right: the family might not all be together but that didn’t mean Artie and she couldn’t make the day special for themselves. 


She excitedly asked: ‘Oh, what have you got me?’


He wagged a finger at her. ‘That’s between me and Santa . . . and you’d better be a good girl for the rest of today or he won’t be delivering them tonight.’


She chuckled. ‘Come on then, let’s get back and I’ll finish up in the office while you go and dig out the decorations from the cupboard under the stairs or Santa won’t have anywhere to leave the presents when he delivers them, will he?’ 


They had barely reached the wide expanse of grass that separated the workers’ chalets and maintenance buildings from the main part of the camp when suddenly they both stopped short, staring just ahead of them to where the fog had thinned and the figure of a man had momentarily materialised just a few feet ahead of them, before being rapidly obscured again.


Drina urgently exclaimed, ‘You saw him too just then, didn’t you, Artie? You did, didn’t you?’ 


Still staring in that direction, he told her, ‘For a second or two I did.’ He then turned to look at her before adding, ‘But, love, I really don’t think that spirits in heaven are supplied with roll ups, and the man I saw was smoking one. Nor do I think they leave footprints on the grass.’ He pointed just to the side of them where a newly made set were heading off into the fog. Before she could comment, Artie thrust the torch at her, telling her, ‘Keep shining this after me so I can find my way back to you.’ And before Drina could question him as to where he was going, the fog had swallowed him up, leaving her staring blindly after him.


A moment later she heard angry shouts, then what sounded like a scuffle, before Artie appeared back through the fog, frogmarching another man ahead of him. 


Drina was mortified. This man was no ghost but living flesh and blood. The fog had been playing tricks on her eyes as, now she was able to view him properly, she saw he was nothing like her father. For a start her father had been clean-shaven and always wore his shiny black hair short whereas this man had an abundance of thick matted curls springing wildly from his head and his face was completely hidden by a beard as tangled as his hair, except for around his eyes. Under the assortment of tattered filthy clothes he wore was a man who looked to be in his early forties, but living the life of a vagrant as he appeared to be doing would tell heavily on him, so in fact he could be younger than he seemed. One of the man’s old work boots had a gaping hole in the front, dirty bare toes sticking out of it, and the worn-down soles of both boots were being held in place by a thick wad of string wrapped tight around them. He didn’t have much by way of worldly goods judging by the small sack he was clutching in his gloved hand. 


So Drina’s father hadn’t paid a visit to her after all. 


The man was struggling against Artie’s grip on him, exclaiming, ‘I wasn’t doing anything wrong. Please, you have to believe me. If I’m trespassing I’m sorry but I was just trying to find my way back to the main road when I lost my bearings in this damned fog.’ 


Both Drina and Artie were shocked by how polite the man sounded, both having expected him to be more the uncouth type. Drina then felt ashamed of herself. It wasn’t just the people at the bottom of the pile who came to be living the kind of life this man was. One day someone could be rolling in money and the next it could all be gone, through no fault of their own. It suddenly struck her why he had been caught in this particular part of the camp. ‘You’ve been using the old farmhouse for shelter over the winter, haven’t you?’ she asked.


Through the tangled mass of hair that flopped over them a pair of startlingly blue eyes were fixed on her warily as he said, ‘Yes, I have. I’ve been using it during the winter months for the past few years, even sometimes during the summer when I was around this way.’


Drina had always suspected that vagrants used the abandoned farmhouse for shelter during the winter months but being the kind of person she was had turned a blind eye to it. ‘So what will you do now it’s been demolished?’ she asked him. 


The look of wariness in his eyes changed to one of gratitude for this woman’s concern for his welfare. ‘I’ll find somewhere. There are plenty of old farm buildings around to take shelter in, but the length of time I get to stay depends on how often the farmer makes his checks and moves me on, which is generally pretty often. I didn’t have that trouble at the farmhouse here as it was only checked on by your security men once in every blue moon and even then they didn’t look too closely as I doubt they thought anyone would be stupid enough to risk their life there. But when you’re in the position I am, then it’s needs must. Look, if it’s all right with you, I’ll be on my way now to find somewhere else for the night, which will be difficult enough in this fog, let alone when it gets dark too.’ 


Artie and Drina exchanged a look that signalled they were both happy to let the vagrant go on his way. 


Before he could make a move, Artie put his hand in his pocket and pulled out some lose change, which he handed the man while telling him, ‘Buy yourself something to eat.’


The man took it, saying, ‘Thank you, sir. I much appreciate this.’


After Drina had pointed him in the right direction to get himself back on the main road, he turned away and disappeared back into the fog.


Artie was about to tell her that they too ought to be making tracks when he noticed the look on her face and asked her, ‘What’s the matter, love?’ Then he assumed he knew. ‘I’d have thought you’d have been relieved that it wasn’t the ghost of your father come to visit you with a warning of impending doom.’ 


‘Mmm,’ she said. Then looked at him and insisted, ‘Yes, yes, of course I am. Mortally relieved, believe me. But actually I was thinking of that poor man.’ She turned her head and peered in the direction he had taken. ‘I feel so sorry for him, coming all the way here to bed himself down for the winter, only to find the old farmhouse gone and be left with the problem of finding somewhere else. And did you notice how well spoken he was, and polite too? I got the impression he was an honest sort of man. He had very kindly eyes. I wonder what happened to bring him to living rough?’ She turned her head and eyed Artie, looking troubled. ‘I won’t sleep tonight for worrying about whether he’s managed to find shelter or not. I must do something to help him until this fog lifts and he can find himself somewhere else. After all, this is a time of goodwill to those in need.’


If there was ever anyone in need, Drina wouldn’t hesitate to do her utmost to help them in any way she possibly could, no matter what time of year it was, Artie thought. He looked thoughtful for a moment before he said, ‘Are you thinking of offering him the use of a staff chalet for the night?’


‘I was, but then on second thoughts it wouldn’t be any good as he can’t light a fire in there to keep himself warm or cook any food, and the thin fabricated walls will hardly offer him any more protection from the elements than sleeping out in the open will at this time of year.’


Artie frowned in thought. The chalets were the only accommodation the camp had, all the others having been purpose built to entertain the campers in one way or another. They were in any case shut up for the winter and it would take a lot of work to turn even a section into accommodation for a night, so to Artie it seemed unlikely they could offer to shelter the vagrant if a chalet wasn’t suitable. Then a worrying thought struck him. In her need to offer help, would Drina go so far as to offer the man shelter in their own home? Artie himself wouldn’t hesitate to help anyone in need, but the little cottage he shared with Drina was his sanctuary and he drew the line at opening his home to a complete stranger, especially the sort with a general reputation for untrustworthiness. But far worse to him than the thought of getting up tomorrow morning to find all his and Drina’s valuables missing, was having to endure the stomach-churning stench that had issued from the tramp. Artie doubted a dozen baths would get rid of it or a dozen washes of his clothes . . . though whether his tattered rags would survive washing was debatable. 


The trouble was, though, the depth of his own feeling for Drina rendered him incapable of refusing her anything she asked of him so if he himself couldn’t think of anywhere to accommodate the tramp, and Drina couldn’t either, Artie feared he was going to have to endure him as a house guest for tonight at least . . . and then he couldn’t exactly see Drina turning the man out on Christmas Day! He just hoped that she was correct in her appraisal of the man, and he was the honest sort.


He’d steeled himself for her to ask him what he feared she was about to when out of the blue the perfect place to accommodate the tramp hit him and Artie jubilantly exclaimed: ‘Donkey Sam’s old hut! That would be perfect for him.’


At Artie’s suggestion Drina’s eyes lit up. ‘Of course it would. I’d forgotten all about that old place since we managed to persuade Sam to move out of it into the new cottage we built for him nearer to the beach. While the renovations were being done on the old farmhouse site, I intended to ask the workers to pull it down but I’ll hold off on that so I can offer our visitor the use of it over the winter. It will need patching up here and there – I’ll get maintenance to see to that. The hut has everything in it he will need. There’s plenty of wood to hand to keep the pot-bellied stove going and he can cook himself his meals on top of it. There’s a tin bath he can wash in and he’s water to hand from the standpipe we had laid for Sam. There’s even a bed to sleep in, though I’ll need to have the mattress replaced as I suspect the mice have made a good meal of it since Sam moved out. And being as the hut is tucked away out in the boundary woods, he can come as go about his business without anyone being aware of him, so his presence won’t affect Jolly’s in any way.’ 


Drina then flung her arms around Artie and gave him a quick hug, telling him, ‘I shall rest easy tonight, knowing that poor man is not sleeping under a hedgerow. Come on, let’s go and catch him up and tell him the good news. I only hope we can find him in this awful fog.’


They managed to catch up with the tramp as he was halfway up the old farm track heading for the country road at the end of it. To say he was utterly stunned by the offer of using the hut for as long as he wished, providing he kept himself inconspicuous and didn’t do anything untoward that would warrant his expulsion, was putting it mildly. When Drina first put her offer to him, he thought it was some sort of malicious joke, definitely something with a catch to it, but finally she persuaded him her offer was a genuine one and his display of profound gratitude brought tears to her eyes. 


Later that afternoon Artie arrived in the boss’s office to find Drina sitting behind the large mahogany desk poring over a dozen or so application forms spread out before her. She was distractedly tapping the end of a Biro against her teeth. 


He was loath to disturb her concentration but then it was Christmas Eve and he knew that if he didn’t, she would be here for hours yet. ‘Still hard at it, love? I thought you’d have called it a day by now, being as you’ve let all the other staff go home early. It’s coming up for four.’


At the unexpected sound of his voice her head jerked up and she looked across at him, shocked. ‘Is it? Goodness, I didn’t realise it was that late. Did you dig out the box of decorations from the cupboard under the stairs?’


He nodded. ‘Finally, after I’d almost emptied the cupboard out first, and then it took me ages to pile it all back in. I’m sure we don’t need half the stuff that’s in there. Anyway, then it took me ages to untangle the set of lights.’ He went off at a tangent. ‘When I put them away last Christmas, I wound them up very carefully so they’d unravel easy this year, yet they were a complete knotted mess. How did that happen, eh, when during that time they haven’t been touched? And every year it’s the same. It’s like the odd sock mystery, isn’t it? The way you never find out where the other one has gone. The lights are on the tree now and, thank God for small mercies, they work! Was everyone happy with the presents you bought them and with their Christmas bonuses?’


She smiled and nodded. ‘Yes, very. Sandra cried, bless her. Miss Abbott, the owner of the employment agency where she worked before she came here, never even gave her a Christmas card, so she was just overwhelmed to be given a fiver and a gift box of Yardley’s smellies. Jill, Eric and all the rest were very pleased with what they received too.’


Artie then fought to hold his tongue, as he was desperate to tell Drina that unknown to her the staff had all clubbed together to buy her a gift, which they had given to him that morning, asking him to put it under their tree for her to be surprised with on Christmas morning. Once she did receive it he knew she would be touched by their thanks to her for being such an appreciative boss to work for. 


Drina was continuing: ‘Harold and Eileen called in about an hour ago. It was so lovely to see them both. I told them they were bonkers to be journeying out here in this weather but they insisted they wanted to bring us a bottle for Christmas. They asked me to give you their best wishes. Harold told me that his new office is all set up now and ready to receive its first clients in the New Year. He didn’t say as much but I know he’s wondering if he made the right decision to leave us and start up his own accountancy business, so that he’s not working such unsociable hours and can spend more time with Eileen now they’re married. But I know he’s going to be a great success, and he’s already got Jolly’s as clients so he’s off to a good start. Eileen too, I could tell, is loving her new role as housewife, caring for him, though she’s still missing her job here and all her friends . . .’ Drina stopped talking for a moment then laughed. ‘So I told her that whenever she likes, she can come and do some ironing for us. They’re both coming to lunch on Boxing Day along with Eric and Ginny. 


‘It’s Eric’s first Christmas of being a father and he’s going all out to make it a treat for her. I know I keep saying it, but what a special man he is to take in his brother’s illegitimate daughter, making out to her that he’s her true father because his brother wanted nothing to do with her when he found out about her. Ginny will never discover the truth of the matter and learn just what Eric has done for her, but thankfully she’s a lovely girl so his sacrifices are not at all in vain.’ She then asked, ‘Were there any telephone calls while you were at home?’


Artie shook his head. ‘No.’ Then he added knowingly, ‘Rhonnie’s obviously busy finishing last-minute jobs before she has a couple of days off for Christmas. She’ll be thinking the same of you. You see, she’ll call tonight when Danny’s in bed so you can both have a proper chat and not be interrupted by work matters.’


Drina smiled wanly. ‘Yes, you’re right. I do want to know that’s she got the parcel of presents in time as I’d hate to think Danny would have nothing to open from his granny and grandad on Christmas morning.’ She then mused thoughtfully, ‘It’s strange we’ve not received a parcel from her. Oh, unless you found it on the doorstep when you went home to deal with the tree . . . or the postman delivered it while you were there?’


Artie shook his head. ‘There was no post but that could mean the postman is still doing his deliveries and hasn’t arrived at us yet. It’ll be there when we get home, you’ll see. My daughter won’t have forgotten us.’


Drina smiled. ‘No, I know she won’t have. When I asked her a week or so ago what she had planned for her and Danny for Christmas Day, she told me she hadn’t made definite plans. I expect she’ll spend the day making it as special as she can for Danny and maybe Jackie will pop over at some time, them two being such close friends, and other friends she’s made while she’s been living in Devon will probably call by. At least we both know Rhonnie’s not on her own down there, especially at this time of year. I don’t regret developing the Devon camp as it’s proving a great success but I do wish it wasn’t so far away, then we could have popped over tomorrow to see them.’


Artie gave a wistful smile. ‘Yes, me too. I’m just glad, though, that she’s making a life for herself and Danny after losing Dan. Look, once you’ve appointed the new manager here and got him or her settled in, we could go and visit Rhonnie for a few days.’


‘Oh, yes, I’d like that.’ 


‘Good. Then soon as we can, we’ll load up the car and head off for Devon. Anyway, love, waiting for us at home is a blazing fire and I’ve made us some eggnog, with a good dollop of brandy in it, which might not be up to the standard you make but I’ve tasted it and it’s not bad. I’m sure what you’re doing now can wait until after Christmas, so what about us locking up and going home?’


She sighed. ‘I’ve a job I need to do but don’t want to do, if you understand me.’


He eyed the application forms for a moment before saying, ‘Ah . . . finding a replacement for Harold.’


Drina nodded as she laid down the Biro, rose from her chair and went across to the large window behind her, which looked out over the courtyard. Not that she could see much further than a few feet, as the fog had hardly thinned at all since it had first rolled in earlier that morning. She said, ‘I’ve been silly, trying to find myself another Harold when that will never happened as he . . . Oh!’


At her exclamation Artie himself exclaimed worriedly: ‘What’s the matter, Drina?’


She tutted. ‘Oh, this damned fog really is playing tricks on my eyes today. It lifted for a moment and I could have sworn I saw a woman down below by the door to reception and she looked just like Rhonnie. Well, I know it can’t be her as she’s hundreds of miles away, and at this time on Christmas Eve it won’t be anyone else coming here, so this time I’m definitely seeing things. I think next time we have a foggy day I’d be best staying in.’ She turned back to face Artie. ‘What was I saying . . . oh, yes. I’ve been trying to find a duplicate Harold for the manager’s job, but he was unique so I’m not going to. I’ll just have to hope that amongst the applicants is someone who possesses even half his qualities. Harold wasn’t just a naturally kind and thoughtful man, he managed to get the best out of the staff, make them feel they were part of a team. He listened to them when they had problems and tried his best to resolve them, never telling them to put up and shut up.’


As she was describing Harold, Artie felt she could just as easily have been describing herself. That was just the way Drina treated the staff and why they liked working for her so much too.


‘Do I possess any of those qualities as I wouldn’t mind applying for the job?’


Artie and Drina both jumped and spun round to look across to the door at the sound of the unexpected voice. They both stared open-mouthed at the interloper for several long seconds before Drina, regaining her faculties first, joyously exclaimed: ‘Rhonnie! It’s really you. My eyes weren’t playing tricks on me after all. It was you I saw down below a few moments ago.’ Kicking up her heels, she dashed over to the young woman and seized her in a bear hug. ‘Oh, love, it’s so wonderful to see you, so very wonderful!’ Then Artie was with them, encircling both the women he adored in his arms, too choked with emotion to speak.


It was Drina who pulled away from the embrace first to look worriedly into Rhonnie’s eyes, demanding, ‘Where . . .’


Knowing what she was going to ask, Rhonnie cut in, ‘You can come out now.’ And at that a little boy jumped out from behind her, both hands raised in the air, shouting, ‘Boo!’


Artie and Drina pretended to be shocked, crying, ‘Oh, my goodness, what a scare you gave us!’ Then Drina squatted down and took the child in her arms. Even at his young age he showed signs of becoming as tall and handsome as his father had been in adulthood. She systematically kissed both his cheeks over and over until, fed up, the eighteen month old put both hands on her shoulders to push her off, saying, ‘Stop it, Branny.’ He couldn’t yet pronounced his ‘Gs’ and called Drina ‘Branny’ and Artie ‘Branpap’.


She laughed and, getting up, told him, ‘Okay, young man, for now I will, but I can’t promise to hold off for long.’ She then focused her attention on his mother and in a scolding tone began: ‘This is the best Christmas present ever but why didn’t you tell us you were coming so I could get everything ready for you?’


‘Then it wouldn’t have been a surprise, would it?’ Rhonnie laughed. ‘I drove halfway yesterday, stayed in a hotel overnight, and would have been here a couple of hours ago if we hadn’t hit the fog when we arrived in Lincoln.’


‘You’re here safe and sound and that’s all that matters.’ Drina’s brain then whirled into action. ‘Right, Artie, we need to get cracking. We’ve got plenty of food, so that’s no worry, but we’ve beds to make and a Christmas tree to decorate and a stocking to put up for Danny and . . .’ She paused for a second and, looking worried, whispered to Rhonnie, ‘I posted your presents . . .’


‘It’s all right, I received them two days ago. They’re in the car. I didn’t telephone to tell you as I was afraid I might spill the beans about us coming up and spoil the surprise.’


Drina looked mortally relieved. ‘For an awful moment then I thought I was in for a mad dash about the shops before they shut tonight.’ She clapped her hands in excitement and said, ‘Let’s get you both home and settled. I’ll just be a few minutes tidying my desk so why don’t you go on ahead and I’ll see you all back home?’ She fixed her eyes on Danny. ‘We’ve got such a lot to do to get ready for Santa coming tonight and I’ll need you to help me and Branpap.’ Then a thought struck Drina and, taking hold of Rhonnie’s arm, she pulled her aside. ‘You were joking, asking if you’d the qualities I was looking for in a manager, weren’t you, dear?’


Rhonnie took a deep breath before she solemnly replied, ‘No, I wasn’t.’


Drina looked quizzically for a moment at the tall, willowy twenty-seven year old, whose shoulder-length, honey-blonde hair framed a pretty heart-shaped face. Drina cared for her just as much as she would have done had Rhonnie been her own biological daughter. Then she affectionately patted the young woman’s arm and spoke loud enough for Artie to hear. ‘I could do with a medicinal tipple to help calm me after this wonderful surprise I’ve had, and I bet you could do with one too after your long journey, so will you join me? Artie, will you please take Danny home and feed and amuse him until we join you? Not too many mince pies or biscuits, though, as we don’t want to spoil his appetite for his dinner.’


Artie looked from one woman to the other, wondering why all of a sudden the arrangements for going home had been changed. Then it struck him that Drina probably just wanted a quick catch up with Rhonnie over how the camp in Devon was doing before they put work aside to enjoy Christmas. He bent down and scooped Danny up into his arms, saying, ‘Let us go and see what Granny has got in her pantry that a little boy would like to eat. I’ll see you two in a bit,’ he told Drina and Rhonnie as he left the office.


As soon as he had gone, Drina went over to the large drinks cabinet at the side of the office, opened up the doors and took out a half-empty bottle of Glenfiddich and two glasses, which she then took over to the guests’ seating area with its two comfy sofas and a Long John coffee table. Putting the glasses and bottle of whisky on the table, she sat down on one of the sofas and poured them each a drink. Rhonnie sat down opposite and picked up her glass. Drina was very curious to learn just what had brought Rhonnie to drive hundreds of miles with her young son in such inclement weather. It obviously wasn’t, as she had first thought, just to spend Christmas with them. Drina smiled encouragingly. ‘Come on then, love, I’m listening.’ 


Rhonnie looked at her for a moment before she began speaking in a voice that was charged with emotion ‘After Dan died, you and Dad took me down to Devon to stay in that cottage as you believed I was never going to come to terms with things while I was here, surrounded by memories of our life together. You were both absolutely right as getting away from here and not seeing a vision of Dan everywhere I looked, helped me . . . eventually . . . to accept that he was physically gone from me, and that for his son’s sake I had to carry on and make a life for him . . . for us both.’ She paused for a moment to take a sip of her drink, giving a little shudder as the alcohol hit the back of her throat, then continued, sounding a little brighter now. ‘I was overwhelmed, to put it mildly, when you told me that the camp in Devon was mine. I know you’ll argue that as Dan’s wife I will eventually inherit all the business when . . .’ She couldn’t say the words because the thought of Drina no longer being here on earth was totally repellent to her. Ever since Dan had arrived in Drina’s life, as a little boy, Drina had secretly wished that her own son had been more like him, instead of being the nasty, self-centred man he had turned out to be. On her husband’s death, it had come as a shock to learn that Dan was Joe’s illegitimate son from an affair he had had before he had married Drina and that Joe had made him his sole heir. At the time Dan had refused to accept Joe Jolly’s wealth and business interests, as he felt that, rightfully, it should have all gone to Drina. He had left Drina with no choice but to accept his proposal that he sign over Joe’s bequest to her on the understanding that when she was ready to retire Jolly’s would be handed back to him and, on her death, he and his family would be her heirs. So, as Dan’s widow, Rhonnie was Drina’s beneficiary which suited Drina fine, as she looked on Rhonnie as the daughter she had never had. ‘But anyway, you did it because . . . well, being responsible for the welfare of a business, its success and prospects, is all about looking to the future, and that was just what I needed at the time. Looking into the past was too painful. 


‘When you broke the news that as soon as the paperwork was signed and I took over the reins completely . . . not forgetting Jackie’s contribution, I could never have managed without her by my side and the wonderful friend she is to me too . . . you and Dad would be moving back up here to Jolly’s main camp, I was upset, of course I was, and I knew I’d miss you both dreadfully and so would Danny, but I appreciated that you wanted to go home once there was nothing to keep you down in Devon any longer. I didn’t give myself time to miss you both as I continued to throw myself into my job and, with the nanny’s help, look after Danny.’ 


Rhonnie paused to take another sip of her drink before she continued. ‘It was the middle of September when it happened. I was making the daily inspection round. Everything was running smoothly apart from a couple of matters I needed to deal with back in the office and most of the guests were clearly enjoying themselves, although you always find those who make it their mission to find something to complain about, don’t you?’ she said, shooting a knowing glance at Drina. ‘Anyway, I was making my way back from the cove where our private beach is, had just climbed up the steps in fact and was taking a breather on the cliff top looking around at the wonderful view, when heading towards me from the cliff-top walk came a young couple of around my age with a child a little older than Danny. They were holding a hand each and swinging him between them. 


‘I stood and watched them as they rounded the curve in the path that led back up to the main camp. I’d witnessed similar scenes many times since Dan died and why this time should be any different I don’t know. Until then I’d always managed not to let it affect me but this time I couldn’t help myself. It was me and Dan I was seeing, swinging our son between us on a day out having fun, as if I was reliving a memory. But then it struck me that this was not a memory of me and Dan with Danny and it never would be, as Dan died before his son was born. I burst into tears then, a great flood, like a dam bursting. Thankfully no one was around to see the state I was in or I’d have been mortified. I was finally allowing myself to grieve openly for Dan instead of putting up a barrier to avoid experiencing the physical pain I knew I would feel every time I thought of him. When I had finally cried myself out I realised that I didn’t want to be distancing myself from the life I’d lived with Dan because memories of him weren’t causing me pain anymore but instead giving a sort of comfort. I now wanted to go places that Dan and I had been to . . . sit on what had been our favourite spot on the beach; wander around the market; live in the cottage we once shared . . . feel his protective spirit around me. Am I making sense to you, Drina?’ 


A look of pure joy had settled over Drina’s face. She leaned forward and laid one hand tenderly on Rhonnie’s arm. ‘Perfect sense. You’re ready to come home, love.’ It wasn’t a question but a statement.


Rhonnie enthused, ‘Oh, I am, and I want to so much! This is my home, Drina, where I belong. I enjoy being in Devon, setting up the camp and running it was so challenging and rewarding, but I have never felt at home there.’ 


Drina’s face split into a huge happy smile. ‘This is music to my ears. I didn’t dare to hope I would ever receive this news. I’ve missed you and Danny so very much too. Your father will be over the moon he’s getting his daughter back close by him and his grandson too.’


Rhonnie was delighted by Drina’s response but regardless was looking worried. ‘The last thing I want you to feel is that I am ungrateful for what you did for me, buying the site to build the Devon camp on in the first place . . .’


Drina interjected with conviction. ‘I bought the site as I saw its potential. It just so happened that was at the time when you needed to be away from here and have something to concentrate your mind on to help you heal, so it was a perfect marriage so to speak. But now that marriage is dissolved and we have to discuss how we proceed from here.’


A warm glow filled Rhonnie. Drina wasn’t being truthful about her reasons for buying the Devon site and building the new camp on it. Rhonnie knew that very well, but she appreciated the way Drina was trying to save her from feeling any guilt about wanting to come home. 


Drina asked, ‘So when do you want to start?’


Rhonnie looked at her, taken aback. ‘Start what?’


‘Your new job here as manager, of course.’


Rhonnie gawped at her, utterly shocked. ‘You’re giving me the job! Just like that? You don’t want to interview anyone else who might be better qualified?’


Drina laughed. ‘And who else would I find better qualified than you? You know how this camp is run as well as I do. You’ve more than proved your worth with the success you’ve made of the Devon camp. The reason I felt free to return home and leave you to it was because you were managing with so little help from me, I was virtually twiddling my thumbs. Oh, this is such a relief to me, Rhonnie. I never thought I would find anyone to replace Harold but in you I have! This means I can make your dad happy, as with you on board I know I can safely take a back seat without any worries and spend time with him doing all the things we want to before we get too old. This will mean I can give all my attention to the new caravan and tourers park, and when that’s all done and dusted I will continue doing things in the background, looking at ways to make sure we keep up with the times and such like, but of course it goes without saying I will always be available to come in and help out whenever you need me to. So, it seems we do need to search for a new camp manager, but not for here . . . for the Devon camp.’


Rhonnie said, ‘Well, we might not have to. Would you consider Jackie for the job? I know she’s only young but she understands how the camp operates as well as we do, she’s great with the guests and has the respect of the staff.’ 


Drina laughed. ‘You are the owner of the Devon camp, Rhonnie, so it’s not whether I would consider Jackie for the manager’s position but whether you feel that, despite her youth, she’s up to the job. It seems you do. And if you’re asking for my opinion on the matter, then yes, I think she’d be perfect. I’ve watched Jackie develop from a scatterbrained teenager into a very competent and considerate young woman. Harold too thinks very highly of her, and if we should ask his opinion on this I feel he wouldn’t hesitate to agree with us that the camp would be as safe in her hands as it would in any more experienced manager’s.’


Rhonnie looked pleased. ‘That’s settled then. I haven’t mentioned my intention to move back home to her as I obviously wanted your reaction first. I know she’ll be upset at the news. But then, nothing gets past Jackie so it wouldn’t surprise me if she’s already guessed what’s on my mind. I doubt, though, that she has any idea she’s number-one choice to replace me. It’s not often Jackie is struck speechless but I know she will be when I tell her. I’ve a feeling, too, that if I ask her, Danny’s nanny Carrie will move up here with us, as she’s loved looking after him. She doesn’t get on very well with her parents, hasn’t got a boyfriend, so there’s nothing keeping her in Devon. I hope she decides to move up with us as she a lovely girl and I can trust her completely with him.’


Drina downed the remains of her drink, topped up Rhonnie’s glass and poured herself another, then raised her glass in the air. ‘Welcome back home, Rhonnie.’


Rhonnie raised hers and they clinked them together. ‘It’s wonderful to be here.’


Drina told her, ‘Your cottage has been lying empty for over two years so it will need a good clean out but in the meantime you can both stay with us. And workwise, I’ll warn you now, you’re going to be thrown in at the deep end as several key members of staff need to be recruited before the new season starts . . . amongst them cleaning supervisor and entertainments manager . . . so as soon as you’ve sorted out matters in Devon, it will be full steam ahead. But first things first, Rhonnie dear. We’ll forget all about work and have ourselves a wonderful Christmas!’


Later that evening, warmed by the fire blazing inside the pot-bellied stove and feeling full after a dinner of jacket potatoes he’d bought with the few pennies Artie had given him earlier, Ben Nicholson leaned back in an old sagging armchair and looked around his new abode. At this moment in time he felt like the luckiest man alive. He was allowed to make himself at home in this ramshackle old hut for as long as he liked, without living in fear that at any time the door would burst open and he could be threatened with a blast of shotgun pellets or with being shredded to pieces by a couple of ferocious-looking hunting dogs unless he immediately skedaddled. That or return from a foraging trip to find his belongings, such as they were, reduced to a pile of cinders and the door to the outbuilding or hut where he had taken up residence boarded up against him, no matter that the dwelling in question was unfit for animals to shelter in, let alone a human being. 


The owner of this hut belonged to the small minority of people who didn’t see him as part of a scourge on society, an object of automatic scorn and mistrust, but simply as a person in desperate need. Out of compassion she had given him the means to make his miserable life just a little more bearable. He certainly owed Drina Jolly a great debt of gratitude for her benevolence when, as the owner of the holiday camp, a woman in her position could so easily have turned her back on him and walked away, but whether he would ever be able to repay that debt he did not know. Regardless, from the short time he had spent with Drina, she hadn’t come across to him as the sort of woman who expected any repayment for her benevolence other than the heartfelt thank you he had given her, which was a rare thing in his experience over recent years. 


He did wonder though if Drina Jolly . . . Drina, that was a name he’d never come across before and he wondered about her origins. Hungarian, Romanian, somewhere around there, as she did have the look of a gypsy about her . . . would have shown him such generosity had she known that he wasn’t, as she might have automatically thought, just a man who had fallen on hard times through one reason or another but because he was a killer and it wasn’t just one man whose life he’d extinguished but five who were rotting six feet under because of him. 




CHAPTER TWO


‘Morning, Jill, Sandra. How are you both today?’ Rhonnie asked breezily. Having heard Jill arrive in the general office, she had come out of her own to greet her with the correspondence file in her hand. Inside it were a dozen or so letters that Jill had typed out yesterday that Rhonnie had now signed ready to be posted.


‘Morning, Rhonnie,’ Sandra Watson, an unremarkable, mousy-haired and chubby sixteen year old, responded before Jill could. She flicked switches on the PBX switchboard on her desk to take it off night service, then proceeded to remove the cover from her Olivetti electric typewriter ready to start work.


Across the room from Sandra, Office Manager Jill Clayton was standing behind her desk, staring down at it with a quizzical expression on her face. Jill was an attractive young woman, at twenty-nine a couple of years older than Rhonnie, her shoulder-length brunette hair tied back at the nape of her neck. She was wearing a long-sleeved pink angora jumper and a pleated black and white tweed skirt, finishing just above her knees, with chunky-heeled black shoes on her feet. 


‘Is anything wrong?’ Rhonnie asked. When the woman still didn’t answer her, she prompted her again. ‘Jill, what’s the matter?’


‘Eh? Oh, sorry, Rhonnie. It’s just that we all left together last night but I have this feeling someone has been sitting at my desk. I always tidy it up last thing as you know but my typewriter is not in the same position as it usually is, it’s been pushed further back, and my notepad is to the side of it and not in front. I always leave a pencil wedged inside the spiral top, ready for use, which I know I did last night, but now the pencil is in the holder with the other pens and pencils. The last thing I usually do is to push my chair right inside the well in my desk but now it’s halfway out.’


Rhonnie looked unconcerned. ‘We were busy yesterday and late finishing. I remember reminding you that you’d better get a move on packing away for the night or you’d risk missing your bus. Apart from things not being in the place you usually leave them, is anything missing?’


Jill took a look around the office and then shook her head. ‘Everything seems to be here. What about you, Sandra?’


The teenager was in the middle of changing her typewriter ribbon and hadn’t been listening to the conversation between her two superiors. She looked across at them both, nonplussed. ‘Eh? What about me?’


Rhonnie thought Sandra a nice young girl but she had none of her predecessor Jackie’s drive to better herself, coupled with an unfailing willingness to use her own initiative, natural inquisitiveness and confidence – qualities that had seen Jackie rise from office junior to manager of the Devon holiday camp within a matter of a few short years. Sandra did not have these advantages, but then she had a pleasant personality, was an accurate typist, albeit a little slow, had a good telephone manner and could be trusted to be left to man the office alone if her superiors had to be elsewhere.


‘Anything different about your desk this morning from how you left it last night? Or does anything seem to be missing from it?’ Rhonnie asked her.


Sandra glanced over it before responding. ‘No, I don’t think so.’ But then just where she had put everything when she had tidied her desk last night wasn’t something she would remember when she had more important things on her mind: such as, the next time she went dancing, would she finally meet a boy who’d want her to be his girlfriend for longer than a few dances and quick kiss and cuddle up an alleyway? 


Rhonnie said, ‘And nothing has been touched in my office, to my knowledge . . . mind you, I’m not quite as diligent as you are over leaving everything in a certain place. I don’t think we’ve been burgled, though. Maybe you just didn’t put everything away as you usually do last night, Jill, and it’s as simple as that.’ 


Rhonnie had to be right, Jill thought. But regardless, no matter how close she was to missing her bus home, right from leaving college with her secretarial qualifications and starting her first job, leaving her desk at night with everything in place ready for her to start work next morning had been a compulsion of hers . . . She smiled at Rhonnie. ‘You’re right, I must have had an off night last night. I’ll deal with the correspondence file for you and then I’ll make us all a cup of tea,’ she said, taking the file off Rhonnie. 


‘I’ll make the tea as I know you have your hands full today dealing with that pile of bookings the postie bought us yesterday after our newspaper advertising campaign last week. As soon as I’ve finished a couple of jobs I need to do, I’ll come and give you a hand,’ Rhonnie told her. 


Jill smiled gratefully at her boss. Checking dates requested by potential campers against chalet availability was a time-consuming and somewhat laborious task. It was far easier when two people were tackling it than one on their own and she was extremely grateful for Rhonnie’s help. When she’d been informed by Drina on her return to work after Christmas that Rhonnie would be taking up the position of manager, Jill had been a mite worried. Having a woman for a boss or one who was younger than herself was immaterial to Jill. That she was personable and considerate to work for, mattered a lot. It was important to Jill that she enjoyed her work and liked and got on well with the people around her. She considered herself to have been spoiled, having worked for a gentleman like Harold Rose, and didn’t think she’d be so lucky again. Her worries were unfounded, though. On being introduced the two women had immediately struck up a good rapport. Rhonnie knew that in Jill she had an office manager she could trust and rely on, and on the personal front found Jill a very nice woman and one she felt she could grow to be friends with. Jill immediately recognised that Rhonnie possessed the same qualities as Harold and concluded that she had struck lucky for a second time in finding a boss who would appreciate the work she did for them as well as one who could be a personal friend once they got to know each other better. 


As Rhonnie went off to make the tea, Jill remembered something she wanted to ask her. ‘Oh, Rhonnie, Martin announced to me last night that he has invited his boss and a few colleagues over for dinner on Saturday evening. Typical of my husband, not asking me first. Anyway, I had a fondue set for Christmas and I’m dying to try it out so I thought for starters I’d do a cheese fondue with crusty bread. For mains, Coronation chicken, and Black Forest gateau for sweet.’ She laughed. ‘I’ll buy that, though, as my baking skills leave a lot to be desired. I made a cake once that came out so hard it would have made a good house brick! But I wondered if you’d like to come, if you’re free and can get a babysitter for your son?’
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