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About the Book

Jolly’s campers are guaranteed to have a holiday to remember, but that’s not always easy to achieve thanks to the array of colourful characters who pour through Jolly’s gates.

Jackie Sims works in the general office and her ambition is one day to be in charge. But she never wanted her lucky break to come about through such tragic circumstances … While Drina Jolly goes away to help her family come to terms with their grief, she puts her faith in Jackie to keep the business running smoothly and Jackie is determined she will do whatever it takes not to let her down.

Despite her resilience and resourcefulness, Jackie can’t run the camp on her own and the abrupt, unapproachable temporary camp manager, Harold Rose, seems unwilling to help her. But she has an ally in fun-loving, red-headed receptionist Ginger Williams whose support she will need to help her through the turmoil, chaos and heartbreak that is about to come her way.

Following on from The Time of our Lives, Lynda Page’s nostalgic saga of fun, frolics and mayhem at a seaside holiday camp is sure to delight anyone who has ever enjoyed an English holiday beside the sea.
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CHAPTER ONE

Hard rain lashed down from an angry black sky, stinging the faces and soaking through the clothes of the three people gathered at the base of the ferris wheel in Jolly’s Holiday Camp.

Shouting to be heard over the scream of the gale-force wind blasting in over a furious sea, fighting to keep herself upright, Rhonnie Buckland grabbed her husband’s arm and shook it frenziedly. ‘Dan, please wait for the Fire Brigade! They said they’d be here as quickly as they could. They shouldn’t be long now.’

Dan shook his head, not by way of an answer but in an effort to clear his face of the streams of water running down it. ‘Listen, love, there’s no telling when they’ll get here. This storm is bound to have blown a few trees down or else the brigade received a more serious call out after they got ours. That poor woman and child up there will be terrified. All I’m going to do is climb up and assure them we’re doing everything we can to get them back down safely.’

Blind panic filled Rhonnie. ‘Please, Dan, no. To climb up there in this weather … it’s sheer madness. I know you mean well, but I couldn’t bear it if something happened to you … especially not now,’ she emphasised meaningfully.

He pulled her to him, hugging her tightly. ‘You know there’s nothing more important to me than my family – and now more than ever. I’ve climbed up the wheel more times than I’ve had hot dinners, my darlin’, know every rivet and bolt better than the back of my hand. I’ll be fine.’

Another voice cried out, ‘This is all my fault! I should be the one to go up …’

Dan cut in resolutely, ‘This isn’t your fault, Adam. You didn’t know that belt was going to snap. Even I couldn’t have foreseen it. I checked the wheel thoroughly myself only the day before yesterday and it looked as sound as a bell then.’

‘Yes, but if I hadn’t let the little girl persuade me to give them another go round as it was the last night of their holiday, they’d be safely down now. You’d sent word that a storm was coming and for us to close the fair early and get the campers back up top …’

Dan interjected again. ‘Not even the weather station realised how quickly the gale would reach shore or how bad it’d be, Adam. When all’s said and done, you were doing what we all try to do at Jolly’s, and that’s giving our visitors a holiday to remember.’ He glanced up, his face wreathed in worry. Although the wheel was lit with an array of colourful bulbs he was unable to see the topmost seat that held the stranded campers. The wind was driving the rain into shifting veils. ‘That little girl won’t forget this holiday in a hurry. Nor her mother neither,’ he said grimly.

Despite feeling duty bound to help the campers until they were rescued, the welfare of his beloved wife was the most important thing to Dan. ‘Rhonnie, there’s nothing you can do here so why don’t you go and join the rest of the campers and staff undercover?’ he urged. ‘You’re soaked to the skin and I’m worried you’ll catch something nasty if you stay out in this weather much longer. And you’ll need to update Drina and Artie …’

She cut in, ‘When I leave here it’ll be with you by my side. Until then, I stay.’

He knew there was no point in arguing the toss with her. He wouldn’t be able to rest either if it was Rhonnie about to attempt such a dangerous act.

She urged him, ‘As soon as the brigade arrive you’ll come back down and leave them to it, won’t you? Promise me, Dan?’

Cupping her wet face in his hands, he kissed her and replied, ‘I promise.’ Then added softly, ‘I love you.’

She replied without hesitation, ‘I love you too.’

Rhonnie watched Dan step over to the side of the wheel and begin to climb up the spars of one of the two towering metal towers that held the eighty-foot wheel between them. She wasn’t religious but nevertheless said a silent prayer now for his safe return along with the two stranded campers. She felt a presence by her side and turned her head to see that Adam had joined her, his eyes fixed on Dan, obviously as worried as she was. To make him feel useful she ordered him back to the main entrance to the camp, telling him to wait by the gate to give the fire crew directions once they arrived.

Dan was a quarter of the way up the tower by now and she saw him place his foot on the next metal spar, ready to haul himself up, when it slipped and left him clinging to the framework to either side while he firmed his foot hold again. She gasped in horror and screamed, ‘Dan, for God’s sake, be careful!’ Her plea was carried away on the wind. Suddenly the funfair was plunged into darkness as all the lights went out. The storm had taken down power lines. What had already been a dire situation had taken a turn for the worse. Dan had no light whatsoever to guide him up the tower and she had completely lost sight of him so had no idea how he was faring.

Unexpectedly something touched her arm and she jumped in alarm, spinning round to see her father, Artie Fleming, shining a torch at her.

‘Oh, Dad, Dan’s climbing up the wheel to reassure two campers – a mother and her daughter – until the Fire Brigade arrives. I begged him to wait until they got here but he wouldn’t listen.’

Artie immediately shone the beam of his torch upwards, fanning it around, trying to locate Dan’s whereabouts, but the torrential rain and ferocious wind were too much for the wavering beam.

Artie greatly admired Dan’s compassionate nature but inwardly damned it now for making him immune to Rhonnie’s distress. He shouted reassuringly, ‘Dan’ll be fine, love, stop worrying. He’ll be back down before you know it, wanting you to tell him what you’re cooking for his dinner.’ Artie only wished he felt as confident as he sounded.

Forty feet up in the air, Dan’s strength was beginning to ebb. He flattened himself against the metal frame while he paused for breath. He knew he still had a way to go before he reached the top. Several times, as the wind and rain blasted him so hard he’d feared he would be blown to certain death, he’d wished he’d listened to Rhonnie and waited. But he had a responsibility to the two terrified campers above, and so Dan kept going.

It seemed an eternity to him before he finally reached the top of the tower. He was mortally relieved to find that the cab holding the stranded campers had come to its abrupt halt as it travelled past the support tower, which meant he’d be relieved of the task of working his way around the actual wheel to locate it. The wind seemed to be far more turbulent up here and was violently swinging all the cabs backwards and forwards. The two people he’d come to reassure were visibly terrified, both clinging to the flimsy metal safety bar in front of them for dear life, their frantic screams carried away on the wind.

He’d manoeuvred himself around the tower support and was now on the inside face. His sudden appearance had the woman scream piercingly, obviously having trouble deciding whether she was seeing an apparition or if in fact it was a real person. Finally she made up her mind and called to Dan: ‘Oh, thank God, thank God! You’ve come to save us. I thought we’d been forgotten about. I thought we were going to die up here.’

Sitting at the far side of the seat, she was barely five feet away from Dan but the wind was preventing him from hearing everything she said, though he did manage to make out that she was glad to see him. Then, to his horror, he saw her flip back the safety bar and encourage her terrified daughter to stand up and stretch out her arms towards Dan. The mother obviously believed he was part of a rescue team. But even if he could have managed to anchor himself safely and lift the child over to the tower, there was no way a little girl could climb back down in any weather, let alone a gale. He’d be left fighting to keep her from being blown away as they descended, as well as looking out for himself. She was far safer staying in her seat until the rescuers arrived. In desperation Dan hollered at the woman to explain this, but couldn’t make her understand him.

Sobbing in terror, the young girl was now standing on the short footrest, wobbling precariously despite her mother holding on to her legs, arms outstretched towards Dan. Panic engulfed him. It was inevitable that the wind and lashing rain, which at the moment the slight-framed youngster was miraculously managing to brace herself against, would knock her off balance – and then there was nothing between her and the ground eighty feet below. Somehow he had to make the mother get her child seated again and the safety bar pulled back. The only thing he knew he could do to achieve that was get closer to her so she could hear what he told her.

Under normal circumstances, jumping from the tower on to one of the wheel-support bars spanning the middle of two perpendicular spokes, a distance of a yard or so, then swinging himself monkey-like across the gap between the wheel and the seat, was something Dan wouldn’t have thought twice about, but conditions now were anything but normal. He would need to time his jump with the unpredictable swaying of the seat, and it was vitally important that he didn’t brush against the child or he’d be responsible for sending her crashing to her death.

He was preparing to launch himself when, to his utter shock, he realised the woman was now actively urging the reluctant girl to jump across to him. Panic rushed through him. Any second now she might just do it. Without another thought, he took a leap over to the wheel-spoke bar, just managing to keep a grip on the wet, slippery metal. So far so good. Then, with a huge effort, he swung his body against the relentless wind to give himself momentum and launched out towards the cab, praying that its forward swing would coincide with his landing.

As he made to grab the cab’s bars, though, the wind blew it backward. The bars were suddenly out of his reach. He found himself grasping at thin air, and the next thing he knew he was plummeting downwards.

Dan’s last vision was of his beloved wife; his last thoughts that he would never gaze into her beautiful blue eyes again, hold her in his arms, feel her lips on his, be a father to their children. His last emotion was one of indescribable sadness that the long life together they had planned had been cut so cruelly short.


CHAPTER TWO

In deep concern Artie Fleming watched Drina, the woman he dearly loved and hoped some day to make his wife, as she paced back and forth on the kitchen floor, her homely face wreathed in worry, wringing her hands together. Shaking his head in utter helplessness, Artie said to her, ‘I’ve no idea what to suggest, love. I’m at a loss, I really am.’

Drina Jolly stopped her pacing and turned to face him. ‘So am I. But there must be something we haven’t tried yet to make Rhonnie see that her life is still worth living. I was so hoping for an improvement in her today, but in fact she’s worse. I’ve hardly had a word out of her. She didn’t attempt to eat any of her breakfast, and when I called in late this afternoon she hadn’t touched the lunch I had made for her either. How did you find her when you went in today?’

He sighed heavily. ‘Same as you, love. Lost in her own world, hardly acknowledging I was there. It’s like she doesn’t feel she has anything left to live for, and is willing her own death so she can be with Dan.’

Drina came over to the table and took a chair opposite him. She fiddled anxiously with a button on her pink twinset. Fixing her eyes on him, she said with conviction, ‘In Rhonnie’s defence, if I lost you so unexpectedly then I’d feel life wasn’t worth living either.’

Artie leaned over, gave her hand an affectionate pat and tenderly told her, ‘The same goes for me too.’ He sat back and rubbed one hand over his chin thoughtfully. Artie had vowed to himself on the day they first got together that he would do everything in his power to give her a happy and contented life from then on – to try and make up to her for the misery and betrayal she’d endured from her late husband Joe Jolly.

He had been a destitute travelling Romany who had seen his chance to better himself by marriage to an heiress. Artie couldn’t deny that Joe had used his wife’s legacy to build a profitable holiday camp business, and had given her a lavish lifestyle. Through hard work and determination Joe had come to be perceived as a pillar of the community and a respectable family man, above reproach – though he was anything but.

In material terms Joe had been generous with Drina; emotionally he had been withdrawn and a serial philanderer who had deceived her with a succession of women, though only one had meant anything to him. The worst thing of all was that Drina had known all about his infidelity, and had been forced to turn a blind eye as Joe kept a stranglehold on the family finances and business. Their son Michael bitterly resented his father’s authoritarian stance and they had fallen out. Michael had been banned from the family home at the time of Joe’s death – though this hadn’t stopped Drina’s son from returning to the camp and robbing the safe and walking away from his father’s fatal heart attack without lifting a finger to help him.

Until the reading of the will neither Drina nor Michael had had any idea that Daniel Buckland, the child of Joe’s deceased cousin and his wife, had in fact been Joe’s all along and neither had Daniel himself either. His mother had been the true love of Joe’s life, he having persuaded her to stand back and go along with his plan of bettering life for the three of them by marrying a wealthy girl.

Dan had grown into a handsome, capable and popular young man who had stolen Artie’s daughter’s heart and married her two years ago. He had discovered the truth about his parentage at the same time, on being named sole beneficiary of Joe’s estate. Michael had vowed revenge on him, and had been determined to gain possession of what he saw as rightfully his. Dan, though, a young man of high principles, had insisted on signing over his inheritance to Drina, feeling it rightfully belonged to her. She had only accepted his generosity on proviso that she, Dan and Rhonnie became equal partners in the holiday camp, and had stipulated that on her retirement or death the estate would be passed lock, stock and barrel back to Dan and Rhonnie and any children they may have by then.

Dan’s shocking and untimely death had deeply affected everyone who had known him, but life went on. There was a demanding business to be run, but Rhonnie would play no part in it.

Her grief at her loss of her soulmate was as all-consuming now as it had been the moment she had first cradled his crumpled body in her arms. From that moment on she had no choice but to accept that something inside her was dead, and nothing either her father or her surrogate mother Drina had tried had succeeded in making her reconsider. From the night of Dan’s death Rhonnie had not left the cottage, except to attend the funeral where she had to be supported throughout by Artie and Drina. Immediately it was over she had insisted on returning to the cottage and nothing had persuaded her to venture out of it since.

After the funeral she had stripped off her clothes and redressed herself in a pair of Dan’s old pyjamas and his dressing gown. Drina managed to coax her into taking the odd bath, but Rhonnie had refused to allow Dan’s clothes to be washed, no matter how much Drina pleaded with her. Nor would Rhonnie allow her to launder the bedclothes. The clothes and the bedding still smelled of Dan, and for as long as that lasted Rhonnie felt he was still with her.

If she wasn’t in bed, weeping into Dan’s pillow, Drina or Artie would find her huddled in his favourite armchair, clutching the teddy bear he had won at the fair on their very first date together. She spoke very little; conversation was limited to barely more than yes or no. It was doubtful she would bother to eat unless Drina stood over her and bullied her into at least a mouthful or two of the tempting meals that were made for her. Rhonnie had lost more weight than her previously slim figure allowed; she was beginning to look gaunt and hollow-eyed. She was locked in a deep, dark hole of despair. After a month of trying everything they could think of to help, the people who loved her had begun to despair of ever finding a way to rescue her.

Tears were glinting in Drina’s eyes as she uttered, ‘Oh, Artie, why did Him up there have to pick on Dan when he had such a bright future ahead of him? It’s said God moves in mysterious ways but I defy anyone to understand just why, in His infinite wisdom, He saw fit to end the life of a good man like that. Dan will be missed dreadfully by all who knew him, and Rhonnie’s life is shattered into the bargain. Why couldn’t He have chosen any number of those who are nothing more than a blight on society?’

Artie gave a shrug and sighed, ‘I don’t know, love. Only He can answer that, and I’m sure you’ll be tackling Him about it when your time comes.’

Drina responded with conviction, ‘I certainly will be. I hope he’s got a good answer for me or else I will be questioning His so-called wisdom.’

They both lapsed into silence for a while, each willing themself to think of something they hadn’t yet come up with to help Rhonnie on her road to recovery.

Finally Drina said, ‘I think the time has come for us to be cruel to be kind, so to speak.’

Artie frowned at her quizzically. ‘And by that you mean …?’

She heaved a sigh. ‘Well, I very much fear that if we don’t take matters into our own hands, force Rhonnie into doing something by not taking no for an answer, we’ll end up burying her too.’

His face ashen at the very thought, he said vehemently, ‘We can’t have that.’ He then looked dubiously at her. ‘So you’re suggesting we drag her out of the cottage bodily, are you?’

‘Yes. Unless you can come up with another way to get Rhonnie dressed and out of the house? Even a walk round the garden would be a start.’ Drina frowned worriedly. ‘But that’s just it, isn’t it?’

Artie pushed aside his half-eaten dinner. Drina had barely touched hers, he noticed. ‘What is, dear?’ he asked.

‘Well, everywhere she looks there are happy memories of Dan, aren’t there? Constant reminders of her loss. The cottage where they lived together; the garden where they sat on a warm evening after work; the camp … well, every corner of that place holds memories of Dan for Rhonnie.’ Drina paused for a moment before she went on, ‘I think we need to get her well away from these constant reminders. It’s not that I expect her to forget him for one moment, but at least freed from memories of him around her she’ll be able to concentrate on accepting that there is a life for her without Dan in it.’

Artie remembered his own loss. He nodded and said grimly, ‘When I lost Hilda, I faced the same problem. Rhonnie insisted that me moping round the house wasn’t helping me to pick up my life again so I agreed to go out for a pint. But I couldn’t face the memories the local held of my wife and the many good times I’d had with her there, so instead I opted to go to another pub nearby. Had I known what that decision would cost me, I would never have gone.’ He added ruefully, ‘I met Mavis there that night.’

Drina smiled affectionately at him. Artie was well padded and ordinary-looking, but to her he was the most handsome man she had ever seen. She leaned forward and tenderly stroked his hand. ‘Yes, well, my dear, there is another way of looking at it. If you hadn’t met Mavis that night then you wouldn’t have arrived here in search of Rhonnie after Mavis had driven her out of her own home – and then you and I would never have met and been living happily together now. So, for you, Mavis was in fact a blessing in disguise! I know I’ve a lot to thank her for. I never thought I would know what it feels like to be loved and cherished, but since you’ve been in my life every moment is a joy to me. When Joe was alive things were very different.’

Artie looked at her in surprise. ‘I’ve never looked at it like that. I really do have a lot to thank Mavis for, don’t I? So what’s the plan for getting Rhonnie away from here? Only God knows how we do, considering that we’ve already tried everything we can think of to get her up and dressed, let alone out of the house.’

Drina gave a secretive smile as she pushed back her chair and got up, saying, ‘I’ll make us a cup of tea and then I’ll tell you what we’ll do.’

The small kitchen in the two-bedroomed white-washed cottage Drina now lived in with Artie was a far cry from the four-bedroomed, lavishly furnished Victorian villa in its acre of grounds that she had lived in with Joe. This was definitely not the sort of dwelling where people would expect the owner of a thriving business to live, but Drina didn’t care what others thought – she wouldn’t swap her little cottage for the world. Unlike her last husband, Artie adored Drina for herself … not her money.

She had met him when he’d arrived at the camp in a terrible state, in search of his daughter Rhonnie. Mavis, the woman who had taken the place of his dead wife Hilda, had totally fooled Artie, playing the part of the loving, dutiful wife while he slaved away as a long-distance lorry driver in order to keep a roof over her and his step-daughter’s head. Rhonnie had known what Mavis was doing but had been unable to break her father’s heart by telling him so had left home in disgust. Then Artie had discovered that Mavis was deceiving him with other men while he was away working, and had arrived at the camp in search of his daughter, a broken man. Dan had given him a temporary job on his maintenance team while he recovered from his ordeal, which was made permanent when he decided to stay on.

What had started out as a friendship between Drina and Artie had developed into deep love, which would have remained unrequited on both sides had Joe not died. After her husband’s death, though, having been deprived of love for so long, Drina hadn’t wanted to risk losing this chance of happiness. Not caring what others thought of her, she did nothing to hide how much Artie meant to her, and he’d been only too happy to go along with her wishes, barely able to believe that after his recent disappointment with Mavis, this wonderful woman was his.

Drina was astute enough to know that once Artie was legally free from his marriage to Mavis, he would not necessarily ask Drina herself to marry him. He would consider it a comedown for the widow of a successful businessman to attach herself to an odd job man. But Artie’s love for her had boosted Drina’s low self-esteem, and her newfound self-confidence gave her the courage to tackle him about the situation. She left him in no doubt that she was perfectly willing to give up all she owned and live in a shed with him. This gave Artie the courage to return to his home town of Leicester. With the help of a solicitor he got Mavis and her latest man out of his house there and sold it, enabling him to buy this cottage. The merciless Mavis, though, would not agree to a divorce unless he settled a sizeable amount of money on her. She wasn’t entitled to it and Archie did not have it, but pride would not allow him to accept Drina’s offer to pay his ex-wife off, so until either he had the money or Mavis relented Artie and Drina were content just to live together, not caring that some considered it a sin.

Drina happily sold the huge house that held so many miserable memories for her, and the money from the sale was put towards the building of an indoor swimming pool for the campers to enjoy when the weather wasn’t being kind. Providing a roof over her head, paying the bills and putting food on the table was enough to satisfy Artie’s pride. He wasn’t averse to Drina using money she earned from her job heading up Jolly’s to pay for extras for them. This enabled the two of them to live together in perfect harmony, outsiders remaining unaware of their turbulent background and assuming they’d been together several decades.

Having made the tea, Drina put the pot and cups, milk and sugar, on the table. As she poured, she told Artie how she planned to aid his daughter.

After she had, he looked at her askance. ‘Getting Rhonnie back in the land of the living is the most important thing to me, but can we just go swanning off on this so-called holiday like you’re proposing? After all, you’re the boss of a very busy holiday camp. Without Dan and now Rhonnie to fall back on, who will look after the business while we’re away? I’m in charge of maintenance and we’re coming up to our busiest time with the start of the summer holidays just around the corner.’

She petted his hand. ‘We’re lucky enough to have good staff working for us. I’m sure the main day-to-day running of the business won’t suffer in the slightest while we’re away … not with the likes of Jackie in charge of the office. Nothing gets past that young girl. If she sets her mind to something, she sees it through to the bitter end. She can be impulsive at times, she can forget to keep her thoughts to herself, but I have great faith in her. As for someone to stand in as figurehead for me … well, as he’s the next in seniority, I have no choice but to put Harold Rose in temporary charge. He’s got his faults but he’s honest and reliable. At least the company’s finances will be in safe hands while we’re away.’

Artie’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. Harold Rose was the very last person he would consider putting in charge of a firm like Jolly’s, but as Drina had said the man had been there a long time. Artie just hoped she didn’t live to regret her decision.

Drina was asking him, ‘Have you any idea who you will put in charge of maintenance while we’re away, dear?’

He thought for a moment. ‘Sid Harper is the obvious choice. He’s been on the team the longest and he has the men’s respect. This ought to make up to him for having his nose put out of joint when Dan made me his second-in-command last year. Sid always thought I was given the job out of favouritism. He thought he should have had it because he’d been employed by Jolly’s for longer.’

Drina said with conviction, ‘Dan gave you that job because you were the best man for it. Favouritism or family connections never came into it.’

‘Well, I could see why Sid might think so. Dan was married to my daughter and it was public knowledge then about my relationship with the boss,’ said Artie, winking cheekily at Drina before carrying on, ‘but thankfully, over time, Sid’s accepted I got the job on my own merits and we’ve a good working relationship now.’ He then eyed her keenly. ‘So now we’ve sorted out who will step up in our absence, are you going to let me in on this miraculous plan you’ve come up with to get Rhonnie to come away with us?’

Drina heaved a sigh. ‘Well, it’s obvious desperate measures are called for. We’ll make sure we’re ready for the off, then go and see Rhonnie like it’s just a normal visit. I’ll make her a cup of tea and something to eat, like I usually do, while you chat away to her whether she’s listening or not. When she drops off to sleep, you carry her out to the car and I’ll make her comfortable in the back with a pillow and blanket. Hopefully she’ll stay asleep for a good while, at least until we’re well on our way to … well, I actually have a fancy for somewhere in Devon. I’m sure we’ll have no trouble finding a place to rent in a little village somewhere for a couple of weeks. But hopefully, with the two of us to hand, coaxing her along … like she did with you when her mother died … she’ll get sick and tired of being nagged into going for a walk or whatever and do what we’re encouraging her to, just to shut us up. Once she’s taken that first step, she’ll soon be back to her old self again.’

Artie looked impressed. ‘Well, as you said, it worked with me. It’s certainly worth a try.’ Then he eyed her quizzically. ‘But how can you guarantee that Rhonnie will fall into a deep sleep?’

Drina grinned mischievously. ‘With a couple of crushed sleeping tablets in her tea, I can! Come on, you wash and I’ll dry. Then we’ll go and see to our packing so we’re ready to leave about mid-morning tomorrow.’


CHAPTER THREE

Jolly’s Holiday Camp was situated on what had once been farmland about six miles from Mablethorpe, edging a wide beach of golden sand. Holidaymakers came there from every corner of Great Britain, travelling by coach, train, car, some even on pushbikes, excited at the prospect of escaping their regimented lives in the concrete-and-brick jungles of England’s towns and cities, to spend their well-earned, painstakingly-saved for two weeks of freedom breathing in the fresh air of the countryside. They enjoyed taking advantage of the fun-packed programme of events Jolly’s offered or else just relaxing in the warm sunshine. The choice was theirs. The camp could accommodate up to ten thousand people in its colourfully painted wooden chalets edged with beds of summer flowers and shrubs. An army of four hundred or so staff were kept busy from morning until night, their mission to ensure that the campers went home after their stay having had a holiday to remember. Foremost among the staff were the Stripeys, named for the striped blazers they wore. They organised all the entertainment in the camp.

Among its array of facilities were an outdoor and a heated indoor pool, plus a huge dance hall called the Paradise. This had three bars, one of them a carousel, and its own resident band, the Paradise Boys, catering for the older campers. In the basement was a separate discotheque, Groovy’s, catering for teenagers and people in their early twenties. It had its own resident DJ and pop group. There was also a cinema styled in the fashion of an old theatre, which had three showings a day. There was a session for children in the morning, an afternoon matinee of vintage films for the older generation, and a recent release in the evening. Adjoining the ballroom were two quiet lounges with their own separate bars, also offering coffee and tea; a games room with pool tables, dartboard and table-tennis tables, and a television room. Sports contests were held on a large playing field, and nearby were several tennis courts, bowling and putting greens, and a roller-skating rink. Dotted around the camp were several children’s play areas with swings and slides. Down by the beach was a funfair with an assortment of stalls and fairground rides. A team of ten donkeys provided rides on the sand, while a miniature railway skirted the perimeters of the camp.

A nursery gave hard-pressed mothers a break from their youngsters for up to four hours a day, and two qualified nurses provided a twenty-four-hour medical service for the camp, soothing fevered brows and dressing cuts and grazes. Anyone needing hospital treatment was quickly despatched there. A camp photographer captured special moments, the prints being displayed for sale from a small kiosk. There was a hairdresser and a barber; gift, sweet and ice-cream shop, a cigarette kiosk, further kiosks for fish and chips and hamburgers, and a launderette.

The flat-roofed administration building adjoined the Paradise. Downstairs was the reception area where staff checked campers in and out and dealt with any problems they encountered during their stay. A booth held the Radio Jolly equipment and several times a day forthcoming events would be announced. On the floor above were the offices, which were accessed through a door inside reception. The general office was a large light room which held two desks, one for the office manager, the other for the junior and switchboard operator. There was a row of filing cabinets and a large metal stationery cupboard, plus a table with a printing machine on it. A door at the back of the room led into a corridor from which two further offices could be reached: a side room for the accounts manager, and one off it for his two assistants and the toilet facilities. At the end of the corridor another door led out on to the fire escape up to the roof. In warm weather the reception and office staff would sometimes sit up there during their dinner break.

Jackie Sims was a pretty, bright and bubbly twenty-one year old. Today she was dressed in a colourful thigh-length print shift dress, with a matching band in her thick, dark shoulder-length hair. She wore lime green sling-back shoes on her dainty feet. Jackie had started working as an office junior at Jolly’s on leaving school at fifteen and was now Rhonnie’s assistant.

A capable and ambitious girl, Jackie had often daydreamed of one day being in charge in the office, but would never have wanted it to come about in the way it had. Dan’s death had deeply affected her. She felt that if she ever landed herself a man with half Dan’s physical attributes, personality and integrity, then she would have won the jackpot. But it was Rhonnie’s reaction to her husband’s death that was affecting Jackie the most. It deeply distressed her not to be able to comfort her. They had worked together for three years and Jackie was very fond of her.

Several times since that dreadful night, despite Drina’s telling her that she was wasting her time, Jackie had gone to the cottage, hoping Rhonnie would let her in, even just for a minute, but the door had remained firmly closed. Only Drina and Artie saw her now. How on earth they had managed to persuade Rhonnie to go away with them, considering she refused even to get dressed and poke her head out of the door, Jackie had no idea, but all credit to them they had. She prayed that Rhonnie would return well on her way to recovery. Jackie believed she could best help by keeping the camp running as efficiently as it had done when Drina and Rhonnie were at the helm. In order to do that, though, she needed someone she could rely on to work alongside her.

As there was a tap on the door of the general office, Jackie took a deep breath and crossed her fingers, praying that this would be third time lucky.

The first person sent by the agency at eight-thirty that morning had been a middle-aged, matronly type, dressed in a staid brown tweed suit, high-necked blouse, thick stockings and stout flat brogues, her iron-grey hair pulled into a tight knot at the base of her neck. The moment it became clear to the woman that she was to work for a slip of a girl less than half her age, and not be in charge herself, the candidate marched out in extreme indignation. Jackie had been relieved, not having taken to the austere woman nor having fancied working alongside her.

The person who had turned up at ten-thirty had been as totally different from the first as it was possible to get: a plump sixteen-year-old girl wearing a skirt that barely covered her ample backside, with a top stretching perilously tight across big breasts. Her moon-shaped face was plastered in a thick layer of pale panstick; white eye shadow and thick black eyeliner plus spidery false lashes did nothing to enhance her beady grey eyes, and pearly white lipstick covered her thick lips. Jackie felt positive she had copied her look from a Hammer House of Horror film. She seemed a nice girl and willing enough, but typed using only two fingers and had never clapped eyes on a PBX switchboard before.

Jackie hadn’t time to waste teaching someone the basics. She needed someone skilled enough to get down to what was required of them straight away, so that she herself could get on with the more important tasks involved in running a busy general office for a thriving company. And all that besides the extra work she suspected Harold Rose was going to push her way, judging by what he had already done this morning. And he’d only been in his role of temporary manager half a day! Therefore the unskilled girl went the same way as the older woman … back to the agency. Jackie had wasted no time in telephoning them to give them a piece of her mind for sending two such unsuitable candidates that morning, wasting their time and hers. They promised they would send her someone suitable the next time, if she’d give them another chance. She really had no choice as this agency was the only one to operate in their vicinity.

A while later the agency informed her that another temp would be with her shortly. When there was a tap on the door Jackie thought this must be them arriving. Expecting a woman to walk in, Jackie’s eyes widened in surprise to see a tall, slim young man in his early twenties, boyishly good-looking with shoulder-length thick, wavy fair hair. He was smartly but fashionably dressed in maroon coloured trousers and matching jacket, plus a pink shirt with a frill running down the front, a long pointed collar and wide frilled cuffs.

Jackie’s heart gave a flutter. He was just the type to tickle her fancy. If she wasn’t already involved in a serious relationship of two years’ standing with Keith Watson, a twenty-four year old from her home town of Mablethorpe, then she would definitely have let the newcomer know that she liked what she was seeing.

As his eyes settled on Jackie he smiled, showing a set of even white teeth. ‘Miss Sims?’

‘I am. What can I do for you?’

‘I believe you’re expecting me. I’m from the agency, come to temp for you.’ He made his way over to stand before her desk. ‘I’m Alan Stanhope. I like to be called Al, though, it’s more hip.’ Her surprised expression had obviously registered with him. ‘You were expecting a woman? Well, I might be a man but I can produce office work as good as any woman can. I type sixty words a minute. The last PBX switchboard I operated had ten outside lines and thirty extensions, and unlike most temps I actually enjoy filing and make great tea and coffee.’

Oh, this man is going to be a Godsend! thought Jackie. From sheer curiosity there were many questions she would like to have asked Al about himself, but as he wasn’t going to be working here for long, and technically was employed by the agency, it wasn’t her place to delve into his personal life. She responded straight-faced, ‘You could be a dog with two tails for all I care as long as you can handle the work. Just do me a favour, though, and slow your typing down a bit … I can only manage forty-five words a minute and I don’t want you showing me up.’ Then, standing up and grinning as broadly as he was, she held out her hand to him and added, ‘Deal?’

Al inwardly sighed with relief. It had been a tricky time at home for him recently, with both parents dead set against his plans for the future. Al knew that if he was ever going to follow his dreams then he needed to gain his independence from his parents and considering how his parents had reacted to his plans he dreaded what his friends would say, so that meant them too. After walking out of their house and his job running the office of his father’s engineering firm, he’d been using up what little savings he had on paying for cheap lodgings and food while going after any job he saw advertised. Without a reference, though, no one seemed willing to take him on. The agency had seemed very doubtful about his prospects, but had agreed to keep him under consideration. Down to his last couple of pounds, this morning he’d been sitting on his uncomfortable single bed, huddled inside thin blankets in the damp, cold rented room, not daring to put a shilling in the gas meter as he didn’t know where his next was coming from. It seemed to him then that he had no option but to forget his plans and return cap in hand to his parents, begging them to take him back and promising to become the son they expected him to be.

He had almost jumped out of his skin when there was a thump on the door of his room. Without waiting for a response, his elderly landlady had barged in, obviously annoyed at being disturbed, telling him he was wanted on the telephone downstairs in the hall. Having been turned down for all the jobs he’d applied for so far, Al couldn’t imagine who would be telephoning him. No one else knew where he was staying. When he’d heard the clipped tones of the owner of the employment agency, informing him that in this instance she was waiving her rule about sending someone without references after a good job, Al wasn’t fooled. He knew she was in a tight spot and he was her last resort. He didn’t care, though; he was at last being given the opportunity to earn some money, and provided the firm he was being sent to was pleased with his work, he’d receive a favourable report and then hopefully the agency would keep him in work and he’d be able to earn money at last to put towards his plan.

Al accepted Jackie’s hand and shook it enthusiastically. ‘Deal,’ he said. Before she gave him a quick overview of his duties, out of courtesy she felt she ought to introduce him to Harold Rose. Though why Drina had put the likes of him in temporary charge was beyond Jackie’s reasoning. Mr Rose was very abrupt with people and had as little to do with them as he could get away with. He never looked anyone in the eye while conversing with them, which was always on work-related matters, never personal ones, and he possessed no sense of humour. He would arrive for work at eight-fifteen prompt and leave on the dot of five-thirty. He liked his morning coffee and two Digestive biscuits at precisely eleven, and afternoon tea and two Rich Tea on the stroke of three. He only approached his staff when he needed them to do something for him, and at all other times would work away behind the closed door of his office. This morning, apart from when he’d installed himself in the boss’s room, there’d been no sign of him.

Asking Al to come with her, Jackie went over to the boss’s office and tapped on the door, politely waiting until she heard Mr Rose’s summons before she led Al inside.

Harold Rose was sitting behind Drina’s desk, the accounts ledgers open before him. He was forty years old, slightly built and of medium height, with an ordinary face obscured by horn-rimmed spectacles. He wore his thinning mousy-brown hair cut in a short back and sides.

Jackie announced, ‘I’ve brought Alan Stanhope in to meet you, Mr Rose. He’s from the temping agency and will help me in the office.’

Harold flashed a quick look at Al then dropped his eyes back to the ledger he was working on. ‘Er … pleased to meet you, Mr Stanhope. Thank you, Miss Sims.’ Harold Rose never addressed anyone by their Christian name, only their formal title.

It was apparent the interview was over.

Back in the general office, the boss’s door firmly closed again, Jackie said diplomatically, ‘Mr Rose is a man of few words. He’s the same with everyone, so don’t take offence. Right, there’s plenty to do here so I hope you’re prepared to be busy. First things first, though. While you settle yourself in, I’ll make you a cup of tea. Or would you prefer coffee?’

He eyed her in astonishment. ‘But surely I should be seeing to chores like that, Miss Sims?’

‘Apart from showing respect to the likes of Mr Rose, we don’t stand on ceremony in the general office, Al. And there’s nothing I would ask you to do that I wouldn’t do myself. Now, is it tea or coffee?’

Al knew he was going to enjoy his time working at Jolly’s.


CHAPTER FOUR

At four-thirty the following Saturday afternoon, Jackie and Al were standing at the window in the general office, both supping on a much-needed mug of tea, looking down at the scene below. They had a bird’s-eye view of the camp’s high wrought-iron entrance gates with letters welded into them spelling out ‘Jolly’s Holiday Camp’. Directly beneath the office was a huge forecourt with a twenty-foot-high fountain complete with four mermaids and dolphins spouting water. The camp’s row of single-storey shops lined one side of the courtyard. Today the whole area was teeming with holidaymakers, coming and going in the late-spring sunshine.

Every Saturday morning the administration staff always joined the four receptionists in dealing with the hordes of campers checking out and in. Coaches to ferry those departing home or to the railway station started to arrive at about seven-thirty, and it was non-stop from then on for the staff until they had checked in the last arrival around four in the afternoon. The latest changeover had just proved as hectic and problematic as always, and now the staff involved were glad it was over, for another week at least.

As Al supped on his tea he was thinking that he would have felt he had died and gone to heaven had his parents brought him to a place like this for a holiday when he was young, instead of to a rented cottage in an isolated location in the Welsh countryside where his only playmates had been cows and sheep. His parents still spent their annual fortnight’s holiday in that cottage, but thankfully a few years ago, he had reached the age where he had the right to choose whether he accompanied them or not.

As she sipped her tea, Jackie wasn’t looking at the new intake of campers below but at the steadily growing queue outside the camp surgery. Everyone there seemed to be in a degree of discomfort as they waited their turn to see the duty nurse, Sister April Stephens.

Al noticed Jackie’s expression and asked her, ‘Anything wrong?’

‘I hope not,’ she mused. ‘But something isn’t right, judging from that queue of people waiting to see Nurse.’

Al looked over at them. ‘Oh, I see what you mean. Most of them are clutching their stomachs. Oh, dear, a kiddy has just been sick … and now that man too.’

Jackie thrust her half-empty mug of tea at him, saying, ‘Hold the fort. I’m going to find out what’s going on.’

Easing her way politely through the crowd of at least thirty men, women and children, all looking tense and pale, she entered the surgery. Sister April Stephens, a very pretty blonde thirty-five year old, was busy in the treatment room, looking extremely concerned as she informed an obviously sick young woman with a crying four year old in her arms, and her equally ill husband who was holding another miserable young child, what to do to ease their suffering.

After they’d left, before April asked the next patient to come in, Jackie enquired, ‘What’s going on, Sister? In all the time I’ve worked for Jolly’s, I’ve never seen such a queue at your door before.’

April sighed. ‘And I hope we won’t ever do so again, especially given the cause, Jackie. I dread to think what damage this could do the good name of Jolly’s.’

‘Why, what do you mean?’ asked a worried Jackie.

‘It seems we’ve an epidemic of food poisoning on our hands.’

The significance of this instantly struck Jackie. ‘Food poisoning? Oh, my God, this is dreadful! But Chef Brown keeps his kitchen immaculate …’

‘Clean enough to eat off the floor,’ April agreed. ‘Judging by the symptoms it’s my opinion that the cause is from eating poultry or dairy food contaminated at source. Thank goodness it seems to be a mild outbreak. No one I’ve yet seen is seriously ill, just in a lot of discomfort. Twenty-four hours on water and bed rest should see the back of it. I’ve had about fifteen cases so far and all those were on the first dinner sitting at twelve. I’ve not had anyone yet who was on the second sitting at one,’ she frowned. ‘Strange that. Anyway, that’s management’s look out. Mine is to convince the folks stricken with this bug that they’re not dying. Tomorrow they should feel as right as rain and be able to enjoy the rest of their holiday. On the handover at six, I’ll inform Sister Pendle of the situation so that she’s prepared when she comes on duty later. Hopefully everyone who’s been struck down with this will be on the mend by then, so she’ll have a quiet night.’

As nothing like it had ever happened before while she’d been working for Jolly’s, Jackie hadn’t a clue how to go about finding the cause of the outbreak. This was a job for Harold Rose, considering the severity of the situation and the possibility of repercussions.

Back upstairs in the office, after quickly updating Al on what was going on, Jackie went to inform Harold Rose.

All the time she was explaining things, he seemed to be looking over her shoulder at the door behind her. When Jackie had finished talking, he slid his glasses higher on his nose, ran his hand nervously over his thinning hair, then finally responded. ‘Oh, er … well, I’m sure it’s nothing you can’t handle, Miss Sims. Now I … er … really need to concentrate on these accounts.’

Jackie gazed at him incredulously. She couldn’t believe he was expecting her to deal with this serious situation on her own, deeming the accounts to be more important. Drina Jolly and Rhonnie would have dropped everything and joined forces at once to deal with this potentially very serious situation. If this was Harold Rose’s idea of being in charge then Jackie was glad it was only going to be for a short time.

It was glaringly obvious to her that the outbreak must have originated in the restaurant. She needed to inform Chef Brown at once and ask him to try and uncover the source as he was the one who oversaw all the food that was prepared and consumed on the premises. It was a prospect she didn’t relish. Sixty-year-old Chef Brown was ex-army. After his twenty-five years of service there he’d left the Catering Corps and been with Jolly’s ever since. He was a huge bear of a man, nearly as wide as he was tall which was just under six foot. He was good-natured and tolerant; unlike the stereotypical chef he did not swear and shout at his army of forty staff, ruling them with a rod of iron, but treated them all with respect. He was, however, fiercely proud of the way he ran his kitchen and didn’t take kindly to criticism in any form. Jackie knew he wasn’t going to enjoy being accused of poisoning forty-two campers.

After asking Al to hold the fort, she set off to do battle.

She was down in reception heading for the kitchen block when one of the receptionists, Anita Williams – or Ginger as she was affectionately called due to her curly mop of carrot-red hair – called out to her. Ginger was the girl who had first introduced Rhonnie to the camp, and the two girls had stayed friends ever since – not that Ginger had been able to help her either since she’d been widowed.

Jackie called back to her, ‘Sorry, Ginger, but I’ve something really important to deal with. I’ll get back to you.’

She was stopped in her tracks by a brusque voice shouting over, ‘And we don’t need to guess what that important matter is!’

Jackie turned back and saw that the voice had come from a middle-aged woman, well-padded arms folded under her ample bosom, who was looking back at her combatively.

Wagging a fat finger at Jackie, the woman went on, ‘This camp came highly recommended, and me and me friends and neighbours saved all year so we could come. Some went without to keep up the weekly payments so as not to disappoint their kids. We were all expecting a good time, not to find ourselves at death’s door.’

The woman had every right to be angry but despite appreciating that, Ginger, who wasn’t best known for her tact and diplomacy, was having difficulty keeping her tone pleasant and polite. Regardless she did manage to say evenly, ‘Jackie, this is Mrs Evans. She wants to know what we’re doing about the situation?’

With a smile on her face, Jackie responded, ‘Mrs Evans, first may I express Jolly’s sincere apologies for what’s happened? We really are dreadfully sorry. Secondly, may I assure you that we’re going to investigate the cause of the outbreak and make sure it doesn’t happen again.’

‘That’s all well and good, but where are we expected to eat in the meantime? Not in your restaurant or any of the other eating facilities you offer, I’m sure you can appreciate that?’

Jackie stared at her blankly for a moment before she replied, ‘Well, yes, of course I can, Mrs Evans, but we haven’t anywhere else but the restaurant, the fish and chip and hamburger kiosks for you to eat.’ She then added with conviction, ‘But please let me assure you that Chef Brown has been with Jolly’s for years and nothing like this has ever happened …’ she prayed it hadn’t before she had come to work here ‘… and whatever is the cause …’

Mrs Evans cut in, ‘There’s no “whatevers” about where this was caught. Apart from individual sandwiches we all made ourselves to eat on the journey here, the only other place we’ve eaten together was in your restaurant.’

Jackie was caught on the back foot. ‘Mrs Evans, I assure you …’

The woman was unstoppable. ‘You keep assuring me of a lot, young lady. But why am I dealing with a chit like you over this serious situation? Where’s the management? Skulking in their offices, are they, afraid to face the music?’

Jackie privately agreed with Mrs Evans that it should be management dealing with this serious situation. ‘No, not at all, Mrs Evans. Mr Rose … he’s our temporary manager as Mrs Jolly the owner is away at the moment on family business … well, he thought it was important to get to the bottom of this quickly. That’s what he’s doing now, making his investigation, and he’s asked me to deputise for him in the meantime, letting you know how we’re handling the situation.’

The woman took a deep breath, puffing out her chest before announcing, ‘Well, let me assure you, young lady, we’d better receive a satisfactory answer and a cast-iron assurance this is an isolated incident or we’ll be demanding that we all get our money back and you meet the expense of a coach to take us back home. Hopefully it won’t be too late for us to organise bookings at another holiday camp that isn’t hell-bent on killing us and then we can enjoy what’s left of our summer holiday.’ She pushed her face close to Jackie’s and snapped, ‘And let me assure you, we won’t be recommending Jolly’s to anyone, just the opposite in fact.’ Her face suddenly contorted in pain then and she clutched her stomach, wailing, ‘Oh, God, where’s the nearest convenience?’

Jackie’s thoughts were racing. It would be just terrible for Drina to return and find the business in ruins. Jackie had to get to the bottom of this matter quickly and somehow restore the camp’s good name. Mrs Evans and her party would need to be convinced not to leave but to stay and enjoy the rest of their holiday.

Ginger asked, ‘How are Mr Rose’s enquiries coming on? Has he found out anything at all that could shed light on the outbreak?’
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