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Foreword
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I started writing this novel more than ten years ago, but various events conspired against me and prevented its completion at the time. As it became clear that I would not be able to continue my writing for a while, I enlisted the help of a partner; one Will Stebbings. I chose Will for several reasons. For one thing, his writing style was not too dissimilar to my own. He himself describes his work as easy to read and he likes to pepper his writing with little witticisms. I came across his work after enjoying his first two novels which were both set in Norfolk (or as he calls it, Norfolkshire!). I met him and his charming wife at a literary event and we seemed to hit it off immediately.

So when, a few months later, I realised that work commitments and an unplanned pregnancy would hamper my writing plans, I approached Will with a plan to work together. He wasn’t sure at first as he likes to write at his own pace, but when I described my idea to him, he warmed to the proposal.

We started the process with me outlining the rough plot, but I got sidetracked as I explained the events that led up to that point in my life, which included my encounters with the notorious Bingham brothers and the tragic events that unfolded. In his view, my story sounded like a promising scenario to a novel in its own right, but perhaps he could combine it with my plot. I agreed, as long as he changed the names of the real people, which he did. Incidentally, Theresa Finbow is my pen name so I was happy for him to use it in his writing. 

So he went away to work on it. A few months later, he presented me with Tess of the Dormobiles, with very little of my original input, and not much in the way of Dormobiles! So I insisted that he should publish it solely under his own name, which he did. Some of his writing differs from actual events For instance, the role of the lovely Mrs Fitheridge has been greatly enhanced but her glorious malapropisms were worthy of this excellent treatment. Of more concern to me, is his reference to my buttocks. There is no way that the author had any knowledge, complimentary or otherwise, of my derriere. I wonder if this was included for his own gratification. I hope not.

Now, here is the novel that I originally intended to write, albeit with a slightly altered title – Tess of the Dormobile – singular, since after all, there is only one Dormobile in my story. Book titles can’t be copyrighted, so I could have stuck to my guns, but this slight change may avoid any confusion.
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Chapter 1 
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It’s Not a Campervan

‘I’m not at all happy about it,’ her father said.

‘Neither am I,’ her mother added. ‘You hear such dreadful things.’

Tess had heard their complaints before but this time she responded with a different answer. ‘I lived in a city where you were afraid to go out at night. There were gangs everywhere; regular stabbings and drug addicts wandering the streets ready to mug you. I think you’ll find that most seaside resorts have a much better crime record. So please don’t preach to me about the dangers of going off to the other side of the country.’

‘But you’ll still be on your own,’ her mother said. ’And in that little campervan,’

‘It’s not a campervan. It’s a Dormobile, mother!’

‘What’s the difference?’

‘For one thing, they’re built by different people.’

‘It doesn’t matter what it is,’ her father said. ‘The fact is that you’ll be all alone in the middle of nowhere and someone could easily break in and do ... who knows what?’

‘Why couldn’t you just go on holiday with friends ... or go on a package holiday?’ her mother asked.

‘Because that’s the kind of thing I used to do with Frank and it would just bring back lots of memories. I’d be thinking that Frank would like this ... or Frank would have done this ... and I don’t need that.’

‘It just takes ...’

‘Time!’ Tess said interrupting her mother. ‘That’s what everyone keeps saying, but it’s been several months since the divorce and it’s not getting any easier; and as for friends, I’m not sure I’ve got any anymore. At first, everyone was very comforting and I had lots of offers from people who wanted to help, but now, everyone seems to have forgotten all that; and I’m such a miserable sod these days that I wouldn’t want to impose my misery on anyone.

‘The other week I overheard a chap at work saying “Look out. Here comes old Misery Guts.” He thought he was whispering, but he’s got one of these voices that carry. I felt like thumping him, but I understood his point of view. I used to be the one who was always bright and bubbly and I need to get back to that.

‘I’ve got a little story.’ She was in full flow now and had been thinking of all this for a few weeks. ‘I heard this on the radio – probably Radio Four, but it doesn’t matter. A man relocates to a small village and he bumps into one of its oldest residents sitting on a bench. He asks the old man if the people who live in that village are friendly. The old man thinks about this and then asks his own question. 

“How did you find the people where you use to live?” he asked.

“They were very friendly,” the visitor replied.

“I think you’ll find the people in this village very friendly as well.”

‘A few days later, another man relocated to the village and he sought out the same old resident and asked the same question. Again the old man asked “How did you find the people where you used to live?”

“Not very friendly, if I’m honest,” he replied.

“I think you’ll find people are the same here,” the old man said.

‘I’ll leave you to work out the moral here, but I used to be like the first man. Everyone found me friendly and approachable, but now I’ve turned into the second person.’

‘I don’t see why that means you have to go off on your own like that.’ Tess’ mother was usually slow on the uptake.

‘If I meet people while I’m away, they won’t know about Frank and I won’t tell them. If anyone asks how I am, I will reply in a positive optimistic manner which I haven’t done for many months. If you keep saying you’re not feeling too good, that’s how you’ll feel. I may have to lie at first but maybe I’ll start to believe that I am feeling better.’

‘Well, at least promise that you’ll ‘phone us every day,’ her mother said.

‘I can’t do that. I may not get a signal. You know what these seaside places are like. If I promised that and then I couldn’t call, you’d be worried for no good reason. But I will try and ‘phone as often as I can.’

––––––––
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Frank had caused Tess immeasurable hurt. At first, their marriage seemed to be made in Heaven and everyone told them so. She was tall and good looking with a fabulous figure and he was seen as one of the most eligible bachelors in town. He played rugby and squash and belonged to a local gym. When they first started dating, he encouraged her to take out a membership at the same establishment telling her that if she worked her pecs, it would help support her magnificent breasts. She accepted his encouragement and welcomed a shared interest. After every session, they would retire to his flat to explore the progress to their physiques and their lovemaking was often intense and long lasting.

This intensity continued into their marriage for several months, but then something changed. Frank suddenly seemed to lose interest. At first, he blamed it on the pressures of work, but Tess sensed there was more than this.

Wendy was Frank’s long standing work colleague. Tess had met her even before their marriage and she saw no reason for jealousy. Wendy did not make any great effort to follow fashion and always dressed in dull colours. Tess had never seen her wear anything tight fitting or revealing so she had no idea of her figure, but suspected that she hid it for a reason. She had even wondered if Wendy was gay without having any evidence to support her theory.

So it was quite a bombshell when Frank announced that he wanted a divorce so that he and Wendy could be married. Tess knew that his ardour had been diminishing for many months till it reached the stage where she had wondered if he had a secret medical problem, but now she knew the reason.

The news stirred all kinds of emotions including hurt and anger. She wondered why she had bothered trying to make herself attractive and take care of her own appearance when someone like frumpy Wendy could just steal her husband away. She expressed such thoughts to Frank who responded with meaningless clichés about inner beauty and a special chemistry. He also maintained that Wendy had not stolen him. It was, in fact, Tess who had stolen him from Wendy because the two colleagues went back further. This only hurt Tess even more.

Almost immediately, she moved out of the flat, which he had been renting since before their marriage. She was now living with her parents again. Soon after leaving the flat, Wendy moved in, adding to Tess’ chagrin. 

At first, she had kept her impending divorce a secret from all but her closest family, hoping that Frank would eventually see sense and ask her back, but she soon realised that this was not going to happen. Frank and Wendy did, indeed, seem destined for each other.

At one time, Tess intended to contest the divorce, but after she saw how contented Frank and Wendy seemed together, she decided not to prolong the agony. And now several months later, here she was making plans to go off in a Dormobile. She wanted to be near the coast, but not one of the large recognisable resorts. After a little investigation, she decided that she would head for Burnham St. Mary, which was reachable within a day, travelling at sensible speeds in her unfamiliar hired transport. Her research found that, at Burnham, there were a few local amenities such as a pub that served food and a convenience store.

That reminded her of one of Frank’s little jests. He had once visited Buxton on business and a colleague asked if he had seen the Spa. He said he looked for it and found a Budgens and a Mace, but no Spar. Tess chuckled at the joke. It had been a while since she had heard his laughter and she still missed it.
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Chapter 2 
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Toby

Tess carefully drove the cumbersome Dormobile onto the beach car park and as she turned off the engine, let out a huge sigh of relief. It had been a long tiring journey, having only stopped once for a light lunch at a service station. She had barely exceeded fifty miles per hour for the whole six hour journey. It wasn’t that the vehicle couldn’t travel faster than that, but Tess was still unfamiliar with it and there were so many fitments behind her, that she didn’t want to risk any emergency braking. She needn’t have worried. The van was well screwed together, but trust would have to come with experience. 

It was so peaceful now that the engine was switched off. She could just cook up a light meal in the back of the van, but she was too tired to tackle that – a task she would reserve for breakfast the next day. She had passed an inn a short stroll back beside the harbour. Tess was ready for a long drink and something substantial to eat, as well as the use of their facilities. She double-checked the car park sign and although it warned that vehicles were left at the owners’ risk, it definitely didn’t forbid overnight parking or campervans. Moreover, it was free parking after six o’clock at night, but she realised that she would probably have to move on the next day. She drew the curtains to protect the contents from prying eyes and locked the doors.

Outside The Fisherman’s Arms, a noisy collection of drinkers was enjoying the warm summer evening and many of them allowed their gaze to wander as Tess approached the inn. She was used to this attention and she never tired of it. She was wearing her favourite turquoise jumper that hugged her well-proportioned chest and she deliberately tossed her long blonde hair so that the summer breeze caught it. Had she been wearing her high heels and a skirt, she knew she would have caused even more of a stir, but she was dressed in flat shoes for comfortable driving.

Tess paused at the doorway to study the menu posted in the window and was aware of more stares from behind, but she ignored them and carried on reading. She was hungry for some substantial fare, so she discounted the overpriced seafood options and decided upon a filling steak and ale pie.

Inside, there were two additional rooms leading off from the L-shaped bar. One appeared to be a modern extension and looked like the restaurant area. The other looked like a more utilitarian bar for serious drinkers and in earlier years would have been filled with smoke and darts players. Tess spotted a small table in the corner of the main bar area and decided this would suit her needs. ‘Can I order some food?’ she enquired of the smartly dressed young man behind the bar.

‘Yes. Where will you be sitting?’ Tess pointed to her chosen seat and ordered her pie.

‘What would you like to drink?’ the young man asked.

‘I’d like a pint of your local ale, please. What do you recommend?’

‘How about The Fisherman’s Friend?  We brew it ourselves.’

‘It doesn’t taste of menthol, does it?’

‘No, no,’ he replied with a polite smile. ‘It’s made with the best hops and barley.’

‘That sounds fine. Can you put it on a tab?’

‘It’s quite a strong brew, that!’ said a grey-haired, portly gentleman seated at the bar with his wife. ‘Two pints of that and I’m anybody’s!’

‘Trouble is,’ said his wife, ‘that nobody wants him.’

‘Well, you still seem to want me, my love!’ he replied.

‘Only for your pension! When I agreed to marry you, I should have looked at the small print – small being the operative word.’ The barman gave a little snort of laughter.

‘Are you on holiday, lass?’ the husband asked, eager to change the subject.

‘Yes, I’ve just arrived.’

‘Where are you staying?’ the woman asked.

‘I’m in a campervan. It’s parked on the beach for now, but I have to find somewhere else after tonight. Do you know of any campsites around here?’

The husband and wife looked at each other in thought. ’I don’t think there’s any in Burnham,’ the wife said.

‘Doesn’t Toby live in a caravan?’ the man asked of his wife.

‘I believe he does. I don’t know where, though,’ the wife replied.

‘Who’s Toby?’ asked Tess.

‘A young lad who often comes in The Fisherman’s,’ said the man. ‘He’s got a fishing boat that he hires out for boat trips.’

‘Will he be here tonight?’

‘He might be. You can never tell with Toby – a bit of a free spirit, if you know what I mean.’ 

‘If we see him,’ said the woman, ‘we’ll give you a nod.’

‘Thank you,’ said Tess. ‘If you would just excuse me, I’d better go and sit down before someone grabs my table.’

As Tess sat down, she felt that she may have sounded a little rude to have excused herself like that, but the inn was very busy and there certainly was a danger of her losing her table. She had also been struggling to hear the conversation due to another man standing beside her who insisted on talking in a very loud voice. She had often observed that some men do raise their voices as soon as they enter a bar and start drinking. She decided that she might offer to buy the couple a drink once she’s eaten her meal. If she was to stay around here for a while, it would be handy to make a few friends.

While Tess waited for her meal to arrive, she let her eyes wander around the bar area. Apart from the annoying man with a loud voice, there was a cheerful atmosphere with lots of laughter, so typical of a harbour inn. She was still receiving occasional glances from various customers and when she returned them with a smile, the owners would quickly turn away, apart from one man seated at the next table, who let his stare linger a little longer than the others. His whole demeanour was in stark contrast to the jovial atmosphere in the bar. He wore a permanent scowl and his weaselly young male companion was also looking ill at ease with the world.

Tess felt her own mood change almost immediately. She had just realised that she was all alone in a strange place. Despite the cheerful atmosphere all around her, she knew none of these people. Supposing these men on the next table were violent criminals and they followed her back to the beach. She would be extremely vulnerable once everyone had returned to their homes. Her Dormobile was not going to be much of a safeguard against a determined felon. She had become used to being independent since the separation, but that was in a familiar town in her own home.

‘Stop being so silly,’ she told herself. ‘You knew what you were doing when you embarked on this little trip.’ She also told herself that she was tired and hungry after her long journey and she would feel better once she had some food inside her. A few minutes later her food arrived and she tucked into it with some relish. She soon forgot all her irrational misgivings and after only nine minutes, she was staring at an empty plate – actually two empty plates because the pie had arrived in its own dish with a good two inches of flaky pastry on top.

Tess sat back to enjoy her beer which she had been drinking cautiously after the warning of its strength, knowing she was drinking on an empty stomach. She had developed the taste for good beer during her time as a student when all the other fellow graduates on her architectural course had been male. Her ex-husband had not approved of her drinking beer, but he did have one sound piece of advice – it’s always worth trying the local bitter as it usually made with more care and attention than the mass-produced varieties; and beer doesn’t always travel so well.

Tess’ thoughts were disturbed as the man sitting next to her stood up and approached the bar to replenish his glass. As he did so, he glanced over towards Tess again, but she averted her gaze. While he stood at the bar waiting to be served, this gave Tess a chance to discreetly study him more closely. He was probably about five feet six inches tall, very thick-set with a beer belly that hung over his scruffy jeans. His long dark hair fell over his thick, short neck. As he returned to his seat, carrying two pints of beer, he looked at her. Tess could sense this and looked up tentatively. He gave a toothy grin and said ‘All right?’ He had a very dark stubbly chin. Whether this was from not shaving or whether he just had dark hair, she couldn’t be sure, but she knew that she didn’t want to get close enough to find out.

Tess muttered ungraciously ‘Yes, thank you,’ and wondered if she had done the right thing by responding, because he gave her the creeps. 

To take her mind off of all this, she took out her mobile phone and sent a text to her father to let him know that she had arrived safely. Just as she pressed “send,” she was aware of some increased revelry as a tall man entered the bar. ‘Toby!’ she heard some people call out. So this was the Toby that the couple had talked about. Tess was impressed. He was tall and walked with an athletic gait. He was broad shouldered and narrow waisted, with sun-bleached hair that framed a face with strong features and a tantalising smile. Tess had already decided that she was going to steer clear of men for a while until the trauma of her divorce had subsided, but she was already reconsidering such a foolish idea. She knew nothing about this man, but she did have a good reason to talk to him. However, she would finish her ale and let him continue with his greetings to each of his many friends in the bar.

As she did so, she heard the “weasel” mutter to his friend. ‘Bleeding Toby Thackeray – everyone’s friend!’

‘He’s got his coming to him,’ the dark stubbled man replied and then gazed towards Tess, wondering if she had heard, but Tess just carried on sipping her beer and looking at her ‘phone. There was obviously some history between Toby and these two men. Without having a clue about that history, Tess knew whose side she would favour if it came to it, but she mustn’t jump to conclusions.

She finished her beer, grabbed her bag and went up to the bar where the elderly couple were still seated. ‘You probably realised that’s Toby just come in,’ said the woman.

‘Yes, it was hard not to spot that,’ Tess replied. ‘Can I buy you both a drink?’

‘That’s very kind of you, love, but I’m driving and Jim’s only allowed one drink.’

‘What about a soft drink?’ Tess asked.

‘We don’t do soft drinks, lass,’ Jim replied.

‘Perhaps another time, then,’ Tess added. ‘If I find a place to stay, I may be in here again. I’m Tess, by the way.’

‘I’m Jim and she’s Dotty,’ said Jim with a mischievous smile.

‘Dorothy!’ said the lady. ‘Although I was dotty when I married him!’

Just then, a man entered the bar and loudly announced ‘I think your services are going to be required again, Toby. Someone’s left a camper on the beach and the tide’s come in over the door sills.’

A loud cheer went up in the bar and someone said ‘That’s another twenty five quid for your coffers.’

‘Oh, God! That’s probably me!’ Tess exclaimed and rushed outside to see the evidence. As she ran down the road to the car park, she could see that the tide had risen dramatically since she had parked the van. A further vehicle had its wheels in the water, but that driver had parked slightly further up the beach and his vehicle could still be driven out. However, Tess’ van was much deeper in the water, and not only were the doors covered, but so was the exhaust, meaning she probably shouldn’t start the motor without risking water in the engine.

‘Don’t worry!’ said a calming voice behind her. ‘We’ll soon have her out of there.’ It was Toby. ‘You’re not the first to come unstuck here. The council ought to put up a sign to warn people. Their sign just says “Vehicles are left at the owners’ own risk,” so they think they’ve covered themselves.’

‘What am I going to do?’ Tess asked, trying not to sound like a silly hysterical woman.

‘Just stay there a minute,’ Toby said.

A few minutes later, he pulled up in an old beaten-up Land Rover Defender. He went round the back of his vehicle and donned some wellingtons. ‘I’m going to winch it out
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