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Theresa stared at her computer screen. It seemed to stare back at her, reminding her of those little staring competitions she had with Benny, her tabby cat. Theresa would often find Benny staring at her for no apparent reason, so she would just stare back until eventually the cat would weaken, blink and look away for a few seconds.  This time, she had won again as her laptop slipped into ‘sleep’ mode. So she pressed a key to make it spring back into life, but still all that she could see on the screen was the title of her next novel – ‘Tess of the Dormobiles’.

She felt a little guilty that she had stolen the title from Bob Richardson – a member of her former writers’ group. As she knew that book titles couldn’t be copyrighted, she had decided to go ahead and use it anyway, having first obtained Bob’s blessing.  Bob was the one person from the group to whom she felt she could talk. He had arrived at the group one evening and announced his plan for his next novel. It was to be about a young girl who had bought a campervan to go off for adventures in Dorset. Receiving no response from the group, he announced the title. When no one laughed, he just added ‘Not really. It was just a joke; at least I thought it was.’  Theresa was the only one who grinned, but that was the way of the group. 

Bob’s other little joke which she had enjoyed was when he turned up on his first night, telling everyone that he had just finished his first novel and was so pleased with himself, he was going back to the library to borrow another one. Again, Theresa was the only one to show any appreciation for his humour.

She had since stopped attending the writers’ group as she had found no help in obtaining a publishing deal for her previous novel. Theresa had imagined there might be someone there with contacts in the publishing world, but like all the writers’ groups of which she knew, the attendees were all well-meaning amateurs. She realised that no successful writer or publisher would be interested in joining a writers’ group. This group consisted mainly of elderly ladies who probably saw this as a social gathering. There were two members of the group who had published some unpaid articles in local magazines. Another person had seen a short story included in an anthology and one lady who had self-published a book of poetry – at considerable cost, it transpired.

Theresa didn’t really understand poetry, although she had once read and enjoyed one of Spike Milligan’s books. And she liked a good limerick. She remembered one that Danny had taught her –

There was a young fellow from Kent,

Whose tool was exceedingly bent.

So to save himself trouble,

He bent it up double,

But instead of coming, he went.

She couldn’t quite remember the ‘man from Nantucket’ but knew it wasn’t as rude as it could have been. She could recall some of the words about the ‘lady from Devizes, whose breasts were two different sizes,’ but she couldn’t remember the rest of the rhyme, except that she thought that ‘one of them won prizes’ or was she getting that mixed up with another limerick?

So back to this novel she was writing. Theresa didn’t normally suffer from writer’s block, but she was struggling to get this one started. Her original plan was to live the experience suggested by Bob, in that she would buy an old campervan and head off towards Dorset - until she found out that campervans were not a cheap form of transport. Those in good driveable condition attracted a sizeable purchase price. 

Whilst she had traced two vehicles in her price range, they both needed a lot of work and financial outlay to make them even roadworthy, let alone make them reliable enough to go off on her own, although that might be an adventure in itself. Theresa was too fond of her home comforts to risk ‘roughing it’ so she abandoned the campervan option and considered using her Ford Focus to drive off into the sunset in the direction of Dorset. But then a friend and ex-colleague had offered the use of a small brick and flint cottage in Bircham St Mary in West Norfolk. The cottage was free for a few weeks, so that made more sense than heading off to the West Country and paying a lot of money for the privilege. 

Theresa had sometimes been called Tess, but she didn’t appreciate it very much. Some people also called her Treese, which she tolerated. However, she had decided that while she was in Norfolk, she would introduce herself to anyone she met as Tess, thus ensuring some authenticity to her experience – except that so far, she hadn’t felt the need to introduce herself. She had spoken to a friendly lady in the village shop and said ‘hello’ to several locals who passed her in the street, but as yet, there had been no need to introduce herself to anyone. Even more importantly, there didn’t seem to be any prospect of interesting adventures.

‘So what do people do to make their lives adventurous?’ she asked herself.  For a start, Bircham St. Mary would not be their destination, so maybe she needed to venture further afield, but there may still be some interesting characters in the village and they might well hang out in the local pub. So she decided to pay a visit that evening. Meanwhile, she could at least try to get this novel started. After all, it was a great title and a great idea. ’Tess of the Dormobiles,’ she mouthed to herself. And then her mind started wandering again.

If this book was to be a success, she could expand the idea to other titles.

How about the story of a man, who owns a vineyard, which has suffered with bad harvests several years on the trot? So his future depends on one good summer to get him out of severe financial difficulty. It would be called ‘Grape Expectations.’

Or the story of a titled lady who had been ostracised by her peers because of her addiction to spreading gossip – ‘Lady Loverly’s Chatter.’ 

Theresa’s mind was working overtime now.

And then there’s the adventure of the dashing rogue who has to steal some valuable gems to impress his heart’s desire – ‘Diamonds Are for Heather.’

More titles flowed from her inventive mind – ‘The Dirty Nine Steps;’ ‘A Womb with a View;’ ‘The Spy Who Came In With a Cold; ‘The Picnic Papers.’

But still the screen stared back at her. None of this was helping her with her current work. Perhaps she was trying too hard. She pressed the ‘save’ button and closed her machine. She would have to eat before she ventured down to the pub.

She remembered visiting the pub about ten or eleven years earlier with Danny, her husband. In those days, they were still struggling to come to terms with their mortgage and could not afford holidays abroad, but Norfolk was an ideal location. As an architect still learning her trade, she had offered her services to her friend Judith who had bought this cottage in Bircham with the notion of turning it into a holiday let whilst also using it herself when she needed a short break. Theresa had helped design a small extension and convert one of the bedrooms into an en-suite. Because she was not at that time qualified, she performed the work for free. Theresa appreciated the opportunity to gain some valuable experience of that type of work, whilst she was still studying for her qualification. In return, Judith had told Theresa that she and Danny could use the cottage now and then when it was not being let.

Theresa loved Norfolk, particularly the small villages on the northern coast, with their creeks and salt marshes. She remembered their first stay in Bircham St Mary. When they visited the village pub, they had felt rather uncomfortable as the small number of locals stared at them as they entered the dingy looking bar. The landlord had been a little abrupt when they asked if the pub served food.  But, yesterday, when Theresa had walked past the pub on her way back from the shop, she noticed signs outside advertising ‘delicious local food’ and the exterior had received a complete make-over, so she expected vast improvements. She couldn’t imagine that the previous owner would have made much of a living as it was. Danny and Theresa had visited Norfolk several times since then, but had never felt tempted to re-visit the ‘Fox and Hounds.’

As Theresa prepared her meal which was to be a simple salad with thick juicy local ham from the village shop, she couldn’t help thinking about Danny. She missed him so much. Their marriage had always seemed so solid and one based on honesty and trust. So to find out that Danny had been conducting an affair was devastating enough in itself, but to learn that it was with another man had totally destroyed any feelings of trust – and yet, she knew she still loved him.  She was not anti-gay. She had friends both male and female who were gay and they were good friends. It was the shock of knowing that her husband had been leading a double life and had never felt he could confide in her. Now she felt that she had never really known him at all. 

There had been no tell-tale signs. He had continued to enjoy all aspects of their marriage and always took particular pleasure in watching her dressing and undressing. It was true that he seemed more focussed on her bottom than any other part of her anatomy, but in her experience, that was pretty normal. And she was rather proud that her buttocks were still in good condition for a forty two year-old.

Theresa’s first re-action when she discovered Danny’s secret had been to tell him to leave and go and live with Arnold, but Danny refused as he still professed his innocence despite the evidence of the text messages. In any case, Arnold (Danny wouldn’t reveal his real name) was married with three children. So it seemed that Arnold was also living a double life. And that was another thing. If Danny disputed the evidence, why did he refuse to reveal Arnold’s identity? So much for honesty and trust in a marriage; although she begrudgingly respected Danny for keeping a confidence.

In the end, Theresa insisted that Danny should sleep in the spare room, but he found this unacceptable. If she wasn’t prepared to trust him and listen to his protestations of innocence, he decided to go and live with his widowed father in Oundle. He believed that eventually, Theresa would see sense and this would all blow over.

Danny didn’t really want the separation. Theresa didn’t know what she wanted. Yes, she did. She wanted her old life back again and wished this had never happened – but it had. She couldn’t imagine her life without Danny and at that moment she wished for a solution, but how could she ever trust him again? Wasn’t her love enough for him? 

They’d never been blessed with children. Danny had suffered with mumps in his teens, so there was a suspicion that he was sterile, but he refused to take any tests. He had old-fashioned views about masturbation, so wasn’t prepared to provide a sample. Theresa’s test had proved positive.  In any case, they had both been too consumed in their careers to have felt regrets at the lack of a family, but now, Theresa felt it was fortunate that she did not have to explain all this to her offspring.

‘Yes, dear; daddy still loves mummy, but he also loves a man.’ Was she being too protective to think that would confuse a child? It certainly confused her. Theresa couldn’t understand how anyone could love two people at the same time.

As usual, all these thoughts made her feel low, so she put on her favourite Grover Washington CD and sat down to eat her salad.
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Despite the lack of a breeze, it was turning decidedly chilly as Theresa ventured out through the dusk towards the pub. The scent of a forgotten and unseen bonfire invaded her senses, invoking so many memories of happier times. This period of the year when summer merged gently into autumn was normally Theresa’s favourite time. 

The house martins were gathering on the overhead wires, with their forked tails all neatly lined up. The swallows had already flown south for the winter. In the next few weeks, the autumn skies would be filled with the sights and sounds of the wildfowl heading for their feeding grounds among the salt marshes. Theresa always took pleasure in watching the chevrons of wild geese. She decided that while she was in Norfolk, she would visit one of the many RSPB centres dotted along the coast. She had heard that across North Norfolk, there were regular visits from egrets and marsh harriers, both of which could be seen in their winter roosts, although she wasn’t expecting to stay in Bircham beyond the autumn.

The harvest moon was hanging over the horizon like a large coral pink ball. A spectral layer of mist was flooding one of the fields and a solitary tree seemed to be suspended in mid-air. This atmosphere led Theresa to conjure up images of dastardly deeds in Norfolk. She wondered if there were tales of smuggling in the vicinity; or perhaps some history of ghostly apparitions on the marshes, all of which could provide her with potential material for ‘Tess of the Dormobiles.’

It was with trepidation that she entered the ‘Fox and Hounds,’ although it was now called ‘The Bittern.’ ‘Why do pub chains insist on renaming their establishments with new names, thus losing some of their tradition?’ she wondered.  One of the reasons for her trepidation was that she had been brought up to believe that ladies didn’t enter bars unaccompanied. And then there was her memory of the last time she was in this pub, but she was pleased to see that the bar had received a make-over. It was no longer so dingy and the furniture was much more geared up for eating, although the olive green colour scheme was not to her taste.  A few of the locals still stared at her as she walked in, but their attention was momentary.

‘Hello, love. Are you eating with us, tonight?’ the man at the bar asked. Theresa hated being called ‘love,’ but she showed no reaction. She thought that the speaker looked very much like the landlord they had encountered on their previous visit, but if it was him, he had lost his proclivity for bluntness.

‘No, I’ve just come in for a drink. Can I have a cider, please?’

‘Right you are, my beauty – one small cider coming up.’

‘But I’d like a look at your menu, if I may. I might eat here another time.’

‘Are you staying locally, then?’ he asked.

‘Yes, I’m renting a cottage in the village.’ That wasn’t strictly true, because Theresa wasn’t paying any rent, but she felt there was no need to enter into such details.

‘That would be Cherry Tree Cottage, then?’ he enquired.

‘Yes. How did you know?’

‘There’s only 2 holiday lets in this village and I’ve already met the other tenant. Are you just here for the week?’

‘No, I’m here for a few weeks. I’m a writer, so I like to get away when I’m writing.’ Theresa never wasted an opportunity to garner publicity for her work. She had self-published her first novel, which meant she had to do a lot of her own marketing. By mentioning her writing, she was hoping the landlord might purchase a copy of her book. She always carried some spare copies with her just for that purpose.

‘You’re not J.K. Rowland, are you?’

‘You mean J.K. Rowling,’ she corrected. ‘No, I’m not. I wish I was. My name is Theresa Finbow. I don’t suppose that rings a bell, does it?’ 

‘Sorry, love. I never have time for reading.’

Just then, someone else entered the bar - a silver-haired thick-set man with a walking stick. He was probably in his late sixties, Theresa guessed.  ‘Hello Eddie, I’ll be with you as soon as I’ve served this young lady. Are you on your own?’

‘I am at t’moment. She’s parkin’ car.’ The man had a Yorkshire accent. ‘It’s Pearl Harbour weather out there.’

‘Come again?’ the barman asked.

‘Pearl Harbour weather. There’s a nasty nip in the air’ and then he chuckled to himself at his little non-PC joke.

As Theresa listened to this conversation, she was suddenly aware of eyes upon her. She turned to her right and there he was, sitting next to the window, staring at her. It was a look of pure malevolence and Theresa felt the hairs on her neck bristle – except that she didn’t have any hairs on her neck. The owner of the stare was a red-faced man in his mid-twenties; possibly older. The kind of man you wouldn’t take notice of if you passed him in the street, but now, Theresa was all too aware of him. Why was he staring at her? Did she know him? She didn’t think so. She’d never done anything to anyone to cause such a hateful stare.

She took her drink and a menu and turned to find a seat. As she did so, she glanced over to the man again. He was still glaring at her. She deliberately chose a seat that was out of his line of sight, but it didn’t stop her feeling very uneasy. Fortunately, the conversation between the landlord and Eddie was proving to be entertaining.

Eddie’s wife had joined them and asked where her drink was.

‘If you want a drink, you can order one,’ Eddie said. ‘You’ve got some money haven’t you?’

‘Are you telling me I’ve got to buy my own drinks, now?’ the lady asked.

‘Oh for God’s sake get her a drink,’ Eddie said begrudgingly.

‘What will it be, Millie?’ the landlord asked.

‘I’ll have a white wine, please.’

‘So how was your holiday in Austria, Eddie?’ the landlord asked whilst pouring a drink for Millie.

‘It was good. The food was a little strange, though. One night, in t’hotel, they dished up this here sour krout stuff – basically cabbage in vinegar. It were horrible. I told the waiter that I couldn’t eat it and asked if they knew how to cook cabbage proper, like. Well, he looked at me as though I were stupid.’  Millie stifled a laugh and received a stern look in return.

‘I told him that I didn’t like to waste food, because everyone else on the tour was leaving theirs as well.’

‘No, they weren’t,’ Millie interjected. ‘There was only one silly sod leaving the food.’

Eddie decided to move on to his next complaint. ‘When I ordered a beer with my meal, which weren’t proper beer at all, it came with a head over an inch thick. I told him I wasn’t paying for foam and that he should take it away and fill it up to the top of the glass. He came back and said he couldn’t do that.’

‘That’s because he’d already poured you a full bottle and the beer was up to the little marker on the side of the glass,’ Millie again interjected.

‘Since when were you an expert on beer?’

‘I’m not an expert on beer. I’m just an expert on common sense!’

‘What about the holiday itself?’ the landlord enquired in an attempt to stop them both bickering. 

‘Very pretty,’ answered Millie.

‘Everywhere we went in Salzburg,’ interrupted Eddie, ‘we came across these women in burkas or whatever they’re called. I’d like to have gone up to them and point out that there’s nothing in the Koran that says that women have to wear burkas. I was very tempted except that they probably don’t speak English.’

‘So you’ve read the Koran, have you?’ Millie asked.

‘Have you?’

‘I’m not the one who’s trying to quote from it.’

‘Do you two bicker like this, at home?’ the landlord asked.

‘No, he doesn’t speak to me at home – which is the way I like it,’ Millie said.

Theresa was enjoying this and wondered if she might use these two characters in her book. She decided to hang around for a while to see what else they came up with. This Millie was some kind of saint to be able to put up with Eddie who was an out-and-out grumpy old bigot – not unlike her grandfather, in fact, whom she had adored, but he was sadly no longer with them.

She studied her menu and decided there wasn’t much to her taste. Everything was overpriced and the dishes, which were mostly seafood, were described in a very pretentious manner. What do they mean by ‘temptingly accompanied by a sumptuous compote of spinach and chopped egg?’  Theresa was thinking she preferred good old British food like lasagne and chicken tikka – that was one of Danny’s little jokes. If he had been there with her then, that’s probably what he would have said – and she did wish he were there. There wasn’t a day that went by when she didn’t wish for his company.

After another look at the menu, she decided that she definitely didn’t fancy eating on her own. She would have to make a trip to a supermarket to get more food to eat in the cottage. There was probably one in Hunstanton, which was the nearest decent size town.  She finished her cider and returned the menu to the bar.

‘Can I book you a table one night, love?’ the landlord asked.

‘No, thank you. I couldn’t see anything to my taste.’

‘We do have some specials every evening – over there on the blackboard.’

The specials didn’t look particularly special. ‘No, it’s all right, thank you. I don’t really like eating alone.  Can I have a glass of red wine, please?’

Theresa could feel those eyes staring at her again. She decided she wasn’t going to be intimidated by this weird person, so she turned to face him, intent on staring him down, but he had such a malevolent look about him that she relented. Instead, she whispered to the landlord. ‘Is that fellow near the window one of your regulars?’

‘That’s Billy. Yes, he’s often in here. Do you know him?’

‘No, I’ve never seen him before in my life, but he seems to know me. He’s been staring at me ever since I walked in.’

‘I wouldn’t take any notice of Billy. He’s perfectly harmless.’

‘Then why does he keep staring at me, like that?’

‘He hasn’t been the same since he was jilted about two years ago. It really hit him badly. He ended up losing his job on the farm because he kept making mistakes. You can’t do that on a farm.  I haven’t seen him with a girl since.’  Theresa could imagine him working on a farm. He looked weather-beaten and tough. He gripped his glass with stubby fingers and his hair was wild and tousled.

She decided to linger at the bar with her glass of wine and carried on listening to Eddie and Millie arguing. She started to plot their characters into her book. This was her second book. The previous one had been self-published and despite several good reviews, she had lost a small amount of money on it, but it had given her immense satisfaction that several people had told her how much they had enjoyed reading her work. Danny had been particularly supportive of her efforts and had sanctioned the expenditure. She didn’t know if she could afford to self-publish this second book, but she was hoping the idea was so original that it might attract the interest of a publisher or literary agent.

Eddie was still in good voice. ‘What has four legs and an arm?’ he asked to anyone who was prepared to listen – not that anyone had a choice, his voice was so loud. Nobody offered an answer.

‘A Rottweiler,’ he announced.

‘I don’t get it,’ said Millie. ‘Why would a Rottweiler have an arm?’

‘Because it’s a Rottweiler. They’re vicious animals that will rip your arm off if you’re not careful.’

‘That chap in Cleethorpes had a Rottweiler,’ Millie said. ‘And his dog was very well behaved.’

‘It was just a joke,’ Eddie said, holding his head in his hands. ‘I don’t know why I bother, sometimes.’

As there was an absence of diners, the landlord decided to join in the conversation. ‘You do a bit of reading, Millie. This lady here is a writer. What was your name, love?’

‘Theresa Finbow – call me Tess,’ she replied remembering her plan to use her new name.

‘Theresa Finbow,’ repeated the landlord. ‘Have you read any of her stuff?’

‘I don’t think so, ‘Millie replied. ‘What have you written?’

‘The last one is called Happy is a Grumpy Road.  It’s a little play on words after a song I heard by the Four Tops called Happy is a Bumpy Road.’

‘What’s it about?’ Millie asked.

‘It’s about seven pounds,’ Theresa replied, unable to resist repeating one of Danny’s little quips. ‘Sorry,’ she added, remembering that she was talking to a potential customer. ‘No, it’s about this elderly chap who has been widowed for several years and is a self-confessed grumpy old man. Then one day he realises that he’s got himself into a grumpy rut and seeks a soulmate. He tries dating websites and singles bars and meets a variety of ladies.’

‘You know I met Millie at one of them singles bars, don’t you?’ Eddie said. ‘You know, one of them places where lonely people go to meet someone of the opposite sex. It were quite embarrassing. I thought she were at home minding t’kids and she thought I were out playing darts.’

‘Ignore him,’ said Millie. ‘Where would I find this book? Is it in the bookshops?’

‘It might be. If not, you can ask them to order it.  Or it’s available as an e-book. But if you’re really interested, I can let you have a copy, now. And I’ll sign it, if you wish. I always carry a copy with me.’ Theresa opened her handbag and fished out a pristine copy. ‘It’s had several good reviews if you look at my web-site.’

‘It’s a nice cover. What a lovely picture of the old boy. Is that the main character?’

‘Yes, it’s actually a picture of my grandfather. I used some of his experiences as part of the story. He died a few years ago and he was a lovely old chap. He always described himself as a grumpy old man, but he always made us laugh.’

‘I’ll have a copy. It sounds interesting. How many more have you written?’

‘I’ve had one published and I’m working on my second at the moment. I hope you enjoy reading this – thank you.’

At that point, Eddie interrupted them to say ‘Drink up! We need to get home to watch Doc Martin.  It starts at nine o’clock.’

‘I thought you were recording it?’

‘I’d rather watch it live if we can. Come on!’

Theresa scribbled a message in the book and signed it. ‘I’m here for a few weeks if you get chance to give me some feedback.’

As they both left, Theresa was aware that Billy was still unable to take his eyes off her, so she decided it was time to leave. The experience was already making her feel chilled, so when she stepped outside and discovered that the temperature had dropped several degrees since she had first left the cottage, she was starting to tremble. After a brisk few yards down the road, she heard the door to the pub
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