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			In memory of Nigel Cullen, who, with his wonderful coffee van and passion for coffee, was the inspiration for my character, Ted. He died, tragically, in a motorbike accident on 20 May 2024, aged fifty-seven. He is sorely missed by his family, friends and the whole community.

		
	
		
			Prologue

			Imagine you are a seagull. Every day you swoop and glide, enjoying a panoramic view of the earth below. As a breed, you’re famed more for your sandwich-snatching than your cultural sensitivity. But surely even you couldn’t help but be bowled over by the magical vista Pencarrow Bay offers as it spreads out beneath your wings.

			Nestled on the south Cornish coast, within a leisurely ferry ride of Falmouth and encircled by the famous South West Coast Path, the bay – previously a fishing village – is a gem, a rare place of seaside beauty and tranquillity in this crazy, upside-down world.

			Over the centuries, a variety of dwellings has crept up from the fishermen’s cottages clustered around the harbour to cover the surrounding hills. Raked like theatre seats for a view of the sea – coloured in white, pastel pinks and blues, sometimes slate grey, in one case a curious dark green – the houses dot the slopes in picturesque confusion, as much a part of the landscape as the palm trees that flourish as a result of the area’s unusual microclimate.

			The bay also boasts a small shingle cove edged with rocks, on which sits a famous mermaid. Morvoren, serene and untroubled by the slapping waves that assault her at every high tide, has been carved into the grey granite of the cliff by the ancient, unseen hand of Nature. Her smooth, curving tail is said to bestow success in love and fertility on any who touch it. On the other side of the bay a wider, sandier beach is better for swimming, although jelly-shoes are advisable to traverse the band of pebbles and small rocks before the finer sand kicks in.

			Yachts and other craft bob in the shelter of the harbour during summer, watched over by the majestic working lighthouse on the east corner of the headland, with Pencarrow Castle on the west. The ‘castle’ is, in fact, no more than a draughty ruin, ‘built as a sixteenth-century fortification’, the visitors’ legend explains. It has stunning views across the sound to Falmouth – which would have been no consolation for the poor soldiers sent to defend a place so regularly blasted by the elements. Although they might have appreciated a cup of fresh-ground coffee from Ted’s cute, sky-blue converted Citroën van, named Henri, which now stands in the castle car park.

			At sunrise, the west of the village – with the swanky Samson George hotel, the sailing club and the less than swanky wooden pasty hut by the harbour wall – is bathed in a delicate, silvery brightness as dawn light is reflected off the sea. At sunset the east of the village, with Fitzroy’s pub, Morvoren’s smooth, stony cheek and the dinky blue-painted ferry moored for the night, glows with the red-gold warmth of the setting sun … as long as it’s not raining, of course.

			The fishermen and their families who inhabited the cottages for generations are now long gone. In their place is a motley selection of residents, whom the few surviving born-and-bred Cornish still living there term ‘emmets’ – incomers or blow-ins – mostly comprising tourists and second-home owners, retirees.

			And we must not forget the piskies, the fairy people who have dwelled in the bay and on the surrounding hills since the beginning of time. Folklore has it that they first came over perched on the shoulders of the saints, like St Just, invading Cornwall from Ireland for reasons known only to themselves. Nobody can agree on the appearance of these spirits. Wrinkled old men just three foot tall … or no bigger than your thumb. Clad in rags … or smartly dressed in red, green and brown. Helpful and benign … or mischievous and prankish. Cynics, beware: dismiss these fairy creatures at your peril.

			Last but not least are the ubiquitous seagulls. Like the piskies, they get mixed reviews. You cannot imagine the British seaside without their raucous squawking and shrieking overhead, their scarily sharp bills and strutting march across the sand on their huge webbed feet, the endless representations of them on mugs and tea-towels. You’d expect their diet to be mainly fish and molluscs, of course, but guard your bacon sarnie with your life: Pencarrow’s seagull gang-master, Colin, will scope every café table, every unguarded ice-cream cone, every open carton of salty chips, with his beady yellow eyes. His troops – a crack force, fiercely trained – will hover innocently, then swoop when Colin gives the nod, their powerful wings terrifyingly violent and full in your face. Chips, sandwiches, scones with cream and jam: all ready-meals for seagulls. Pencarrow villagers love and hate the birds.

			The bay is generally acknowledged by all to be a truly magical place to live. The human residents enjoy the very best of beauty and tranquillity, plus the cosiness of close friendships, the sparkle of sun on sea, bracing coastal walks with a warm pasty nestling in your day-pack, a peaceful sunset sail where you might glimpse a dolphin leaping in the waves, golden scones loaded with rich clotted cream and homemade strawberry jam. But they are not immune to the usual vicissitudes of life by virtue of their location. Pencarrow Bay might be their home, but it is also a designated tourist village. Heaving in summer. Isolated, empty, shuttered and regularly damp in winter. Strong community spirit; potentially claustrophobic and gossip-ridden.

			It would be unbelievable if everyone lucky enough to live there was blissfully happy all day long, as the exceptional setting might suggest, demand, even …

		
	
		
			1

			Peggy woke to Ted’s kiss brushing her bare shoulder. She’d been vaguely aware earlier, as she dozed, of him rummaging for his clothes, then dropped back to sleep, knowing he would be off for his morning run around the bay. Now she turned over and smiled up at him.

			‘It’s so beautiful out there, sweetheart,’ Ted said. ‘Pop down later, if you fancy. Pam promised to make those lemon and blueberry tarts you love. I’ll save you one.’ He’d changed from his running gear into jeans and a navy T-shirt, which showed off his toned chest and lean, tanned arms.

			Peggy reached up and laid her hand against his cheek. She loved him so much. Miss you were the words she didn’t say. He was only going down the hill to the car park on the headland beside the castle, barely ten minutes’ walk. It would be a ridiculous statement and she smiled inwardly at her foolishness. But he would be away, totally absorbed in his work – or ‘passion’, you might better call it – until at least four thirty, then potentially sucked into an evening sail or a hike to the lighthouse. Henri, the sixties Citroën truck, painted a fetching sky-blue, which Ted had converted to sell his coffee and buns, was, Peggy often mused resignedly, the third person in their relationship, these days.

			At least she had something different to do this morning. ‘Lindy McDonald has invited me to a coffee morning later – something about raising money for the village hall roof,’ were the words she said, as she reluctantly withdrew her hand from Ted’s cheek.

			‘That’ll be nice,’ he said, after a moment’s hesitation, which Peggy put down to his already thinking about the day ahead. ‘She’s amazing, Lindy. A proper force for good.’

			She was, indeed, amazing, and had been so kind to Peggy as a newcomer to the bay. She’d got to know her because she was tutoring Lindy’s granddaughter, Ada, once a week for an hour: the child needed to pass the entrance exam to get into a competitive Truro private school. Lindy had insisted Peggy come to the gathering today. ‘You need to meet some fun ladies, get out more,’ she said, giving Peggy a knowing wink, although Peggy hadn’t mentioned she’d yet to make many friends since their arrival in Pencarrow Bay eighteen months before.

			She’d had her head down, until a couple of months ago, working, and supervising the people who came to do the hard and heavy bits, like the plumbing, the electrics and the kitchen fittings, on the renovation of their charming 1920s modernist villa on the cliffs. Shearwater – named after the sooty shearwater bird, according to the overly chatty estate agent – had been a case of love at first sight, the house something of a fire sale. The owner had recently died and his son, living in Berlin with no interest in a UK seaside retreat, was apparently desperate to liquidate the inheritance. Peggy and Ted had glanced at each other as they stood in the porch of the house, before the agent had even unlocked the front door, and grinned. They knew they would buy the place, despite the work needed on the interior, which looked as if no one had touched it for decades.

			During those early months in Pencarrow she’d seemed to be perpetually covered with dust, the smell of paint in her nostrils, stubborn streaks in her auburn hair, splinters in her fingers, the whine of power drills in her ears, her eyes permanently crossed as she peered at her laptop and tried to decide between a daunting array of tiles for the bathroom or kitchen. Traditional? Abstract? Patterned? Plain? She’d thoroughly enjoyed the process, surprising herself, because it wasn’t something she’d done before, but she hadn’t had the time or energy for socializing as well. But Peggy knew it was more than that, really. She wasn’t quite sure how to get her toe in the door of the social life of the village – such a new environment for her – without the obvious lever of the coffee truck that Ted had used so successfully. So she was pleased when Lindy had invited her to the coffee morning.

			Genevieve Dixon, known as Gen, who managed Kyma, the chic boutique favoured by the moneyed guests who stayed at the Samson George hotel in the village, was becoming a friend. She had worked with Peggy on ideas for the décor, interior design not being her forte. Gen was an artist by training, and although fashion was her preferred medium, she had a good eye. They’d bonded when Peggy was poking around in the shop one morning and they’d got chatting, Peggy explaining about the renovations and throwing up her hands in bewilderment at the raft of colour and fabrics that faced her. Gen had kindly offered to assist. But Gen didn’t have much spare time in which to hang out between working long hours at the shop or on designs for the career in fashion that had so far eluded her.

			Now, as Peggy lay listening to Ted opening the front door and calling Bolt – the brindle black-and-tan rescue greyhound they’d adopted as a symbol of their commitment to each other – she realized she was nervous of Lindy’s coffee morning. Even though she’d been in the bay for well over a year, she still felt unsettled, like a fish out of water. Who are these ‘fun ladies’? Will I have anything in common with them? Would they find her fun?

			Peggy knew she was keen to embrace the very different nature of a Cornish village, compared to the hectic life of the capital city. She’d spent the previous forty years in London where, if some random smiled at you in the street, they were either nuts or about to ask you for money. In the village, everyone said hello all the time, and many seemed to know who Peggy was, even if they’d never been introduced. She loved that. Loved being able to look anyone in the eye without caution, that people seemed a lot more relaxed, more ready to chat. But she hadn’t found her group yet – friends with whom she felt open and at ease, as she did with the few she’d left behind in London.

			Ted, with his boundless energy, enthusiasm and sociability, had had the jump on her in bonding with the community in the bay. He’d been out and about there from the start, making friends with his customers and building useful connections with tradespeople, suppliers and local businesses. Like Bolt, who was in danger of becoming the village mascot with his charming affability, Ted, as Peggy often pointed out, was a serial bonder. He could talk to anyone, any time, under any circumstances, with no apparent effort. His confidence, of which she was almost envious, had been one of the things that had attracted her when they first met. It just made everything so much easier.

			Who am I now? Peggy asked herself, as she turned over in bed and gazed out at the day. How could she relate to new friends if she didn’t know who this new retired Peggy was? Because she felt that her identity had been unwittingly stripped away with her job. She’d been a teacher all her adult life. Her work, she realized, had come to define her – and she knew it was a bad idea to be defined by anything outside your control.

			She thought back to when she’d said goodbye to the team at the Great Ormond Street Hospital School, to which she’d devoted the previous fifteen years of her working life, teaching English to A-level standard. The children she taught suffered from so many different health problems. Chronic, life-changing conditions that denied them a normal education – some for short periods, others for years as they bounced back to the hospital with ongoing issues. Kids undergoing endless rounds of chemo- and radiotherapy. Others with serious mental health problems. Those who had endured multiple surgeries over the years. They had inspired such awe in Peggy: their bravery, their resilience, their humour in the face of disability – in some cases potentially lifelong – and possibly death, their struggle to be ‘normal’ … to reach for a future that might not happen.

			She’d loved her job even if, in some cases, it was less about passing exams, more about creating a temporary diversion for her pupils. She would attempt to draw a child’s attention away from the drudgery of bodily discomfort, another painful procedure, or just the boredom of a restricted ward-life without their family and friends, offering them a sizzling novel, a fiction from another time, an essay where they could transport themselves into a different world and be a person who was strong and healthy and carefree.

			On her last day, her colleague and friend, D’Andre, had brought in a tin of his mini carrot and orange cupcakes with cream-cheese icing, which were melt-in-the-mouth delicious. Louisa, a teaching assistant, had got some of Peggy’s pupils to design and paint a beautiful flowery banner saying, ‘We love you, Ms Gilbert. We’ll miss you very much.’ And Peggy’s boss, Christine, had given her a signed copy of a Nigel Slater cookbook – because, her reasoning went, Peggy would have loads of time to cook now she was retiring: Peggy loved cooking. They’d been so kind, so genuinely sad to see her go. And Peggy, walking away from the hospital, along Great Ormond Street and skirting Queen Square that evening, had felt utterly bereft. She would have cried if she hadn’t been on a crowded pavement, in a packed Tube. It was as if someone had chopped off a body part.

			But she had fallen in love with Ted. And Ted had a plan.

			She remembered her surprise when he’d first proposed it.

			‘What would you say …’ Ted had paused, staring at her intently one Saturday morning as they sat on opposite sides of the breakfast bar in his sunny kitchen, eating croissants and testing yet another blend of coffee from his scarily professional-looking espresso machine. They’d been seeing each other for more than two years, although were not yet living together. He’d taken a breath, then finished his question with obvious trepidation: ‘to the idea of moving to Cornwall?’

			‘Cornwall?’ Peggy had been taken aback. This was out of the blue. She knew Ted had grown up in St Ives, but he’d lived all his adult life away from the place. ‘Umm, okay … but what would we do there?’ she’d asked, still not really taking in what he was suggesting. And it was then that Ted had revealed his plan for his coffee business and relocation.

			‘I’ve seen this van online, Pegs,’ he’d told her, obviously trying to suppress his excitement. ‘A Citroën. Belongs to an old farmer in Bordeaux. It’s a bit of a wreck so it’ll need a lot of renovating.’ He seemed so fired up, his grey-green eyes flashing with enthusiasm, that she couldn’t help smiling. ‘I thought maybe we could go down on the TGV and collect it, drive it back? It’d be fun, no?’

			She gasped, reeling at the unforeseen life change he was putting before her. ‘Wait, you’ve bought it already?’

			‘Just now!’ Ted said, his grin so broad it almost split his face. ‘Seize the moment.’

			At that point, they had barely discussed putting their separate homes on the market, although they’d been going back and forth for a while about selling up and buying a place together. But Peggy knew that Ted, having recently sold his successful sports-clothing business – T&M Sports, the M for his late wife, Maria – would be looking for a new venture to get involved with: Ted loved to keep busy.

			‘Wow … You’re serious about this, aren’t you?’ Peggy had said to him.

			‘Only if you are,’ he replied sincerely. ‘I can totally sell the van if you reckon it’s a rubbish idea. But think about it! A beautiful seaside place, one of those little villages … Maybe a house overlooking the sea. Set up the van in a strategic spot, pull in the locals, the tourists.’ He reached across and took her hands in his. ‘What do you say, Pegs? Can you picture that?’

			Totally blindsided by Ted’s plans – which had obviously gone well beyond fantasy point – Peggy had not replied as she tried to imagine herself in the setting he’d projected. She’d always assumed the house they’d buy together would be in London.

			‘I’m still working, though … Would I run the business with you? Is that what you’re thinking?’ she asked, bewildered. She had no idea about business or about coffee, except that she loved drinking it black and strong every morning – sometimes with a splash of cream.

			Ted had considered her question carefully. ‘It’s just a van. I can probably manage it myself with a little local help. Unless you wanted to join in?’

			Peggy gave a shrug. This was all too sudden for her to get her head around yet.

			‘I sort of imagined you might teach down there,’ Ted was saying. ‘Couldn’t you, with all your incredible experience, teach anywhere? Or maybe you’d like to change tack, do something completely different … like me?’

			At that stage, she hadn’t even considered leaving her job at the hospital, but she was sixty, it would happen soon enough, even if approaching the retirement zone felt utterly ludicrous to Peggy. And gradually, over the weeks and months that followed, Ted had brought her round to the point at which Peggy – despite losing her beloved sick children – was itching to get on with the project too. It had been exciting, the next phase in her life.

			So far, though, the initial enthusiasm hadn’t translated into the new life Peggy had hoped for. Part of her still felt she was on an extended holiday in Pencarrow Bay, that one day soon they’d pack up and drive back to London, with her familiar daily patterns of existence, to her hospital pupils and her twin sons, Dan and Liam, now in their thirties, who lived and worked in the city and whom she had rarely seen since the move.

			Goodness, she missed her boys being only a Tube ride away. Despite going up regularly to London to meet them, and exchanging frequent WhatsApp messages – which seemed to be the preferred form of communication with their age group, the actual phone call almost obsolete – it wasn’t the same. And it was hard for Peggy to accept this was the new, seemingly permanent, order of things.

			But now the house was finished – and beautiful, she and Ted agreed – she felt adrift. There seemed nothing particularly fulfilling to occupy her days. Raising money for the village hall, joining an early-morning swimming club or becoming a member of the parish council might be something she’d enjoy – she was keen to involve herself in the village, whatever that took. But would these activities be a satisfying replacement for what she had lost? She still longed to feel a spring in her step, a real purpose to her days … still longed to be among children and teach. That had been the plan. What she hadn’t taken into consideration, though, was that Pencarrow was mainly a retirement and tourist village. There weren’t many children living there full time. And seemingly none so far – except Ada for a measly hour a week – who required her skills. So the work she’d thought she might find in the vicinity had not materialized. She had no desire to teach online, like many retired teachers, and there were no current vacancies in the village school when she’d enquired – although she wasn’t surprised, suspecting that someone of her age, already seemingly retired, would probably not be their first choice.

			Now, as she threw back the duvet and sat on the edge of the bed, the floorboards, warm from the sun, beneath her bare feet, she took a long, deep breath and smiled at the beautiful May day she spied through the open window. I’m a lucky woman, she told herself firmly. Since the very first moment they’d met, she and Ted, amazed by the immediate strength of their connection, had enjoyed a love neither had expected, in their late fifties, to experience again. Peggy and Max, her ex-husband, had only fleetingly been so engaged, in the throes of a youthful sexual attraction. It had been pretty much downhill after that. Ted had adored his Maria, but she had died under awful circumstances from which he’d thought never to recover. So they had come together with a certain wonder at their good fortune, and revelled in the chemistry, the compatibility, the sheer joy they felt in each other’s company. Although … Peggy’s thoughts slid uneasily sideways from her good fortune … And the niggle returned.

			She’d recently had this creeping sense – which had begun to prick her consciousness with increasing regularity, despite her attempts to push it aside – that Ted was drifting away from her. Not deliberately, she thought. It just seemed that that precious closeness, as they neared their fifth anniversary together, was fraying, fading a little. Peggy loved him so much. But she wasn’t sure how to reconnect with him, to join him in his love affair with the seaside community he had so easily adopted and seemed effortlessly to be part of. It wasn’t anything she could quite put her finger on, just a feeling he was holding back. Not even that … She couldn’t describe it, but whatever was happening to him, it frightened her.

		
	
		
			2

			As she walked down the hill later that morning, Peggy admitted to herself that Lindy McDonald had sounded a little intimidating when Ted first filled her in with what he knew about her prospective employer. Lindy had seen Peggy’s ad on the board in the post office and got in touch about Ada.

			Lindy, Ted said, had been high up in a huge multinational, in charge of digital marketing, retiring, so local gossip went, with a stonkingly good pension. She was also beautiful – Peggy had seen her about the village. Small and rounded, Lindy always dressed with flair in bright, expensive fashion – pinks, sea-greens and yellows, which somehow matched perfectly with her figure – her look finished off with a messy pure-white bob, very light blue eyes and a remarkably unlined face. She had the energy of two people, despite being in her late sixties, which put Peggy to shame in her rather selfish retirement slump.

			When she met Lindy in person for the first time, though, she’d been instantly charmed by the warmth and humour in the woman’s eyes. She didn’t seem even remotely scary or corporate. A bit like Ted, Peggy thought, one of life’s enthusiasts. Which, considering Gordon, Lindy’s husband of many decades, had died less than two years before, seemed even more admirable.

			The two women had connected over a shared love of books.

			‘Right,’ Lindy had said, purposefully but with a twinkle in her eye, after Ada had scooted upstairs at the end of that day’s lesson. She’d rummaged around under a pile of glossy magazines on the kitchen table, picked up a paperback and slapped it down in front of Peggy as she stood, ready to leave. ‘You’re an English teacher,’ Lindy had said, ‘So you must love reading.’ It wasn’t really a question, and she was clearly not expecting a reply as she went on, ‘Well, this is the most extraordinary book. Had my hair standing on end. You have to read it immediately because I’m dying to discuss it with someone. And nobody round here reads like I do.’

			Peggy, slightly taken aback, had laughed. ‘Thanks. I’ll get on to it straight away,’ she’d promised, tucking the book into her bag without more than a glance at the cover. She felt quite excited. To have someone so openly passionate about a book was music to her ears. As she said goodbye, she hoped Lindy was shaping up to be more than just an employer. She had begun to look forward to the time after she’d finished Ada’s lesson, when she and Lindy would sit at the kitchen table with a cuppa and talk about their latest read.

			Lindy lived in a large lilac-painted house – named, with admirable originality, Lilac House – on the sea road, overlooking the bay. It had been in Gordon’s family for decades, the family using it as a holiday home until Lindy and Gordon had retired there more than ten years ago – influenced by Gordon’s increasing ill health. It was a beautiful place, much admired and photographed by passing tourists. Georgian in style, symmetrical and restrained, it was fronted by a paved terrace garden raised above the road, where Lindy and her late husband had arrayed pots, low hedges and benches in an attractive Italianate style. It had been built by a harbour master in the early nineteenth century, the exterior hardly changed since then.

			Lindy had taken in her daughter, Kim, son-in-law Felix and Ada to live with her last year. As a previously high-flying City boy, Felix had suffered a financial disaster, losing all his money, his job and his reputation. Or so village rumour had it – although Peggy wasn’t sure of the details.

			Now, as Peggy reached the house, she was careful not to shake the plastic box, containing the rather-too-crumbly oat and raisin cookies she’d baked that morning – not up to her usual high standard, she was afraid – as she wrestled with the stiff latch on the gate. She saw Lindy at the open front door, chatting to two women, one bent and frail-looking, who leaned on the arm of the younger. When Lindy saw Peggy, she hurried over. ‘So glad to see you, sweetheart,’ she said, embracing Peggy warmly. ‘Come in and meet the gang.’ Ushering her towards the house, she cast a meaningful glance at the women still waiting at the door and whispered, ‘The old lady is Sydna Morgan – she used to be an actress, back in the day. Ninety-six next month. You’ll love her.’

			The house was cool and dark, with an atmosphere of polished wealth: flagstones and ticking clocks, floor wax, rose- and clove-scented pot-pourri, faded chintz covers and silver photo frames, a brick-red Aga keeping the kitchen warm. Old-fashioned, but richly so. When Peggy visited she felt as if she were going back in time to a smarter version of Granny Maud’s genteelly shabby house in Wells, which conjured up very mixed emotions: she and her brother Tom had, involuntarily, spent the second half of their childhood with their grandmother.

			When everyone was present, Lindy clapped her hands. ‘Welcome! So lovely to have you all here.’ She reached out a hand, laying it lightly on Peggy’s shoulder. ‘And I’m delighted to announce that I’ve found a new recruit to the cause.’ General laughter and applause greeted her words. ‘Let me introduce you to Peggy Gilbert. She’s the partner of the lovely Ted – whom you all know from his delicious coffee up by the castle.’

			Peggy smiled at Lindy’s description of Ted. But with all those eager eyes on her, she couldn’t immediately think of anything sensible to say back, so she kept smiling, adding an awkward wave she instantly regretted.

			The next hour and a half passed quickly. Peggy was introduced to a lot of the women – including Sydna, as sharp as a tack and a brilliant raconteur of stage stories – who all seemed to know each other well. She chatted and smiled and talked about the bay, how much she loved it, how thrilled she was to be living there. She fielded questions about her future plans, her answers vague because there were no plans, although she mentioned that she hoped to find teaching work, in case any of the women knew of openings. She laughed at plenty of retirement jokes about learning Turkish or scuba diving, growing giant marrows, wearing her pyjamas all day. It was all very light-hearted, but she couldn’t help feeling a sting in the tail relating to her own uncertainties.

			Lindy, at some point, rallied the room and began an uplifting speech about the dire state of the roof of the village hall, how far they were from their target. Peggy got the impression that, though the women were thoroughly enjoying the coffee and cakes, the biscuits – even her crumbly ones – and the chance for a good natter with mates in a comfortable setting, the fundraising was a bit of a sideshow. She suspected it would be mostly Lindy, single-handed, who would raise the money for the roof.

			‘Thank you so much for inviting me,’ she said to Lindy afterwards, when the stragglers had finally left and Peggy was helping to clear up. ‘That was fun.’ She grinned, relieved that she’d engaged with all those new faces reasonably well. In fact, she’d had a good time.

			‘They’re a nice lot, aren’t they?’ Lindy said, clearly pleased. ‘But bloody useless at raising money, of course.’

			Peggy laughed. ‘It’s a rare skill. Not sure I’m much good at it either, but I’ll help wherever I can.’

			Lindy gave a theatrical sigh. ‘Thank you. Good to have your support.’ She rinsed the coffee pot and set it upside down on the draining-board. ‘And maybe your Ted can help too. He seems to know all sorts of people.’

			‘True.’ Peggy paused. ‘Although he’s always so busy.’

			Lindy cocked her head, a frown on her face. ‘Gosh, you sounded rather sad just then.’

			Peggy was taken aback. ‘Did I? No, no, I’m fine.’

			But Lindy’s face still wore a concerned look. ‘That’s why I wanted you to meet the girls today. Don’t be shy with them. They’re good company when you get to know them, and they obviously liked you.’

			‘I so appreciate being included, Lindy. I can see you all have a lovely closeness.’ I hope I can be a part of it one day, Peggy added to herself.

			‘This is a proper community. We look after each other,’ Lindy said, patting her arm reassuringly. After a short pause she went on, ‘You know, I had to take early retirement too – my husband wasn’t at all well. It was a huge wrench. I loved my work, loved who I was in that role. But I love what I’ve become, too. Here in the village.’ She smiled. ‘You’ll get there.’

			‘I’m sure I will,’ Peggy said, managing to sound creditably upbeat. She was touched by Lindy’s insight. She had never talked to her about her worries, but it felt good to be heard without even speaking … and to be so reassured by someone who actually knew.

			The two women chatted on while they finished the clearing up. When Peggy was at the door, saying goodbye, Lindy raised her hand. ‘Nearly forgot. I’ve another book for you,’ she said. ‘Not as good as the last one, but quite compelling in a strange way. It’s on my Kindle so I can’t share and I’m hopeless at titles. I’ll text it to you later. Check it out and we can chat about it, if it appeals.’

			Peggy smiled broadly. ‘Bring it on!’

			As she walked back up the hill, Peggy mused on what it would mean for her to fully experience and become part of this ‘proper community’ to which Lindy had referred. It wasn’t familiar territory. In the block of flats in Highgate where she’d spent nearly twenty years, there had been minimum interaction with the neighbours. The only person she’d really bonded with was Flann, the old boy in the basement – a relic from before the gentrification of the block – who used to keep Murray Mints in a scuffed Pyrex bowl to offer her sons when she dropped by to check on him. The other residents merely smiled the usual hurried greetings, exchanged brief chats about the weather or the skittish heating system in the block, as they passed on the stairs. And Peggy had been fine with that: it was London. Village life seemed more all-encompassing. A small, cohesive tribe, not the pockets of individual friendships that were the norm in a city. She hoped she could somehow shake down into it, break through the strangeness and, as Lindy had insisted, ‘get there’.

			That afternoon Peggy went for a long walk. She took the smaller ferry – hardly more than a large rowing boat – round the corner of the bay and walked up onto the headland beyond the lighthouse. There was a strong breeze and intermittent sunshine as she tramped along the coastal path, with its narrow twists and turns, steep ups and downs, treacherous tree roots, spiky gorse hedges, loose scree to trip the unwary, and down onto a small, sandy bay hidden among the cliffs, where she sat for a while, the sand cool against her bare legs. This was a walk she often did, now she had so much time on her hands. It was beautiful today, with the wild spring flowers and grasses, salt on the air, the insects buzzing in the hedgerows. She waved at the seal that regularly shimmied across the water of the cove like a vaudeville turn. He was huge and lazy and shiny and a bit of a show-off: Peggy adored watching him plunge in and out of the waves. So graceful for his size, with his almost comically whiskered snout below huge dark eyes, he seemed to be performing just for her.

			As she sat there, the beach to herself, her thoughts drifted again to Ted. Buoyed up by the warmth of Lindy’s friendship and the welcoming ladies at the coffee morning, she felt a little more optimistic about joining him in the social life of the village. I can do it, she thought, clapping her hands at the seal as it pirouetted in the surf. I’m sure I can.

			Back home and with a couple of empty hours before supper, Peggy returned to her recent obsession: baking the perfect Cornish pasty. She’d attempted some a couple of weeks ago and they had been a disaster, the pastry too short and crumbling, the filling claggy and tasteless. But she felt this failure was no laughing matter: pasties were taken extremely seriously in Cornwall, to the extent that they were a protected species, with a Protected Geographical Indication or PGI.

			You can’t call your pasty ‘Cornish’, Peggy had discovered with surprise, unless it has a minimum of 12.5 per cent beef and 25 per cent veg, which must include only potato, onion, swede (called ‘turnip’ in Cornwall, just to confuse you), and a seasoning of salt and pepper. You weren’t allowed to cook the ingredients before slow-baking in a pastry case. She had thought it couldn’t be that hard – after all, generations of impoverished Cornish tin miners’ wives had thrown them together daily, with only the most basic cooking facilities. But any tin miner worth his salt would have scoffed – possibly clipped her round the ear – if faced with one from her first batch.

			Today, Peggy took a lot more time and care. She used a stronger bread flour to stop the pastry crumbling, mixed lard with the Cornish butter, bought good-quality beef skirt from Pete, the village butcher, and added plenty of salt and pepper to the layered ingredients. Then she baked them for nearly an hour at a lower temperature than before.

			Later, at supper, consuming the golden-glazed, pungent, peppery pasties with some baked beans, Peggy couldn’t help purring with pride. ‘Perhaps not up to the harbour bakery standard yet,’ she considered, ‘but not bad, eh?’

			‘I think they’re better,’ Ted replied gamely, making appreciative noises around another large mouthful of pasty. ‘I could definitely sell these at the van if you make them again.’

			‘Thanks … So, let me tell you about the coffee morning,’ Peggy said. ‘Everyone was very charming and welcoming. There was this wonderful old actress who told hilarious stories about her love affairs with all these famous actors – had us in fits of laughter. And there was another lovely woman, Lorna, who’d been on the lifeboats in her youth – incredibly brave. They know each other so well, of course, and I was very much the newbie. But they seemed interesting and nice.’

			Ted nodded, his mouth full again.

			‘I think Lindy has her eye on you for a bit of fundraising,’ Peggy said. ‘Called you “lovely Ted”!’ She chuckled. But Ted did not. And his smile, when he finally looked up. seemed a little forced.

			‘Well, I am lovely, aren’t I?’ he joked, then concentrated on scooping up the remaining beans with his fork.

			Peggy eyed him. ‘You okay?’

			He nodded, head down. ‘Yeah, fine.’

			She remembered being asked the same question earlier by Lindy – giving the same response – and her surprise that Lindy seemed to have detected some emotion in her face that Peggy wasn’t even aware of feeling. She wondered now if something similar was happening with Ted. She wanted to ask more, delve deeper, to find out what was bothering him – what had been bothering him generally in recent weeks. But he got up, grabbed his plate and hers – they’d barely finished eating – and walked over to the sink.

			To his back, she said, ‘I think Lindy could be a friend, you know – it’s great to have someone to share novels with. I never even did that with Annie.’ Her lifelong best friend in London preferred stodgy biographies. Although they spoke regularly, not having Annie round the corner was another element of her past life she was struggling to come to terms with. She felt the connection between them loosening with every passing week as they missed their regular coffee-and-bun catch-ups and their lives diverged.

			Ted stared at her, but his gaze lacked focus, as if he didn’t see her. Then his expression cleared. ‘That’s fantastic, sweetheart. Lindy will look after you. And she knows everyone.’

			Peggy laughed. ‘Like you!’

			But she seemed to have lost Ted again. He didn’t respond, falling silent as he loaded the dishwasher, clearing the table of the supper things.

			‘I’ll take Bolt out,’ Ted said, when he’d finished. He came over to drop a quick kiss on her forehead. ‘Love you,’ he said absently, as he made for the front door.

			Peggy was left alone … and bewildered.
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			The next morning, Peggy woke with a groggy head. She hadn’t slept well. Ted had been more his usual self when he’d come back from the walk with the dog, but she hadn’t been able to shake off the sense that something was going on in his life that he wasn’t sharing with her. So, uncharacteristically, she’d had one too many glasses of wine in an attempt to ignore her instincts.

			For a while she sat on the edge of the bed and watched the rhododendron bush to the side of the terrace waving in the sea breeze. The soft pink blooms of a month ago had shrivelled brown and dropped. I’ll go for a swim, clear my head, she thought. She knew herself well, her tendency for over-thinking legendary, according to Annie, whose eyes would sometimes widen in disbelief at the scenarios Peggy cooked up. Ted’s always telling me that cold water stimulates endorphins, she muttered inwardly, changing the focus of her thoughts with effort. Some feel-good hormones were exactly what she needed to sweep away the cobwebs.

			Swallowing a cup of coffee, eager, suddenly, to get out into the beautiful spring morning, she pulled on her swimming costume under her jeans and sweatshirt and packed a towel in her green-striped elephant-grass basket. Strolling down the hill on the shore road that ran through the village, she stopped at the donkey field. Tina and her daughter Mina – who were pretty much alike – were munching happily on the grass, but came over to her when Peggy called. She’d brought carrots and now she handed them to the animals over the gate, stroking Tina’s soft grey muzzle as she watched their large yellow teeth loudly crunching the vegetables. Then she continued down the hill, passing Ted’s truck in the castle car park – she waved but he didn’t see her – and on until she reached the beach. You could swim in Mermaid Cove at the other end of the village, but it was rockier, with less open water.

			Today the sea, retreated halfway across the sand, was sparkling with welcome, the square blue pontoon – recently put back in the water after winter – bobbing a comfortable distance from the shore. She wasn’t a strong swimmer, more of a pootler, but she loved to kick lazily back and forth or lie on her back in the salt water and contemplate the sky. She would do a circuit of the pontoon today, she decided, pulling off her outer clothes and tying her shoulder-length hair into a ponytail on top of her head. She had the beach almost to herself, apart from an older man sitting on a rock and gazing out to sea with a beige bucket hat pulled low over his eyes, and two women walking back and forth across the sand, deep in earnest conversation. She didn’t recognize any of them – although Ted could probably tell me the colour of their grandmother’s eyes, she thought, with a wry smile.

			Now she crept gingerly across the band of spiky shells and pebbles to the sand and the water’s edge, hovering ankle deep in the ice cold sea, her toes already numb. But as she was steeling herself to go further, she heard a sudden loud noise behind her. It was a cross between a bark and a shout. Turning, she saw the man from the rock frantically waving his hat and pointing out to sea as he yelled a warning.

			Peggy, taken aback, quickly scanned the water where he indicated, but failed to spot anything that might cause such a kerfuffle. She watched as the man leaped up and began a frantic, lopsided hobble over the sand, seeming much older than his looks suggested. As he reached her, she held out her hand to steady him. Now he’d taken his hat off, she recognized him as someone she’d seen around the harbour, usually walking very slowly, supported by a dark-haired younger man.

			‘Sorry, didn’t mean to alarm you,’ he said breathlessly, leaning heavily on Peggy’s hand. ‘I’m absolutely sure I saw a dark fin poking out of the water.’

			‘A fin? Like attached to a … shark?’

			He nodded gravely. ‘It’s just that Toby, our local fisherman, spotted a shark in the bay yesterday morning when he was doing whatever he does with his crab pots. He posted a video on the village website.’

			‘Oh, my God.’ Peggy stared at him, hastily backing out of the sea. ‘A real one? As in, eat you if you get too close?’

			The man looked a little embarrassed. ‘Well, no. This was a friendly type, not the munching variety, apparently. Toby claimed it was a basking shark. He described it as “beautiful”. And completely harmless to humans. But I reckoned you might be freaked out if you swam into it – I’m sure you’ve seen the movie.’

			Peggy shuddered. ‘I would literally have died on the spot,’ she said, with feeling.

			He looked relieved and gave her a shy grin. ‘Me too. Rory, my husband, says I’m an old hysteric, catastrophizing about everything. And he’s probably right. But I thought it best to warn you.’ Letting go of her arm, her new friend shuffled awkwardly to a nearby rock and lowered himself onto it with a grunt and a sigh, shifting about until he found a comfortable perch. ‘Bloody back,’ he muttered. Then his face cleared and he held up his hand to her. ‘Quentin Dorris, by the way.’

			She shook it. ‘Peggy Gilbert. Good to meet you.’

			‘Likewise.’ He thought for a moment, then went on, ‘You must be the fair Ted’s wife, then. He’s mentioned you. Can’t be that many Peggys around here … good old-fashioned name.’

			Surprised, as usual, to be so readily identified by someone she’d never spoken to, Peggy nodded as she corrected him: ‘Partner, not wife.’

			Quentin pulled a face. ‘Ooh, can’t be doing with that word “partner”. Not fond of “significant other” either. So coy. Would you consider “consort” perhaps? Or why not just plain “lover”?’

			She laughed. Quentin had a very engaging smile, his weather-beaten face craggy and lived-in, surrounded by a shock of untidy greying hair to his light-blue shirt collar, his previously anxious brown eyes now alive with amusement.

			‘Best coffee for miles around, Ted’s, it has to be said,’ he added, when she didn’t answer.

			‘He’ll be very happy to hear that.’

			Into the silence, Quentin asked, ‘So, are you going to swim? Or have I put you off for good?’

			She wanted to say she was gung-ho, quite unconcerned by the prospect of rubbing her bare legs up against the smooth grey body of a huge shark, basking or otherwise. But she wasn’t going to lie. ‘Might give it a miss today,’ she said, pulling a face.

			Quentin looked stricken. ‘That’s terrible. I’ve gone and ruined your morning dip – probably for nothing. I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have worried you, but I panicked.’ He shrugged. ‘Toby says there are lots of sharks around the Cornish coast – there was another spotted in St Ives recently. We have dolphins and seals and all sorts, of course, but I doubt the sharks come this far into the harbour,’ he added, not sounding sufficiently doubting to Peggy’s nervous ear.

			‘I’m glad you warned me. Anyway, you’d have looked pretty silly if you’d sat there and watched me screaming my head off because you didn’t want to make a fuss.’

			He laughed as he began to struggle upright from the rock. ‘Well, I must say it’s nice to have my anxiety validated for once – even if I was mistaken.’ Steadying himself, he added, ‘I’d buy you one of Ted’s excellent coffees and a bun as compensation for messing up your day, but I imagine you get them for free, so my company would be your only gain – if it is, indeed, a gain.’ He hesitated, then went on, ‘Even if you’ve had enough of my company, my shiny new cripple’s chariot is up the top and I’d be so grateful if you could help me to it. I didn’t bring my stick, stupidly, and Rory insists I shouldn’t go down on the beach alone.’

			‘I’d love a coffee,’ Peggy assured Quentin, as she concentrated on steadying him on the wet sand.

			They began to make their way slowly across the beach and up the slope, stopping every few minutes so Quentin could rest on one of the benches lining the steep tarmacked path. His red mobility scooter sat glinting in the sunshine beside the sea wall, tucked into the hedge on the shore road. Peggy wondered what was wrong with Quentin’s back, and how long he’d been so physically compromised, but she didn’t feel she knew him well enough to ask.

			‘I’ll just go and get my things,’ she said, as he sank gratefully into the black seat of the buggy. As she hurried back to the rock where she’d left her clothes and began to dress, she felt rather excited to have made this charming new acquaintance. Sliding into her canvas shoes, she found herself looking forward to telling Ted the shark story. He’ll laugh at me, she thought, with a smile.

			When she got back to Quentin, he was texting laboriously. Looking up, he said, ‘Just telling Rory what I’m up to. He worries.’

			‘So you’re not the only one,’ she joked.

			He smiled. ‘Ah, but Rory only worries about me. I worry about everything else.’

			They made slow progress up to the castle, pulling in to let the cars pass. It wasn’t as busy as it would be later in the summer, but Peggy had noticed a sharp increase in traffic since Easter. They chatted easily, Quentin filling her in about the houses and inhabitants they passed.

			‘That one used to be owned by a super-rich crook, think his name was Philip something, who ran off with his company’s pension fund. A lovely couple, can’t remember their names, bought it for a song, and actually live in it full time. The small one on the corner with the lattice windows is Teresa’s. She used to be our brilliant sub-postmistress, but was implicated in that Horizon horror show – cleared, obviously, but it ruined her mental health. And her life. Even now she’s been vindicated, we hardly see her out any more. That sweet little place behind the hedge with the French shutters and green front door?’ He pointed up one of the narrow lanes. ‘That’s the prettiest house on the planet inside. I long for it. It belongs to Florence Bywater, the writer. We’re friends. But she’s in her nineties, and seldom visits now.’

			Peggy was really enjoying herself. Quentin was amusing and very informative. He hadn’t quite got the hang of the controls on his buggy, so he would suddenly lurch forward then come to an abrupt halt, which was concerning with cars coming through. But they got to the crest of the hill without incident, where they bumped into a tall, barefoot man with a voluminous purple cloak edged in gold brocade, blond locks flowing dramatically down his back, striding at some speed and purpose towards the village.

			‘Hi, Ken,’ Quentin called. The man came to an abrupt halt.

			‘Quentin, how are you? I hope you’re coming to my reading?’

			‘Uh, sorry, not this time,’ Quentin replied, with a kind smile.

			Ken raised an imperious eyebrow, waved goodbye and set off again.

			‘Silly old bore,’ Quentin said fondly, when Ken was out of earshot. ‘He thinks he’s the reincarnation of Morton Nance, who was the Grand Bard of Cornwall in the thirties. That’s why he gave me such a dirty look when I called him Ken. We’re told we have to address him as Morton now. Ridiculous.’

			Peggy laughed. ‘He’s doing a reading?’

			‘Oh, yes. He camps out at Morvoren’s feet – tail, I suppose I should say – and drones on about the imminent resurgence of Cornish culture. The tourists love him: bit of eccentricity, local colour. I’m all for Cornish culture resurging – although I suspect Ken and his nonsense do it no favours.’

			‘Maybe the shark’ll get him,’ Peggy joked, and they began to giggle.
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			As Peggy and Quentin neared the coffee van, she was surprised to notice Ted was not behind the counter. Shona, Ted’s main employee, was serving a couple of walkers. She was conveniently flexible in her hours, normally working one, occasionally two days a week, then filling in, ad hoc, if Ted had something he needed to do and she could fit it around her business studies course at Falmouth University. She was keen to earn money, Ted keen to keep outgoings to a minimum. So it was a balance.

			When renovations on the house were finished, Peggy had suggested she do shifts at the coffee van sometimes, instead of Shona. But Ted hadn’t taken to the idea. ‘If you’re working when I’m not,’ he’d said, ‘and I’m working when you’re not, we’ll never see each other, except possibly cramped in the van together on a busy day. Shona can give me time off that I can spend with you.’ Peggy couldn’t argue with Ted’s logic in theory – but in reality, it seemed these days, when he wasn’t working, he wasn’t spending time with her either.

			Shona’s strident South African tones, beach-blonde ponytail swinging seductively down her back and earthy, infectious laugh were clearly captivating the two men for whom she was making coffee. Now Peggy remembered the reason she was there. Ted had a meeting that morning, with a supplier of takeaway cups, which claimed to be more environmentally friendly than the ones he was currently using. She was disappointed, hoping to arrive with a flourish in Quentin’s company, show Ted she was on the up and making friends with his friends, throwing off the mantle of lonely incomer that worried her and, she thought, worried Ted too.

			Quentin having told her which coffee he would like, she approached the stall. Greeting Shona warmly, she asked, ‘Has Ted gone to see the cup person?’ Bolt, she noticed, was not in his tartan basket beside the van.

			‘Uh, no, that’s at twelve. He was here a moment ago …’

			Peggy nodded, thanking Shona and picking up the coffees plus two of the lemon and blueberry tarts she was sure, even on such short acquaintance, Quentin would like. Back at the table – his buggy tucked in where a chair normally stood – they settled down to their drinks. The resident robin immediately flew over, checking them both out, its head on one side. It was there every day, gathering crumbs from the tables. Now, seeing there were no pickings on offer, it puffed out its red chest dismissively and skittered off again, making them smile.

			‘That’s us told,’ Quentin joked, devouring the tart in two appreciative bites – no morsel left for the robin. Then he asked, ‘So go on, then, how did you two meet?’

			She smiled. ‘You want the short version?’

			‘God, no. I want the exact shade of the paint in the downstairs loo, if you
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