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For all my neighbours at our Devon home,
who have welcomed us and our family into the
community and become such good friends.









A Saturday in September


I’ve woken up early. I really didn’t want to – today of all days, the first day of the rest of my life, as I’ve been thinking of it. I wanted to sleep late from now on – every day if I like. I’ll never again have an alarm blaring at me, nagging me to get up, get dressed, hurry to work, hurry to my patients and spend my busy days dressing their wounds, giving them their vaccinations, checking their temperatures, their pregnancies, their babies, the boils on their bums. From today, I’m not a senior practice nurse any more. I’m retired.


‘Are you awake, Joy?’ Terry mutters as he turns over next to me. Always seems a pointless question, really. ‘Did you hear that noise?’


‘Mm,’ I say, yawning. ‘What was it?’


‘I don’t know.’ He throws off the duvet and goes across to the window, peering behind the curtain. There’s never much to see. Just the sky, the sea, the changing seasons measured by the dawn and dusk. Daylight now: it leaks into the bedroom, showing the specks of dust floating gently in the air. The thought occurs to me – and I dismiss it quickly – that I’ll have no excuse, now, for dodging the housework.


Terry stretches and shrugs as he lets the curtain fall again.


‘I’ll make a cup of tea, shall I – now I’m up?’


‘Mm. Thanks.’


I wonder if I can grab another five minutes’ sleep while he’s doing it. I hear him pad downstairs, hear the kettle being filled – but almost immediately, he’s coming back up, the sound of his surprise arriving before he does:


‘It’s next door! A removal van! They’re moving in. Did you know?’


I open my eyes, struggle to sit up. ‘Really? No, I didn’t – how would I know?’


‘It’s that young couple, the ones who came to view the house earlier in the summer,’ he says.


‘Oh, the ones with the little boy? That’ll be nice.’


‘Didn’t see the boy. But yes, them.’ He turns to go back downstairs. ‘Tea, then?’


‘Thanks.’ I lie back against the pillows, thinking how good it’ll be, after living next to an empty house for nearly a year, to have neighbours again. The house was rented for a long while, a succession of neighbours coming for just long enough to get to know them before they moved on again. Then, last year, the landlord decided to sell, but not until he’d had the whole place redecorated, which seemed a bit crazy to me, as surely any buyers would want to do up the house to their own taste.


‘It had probably been neglected for so long,’ Terry had pointed out, ‘that it desperately needed it. And he’d have wanted to maximise his profit.’


So here we are: on the very day that I begin the rest of my life, I get new neighbours to share it with. I hope they’re going to be friendly.


It would be difficult, living here, if you had neighbours you didn’t like. Numbers One and Two, Smugglers’ Cottages, are the only two houses here at Angel Cove. They’re a pair of Victorian brick-built semis, overlooking the sea, backing onto the beach. The cove is a tiny, perfectly U-shaped inlet at the end of the lane that leads up to Bierleigh village, about a mile away. Either side of Smugglers’ Cottages, the woods rise steeply away towards Bierleigh in one direction, and Angel Head in the other. It’s impossible to live in one of the cottages without your lives becoming entwined with those of the people next door. We share the decking area at the back of our houses, where we have washing lines, outdoor tables and chairs. The beach is our back garden. We put our bins out in the same place – the turning area where the lane ends outside our houses and becomes the footpath through the woods. The bin lorry can just about make it, doing a tight three-point-turn there before heading back up the single-track lane to Bierleigh.


Up till now, with Terry and I both working full-time in different towns – Terry in his office in Dartmouth, me in one of the GP surgeries in Totnes – we’ve never become particularly close to any of the succession of temporary residents in Number Two cottage. We’ve been here more than thirty years; we bought Number One, Smugglers’ Cottages, when it was the original small, two-bedroomed house. Next door is still like that, but we’ve added a two-storey extension to our side; we reached the point after a few years here when we could afford something bigger, but we just didn’t want to move away. We’d never find anywhere else that matched the location of Angel Cove.


‘I’m going to ask if they’d like some tea or coffee,’ I tell Terry later, after I’ve cleared up the breakfast things.


‘OK,’ he says without looking up from his laptop.


‘It’s Saturday,’ I remind him, as if that’s going to make any difference. ‘The weekend.’


‘Mm.’


He’s started doing this recently: working at weekends, and in the evenings. I suppose he’s just going through a busy period.


I go to knock on the back door of Number Two, introduce myself and make the offer of tea and coffee.


‘Thanks so much,’ says the young woman when I return with a tray of mugs and a plate of biscuits. She looks like she’s in her early or mid-thirties; petite and slim, with long fair hair tied back off her face in a purple spotted scarf, a smut of dust on her nose and a tired look on her face. ‘I’m Sara. And—’ she indicates the tall, good-looking man carrying in a bundle of towels and bedding ‘—this is Rob. My … um … husband.’


Um … husband? ‘Pleased to meet you, Rob,’ I say. ‘Look, I don’t want to get in your way, but if you need any help with anything at all, don’t hesitate to give me – or my husband, Terry – a shout.’


‘Thank you,’ she says a bit gruffly.


Rob puts down his bundle and gives me a smile. ‘Yes, thanks, Joy. Good to meet you. I’ll be going to collect our little boy, Charlie, later. He’s back in Plymouth with a friend while we get a bit straight here.’


‘That’s nice – I’ll look forward to meeting him,’ I say, returning the smile. ‘This is a perfect place for children. I hope you’ll be very happy here.’


‘Thank you,’ Sara says again, and she nods, squaring her shoulders and adopting a brisk, better get on with it expression, while Rob picks up the bundle again and follows one of the removal men upstairs.


I feel a bit dismissed. But, of course, they’re busy, and moving house is exhausting.


‘Well, give me a knock if you need anything, won’t you,’ I tell Sara, turning to leave.


I don’t know if she will. She seems quite brisk and capable and I can’t quite judge yet whether she’s going to be friendly or not. But, we don’t know the first thing about each other yet. And they’ll be busy settling down at the moment. I think I’ll give it a while before I disturb them again.









A few weeks later: Friday 5 October


It’s a clear autumn day, a bit chilly but with a perfect blue sky and calm sea sparkling below us, and Sara and I are standing on top of Angel Head, the headland at one end of our cove, looking back along the coast. This is the first time we’ve got together properly since she moved in. I’ve seen her only occasionally, giving me a quick wave as she rushed in and out, taking her little boy to school and back. I haven’t seen Rob at all; I presume he must be working long hours. Sara always looked so hurried and businesslike that I felt a little bit wary of her.


But this morning I bumped into her outside and we had a quick chat. She seemed more approachable than the impression I’d had of her so far. I told her I was going for a walk and I was pleasantly surprised that she asked if she could come with me. She says she likes walking, it’s how she relaxes, taking a little time off from her work occasionally for that reason, and catching up after Charlie’s asleep. So we’ve walked up here through the woods; I wanted to show off the view to her on a good day.


‘Why do you think it’s called Angel Cove?’ she asks me now.


‘I honestly have no idea,’ I admit. ‘I know there’s a local legend about it – about an angel that’s supposed to watch over the cove. But I’ve never found out exactly how it all started.’ I shrug. ‘Some people say the angel protects the sea at the cove. They say bathing in the sea is lucky, and I’ve even heard it said that it’s impossible to drown here.’ I grin at her. ‘I like swimming here myself, when it’s warm enough, but I wouldn’t want to put that to the test! It’s nonsense, obviously, just some old legend. I’ve never got around to trying to find out exactly how it started.’


Never had time, to be honest. Never had time for anything – until now.


‘I like things like that,’ Sara says, nodding her head enthusiastically. ‘It’d be nice to know what the story is. I’d be tempted to do some research on it if I had time.’ She shrugs. ‘But I need to keep to my deadlines.’


Sara works from home; she’s told me she’s a freelance book editor. She says she loves her work and can fit it around Charlie’s school hours.


‘Well, I could have a go at researching it myself,’ I say. ‘It would be interesting to try to find out more about it.’


The idea quite appeals to me, now I’ve started thinking about it.


‘Perhaps there might be something online?’ she suggests.


‘Yes, I could try that first. Or the village library might have some local history books.’


‘Let me know how you get on, won’t you.’ She smiles at me. ‘Shall we finish the walk now? Do we go this way?’


‘Yes, come on. It’s downhill now.’


This next part of the path is quite gentle, and we reach the shingle beach at the bottom fairly quickly.


‘It’s deserted!’ Sara says, staring around her.


‘The only access down here is the way we’ve just come.’ The red Devon cliffs stretching along the beach from here are steep and hazardous. ‘There are rockfalls along there nearly every year,’ I add, pointing to the scar of the most recent fall. ‘The coast path just here went into the sea a few years ago; it detours onto the road a bit further inland.’


‘So we can’t walk any further.’ She looks disappointed. I get the impression she’d be up for a route-march. I like walking myself but I’m beginning to wonder if I’ll keep up with her!


‘Only along the beach and back, if you want to – but the tide’s coming in. We can do plenty of different walks, though, other days, if you’re up for it?’


‘Yes, definitely, I’d like that. Thanks, Joy,’ she says.


‘Well, I’m enjoying it too. I didn’t often get time to do this before I retired.’


We turn and start to walk back. The sun is beginning to peek out cautiously from behind the clouds, and a shaft of sunlight suddenly arrows its way across the sea, glinting the tips of the waves with sparkling diamonds.


We stand in silence for a moment, admiring the view.


‘Beautiful!’ Sara says. She gives a strange little chuckle. ‘Well, if nothing else, my childhood dream has come true – I always did want to live by the sea.’


‘If nothing else?’ I query, a little taken aback.


At first I don’t think she’s going to reply. She shakes her head as if she’s cross with herself.


‘I’ve been an idiot,’ she says finally, turning to look at me. ‘The thing is, Rob and I always loved this part of the coast. We used to talk about how much we’d like to live here. So when I found this house, and Rob seemed so pleased about it … I know this is going to sound totally idiotic, but I somehow managed to deceive myself that he’d change his mind and settle back down here with me and Charlie after all.’


‘Oh, Sara!’ I stare at her. I feel stupid now. It should have been obvious – I haven’t even seen Rob since their moving day. ‘I’m sorry, I got totally the wrong impression. I thought perhaps Rob was working away—’


‘No. Playing away would be more accurate,’ she says with an attempt at a laugh.


‘But you say you thought he might change his mind? When did you finally realise that he wouldn’t?’


‘Only on the day I moved in,’ she says. She looks at me and gives a little self-deprecating snort. ‘It was ridiculous; I should have known perfectly well he wasn’t going to ditch Jade, his girlfriend. He’s been seeing her for a year now, and when I found out, he actually told me he couldn’t live without her. I was so stupid; I got taken in by the fact that Rob was still being fair and decent about everything, going on about staying friends, agreeing with everything I suggested about co-parenting Charlie. He came with me to look at properties … and, well, when we looked at this place, this house, he seemed so excited … ’


She stops and shakes her head. ‘I don’t know whether to be angry with him, now, for … well, for being so bloody patronising, trying to keep me sweet and make it easier for him to get what he wanted, or angry with myself for being taken in by it!’


‘You must have felt so let down when you realised,’ I say.


‘I was gutted,’ she admits. ‘I’d imagined this scenario where he suddenly said, when he helped me move in, that he’d realised what he was throwing away … Huh! He did help me, but the whole day, his eyes were constantly straying to his watch, and to his phone, thinking how soon he could go back to her.’


I think she’s sounding incredibly strong, considering what she’s telling me. Her face is pink with the indignation she obviously feels, or perhaps the frustration of having deluded herself. At the moment, our acquaintance is so new, I can’t quite work her out, and I wonder if she’s really as strong as she appears. Even her style of dressing seems to be promoting herself as a person who faces the world square on: today she’s wearing purple jeans with a bright green sweater, and she has bold streaks of red in her blonde hair.


‘But I’m OK, Joy,’ she says firmly as we start to walk on. ‘I can’t deceive myself any more: it’s over. He’s living with Jade, in her flat, while they look for a place to buy together – their next step. The final step, I suppose … apart from divorce.’


‘Has that been mentioned?’


‘No, but it’s bound to be what he wants, isn’t it? What she’s going to want. And I can’t let this ruin the rest of my life. I have to make a life for myself and Charlie now.’


‘Good for you,’ I say. ‘And you’re not on your own here, you know. If you want someone to talk to any time, just give me a shout. I’m always happy to stop for a quick cup of tea or coffee and a chat.’


I must admit, the occasional chat over a cuppa might help me too. Like most people of my age – sixty-five on my last birthday – I’d been looking forward to my retirement for some time before I finally took the plunge. My work had been exhausting me for longer than I cared to admit. I always used to drive home from work in a hurry, anxious to get indoors and start cooking dinner, pour myself a glass of wine, put the TV on and my feet up. But I’d also usually still be preoccupied by the day’s events at the surgery. It was hard to put the patients out of my mind completely after I’d finished my day’s work.


But I’ll never have to rush anywhere again now, whether it’s to fetch a defibrillator because of an emergency, or simply to make a cup of tea in a two-minute break between patients. I’m free! I’m still not sure what to do with all this freedom, but at the moment, I don’t really care. I just want to take my time, gaze at the sea, and the autumn leaves in the woods, watch the squirrels in the trees and the seagulls swooping overhead, and remember why we love this place.


‘We’ve always considered ourselves so lucky to live here,’ I say out loud now to Sara as we finally arrive back at Smugglers’ Cottages. ‘We like to think of the cove as one of South Devon’s best kept secrets.’


‘The beach certainly doesn’t get crowded, does it,’ she says.


‘No. Not many holidaymakers come down here – there’s nothing for them to do. No cafés, restaurants, public loos or anything. And the nearest pub, of course, is the Angel, up in the village. But we do get plenty of people from Bierleigh coming down to swim here during the summer.’


‘Knowing they’re safe from drowning?’ Sara says, grinning at me. ‘The Angel of the Cove protects them?’


‘Well, you never know, there may be some truth in it.’ I grin back. ‘I’ll see what I can do to find out.’









Saturday 6 October


‘What are you going to do today?’ Terry asks me as he’s getting dressed. He asks me every day. It makes me feel a bit defensive. I feel like saying, I’m going to lie around all day doing nothing, if that’s all right with him, just to see the expression on his face. But I can’t bring myself to say it.


‘I’m thinking I could go for another walk,’ I say, ‘but I don’t suppose Sara will have time to join me again today – Charlie’s home, and—’


‘Yes, you need to be careful you don’t intrude,’ he says. ‘Of course Sara’s busy. She’s got her work, and Charlie.’


‘I know, Terry. I won’t intrude, but going for walks together was Sara’s idea. She’s aware that sitting all day is bad for her.’ I pause, and then go on, ‘I keep warning you about it, don’t I? You ought to do some stretching exercises, at least, if you haven’t got time to get up and walk about a bit.’


He’s bringing work home every night now. It seems odd that he’s mostly been doing this since I retired – not that I’m reading anything into it. Well, I’m trying not to, anyway.


‘I hope you’re not going to start lecturing Sara with all your nursing advice.’ He gives a little laugh, pretending he’s joking, but the tone of his voice doesn’t match the smile.


‘I won’t.’ I stare back at him, hurt. Is that what he thinks of me? ‘I’m just trying to help. She’s just separated from her husband, and she’s probably a bit lonely.’


To be honest, I’m not even sure whether that’s true. Sara seems perfectly fine with being on her own, and more angry than upset about the situation. But I’m not ready to admit that maybe I’m feeling a bit lonely myself.


He turns to face me, just in his pants, with one arm in his shirt. ‘OK. But I think you need to find interests of your own, too. As well as seeing Sara.’


I turn away from him, sitting on my side of the bed to pull my socks on.


‘All I’m trying to do is be a good friend and neighbour,’ I say, a bit sharply. ‘I am getting some interests of my own too – give me a chance, OK? I’ve only been retired a few weeks.’


‘Fair enough.’


‘And in fact, I’ve already decided on another new interest,’ I add.


‘Go on?’ he says. ‘What’s that?’


‘I’m going to research the history of this cove. And the legend of the angel.’


‘Oh! Well, good luck with that. I don’t suppose there’s much to discover but at least it’ll keep you occupied.’


Occupied? Or out of his way? I’m beginning to wonder. Well, I’ll show him! I will start to research the story of the Angel of the Cove. I’ll bloody well start today.


After breakfast, I set up my laptop on the kitchen table and decide I’m not moving until I’ve made a start on this research. My first few Google searches for ‘Angel Cove, Devon’ don’t result in anything beyond some descriptions of the location of the cove, several results referring to Bierleigh and review site listings of the Angel Inn. Something prompts me to go over to Facebook and, without much conscious thought, I put ‘Angel Cove’ into a search on there. Nothing. Sighing, I put in ‘Bierleigh’ instead and, to my surprise, it turns out there’s a Bierleigh Facebook group. I don’t use Facebook a lot, but even so, I’m surprised I never realised before that this existed. I suppose, having spent my life working in a different area, I don’t know half of what goes on in the village here.


I request permission to join the group straight away, and by the time I’ve spent a bit of time on some more fruitless searches elsewhere, the admin of the Facebook group has already accepted me. I start reading recent posts but they’re mostly from local people asking for recommendations for plumbers and tree surgeons. Scrolling down the feed, though, there are occasional posts about local history. Someone has posted old photos of their class at the village school back in the 1950s. And there are pictures, too, of Fore Street and the various shops and houses through the decades. I get sidetracked for a while by looking at these, and by reading some of the posts.


‘Does anyone remember the name of the lady who ran the sweetshop back in the early seventies when I was at the village school?’ someone asks. ‘I remember her giving a bag of sweets to every child at Christmas.’


There are lots of replies. I find myself smiling, thinking what a nice tradition that must have been. I didn’t live here myself in the early seventies. I was in my late teens then, doing my nurse training in Exeter, where I grew up. My memories of the seventies are largely bound up with the three-day week, power cuts, rubbish piling up in the streets when the binmen went on strike and – on the other hand – nights out in the city centre with the new friends I was making as a student nurse. I’d never been to Bierleigh, let alone Angel Cove. I’m not even sure I knew where it was.


I post a ‘thank you’ for being accepted, and over the course of the next hour or so there’s a trickle of replies, welcoming me to the group. There are even a couple of posts from people who know me, asking how I am and seeming to be surprisingly pleased that I’ve joined this Facebook group. So, next I pose my question:




I’ve been wondering if anybody knows anything at all about the legend behind the name of Angel Cove? Although I’ve lived here a long time, all I know is there’s supposed to have been some story about an angel, people say it’s lucky and you’re not supposed to be able to drown here. Any info would be much appreciated.





I stop to make a coffee, and when I return to my laptop, to my surprise there are already a couple of responses to my question.


One says:




No idea, sorry.





Another says:




Never knew there was a legend about it.





I wonder, somewhat uncharitably, why they bothered to reply if that’s all they have to say. I can’t believe how disappointed I’m feeling already. This is silly, I tell myself. I have to give it time. There’s bound to be more responses in due course, and hopefully some of them might actually be helpful!


It’s really warm this afternoon so I take my laptop outside to try some more research, but I soon become pleasantly distracted by watching little Charlie from next door as he jumps from one rockpool to the next, nimble as a goat. He’s got a bucket in his hand, and every now and then he squats to peer into a pool with the unhurried concentration of the very young. I can still remember the pleasure of being seven years old at the seaside. How it felt to be able to clamber over the rocks, as Charlie’s doing now, in bare feet, without slipping, without fear, and to squat like that without making my legs ache, or lose my balance and topple into a rockpool!


He stands up, shading his eyes against the sun as he stares out to sea, and then turns and catches sight of me on our shared decking, and carries his bucket back up the beach.


‘Hello, Charlie,’ I say as he approaches. ‘What have you found there?’


‘Shells.’ He jumps two at a time up the six wooden steps to the decking, sits down on the floor and rummages through his bucket. ‘This is the best one,’ he tells me solemnly, holding out a small pearly white shell, perfectly intact.


‘It’s very pretty. What sort of creature do you think lived in that?’ I ask him.


‘A fish. A very, very small one. He was very lonely and sad.’


‘Why?’


‘Because his mum lived in a different shell,’ he says, looking at me in surprise that I should ask something so obvious. ‘So did his dad, and all his friends.’


‘Ah, I see. Good point.’ I smile at him. ‘Well, I’m glad we’re not shellfish, then. You’re right, it must be quite a lonely thing to be.’


‘Me and my mummy are lonely too,’ he goes on after a moment, still looking at the little shell in his hand. ‘Now that we don’t live with my daddy any more.’


What on earth do I say to this?


‘I know, Charlie, it’s difficult, isn’t it? When things change, and we don’t really like them.’


‘I like being here,’ he says. ‘At the seaside. But I wish we still lived with my dad. And I wish I still went to my old school, with my friends.’


I want to say that I’m sure it’ll soon get easier. That he’ll get used to only seeing his dad on weekend visits. That his mum will manage to find more time for him, once she’s more settled in their new home, and then he won’t feel so lonely – wandering around out here on the beach on his own. And that he’ll soon make friends at his new school. But although I don’t know much about children, I’m sure they can tell when we’re just saying what makes us feel better, even if it does nothing whatsoever to help them.


‘Change is never easy,’ I sympathise instead. ‘But I find chocolate biscuits always seem to help.’ I give him a smile. ‘Would you like me to see if I’ve got any?’


He smiles back. ‘Yes please.’


‘Go in and ask Mummy if she’s got time to join us. I’ll make her a cup of tea, and – orange juice for you?’


‘Thanks!’ He jumps up and runs into his kitchen, calling for his mum.


‘Want a cup of tea?’ I call into the living room, where I know Terry will still be staring at his laptop, piles of paperwork on the table next to him.


‘Thanks, love,’ he calls back.


What the hell is going on with him? He insists he’s just busy, but he seems so distracted all the time these days, staring at his phone or his laptop, frowning, miles away. Terry’s an accountant, and he’s always worked hard, always been busy – that’s what you have to put up with when you’re a partner in the business. But I’d hoped, to be honest, that once I retired, he might find a bit more time for us, to spend doing things together. Perhaps I was being naive. After all, it was my decision to take retirement at sixty-five, so it’s true, it’s up to me to keep myself occupied.


I head back outside with the drinks and biscuits on a tray. Charlie’s looking up in expectation of a chocolate biscuit, as Sara comes out to join us, wearing a bright pink shirt with cropped jeans.


‘Hi, Joy,’ she says, sitting down next to me. ‘Thanks for this. Phew, it’s hot! Just been up in the attic, putting some boxes of stuff out of the way. I might get straight some time next year at this rate!’


She’s sounding bright and chirpy today, but perhaps it’s all bravado. It’s hard for me to imagine how she must feel. Terry and I have been married for nearly forty years, and our lives here have been pretty uneventful. Our only sadness was not having children to bring up here, to watch them play on the beach and swim in the sea, like Charlie will be doing.


‘I’ve started the research about the cove this morning,’ I tell her. ‘And I’ve joined a local Facebook group, so I’m hoping someone on there might know something.’


‘Ah, well done,’ she says. ‘I’m really looking forward to hearing what you find out.’


Perhaps she’s just being polite. But she sounds so enthusiastic about it, as if it’ll somehow make a huge difference to her ability to settle here, if I can discover the origin of the name. So I’ve got another reason to do it now. As well as proving something to Terry.









Monday 8 October


After Terry’s left for work this morning, I open my laptop to the Bierleigh Facebook group’s page again and I’m pleased to see there’s now another response to my query. I read it without much hope, but, in fact, this is probably the most helpful thing I’ve found so far:




Hello. Have you thought about contacting the Bierleigh Historical Society?





I didn’t know there was one, but I’m surprised I haven’t found any reference to it on any of my searches so far. The comment includes an email address which looks pretty official: info@bierleighhistory.co.uk


I thank the responder and immediately send off an email to the address – with a ridiculous feeling of excitement. And I’m thinking that when you get excited about contacting a local historical society that you never even knew existed, you begin to realise that your life has become … a little lacking in thrills lately!


After yesterday’s sunshine, it’s suddenly turned quite cold today. Autumn here is usually mild, but it can be unpredictable. It’s quite sheltered in the cove, but we do sometimes get blustery coastal winds, storms rushing in from the Atlantic, the colour of the sea turning from blue to grey in minutes. During a full-blown winter storm, the wind can whirl angrily around the confines of the cove, the waves crashing onto our decking, the rain beating against our windows.


I decide to walk up to Bierleigh Library this morning to look for some books on local history. I’m not particularly confident I’m going to find much but it’s worth a try.


Bierleigh Library can only just about justify its name. It’s not much bigger than the sitting room of an average house.


There are clearly labelled shelves for fiction on the left and non-fiction on the right, and although logistics prevent much of a selection, the library assistant, Julia, does her best. It takes me all of three seconds to browse the shelf marked ‘Local History’ – one second per book. The first book is by a local author, known to everyone here, who’s only lived in Bierleigh for about a year and whose knowledge of the area is sadly reflected by that fact. Another of the books is about Dartmouth with – when I flick through it – absolutely no mention of Bierleigh or any of the other nearby villages. The third looks a bit more hopeful. Bierleigh Through the Ages at least has lots of black-and-white photos of the village in days gone by. I scroll down the index of chapters at the front, hoping to find something about Angel Cove, without any success. But I’ll borrow the book anyway. It’s surely got a mention in there somewhere.


After lunch, I sit down with Bierleigh Through the Ages. It’s actually an interesting read. There’s a blurry photo of the library/parish council building itself, when it was a house, with an old lady standing on the doorstep, holding a goat on a leash for some reason. Another picture shows the village school – almost completely unchanged from the outside. The most striking thing is how few buildings the village actually consisted of in some of the earliest pictures. There’s a chapter about the village shops: originally, there were two – a general store and a butcher’s. How far did people have to go to buy other things? What about fresh fruit and veg? I guess they all grew it themselves. The little house, still called ‘The Old Forge’, really was a forge back then, and the blacksmith is photographed here holding the reins of a big carthorse.


I already knew about the tiny ancient chapel, which fell out of use in the 1960s and has since been converted into a teashop. There’s a nice story in the book about the people of the village building the chapel themselves so that they had somewhere to meet and worship together. It’s still called ‘Chapel Tearooms’. The much bigger church of St Mark, by the village green, wasn’t built until later.


At last, towards the end of the book, I find a mention of Angel Cove, but it’s pretty much a passing reference, at the beginning of a section about the village pub.




The Angel Inn, near the lower end of Fore Street, is a fine example of an eighteenth-century coaching inn, with many beautiful interior features including a huge brick fireplace and original oak beams. The name of the inn presumably derives from nearby Angel Cove, a tiny wooded inlet situated approximately one mile south-west of Bierleigh, approached by a single-track lane. The lane ends at this cove, and there are no facilities at any time of year. The coast further west is inaccessible except on foot. The origins of the name ‘Angel’ are unclear, although some local people talk of a legend concerning an angel which seems to have been forgotten over the ages. Angel Inn …





The author goes on to describe the pub’s menu and the delights of its beer garden at some length. Perhaps he’s related to the landlord. He certainly doesn’t seem to care very much for Angel Cove! There aren’t even any pictures of it. And he hasn’t gone to any trouble to find out about the ‘forgotten’ legend. I’m disappointed, but not particularly surprised. I’m still hoping the Historical Society might be my best source of information.


The rain’s stopped while I’ve been immersed in my reading, and it’s turned half past three already. When I look out of the back door a few minutes later, Charlie’s already home from school, sitting outside on the decking, arranging some of his shells and pebbles on the table.


‘Hello!’ I call to him. ‘What are you up to?’


‘I’m going to do a painting,’ he tells me, standing back to look at his arrangement, head on one side.


‘A still life? Of your shells and stones?’


‘Yes. We did painting at school today.’ He turns and gives me a smile. It transforms his face. ‘Mrs Dudley said my picture was the best.’


‘Oh, well done, Charlie. I liked collecting shells too, when I was about your age, when we had a day out at the seaside.’


‘Did you have any brothers and sisters, when you were my age?’ he asks.


‘No. I was an only child, like you. Although I did have a cousin who felt like a sister.’


Pauline was only a year older than me, and lived just round the corner from me. It felt just like having a sister; we were really close – right up until her family, she and my aunt and uncle, emigrated to Australia when she was sixteen and I was fifteen. I cried for weeks. We kept in touch for years but, as these things do, our letters became less and less frequent as we got older. My aunt and uncle passed away years ago and I don’t even know if Pauline still lives in Australia or not.


Charlie seems to be thinking about this for a few moments while he moves some more of his shells around.


‘I wanted my mum to have another baby,’ he says then, quite matter-of-factly. ‘I’d like to have a brother. Or even a sister. But I don’t think she wanted to have one. And she says she can’t now anyway.’


I’m just wondering how to respond to this when he turns round again and gives me a very direct look.


‘That’s because of my daddy not living here,’ he explains. ‘You need a man and a woman to make a baby.’


I smile. ‘Right. Yes, I see. Well, I’m sure your mummy will let you have friends here, to play. That’ll be company for you.’


‘I haven’t got any friends,’ he says with a shrug.


‘Well, maybe not yet, as you’ve just started at a new school. But I’m sure you’ll make friends soon, and they’ll all want to come and play on the beach with you.’


He shrugs again. ‘I’m going to get my paints now,’ he says.


‘All right. Let me see your painting when it’s finished, won’t you?’


‘OK!’ He gets up, heading for his back door, before looking back and adding, ‘I might be an art teacher when I grow up. Like my daddy. Bye!’ – and he’s gone. But now I understand the interest in painting; of course, it’s a link to his dad.









Tuesday 9 October


Sara comes outside this morning for a chat while I’m hanging some washing out, and I tell her about the book on Bierleigh village.


‘So no mention of the angel?’ she says.


‘No. And I haven’t found anything online yet, either,’ I say. ‘But I have joined a Bierleigh Facebook group, and I’ve contacted Bierleigh Historical Society. I’m waiting for a reply at the moment.’ I shrug. ‘Perhaps someone there might have some information. Oh!’ I add, looking down in surprise as I feel something furry brush against my legs. ‘Where has that cat come from? I haven’t seen him around here before.’


‘He’s mine,’ Sara says with a smile, turning to watch as the cat makes his way cautiously down the steps to the beach. ‘I’ve only let him out today for the first time. You know, after moving house. I’ve been worried about him getting lost.’


‘Yes, of course. I didn’t realise you had a cat. I’m surprised I haven’t heard him meowing.’


‘He’s a quiet boy,’ she says. ‘Luckily it didn’t bother him much, being kept indoors. He’s not the type to get agitated and start climbing up the windows. He just spent his entire time sleeping on the sofa!’


‘Aw, yes, I can see he’s a bit cautious about being out here for the first time. He’s beautiful, though – lovely colours. What’s his name?’


‘Pumpkin. A bit silly, I know, but it kind of suits him. We got him as a kitten – about five or six years ago. I thought it would be good for Charlie, growing up with a pet for company.’


‘Definitely,’ I say. ‘We always had cats when I was little. I was an only child too. But I can’t have one now. Terry doesn’t like cats.’


‘Oh! I’d better keep Pumpkin away, then—’


‘Don’t worry. He’s not allergic or anything like that. He just had a bad experience as a young child – a grumpy-natured cat attacked him, gave him a nasty bite, and he got such a bad infection from it that he ended up in hospital on intravenous antibiotics. He’s not exactly afraid of cats, but he does tend to avoid stroking or cuddling them.’


‘Childhood trauma can last a lifetime, can’t it. Shame for you, though, if you like cats yourself. Well, you’re very welcome to stroke and cuddle Pumpkin! I’m sure he’ll appreciate that.’


‘Thank you, so will I! Pumpkin’s a lovely cat.’


We both watch him as he sits on the edge of the decking, washing himself. I’m hesitating now, after Terry’s warning, but I decide to ask her anyway.


‘Are you going to be busy this morning? Or can you fit in another short walk?’


‘Yes, that’d be good. I’m ahead of my deadline now, so I can take an hour off and then get back to it later.’


‘Great! We could walk the other way – along the beach and up the other side of the cove, if you like.’


We’re both quiet when we set off. Sara’s wearing boots today – huge black ones that look strangely at odds with her flowery dress and bright blue bomber jacket. We pick our way around the rocks and then climb the steep path at that end of the cove. On the flat grassy area at the top, called Harry’s Plain, I persuade her to rest for a moment; again, she’s been striding along with such enthusiasm that I’m struggling to keep up with her.


‘Who’s Harry?’ she asks me.


‘Old Harry. It’s a euphemism for the devil.’


‘Oh!’ She looks a bit startled. ‘I didn’t realise. So, do you know what he’s got to do with anything?’


‘Not really, no, although I suppose it could be tied up with the angel story somehow. Everyone around here just seems to accept the names without too much thought – they’ve probably been the same for centuries. I’ve seen them marked on old maps. The steep path we’re going to go down now is actually called Old Harry’s Staircase.’


‘Really? We’d better tread carefully, then!’ she jokes as I lead the way. The path is like a staircase, too – narrow and steep, like a mini crevasse in the cliff. It always feels like we need a handrail to hold on to.


‘It’s just a gentle path uphill, from here,’ I tell her once we’ve made it all the way down. ‘Through some woods, into the village. Then we can walk back on the lane, if you like.’


‘OK,’ she says, and we set off up the path. ‘This is nice. Thanks for suggesting it.’


‘Well, I realise I’m a bit old to be company for you—’ I begin. I’m still a little unsure where I stand with her. She’s friendly enough, but she can be quite full on: quite blustery and loud, and I’m still trying to work out whether it’s all an act or not. But she interrupts me straight away.


‘Of course you’re not! Look, I haven’t got any other friends around here yet. The other parents at the school gates know each other really well already, and it’s hard to break into their friendship groups. And anyway, I’m not bothered. I’d rather have your company.’


‘Don’t you miss your old friends from Plymouth?’


‘No,’ she says, bluntly. ‘I thought I would, but already, I feel … kind of distanced from them. My situation has changed so much, while theirs haven’t. Their children – Charlie’s old friends – are still at the same school, and the mums all still meet one morning a week for coffee, and one evening every fortnight for a girls’ night out in the city centre.’ She shrugs. ‘Their lives don’t seem to have any similarity to mine any more.’


‘But didn’t you confide in them when your marriage broke down? Weren’t they sympathetic?’


‘Yes, they all seemed shocked – horrified – when I told them. They said all the things you’d expect, about supporting me and being there for me – and, of course, they were all up in arms in solidarity about all men being lying, cheating bastards at heart. Even though none of their husbands or partners, to anyone’s knowledge, was, in fact, a lying, cheating bastard at all. Only mine!’ She guffaws with laughter about this, as if it’s a joke.


‘I suppose they meant well.’


‘I know. But then they just got on with their lives, of course, with their own non-cheating husbands, and why wouldn’t they? And now it feels like they don’t just live twenty miles away in a city that I don’t much care whether I ever visit again or not, but on another planet.’


‘Well, you can carve out a new life for yourself and Charlie here. And you will make more friends, eventually. You’ll find other mums in the same position as yourself – I’m sure of that.’


‘I suppose so. But I’m not bothered.’


I turn to look at her as we continue on the path. She’s got a fixed look of determination on her face as she marches along beside me. It’s nice that she thinks of me as a friend, despite the age gap. People seeing us together could assume she’s my daughter, I suppose, but if it doesn’t matter to her, it certainly doesn’t to me.


‘I’m a bit short of friends myself,’ I admit now. ‘I know people in Bierleigh, of course, but I never really had time to make proper friends with them. My friends were my colleagues at work. But now I’ve left—’


‘It probably won’t be the same?’ she finishes for me.


‘No, I don’t think it will. I won’t be seeing them every day like before, and I won’t intrude on them. They’re so busy. I’m not going to forget how that feels.’


‘Don’t you have any family nearby?’


‘No. Haven’t really got any family at all, in fact, apart from Terry. Well, I do have one cousin, Pauline. We were very close as children but she emigrated to Australia with her family and—’ I swallow ‘—we’ve gradually lost touch.’


I’ve found myself thinking more and more about Pauline since I retired. It feels like an awful thing to say, but during those years when I was so busy, she rarely entered my mind. Now, suddenly, it hurts to realise she’s – as far as I know – the only living blood relative I have, and we don’t even exchange Christmas cards any more. How did we let that happen?


We walk back through Bierleigh, while Sara’s asking me about the village: what the various shops are like, and which ones I’d recommend. She asks about the Angel Inn, too, and I tell her it’s really good. Terry and I have often had meals there together at weekends in the past. I suggest that perhaps Sara and I could have lunch there one day.


‘Do you know what, Joy, I’d really like that,’ she says. ‘Great idea.’


I’m quite touched by her enthusiasm, and glad she seems to be so determined to take a positive attitude, to want to do something sociable and fun, despite her situation. But I still can’t help wondering if she really feels so positive underneath the brave face. It must have been horrible, living in the same house as Rob for the past year, since he told her about his affair. Knowing about it – knowing about Jade, the girlfriend, especially as she was a teacher at the same school as him. I wonder what took them so long to make their separation a reality. Finding their new homes, I suppose, and Charlie’s new school. Well, I hope it’ll be easier for her to move on now that she’s here, disruptive though the whole move must have been. I suppose I am starting to feel a bit motherly and protective towards her. She says she hasn’t got parents any more; that’s really sad. A mum would have been a support to her, with what she’s going through, but she’s told me both her parents have passed away. Well, she’s got a friend now – albeit one twice her age.


After dinner this evening, Terry settles down with his laptop again. There’s nothing much on TV; I choose an old film to watch but it’s pretty boring so I pick up my phone to check my emails, and since I last looked, this afternoon, there’s a reply from someone called Howard Hardcastle who says he’s the chairman of the Bierleigh Historical Society – and reading between the lines, is pretty proud of the fact too. He explains that the society meets every Monday evening, and there’s an AGM in July of every year, and that new members are welcome and should expect to be included on the Refreshments Rota (with capital letters). He tells me the cost of annual membership, which is ludicrously cheap, and which has to be paid by cheque, sent to his address, enclosing a stamped addressed envelope for a receipt. I get the impression Howard Hardcastle is historical in more ways than one – certainly too set in his ways to handle internet or phone payments. I’m surprised he even uses email. His email, in fact, is written in the formal manner of the mid-twentieth century, beginning with ‘Dear Madam’ and closing with ‘Kind regards, Yours sincerely’. I can’t help picturing him sitting at an old-fashioned writing desk, wearing a waistcoat and a watch on a chain, and using a quill and sealing wax. I also can’t help reflecting ruefully that I didn’t, in fact, even contact him to ask about joining his society, but to ask if they had any information about the Angel of the Cove. However, there’s a PS at the end of the email, saying:




In response to your query about the origin of the name Angel Cove, perhaps you’d like to attend one of our meetings, where – after the formal part of the evening – members normally mingle over refreshments, and discuss matters of interest.





So it seems it’s a question of No Information Without Membership. I smile to myself, imagining the ‘mingling over refreshments’. Well, I’ll join anyway. It can’t do any harm, and perhaps I’ll even enjoy the meetings, as well as possibly learning something. You never know. In fact, I’ll get my application sorted first thing in the morning.









Wednesday 10 October


I spend half an hour this morning searching for my chequebook, wondering when I last used it – who writes cheques these days? – and then another ten minutes finding envelopes. But finally my membership application is complete, and I decide I’ll walk up to the village right now and pop it through the door of Howard Hardcastle himself, who apparently lives in a turning off Fore Street. It’s dry today, chilly but bright. As I walk, I remind myself that this is the retirement I looked forward to for so long, and that I might feel strange and a bit aimless at the moment but that I’ll soon get the hang of it, and joining a new club might be just what I need.


I didn’t expect Terry to retire yet, just because I chose to. But I wasn’t, either, anticipating him seeming to need to work even more, now, than he ever did before. I can’t help wondering if he’s trying to avoid spending any time with me at all. It feels a bit that way, but I’m probably just being paranoid. We’ve had so few proper conversations recently that it’s hard, really, to know exactly what he’s thinking or feeling most of the time. Does he think I’ve become boring, now I’ve stopped working? Is that why he keeps telling me I need to find myself some new interests? I guess retirement is a strange thing to get used to: a relief, but, at the same time, a bit of a shock.


I’ve already reached the village, and it only takes a few more minutes to find Howard Hardcastle’s house, in a little cul-de-sac called Chapel Close. I’d imagined from the persona I’ve invented for him, that he’d live in one of the first couple of cottages in this road, visible from Fore Street – old brick houses not dissimilar from ours at Angel Cove. But no, his house, number seventeen, is one of a development of very new bungalows a little further down the road. It’s smart and attractive, with white walls, big windows, a wood-panelled front door and neat little front garden. I push my envelope through the letter box and, as I’m turning to walk back up the path, the door opens, making me jump almost out of my skin.


‘Hello. Can I help you?’ says a tall, silver-haired guy who’s probably about my own age. He’s got warm hazel-coloured eyes, which seem to sparkle behind his glasses.


‘Oh!’ I give a little laugh of embarrassment. ‘Sorry, no, I just put an envelope through your letter box. This is the right house, I hope? For Howard Hardcastle?’


‘That’s me,’ he says with a smile.


‘Oh, er … good!’ My vision of him as an ancient, doddery recluse in a velvet smoking jacket dissipates into the mist. This man’s slim and fit-looking, dressed in jeans, and a T-shirt bearing a ‘Star Wars’ slogan. ‘Well, I’ve just delivered … um … my application to join the Historical Society. And my cheque,’ I add quickly.


‘Ah! Then you must be Joy Vincent of Angel Cove.’ He holds out his hand. ‘Pleased to meet you.’


‘Likewise!’ I shake his hand, and find myself laughing – partly at my own ridiculous assumptions about him, and partly in response to his cheerful, smiley manner.


‘Sorry I couldn’t help with your query,’ he says. ‘I haven’t been living here too long, but I’m sure one of the other members might be able to throw some light on it for you. Some of them have lived around here since the dawn of creation, from what I can make out!’


I laugh again. ‘It’s possible I might know a few of them, in that case. I’ve been here for more than thirty years myself, although I—’


‘Oops. I didn’t mean any offence,’ he says quickly.


‘None taken.’ I’m laughing again. Can’t seem to stop myself – how embarrassing. ‘I was going on to say that, in fact, I didn’t spend much time around here till recently. I used to work in Totnes. Before I retired.’


‘Ah. Retirement. It’s a bit of a shock to the system, isn’t it?’ He nods at me, with a sympathetic look – as if I’d actually stood here and poured out all my innermost feelings to him. It feels quite unnerving, like I’ve taken off my clothes in front of him. The thought of this, of course, makes me feel even more unnerved. ‘I only retired last year myself,’ he goes on. ‘Retired from banking, moved down here from Bristol, bought this brand-new bungalow with a view to starting a brand-new life, and then, well, didn’t quite know how to start it. The brand-new life,’ he adds, because I’m probably staring at him like an idiot, as if I’m not keeping up.


‘But you’re … running the Historical Society already,’ I protest.


‘Yes. I joined it, because everyone – my daughter, my sons, even my grandkids – everyone back in Bristol – told me I needed to get a hobby, join something, go out and make new friends. Then, when I joined the society, I realised it was on its knees – as are most of the members, bless them! So at the AGM in July, when the previous chairman stepped down because of ill health, I offered to take over, and they nearly fell over themselves to accept me. I’ve spent all my time since then trying to update everything. They had a website, but it needed a lot of improvement. You’re actually the first person to contact me since I took over, so I’m afraid I just sent you their standard membership-query email. Sorry, that needs updating too! And I didn’t realise we weren’t even set up to take membership payments online. That’s another thing I need to get sorted, but the other members are … a little bit resistant to change, shall we say?’


‘Well, I must admit I did think it all seemed a bit old-fashioned!’ I say, giving him a conspiratorial grin.
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