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About the Book

Stella works as an agony aunt for a teenage magazine. She lives on Pansy Island, a self-consciously arty community on the Thames, where her husband Adrian writes erotic novels in a summerhouse by the river, while her two teenage children prepare themselves for adult life in various ways not necessarily recommended in the pages of their mother’s advice columns. Stella’s friends assume that she has no problems of her own, and shamelessly come to her for the advice she dishes up for a living on the magazine; Stella, however, finds herself with a problem she cannot handle when Abigail, her rich and glamorous friend from university, comes to stay. Abigail has been deserted by her husband, and has decided that Stella’s life, and more particularly Stella’s husband (with whom she once had a fling in their younger days) will fill the gap nicely.
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Although the location and characters in this book

are entirely fictional, I can’t deny being locally

inspired. This therefore comes with sympathy

and good wishes to all those artists who lost

their studios and workshops in the Eel Pie

Island fire of November 1996.


Chapter One

‘Martin has taken a tart to New York!’

Stella, holding the phone containing Abigail’s shrill anger a little away from her ear immediately pictured a peach flan, neatly parcelled in one of Maison Blanc’s pink and white patisserie boxes. She imagined Martin, tall, dark and thoughtful, hesitating before allowing the pretty package to be passed through the X-ray machine at the airport, afraid that it might later irradiate those who were to eat it. In her mind he was swinging it gently and indecisively from its silver ribbon bow, while co-travellers (the female ones anyway) wondered why so attractive a man should look so concerned. Her attention meandered back to Abigail, who could, she thought, at least have started the call with ‘Hello Stella, how are you?’ after what must have been at least a year (not counting the gilded-Virgin Christmas card) without communication.

‘Stella, are you still there?’ Stella looked at the phone as if expecting Abigail’s skinny body to follow her sharp voice out of it. The Archers theme music, drifting through from the kitchen, sounded quite gently soothing by comparison.

‘The tart’s got yellow hair,’ Abigail hissed.

Stella’s sympathy was at last hooked and landed. ‘Oh goodness, poor you. How completely dreadful.’ She sat down on the window seat and prepared to give Abigail her full attention.

‘I don’t care what they say about blondes having more fun, she won’t be having much of it with him, I can tell you,’ Abigail told her. ‘He’s forgotten what it is. At least I thought he had,’ Abigail continued, and Stella heard her pause for a deep intake of breath and a Rothman’s kingsize.

‘Is it serious? Permanent? Do the children know?’ Stella wondered if somewhere in a guidebook to modern etiquette there was a list of all the correct things she should be saying. She might be making things worse for all she knew. She could hear Abigail sniffing, which might mean tears, but it wasn’t far off summer and she did get hay fever, Stella remembered.

‘I don’t know.’ Abigail’s voice sounded smaller, as if having psyched herself up to say the big thing, she’d now run out of energy. It must have taken a lot to admit she’d been left. Stella couldn’t remember any of Abigail’s previous men doing the leaving, that had always been her role. She’d always fancied herself as something of a bolter, like Fanny’s mother in The Pursuit of Love. After her own mother had met Abigail, Stella remembered her saying, with wary admiration, ‘She’s a heartbreaker, that one,’ as if it was some sort of dubious talent like being able to do the splits or hail cabs by whistling. Stella remembered at the time feeling quite grumpily envious that such a disreputable description was unlikely ever to be applied to her. ‘Responsible’ and ‘conscientious’ had been the most used words on all her school reports. ‘Flighty’ might have been fun occasionally, ‘temperamental’ even better, but only to be dreamed of.

‘He hasn’t taken much with him, just the usual business trip clothes and this slut called Fiona. You wouldn’t think a “Fiona” would do a thing like this, would you? It’s such a good-girl name. Though of course being blond... Oh Stella, could I come and stay for a little while? Please? Just till I know what’s going on? It’s so awful here all alone...’

Stella had said yes because that was what you said to your oldest friends when they asked you for help. You didn’t stop to think about whether it was a good time to have a visitor to entertain, or how the rest of the family might feel. ‘That’s how they get to be your oldest friends,’ she told her reflection in the driftwood mirror as she paused by the kitchen door on her way out to break the news to Adrian, working down in the summerhouse at the end of the garden. She hoped he’d be pleased. At college the three of them had been such close friends – she and Adrian the settled cosy couple while Abigail’s boyfriends came and went from her room next door to Stella’s and, Abigail liked to half-boast, were changed almost as often as her knickers. Back in those days, if life could have been compared to a box of chocolates, sex definitely resembled After Eights, with everyone secretly getting through as much as they thought they could get away with and later pretending it wasn’t them. Sex didn’t come, in those days, with government health warnings and the threat of a grizzly death. Stella, who had only enjoyed rampant promiscuity vicariously through the giggled-over Adventures of Abigail, nevertheless felt quite sad that her own teenage children, bombarded with warnings about everything from sexually dreadful diseases to the dangers that might lurk in eggs, beef, tap water and sunshine, didn’t even have the option of wild and perilous living.

Stella had met Abigail on the first day of their first college term twenty-five or so years previously. They’d been a pair of awkward new girls, eighteen years old and trying to look nonchalant, waiting to be shown to their rooms in the once grand, but now gently decaying, Queen Anne premises by a volunteer band of mostly male second-year students. Other new students were accompanied by parents who wouldn’t leave until they’d made sure their first-time-away-from-home babes had somewhere suitable to settle, somewhere they could picture them cosily making coffee, making friends. Abigail and Stella stood aloof and together linked by their sophisticated independence, scorning the embarrassingly fussing mothers and the tetchy fathers who looked at their watches.

‘Bit bloody far from town,’ Abigail had grumbled half under her breath, eying with hostility the once grand building’s crumbling portico and peeling paint, and cursing the former protectors of young ladies’ virtue for siting teacher training establishments just that bit too far from urban temptations.

The second years eyed the newcomers and took their time, loitering with cigarettes and insider gossip. Abigail had tapped her long slim foot and made complaining, what’s-keeping-them faces at Stella. Then the two of them were joined by a third lone girl on whom the boys suddenly swooped like ravens on a carcass, bearing away girl and baggage with over-eager speed, leaving both Stella and Abigail open-mouthed and outraged.

‘Are we so truly repulsive or something?’ Abigail had asked the empty air.

‘She’s tall and gorgeous and blond,’ Stella, small, and roundish had pointed out.

‘I’m tall!’ Abigail had fumed, leaving the ‘and gorgeous’ unsaid but implied and undeniable.

‘That leaves the blond then. It’s just because she’s blond, that’s all. That’s all men see,’ Stella said. She’d looked at Abigail whose shaggy-layered hair was a deep rich red, about the colour of a wet fox, she’d have guessed. Her own was conker-brown, shiny, short and straight and cut, as it still was, in a childlike bob.

‘Idiot men fall over themselves for any old dog with yellow hair. They get everything. I hate them,’ Abigail had stated with considerable venom. She meant blondes, not men. It had quickly become clear that she didn’t hate men.

As she thought about what to tell Adrian, Stella noticed that her own hair was looking quite a lot lighter these days. It would never be a youthful, man-snaring yellow of course, not now, but it seemed to be well on its way from its original deep chestnut to an almost golden walnut. Most of this was thanks to Wayne the hairdresser who, just lately, had been tactfully highlighting with ever-paler streaks.

Becoming more or less blond herself one day, she realized, was not now completely out of the question. Unfortunately I’ll be far too old to get the benefit by then, she decided gloomily, not to mention all those women like me and Abigail who would distrust me on sight.

Adrian, in the octagonal summerhouse built onto the riverbank wall, was putting the finishing touches to his day’s writing. He closed down the computer with enormous care, murmuring the small procedures out loud just to make sure he’d done them all. He barely trusted either himself or the computer to remember its password from one day to the next. Then he went outside, double-locking the door on the chaos of paper and reference books and abandoned crosswords. The computer was stuffed full of the highly erotic fiction that earned him a comfortable, though uneasy living. Sometimes when he’d written a particularly carnal passage, he wondered why the computer didn’t explode, or why a message of indignant moral protest didn’t appear on its screen, as if he had his Methodist grandmother reading over his shoulder. The password and the double-locking were left over from when Ruth and Toby were young and inquisitive – now they’d probably not give his works a second glance, on the basis that, when it came to sex, what could an idiot parent possibly know? From what he remembered about being a teenager, they could get sexually frantic from just the thought of a word like ‘nipple’. They didn’t need whole novels full of titillation. Still, something that resembled a wary conscience kept Adrian securely locking the door as if the lustful shameless writings had a nightlife of their own like the undead in a horror movie. He couldn’t help feeling the words just might slither out under the door and spread themselves into the sleeping psyches of the other Pansy Island residents, giving them dreams of unspeakable pornography that would haunt their horrified days and send them scurrying to counsellors and therapists. He could imagine Willow, the aging hippy, wondering which aromatherapy oil would be best for soothing away unbidden thoughts of dissipation and sweet young Charlotte, who painted naive street scenes, wondering why she felt a sudden urge to splash her canvases with lurid genital close-ups.

He put the keys in his pocket and sniffed at the air, identifying a roasting chicken wafting down the garden. From the path beyond the hedge he could hear the chatter of eager would-be artists on their way to Bernard’s evening life-drawing class at the boathouse gallery. He’d always wondered why, when Bernard himself (quasi-famous artist-in-residence) specialized in nudes of teenage girls, he always gave his pupils a gnarled and shivering pensioner to paint. Probably something to do with light and texture, Adrian supposed charitably. Down below him on the river, a family of mallards had drifted across to the island from the opposite bank and was squawking urgently round old Peggy’s houseboat, expecting to be fed that day’s food scraps. I wonder if they have a sense of smell, he thought, closing his eyes and breathing in, along with the chicken from his own kitchen, the tempting aroma of Peggy’s sausage and beans supper wafting up the barge chimney.

He looks like a badly groomed old gundog, scenting at the air like that, Stella thought affectionately, hesitating by the clump of agapanthus to see if they were intending to send up more than three flower stems that summer. Looking down the garden from the top of the terrace steps she watched him stretch his long limbs and yawn hard as if he’d just reluctantly climbed out of bed rather than finished a day’s work. It crossed her mind that perhaps he had actually been sleeping, down there overlooking the river, in his big, cream leather all-ergonomic, pretend-executive chair, snug as a business-class passenger on a corporate freebie. No one would know, at least not until his royalty cheques stopped coming. Adrian liked to be left well alone when he was writing, so interrupting him had become, over the years, a matter of weighing up the urgency. Wandering in to ask whether he’d like plaice or halibut for supper wasn’t really on, though Toby had found he was always welcome with the latest cricket scores.

‘Adrian, supper’s just about ready,’ Stella called down to him. He stopped in mid-stretch and smiled up the garden at her.

‘I’m starving!’ he shouted back, rolling his shoulders to free the tension from them and ambling up to join her. ‘I ran out of biscuits.’

‘Oh, that’s tragic!’ she laughed. ‘There’re plenty in the house; you only have to come in and find them. Anyway, guess what, Abigail phoned. She needs to come and stay, so I said yes. You don’t mind do you?’ She said this with the kind of voice that expected an acquiescent response, but to make sure followed up with, ‘It’ll be nice to see her again, won’t it? It’s been ages.’ She didn’t want to watch Adrian’s face, just in case it registered ‘Oh God, not her’, so she bent to examine the agapanthus more closely. The innermost leaves, deep in the plant waiting to be pushed up, bulged promisingly. There would be clouds of fat blue flower heads in August then, she thought with satisfaction, trying to recall where she’d read some know-it-all expert claiming with years of unobservant authority that they wouldn’t grow anywhere north of Dorset.

Adrian, when she looked at him, was frowning thoughtfully. ‘We haven’t heard from Abigail in ages. Why does she need to come and stay? More man problems, I expect. I suppose she was bound to ask you to sort her out, occupational hazard. Got a problem? Ring up your friendly local Agony Aunt. Mind you, Abigail’s never been known to admit to “needs”. She’s always been more inclined to have “wants”,’ he chuckled rather spitefully, adding, ‘perhaps it’s her age.’

‘Hey, careful, she’s the same age as me!’

‘Yes, but...’

Stella laughed and prodded him none too gently in the ribs and marched on ahead of him into the house. ‘Yes, but...’ hung around, buzzing like a lazy wasp in her head. He obviously saw them as completely contrasting women – Abigail wild and sexy and still with a glamorously chaotic life, herself as tame and domestic and safe. A sleek predatory panther next to a plump, dozy pussycat. She would like to be thought of, just now and then, as being just as capable of unreliable and tumultuous passions as Abigail. She didn’t yet feel too old for all that, not too old to surprise him. It was only when she looked in unexpected mirrors and saw someone undeniably not twenty-five that she felt reminded of the creeping years, and confusion as to what they were supposed to imply. Middle age was such a peculiar thing. Often she felt she just didn’t fit the time properly – in terms of, say, footwear, she thought, as she went up the steps to the door, she felt too old for Doc Martens, and far too young for the Doc Scholls, but could rarely find anything really comfortable and stylish in between.

In the steamy kitchen she lifted the chicken out of the oven and vaguely wondered if the children would remember to come in and eat it. Adrian was opening a bottle of wine very slowly and distractedly, looking out of the window and not concentrating. Bits of the foil from round the cork were shredded on to the table as if peeled off nervously by someone waiting to see a dentist.

‘Sorry,’ Stella told him, ‘maybe I should have said something to you before I said yes to Abigail. I should at least have put a time limit on it, said something like, “OK, come for the weekend.”’

‘God, you mean you didn’t?’ Adrian looked quite comically terrified and she felt like giggling at him.

‘No of course not! I mean, you don’t, do you, not when you’re caught up in the moment. Perhaps you think I should have been even more coolly businesslike, saying, “I’ll look in my diary and call you back.”’ Adrian grinned reluctantly, an admission that that was exactly how he’d have liked her to be. But that wouldn’t have ‘helped’, Stella thought to herself. Where Abigail was concerned, in spite of her giving the impression of being invincible, somehow Stella had acquired a long, long habit of being helpful.

Stella assembled the vegetables and listened for signs of Toby and Ruth homing in for supper. She relied on them being like the ducks around Peggy’s houseboat, drawn to meals by instinct and an acute sense of smell, too teenage-flaky to think about using a watch. Just as she was pouring port into the roasting tin she heard the distant creaking of the handle on the ferry raft that linked, by means of its platform of old wooden planks and a rusty chain, the island with the river’s east bank. Well, someone’s coming over anyway, she registered, listening hard to calculate whether the handle was being turned fast and furiously by starving youth or slowly and laboriously by some tired, work-worn resident.

‘I could smell roasting chicken all the way from the garage,’ Toby said, bringing in with him a less tantalizing whiff of engine oil and old car. ‘Funny how I could tell it was yours and not, say, the MacIver’s or Peggy’s.’ He slumped heavily but elegantly into the nearest chair, as if the effort of making his way a couple of hundred yards from the garage on the shore, across the ferry and along the path was all slightly too much for him. Stella wondered if that could be put down to his age too. ‘Outgrowing his strength,’ her mother had sniffed on her last foray from Yorkshire, unable to approve of her good-looking grandson beanpoling so fast past the six-foot mark and reminding her that great-grandmotherhood was not now out of the question. ‘Catch the MacIvers using all that tarragon. They’d think it was horribly smelly and foreign! Anyway, on Thursdays they have what Ellen MacIver calls “high tea” or rather “hay tea” as she pronounces it, so they can go and sit at Bernard’s feet and pick up artistic tips.’

Ruth came in behind him and stole a potato from the dish on the table. Her fingers, Stella noticed, were flaked red and green from painting her new batch of jewellery and neither she, nor Toby who was grimed with car-engine dirt, showed any signs of going to wash. They aren’t babies anymore, she told herself, they are their hands which makes it their dirt and their problem.

‘We’re getting a visitor.’ Adrian had waited till everyone was actually sitting down and reasonably attentive, which gave his announcement, Stella thought, a suspicious air of foreboding. Ruth and Toby looked at him blankly, waiting to be impressed. ‘Abigail’s coming to stay,’ he said, ‘that old friend of your mother’s,’ he added.

‘She always used to be our friend, not just mine,’ Stella corrected him, then explained to Ruth and Toby, ‘when we were students she always came out with both of us, especially when she was between boyfriends.’

There was a snorting laugh from Adrian. ‘The only way Abigail was ever “between boyfriends” was when she got into bed with two at once!’

‘Oh I remember her,’ Ruth said, ‘she liked to think she was glamorous. She’s not particularly interesting. I thought you meant someone new, someone thrilling and dynamic. Antonio Banderas would be very welcome.’

‘You used to find Abigail thrilling and dynamic,’ Stella pointed out, pouring a large glass of wine for herself. ‘You’d hardly leave her alone when you were little.’

Ruth pulled a face and with her paint-streaked fingers shoved her long curls out of the way of her food, leaving tiny shards of dried colour on the hennaed strands. ‘When I was little I’d have thought anyone who brought twelve pairs of earrings when they came to stay was the next best thing to Santa and the Tooth Fairy.’

Stella remembered the twelve pairs of earrings. Those were just the ones Abigail, ten years previously, had brought for a one-week stay during a respite from builders and decorators. There was an implication of at least thirty or forty more pairs left at home, rejected for that short trip, jumbled in a vast jewellery case, a safe-like cabinet with triple locks possibly. Or, more likely, filed neatly in miniature maple drawers labelled: Formal; Informal; Balls; Banquets and Adulterous Afternoons. Stella thought about the impossibility of owning so many, choosing them, deciding which ones were appropriate and for when. She herself had a pair of old pearl ones which she wore most of the time, just to keep the pierced holes from sealing themselves shut again, some gypsyish gold hoops for parties, several sad singles waiting for their long-lost partners to turn up from down the backs of car seats and sofas and three or four pairs of impossibly glittery ones, bought on impulse, that she had never felt she could quite live up to and had therefore never worn. She felt the same about wearing red. So often she’d come home from clothes shopping with something plain, tasteful, expensive and inevitably black only to have Adrian say, ‘Hmm. It would look terrific in red.’ Red, and even more, red with oversized dangling diamanté earrings, needed the kind of personality that shouted out ‘Look at Me!’ Stella’s, and she often hated herself for it, was more along the lines of ‘Don’t stare, it’s rude.’ Abigail, by contrast, would probably burst into tears if people didn’t stare.

‘Well, I’m looking forward to seeing her anyway. It’s been ages,’ Stella asserted.

They all three stopped eating and looked at her and she realized she’d been dreaming away to herself about earrings and red while they’d moved on to talk of other things. Vaguely, she heard Toby finishing a sentence that, as usual, contained a veiled request for car renovation funds.

‘What will you do with her?’ Ruth asked, as if Abigail was a rare animal with exotic needs.

‘Oh, I’m sure she won’t be expecting any special treatment, other than a one-to-one counselling service from me. She’ll just have to fit in.’

It was easy enough to say, Stella thought later, as she sat in the lantern-lit garden with Adrian and the remains of the wine. Abigail wasn’t best known for ‘fitting in’. The baggage she brought on visits tended to be as much emotional as wearable.

‘Last time she stayed it was the abortion, wasn’t it? Or was it when she couldn’t decide about marrying Martin?’ Adrian asked.

‘No, it was way after that. They’ve been married well over ten years now. Their children have been sent off to prep school. And of course I’ve met her for lunch in London several times. I think it must have been the court case, when she ran over that actor who changed his mind and decided not to sue.’

‘Wonder why... You know, Ruth’s got a point, what are you going to do with her?’

Stella thought about the contents of her own computer. She had just handed in the final chapters of her latest teenage romance so she could count on having a couple of weeks before having to deal with her editor’s comments, but there was her weekly ‘Go Ask Alice’ advice column for the pubescent, hormonally frantic, readers of Get This! magazine. Probably Adrian was right and that was why Abigail had turned to her for help, as if telling young girls (and many boys) that they didn’t have to think French kissing was wonderful (yet), that the epithet ‘blow-job’ wasn’t literally accurate, or that yes, they could get pregnant standing up, also meant she could iron out crumpled mid-life marriages. There would be enough time for in-depth God-What-A-Bastard sessions over the late-night gin, letting Abigail wail away the awfulness of Martin. All that was really keeping her occupied was the Pansy Island Art Fair, of which she’d managed to end up as co-ordinator, simply because being neither a sculptor, potter or painter she was deemed to be impartial and could be relied on to organize the exhibitors with scrupulous fairness. It was almost psychically clever of Abigail to have picked right now to book herself in for help.

From the path came the sound of Bernard’s art class returning and calling loud goodbyes to Ellen MacIver as she reached her own gate and left the group, hurrying in for her cocoa and the Daily Express crossword in bed. In a few minutes, Stella thought, she’d hear the ferry cranking its way across the cut. If it came and went twice, that would mean Bernard had had a good turnout that night, more than ten anyway, which would make him happy.

‘I suppose she could help you with the art stuff – send out invitations or something,’ Adrian suddenly suggested, reading her thoughts. ‘I mean, if her mouth’s busy licking envelopes, it can’t be ranting on forever about the dreadfulness of men, can it?’

‘Good idea. It’ll keep her occupied, and then maybe I can slide off and do some work. She’ll need some looking after though, Adrian. I mean do try to be a bit welcoming, won’t you? We all used to be such good friends, way back then.’ Even in the half-dark, Stella thought she could see him flinch slightly.

He smiled at her, though nervously. ‘I’ll try, I promise. But you know what they say, don’t you? A friend in need is a complete and utter pain in the arse.’


Chapter Two

Stella lay awake early in the morning and watched Adrian as he slept. She’d always considered that sleeping with someone, in the literal sense, was far more intimate than sex. It certainly required more trust. The usual kinds of sex carried informed mutual consent, but to a sleeper you could do anything. You could photograph them ludicrously splayed and naked, cut off their hair, castrate them, murder them even. People did – it was in the papers all the time. Probably a sleeper was the easiest target for a murder, she thought now as she watched him. Apart from the obvious fact that they couldn’t defend themselves, sleep could be seen as halfway to death. A well-placed knife or a swift blat with a hammer would simply tip the balance, with a tiny bit less input from the conscience than when faced with rabid terror or appealing, full-awake eyes. Adrian, whom Stella did not at all (at the moment) want to murder, looked as if he was very busily dreaming: twitching and snuffling slightly in the way that dogs did when they dozed on hearthrugs. She’d been seeing him sleep for more than twenty years, she thought. Somehow he looked very much the same as he had in their narrow and creaky college bed, though with a few more lines and folds on the skin that made his face seem as worn and comfortable as an old handbag. Living with someone every day made the impact of increasing age so much more gentle than the rather startling sight of someone not seen for several years. Trying to look at him objectively, she could see that Abigail, who hadn’t seen him for a couple of years, would notice his hair was still all there and still quite shaggy and long, but was now chalk-striped like an old-fashioned consultant surgeon’s suit. His body also looked, in clothes, quite muscular and fit, though Stella knew that beneath the deceptively youthful T-shirts and jeans lurked a torso that had started to sag slightly as if it had a slow puncture. Abigail must have lain awake looking at no less than three husbands over the same years. Possibly she had felt like murdering them. Sooner or later all Abigail’s men did something wrong, something terminally unforgivable. There were probably untold numbers of lovers too, but she didn’t think Abigail would have let them sleep. She’d never been very good at being alone, Stella remembered, always wanting someone to write essays alongside her in the library, always emerging from her room with a spare cup of coffee, looking for someone, anyone, to share a work break with. She wondered about the three husbands, if, perhaps, Abigail ever struggled up from deep sleep with the third one (Martin) and felt a semi-conscious shock that she wasn’t lying next to the second one (Noel) or the first one (Johnny).

Leaving Adrian still deep in his dreams, Stella decided to make an effort towards preventing her own body sagging by taking a brisk row round the island before breakfast. Abigail’s body, long, lean and streamlined as a racehorse, had always made her feel comparatively dumpy and lumpy – a feeling she suffered from with no one else, so it was probably merely a habit of envy left over from vulnerable youth.

The day was already promisingly warm and steamy, the new leaves on the trees gleaming like paint that wasn’t quite dry. There was no sign of life yet from Peggy’s barge – the last defiant one left after the council cancelled all houseboat moorings in preparation for the proposed building of a bridge and a general officious tidying up of the anarchic mess that surrounded the island. No resident of the island would admit to wanting a bridge across to the bank, seeing the proposal as a dodgy conspiracy that would end in higher house values and an immediate leap up three bands of council tax rating. Peggy, who had lived in her barge for at least ten years, simply had nowhere else to go. Rowing round the island was just far enough to make it feel like a good work-out, though Stella conceded that this was by the standards of a middle-aged woman with a sedentary occupation who hadn’t participated in active sport since compulsory hockey at school. She tweaked at her fleshy hips guiltily as she walked down the garden, wondering how far up the scale of ‘letting yourself go’ Abigail would rate her. She cast off the rope from her skiff and set out at a steady pace, hoping she wouldn’t come across one of the super-keen members of the rowing club on the shore, showing up her lack of technique and hollering that the club was ideal for beginners and the social life was terrific.

The island was quite large by usual Thames eyot standards, about half a mile long and banana-shaped with a scruffy scrub and woodland wilderness at its north end. It was only about fifty feet from the east bank, with the main river channel on the west side, but as access was only by boat or ferry and subject to the whims of tide and tempest, it attracted creative and adventurous personalities rather than those whose idea of ‘waterfront’ was a concrete seaside marina. Over the years, it had evolved into a predominantly artistic colony, partly because there was a subtly ruthless weeding-out system for potential house-seekers. Anyone who struggled off the ferry with an estate agent, a sheaf of house details and an air about them of having a nine-to-five job might find their would-be neighbours eager to discuss the disadvantages of an erratic refuse collection system and no milk delivery. The difficulties of hanging about during a high spring tide when the 7.33 to Waterloo might need to be caught would also be mentioned, quite casually, in passing. Stella sometimes felt that she and Adrian had only just slipped through the net, being mere writers. Charlotte, a painter with a red-headed toddler daughter, had once let it out that there had actually been a good deal of discussion about it three years previously when they’d been buying their house, making Stella imagine an official meeting and an unflatteringly close vote.

Stella and Adrian’s house was probably the biggest on the island – one of four Edwardian houses on the side that faced out across the main stream and the flood meadows beyond. In summer, day trippers on pleasure boats cruised past and pointed, oohing and aahing enviously at the pretty roofs and balconies and the decoratively frilled wooden bargeboards and the cutouts patterned like broderie anglais, reminiscent of the days when a trip out to the river was, like in Three Men in a Boat, a very jolly and frivolous excursion. The rest of the island was dotted about with an odd mixture of weather-boarded bungalows and cabins that had probably originally been built as weekend retreats – some were little more than shacks (especially Willow’s, whose flimsy tin-roofed dwelling was a hymn to primary colour and referred to as a cabaña). Most of these were perched ominously up on concrete piles facing the shore on the side closest to the ferry, with a less enviable view of the rowing club, a terrace of dilapidated boathouses converted into garages and some spare scrubland used by all as a carpark.

Stella’s stately progress took her gliding past Fergus and Ellen MacIver’s garden which was a thriving reminder that the island’s resident-selection process occasionally slipped up. The MacIver’s had moved in, installed a gleaming aluminium greenhouse, a B & Q plastic shed, built-in breeze-block barbecue and militarily straight rows of vividly clashing bedding plants before anyone realized their artistic taste ran to a liking for municipal park layouts. Everyone else, with casual and lazy artistry, went in for plants that rambled, tumbled and trailed in a deceptively dishevelled manner, in colours that blended and harmonized and gave the impression of spontaneous but sensitive disarray. Far more carping went on among the residents about the MacIver’s prim planting schemes than about Enzo the sculptor’s scrap metal collection strewn all over his scrubby patch.

Stella rowed on, feeling bad about being so snobbish. About plants, for heaven’s sake, she thought. I mean, what’s really so criminal about being fond of salmon pink geraniums alternated with soldier-stiff scarlet salvias? Bernard, whose home closest to the north tip of the island she was now rowing towards, would probably have some impressive colour-theory-based argument about that, she thought. He lived alone over a very large old boathouse, the lower part of which was supposed to be a gallery and had been opened with enormous enthusiasm and newspaper fuss a couple of years before, never again to see the number of visitors in total that had been there enjoying the free drink at the launch party. Bernard, a painter described in broadsheet culture sections for almost twenty years as up-and-coming, believed that art was a club exclusive to artists and art lovers, not for the casually cruising general public who’d run out of shops to browse round on a wet Sunday afternoon and so he did not encourage publicity. A poster advertising the gallery, tacked to the board beneath the ‘Private, Keep Out’ sign by the ferry, had been removed and ‘lost’ as soon as the council grant had been spent on renovating the boathouse and incidentally providing him with a large airy studio and living space. Outside and round about, as a decaying reminder of when the boathouse had been exactly that, rotting skeletons of abandoned cabin cruisers and a defunct ferry boat rusted in the undergrowth like the carcasses of elephants. As she rowed, feeling a rewarding muscular ache in her legs, Stella looked up at Bernard’s enormous window opened on to the broad balcony and saw him standing there, block-shaped and solid, fingering his thick ginger beard and staring across at the trees and fields and distant tower blocks on the opposite bank, waiting for a fine-bodied female jogger to run along the towpath and inspire his day’s painting.

‘Morning Bernard!’ Stella called. She could hear him sigh even at that distance, as if she’d interrupted the final savouring of his last night’s dream. She wondered if he, like Adrian, twitched and fidgeted in his sleep. She didn’t expect a reply, being way over twenty and therefore way outside Bernard’s range of interest, but he did manage a gracious, sleepy wave.

Up in her room, high in the roof where gulls gathered and peered in through the skylight at her while she slept, Ruth woke up and tried to work out what time it was and whether she’d got many classes to go to that day. She wanted to go to the Art Fair meeting at the boathouse with her mother after lunch, just so she could hang around close to Bernard and show off that she knew her way around his kitchen. Willow the dippy hippy would be just furious, being quite convinced, though Ruth couldn’t think why, that Bernard was somehow her property. She got up and went straight to the mirror, as she did every morning, to see if spots had covered her chin in the night, springing up like mushrooms on a damp lawn. The ritual reminded her of when she was a small child on the coldest days of winter, reaching high up to pull aside her curtain in the daily joyful expectation of snow. Not that there’d be anything joyful about finding spots, she thought, inspecting her creamy skin carefully. ‘You have skin like the top of Jersey milk,’ Bernard had complimented her once, running a rough finger slowly down her cheek and making her feel like simply purring.

‘What’s Jersey milk, exactly?’ she, a child of the semi-skimmed Nineties, had asked her mother later.

‘Thick, yellowish stuff,’ Stella had said, unknowingly demolishing several hours of delirious near-perfect happiness, ‘rather out of fashion these days.’

Ruth checked through her timetable and found that although the morning (French and Media Studies) couldn’t be missed, the afternoon art class could possibly take the form of research, perhaps a spot of photography towards her project on water life forms. It was a typical affectation, she thought, of Pansy Island, to hold the meeting in the afternoon instead of more conveniently in the evening, as if to show off that they were Artists, so they Could. This deliberately left out anyone dull enough to be holding down a proper job along with students with a conscience. She had every right to be at the meeting, being for the first time an exhibitor. Her second favourite fantasy was about having a major dealer browsing round the summerhouse on art fair day and discovering her jewellery, commissioning work for a London gallery and making her instantly famous. She went happily into the shower, lathered her generous soft curves with Body Shop vanilla gel and thought some more about Bernard. She squeezed her soapy hands hard into her skin, and thought about his shaggy lion-like head, imagining what it might feel like, bristling and chafing down between her thighs. It was such a pity he was called Bernard, she thought as she wrapped herself in a warm towel. For maximum charisma he really should be called something more bohemian like Pablo, or Lucien or, most blissfully perfect, Augustus. Bernard was hardly a name to fire the fantasies. She’d never come across a name like that among her contemporaries at the sixth form college – it just didn’t fit in with Alex or Simon or Damien or Luke. It sounded so thoroughly middle-aged, but then, she reminded herself, that was exactly what he was.

Ted Kramer sat outside the rowing club in Philip Porter’s dazzling white Nissan Micra, opened the window and wished miserably that he was at the evening end of the day and not the morning one. He breathed the cool, sharp early air and closed his eyes and blamed Philip Porter for being the cause of this fate-tempting sin of wishing away time. Never before had he met anyone whom he so hated to be in an enclosed space with, who was so obsessed with badodour obliteration. Philip Porter, who was in his bustling mid-career mid-thirties, carried a clashing reek of aftershave, deodorant and hair gel. His whole being and body screamed, it seemed to Ted, right into your face like a caricature sergeant-major: ‘I am CLEAN! What am I? CLEAN!’ His scrubbed car smelt of vinyl polish and was equipped with scented hand-wipes, dangling air fresheners and a pair of polyester covers for the headrests. Ted, who kept telling himself he was far too old to care that early retirement was only a blink away, had an irritating childish urge to flake dandruff from what was left of his own hair all over the plush seats and tread dog muck into the meticulously vacuumed carpet.

‘Got to be vigilant. Got to get it all down on here,’ Philip Porter muttered, consulting his clipboard and then glancing across to where the island slept peacefully and the ferry sat rocking gently on top of the receding tide.

Ted sighed again and looked across at the brightly painted shack owned, according to the electoral register, by one Wilma Doreen Ellis. It reminded him of hot Caribbean nights and the rhythmic cackle of tree frogs. He’d paint the cottage walls this summer, he decided, perhaps a deep, campion pink. People appreciated a bit of original colour down in Cornwall. It went with the sea air and the special light that blessed St Ives.

‘There’s one,’ Philip suddenly said, his head swivelling about excitedly like a train-spotter catching sight of a rare locomotive. Ted looked across without much interest and saw a woman rowing gently past, her face turned sunwards, looking, he thought enviously, as if she was savouring every perfect, private moment. He looked away quickly, feeling rudely intrusive as if he’d glanced over a garden wall and caught sight of a neighbour sunbathing naked. Philip Porter tapped the clipboard with his gold propelling pencil. ‘Which category, do you think, arriving or leaving, visitor or resident?’

‘Who cares?’ Ted told him, ‘I really hate this spying on people.’

Philip frowned, ‘It isn’t spying, it’s observation, feas-i-bil-ity.’ He droned the syllables out, as if their very length defined their importance. He clicked at the pencil impatiently. ‘It’s bona fide council business.’

Ted Kramer watched the woman smiling as she glided swiftly past a group of swans.

‘Bona fide bollocks,’ he said. ‘It’s nobody’s business.’

‘How was the river?’ Adrian, pouring coffee and still looking half asleep, asked Stella as she staggered with exaggerated exhaustion into the kitchen.

‘Wet, would you believe?’ she replied, flopping into the nearest chair. He looked slightly pained and she realized that it was still too early in the day for him to deal with even the gentlest sarcasm. He woke slowly and reluctantly from the twitching dreams, claiming that thinking up devious twists of pornographic plot kept him awake long into the night. Perhaps in the early sleepless hours he lay watching her, and possibly planning her murder, she thought as she reached across the table and poured herself coffee.

‘Sorry. No, it was lovely – flat and slow-moving and not quite woken up yet, rather like you.’ She got up and kissed him lightly and delved into the bread bin (made by Willow) for a croissant.

‘Those two men were there again, the ones the council sent to watch who uses the ferry,’ she told him. ‘A pretty boring job for them, sitting there measuring everyone’s comings and goings.’

‘And it really takes two of them?’ Adrian commented in disgust. ‘They’d be far more useful cleaning dog shit off the pavements,’ he grumbled. ‘Isn’t it today that Abigail comes?’

‘Yep. Lunch time. Or lunchish, anyway. I expect she’ll stop off somewhere on the way. I can’t imagine her arriving here starving, just in case all we’ve got in the house is something she couldn’t possibly force herself to eat, not even on a desert island, like a can of spaghetti hoops or whatever.’ Stella laughed, remembering the awful things she and Abigail had lived on as poor and lazy students, long before affluence had over-refined Abigail’s palate and given her selective amnesia. They’d particularly enjoyed toast spread with drinking chocolate powder and there had once been a supper of Angel Delight (butterscotch flavour) with nothing but Jacobs Cream Crackers to dunk into it.

‘If she gets here in time I’ll take her to the art fair meeting,’ Stella told Adrian. ‘I’ll introduce her to everyone, then she’ll feel more at home.’

‘Perhaps she’ll find herself a playmate,’ Adrian suggested. ‘Then she’ll be out of your way a bit. How long did you say she was staying?’

‘Er, actually I didn’t.’ Stella confessed, staring guiltily into her coffee. ‘Though it can’t be for long, can it? I mean, Martin can’t be away for ever.’

‘Ah, but he can, can’t he?’ Adrian pointed out. ‘If he’s really gone off and left her then presumably “ever” is exactly how long he’s gone off for.’

He looked pale, Stella thought, as if the idea of Abigail permanently resident in their spare room was enough to make him quite ill. There’d been a time, she was pretty sure, when he hadn’t felt at all like that about her.

Abigail remembered too late that she didn’t need to get a cab all the way out from central London – there were local trains. But she just wasn’t used to having to think about the simple mechanics of such a situation, and her bag was terribly heavy, full of clothes that just might be needed, like an all-purpose slinky black frock, large baggy sweaters to deal with the inevitably damp evenings, sensible shoes that would survive the high tide mud. And there was the cat-basket. She could hardly be expected to trail poor yowling Cleo all the way out to distant suburbia with no help at all. She dearly wished she’d brought her adored little Mercedes. Just one more day and its front offside wing would have been all replaced as good as shiny new and the kind young boy who was thrilled to have been allowed to come and disentangle it from the gatepost would have delivered it back to the house again. She would have given him a ten pound tip and driven him at a splendidly crazy, dizzying speed through the narrow lanes back to his workshop and persuaded him, quite easily, not to tell Martin (if he ever came back) about this latest little mishap. It was typical of her that she simply couldn’t allow herself to wait even that long. As she kicked her baggage slowly forward in the taxi queue she wondered if she should, instead, have simply booked herself a week in Venice, just to show Martin when (if) he trailed home that she could have little going away treats too. She wouldn’t have had to admit that she’d gone alone, she could easily have spent enough money for two. She could have done a lot of secretive smiling, leaving him wondering and agonizing, picturing her perhaps being cosy in a gondola with the young, stallion-hung pool cleaner he’d caught her eying from her sun lounger in the garden the previous summer. Instead the ‘Gone to stay with Stella and Adrian’ message she’d recorded on the Ansaphone was almost as dreary as telling the world she’d run home to mother. He wasn’t stupid – he’d identify it immediately as an admission of a need for comfort. She would have gladly changed her mind, phoned Mrs Wiggins to tell her, when she next came in to clean, to switch off the damn machine if it wasn’t for a nagging superstition that if Martin suddenly decided to call and grovel for forgiveness but found her untraceable, he might just change his mind back again and plight a permanent troth to this Fiona person.

Abigail ran out of patience, pushed past three men in travel crumpled business suits and climbed into the next taxi as it pulled up. Like a spoilt child, she didn’t even acknowledge, let alone thank, those who so kindly piled her baggage in after her. She lit a cigarette, glaring at the ‘Thank you for Not Smoking’ sign and waited, her face contorted with angry challenge, to be told off.

Toby lay on the damp greasy ground outside the garage and poked about with a spanner and a torch. His adored VW Beetle (1303S, metallic purple, 1972, sloping headlights, flat windscreen) had developed a stubborn little jolting noise from somewhere in the region of the back axle. He heard the rattling throb of a taxi and glanced out to see, stepping out of it, the lower end of pale slim shiny legs wearing long beige low-heeled shoes. This he identified immediately as a creature far removed from the usual sloppily-shod island visitor. From so frequently lying flat out under his car he had come to recognize most of the inhabitants by their legs and feet – Willow’s star-painted boots, Bernard’s odd socks, the tattooed daisy on Charlotte’s ankle, the MacIvers’ matching Hush Puppies, Enzo’s battered Italian loafers. It was none of those, definitely no one local. Abigail’s here then, he thought as he hauled himself out from beneath the car and wiped his oily hands down his oily jeans. Dressed entirely in something
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Friends share everything...
don’t they?






