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About the Book

When Stella first meets Martyn, he’s just a stranger on a train. She knows nothing at all about him. But very quickly she is won over by his charm and breathtaking illusions, and when he asks her to marry him, she agrees.

However, as they begin their life together, Stella starts to feel uneasy. What exactly is the show-stopping illusion he claims to be working on, locked away in that room? Who are those men that visit the house at strange hours? And why are her questions never answered? As Stella realises that she barely knows the man she married, her thoughts turn to escape.


This book is for Fanny, with love and gratitude for many years of friendship


I sit in a room full of light and shade.

I dream.

I dream of her entrance.

She will come into the room as if she were coming onto a stage, or anyway that’s the way I see it from where I sit, from where I think about it.

A fire burns in the grate. From time to time it spits sparks onto the hearthrug and I make a mental note to chastise the man with the horse and cart from whom I bought the neatly chopped logs of wood when next I see him.

There are trees outside the window, just coming into leaf and the light in the room is filtered through the acid green of newly born leaves. A bright, cold light.

I imagine she will be dressed in black.

Smart. She always looks smart. Short skirts when fashion demands it; long skirts, but not too long, at other times. Her face will be pale, but quite controlled. I haven’t known her to cry since she was a child. To be quite honest, I have hardly known her since she was a child.

‘I didn’t think people wore black to funerals these days.’

That’s what I will say to her. After I have kissed her of course.

Kissed her pale cold face.

Maybe she will smile slightly.

‘You can suit yourself really. It’s up to you.’

‘Like hats. No one wears a hat to church any longer, so I’m told … except for your grandmother, of course. Most other old ladies go bareheaded these days. So I’m told.’

‘As I said, it’s up to you.’

‘Were there many people there?’

She will look past me, out of the window. She will not reply.

‘A good crowd? I do hope there was a good crowd.’

‘Quite a good crowd.’

I won’t know whether to believe her or not.

‘Anyone I would know?’

She will shrug. Again she will not reply.

‘I don’t suppose so, after all these years. Except for Dr Rhodes and Peter Magill. Were they there? Old. They’d be quite old now.’

I won’t ask about women. That might not be appropriate.

‘I wonder if he’ll rise from the grave. I bet he’ll try. I do hope that is one trick he hasn’t mastered. You’d never know with him. Would you?’

‘What about a cup of tea?’

‘Perhaps you should have had him cremated.’

‘Tea, Mother.’

‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t say things like that.’

‘You always did though.’

‘Let’s have tea.’

* * *

A somewhat splenetic dream or vision perhaps.

Maybe before I launch into this sliver of a tale, I should explain myself, pass the time until she arrives to make her entrance backstage right.

I am a writer.

I have been writing novels for the last fifteen years or so, with varying degrees of success. Well, let’s say I have a door and I keep the wolf from it.

It is important for the self-esteem not to have to beg, borrow or steal.

One of the long windows behind my back is half open and the curtains tremble in the spring breeze. I always sit with my back to the window when I work. I like to have the light falling over my shoulder onto the page, almost green light, as today, or the pale grey of city light, which is the most usual and sometimes in the early morning a streak of gold will reach this room and will enliven my hands on the keyboard and paper in front of me. Also, I like to face the door as I work, so that I cannot be taken too much by surprise. I have never really enjoyed surprises.

Now, I sit here and dream of a meeting that will take place between myself and my daughter in the not too distant future.

There is never silence in this room, in spite of the protecting trees; the constant hum of the city comforts me. Voices in the street, the distant slamming of doors, the cars that splash past on wet nights, the moan on autumn evenings of the fog-horns that surround Dublin Bay, all these familiar sounds keep me warm.

I live alone.

Sometimes people commiserate with me, talk about loneliness, the prospect of old age alone, the emptiness of a solitary life. I let them ramble on. I smile and nod my head.

‘I’m sure you’re right,’ I say from time to time. That makes them happy and we change the subject.

I like to be able to close the door on the world, dress, undress when I feel like it; eat, fast, read, write, dance, sing, talk to the wall, talk to myself.

‘Talking to yourself is the first sign of madness.’

How often did Martyn say that to me?

I made sure he never caught me dancing in the kitchen when I should have been stirring the white sauce, or foxtrotting with the hoover.

There were certain tunes I found irresistible … still do … ‘Puttin’ on the Ritz’, for example, or ‘It’s Only a Paper Moon’.

A bit old-fashioned, but a good dancing beat.

Irresistible.

Martyn couldn’t dance.

Perhaps he just didn’t want to dance.

He had such control, such flexibility of his limbs that I am sure he could have danced if he had wanted to.

Maybe in one of his other lives he dazzled on the dance floor.

Who knows!

Even now after all these years I sometimes have the same dream about him. A strong, strange dream, always the same.

He stands in the dark, slightly above me, his arms outstretched, weighted down almost with the white doves.

He stands quite still.

The birds move uneasily at first, clamping with their claws on the sleeves and shoulders of his black silk jacket.

He is quite unperturbed by their agitation.

They drift down through the darkness like huge snowflakes and land on his sleeves and his shoulders.

He stands quite still and after a while the birds settle into an almost drowsy torpor, no murmurs, no fidgeting.

Quite, quite still.

At this point of stillness he begins to move his arms, slowly up and down, up and down.

The wings tremble.

Up and down.

And soon they move rhythmically with the movement of his arms.

Up and down.

Deep, sweeping strokes, and the man is transformed into an angel with heavy, white wings beating as he hovers above the darkness of the world.

I always struggle to wake up at this moment, afraid. I suppose … though it is only in recent days that I have discovered what I was afraid of … that he might dissolve into some hail of feathers in which I might drown.

I hope I will never have this dream again.

The daughter for whom I wait is called Robin.

An odd name for a woman.

He chose the name.

He chose everything that happened in the life he spent with me.

I think he saw her as a little brown bird in the first few weeks of her life. Her warm head throbbed in his hands like the heart of a bird when you find it imprisoned in a room and catch it in your hands in order to release it out into freedom again.

Her real names, you know, the ones for passports and other official purposes, are Emily Marion, chosen also by him; a pair of unused names, like a pair of old shoes gathering dust under a bed or in the back of a cupboard. Unwanted.

Who wants someone’s discarded shoes?

Who wants someone’s discarded names?

I am Stella.

I have worn that name quite well for fifty-eight years. I quite enjoy it.

He called me Star. I must say that for a while I also quite enjoyed that intimacy.

* * *

 I suppose I wasn’t much of a mother.

Fair to average would be a reasonable assessment.

She was always her father’s girl; his Robin.

He was confident of her love. I was always too anxious; I tried to remember too much how it had been when I was a child, the things that had troubled me, the things that had pleased me; the darknesses of childhood and the wild joys.

Maybe he had no childhood to remember, that was always the impression that he gave, a man whose life was wholly in the future, unrolling in front of him like some brand-new motorway.

Robin has never forgiven me for leaving him and I’m sure that her conversations with me over the next day or so will be peppered with mildly recriminatory comments. I will endeavour to keep my lip buttoned.

My mother, on the other hand, saw through Martyn like a pane of glass.

She met him first when she and my father were over, spending a few days with me in London.

I had known Martyn at that stage for about six months and was obviously to my mother’s eyes in the process of losing my wits.

‘Why does he spell his name with a Y?’ she asked, the morning after he had dropped in casually for a drink.

She was eating toast. My father was still in the bathroom and I could hear my somewhat unreliable gas geyser roaring down the passage.

‘Why?’ she repeated.

She has a special way of eating toast, no crusts of course, and the toast cut into neat triangles. She loads the butter and then the marmalade onto one tip of the triangle and then … snap. As she chews she loads the next tip, ready for the next snap. She still has her own snapping teeth and absolutely no fear of cholesterol, sugar, alcohol, cigarette smoke or any of those other horrors that keep all the rest of us uneasily on the tightrope.

The geyser subsided slowly into silence.

‘I don’t know, Mother. I’ve never asked him.’

‘Well you should. I always think it’s important to know why people do things.’

‘It’s a free world. Anyone can spell their name the way they wish.’

Snap.

‘I hope father’s got enough hot water.’

‘I have never heard of anyone spelling Martin with a Y.’

‘Well, now you have.’

Snap.

‘Will he come to the theatre with us this evening?’

I shook my head.

‘He doesn’t like the theatre.’

‘I do hope you know what you’re doing.’

Snap.

* * *

A different tree grew outside my window then. A lilac, with deep purple flowers that scented the room on warm spring evenings.

Lilacs like lime.

Lilacs prefer London to Dublin.

It’s to do with the lime.

At that time I was preferring London to Dublin.

It was to do with my mother.

I don’t mean to be unkind, but at that stage of my life I had to find things out for myself, discover courage, make mistakes. She always found it quite difficult to let me do any of these things. She believed in grammar, not just the grammar of language, but also that of behaviour in both public and private living. She believed in God. She believed that woman’s power existed only as far as she could manipulate men.

I had trouble with all those beliefs, so I preferred my anonymity in London.

* * *

‘Glover,’ she said, considering the name.

It meant nothing to her.

It rang no bells in her head.

She snapped the last piece of toast into her mouth.

My father came into the room at that moment and the inquisition stopped before it had really begun.

At some later time she said to me:

‘I must say, I can’t see you married to a conjuror.’

‘An illusionist, Mother,’ I corrected her. ‘A part-time illusionist.’

‘Isn’t it one and the same?’

‘No, it’s not. He doesn’t take rabbits out of hats at children’s parties.’

She sniffed.

‘Well? What does he do?’

‘He creates illusions.’ At this time I was on shaky ground, as I had only his word for it. ‘Rather a splendid thing to do, don’t you think?’

She made no reply.

‘Illusion. Magic. The stuff dreams are made of.’

We were standing by the window, way down below us the sea sparkled savagely, from this room in their house you could see no other buildings, just the sea in all its moods.

‘You shouldn’t use such fanciful words about him. The man is a part-time conjuror. He has charm all right. I can see that. Think more than twice dear. If you want to throw yourself away on some unexplained man who calls himself Martyn, that’s your affair. But don’t say …’ She stopped.

‘Don’t say what?’

She sighed.

‘Nothing, darling. Nothing. Your father and I just want you to be happy.’

* * *

I am attempting to tell a story. Starting at the tail end is part of my writer’s bag of tricks. I suppose I could call myself an illusionist also, except for the fact that he has already bagged that title.

It is a long, slithery sliver of a tale, that came to a sticky end the other day, a cold, windy autumn day in London.

Perhaps it was the sort of end he would have wished; here one minute and gone the next. A sleight-of-hand ending to his invented life.

An IRA bomb in a London street and Martyn in his station wagon with a hundred and fifty white doves neatly caged in the back.

I think at this moment of the demolished doves, the feathers drifting down like snowflakes from the evening sky, falling on the wreckage of cars and shattered glass and the frightened injured and dead Martyn. Everyone at the wrong place at the wrong time. I hope they felt nothing at that last moment, no pain, no anxiety.

This morning he was buried in London and I am waiting for our daughter to arrive. I will console her if I can, though I doubt that she will reveal the extent of her pain to me. She will not stay long. She feels ill at ease in Dublin. She speaks with an alien voice, looks at the city with the critical eye of a stranger.

I love her, but I doubt whether she cares.

* * *

When I read I become lost to this world. For moments after I lift my eyes from the page I find it hard to refocus on reality. I see the landscape of fiction around me, hear in my head the voices of the writer’s imagination. So, when almost thirty years ago, the man sitting opposite to me in the train from Liverpool to Euston plucked the book from my hands, I was taken aback. I had been quite unaware of his presence in the compartment with me. I had been quite unaware of the landmarks already passed on my journey. Had I passed Chester? Crewe? Rugby?

‘Hey,’ I said.

He sat back in his seat smiling at me, my book in his hand.

Slag heaps rocked past the window.

‘Good morning.’

Voice melodious, not Irish, possibly Welsh, I thought.

‘You’ll be blind before you’re forty if you read so much. Or mad.’

‘When I want your advice I’ll ask for it.’

‘I’d like that, really, I would.’

‘In the meantime, please may I have my book back?’

Carefully he put the book down on the seat beside him.

Still slag hills, no green and pleasant land outside the windows.

He leant towards me slowly, gently stretching out one hand and took an egg from my ear.

‘See!’

He held it up in front of my eyes, carefully balanced between the first finger and thumb of his right hand.

A smattering of raindrops smacked against the window of the train; the sky was now as grey as the slag heaps.

He shook his fingers in a somewhat fastidious way and the egg disappeared.

I began to laugh.

For a moment he allowed me to laugh on my own, then he joined in.

He laughed because he was pleased with his performance, pleased also with my laughter.

He shook his head from side to side as he laughed, but watched me always, gripped me with his eyes.

I felt light-hearted.

I always feel warmed by people who can laugh at their own absurdities as well as those of the world.

When my laughter tailed away, I wondered what would happen next.

Was the joke over?

He held his hands out towards me across the table, empty hands, palms up, white, slender hands, bony fingers, bony wrists. He flipped his hands over and I looked at the bones, the blue veins under the skin. His nails were neat, well clipped. A gold watch on his left wrist seemed almost too heavy for him.

‘Would you like a cup of coffee?’

His voice was polite, formal.

‘What a lot of equipment you must carry up your sleeves.’

‘Well … actually …’

His hands moved. Rather self-consciously he touched each cuff in turn.

‘… I have a thermos in my …’

He indicated a small case above him in the rack with a movement of his eyes.

‘I’d love one. Thank you.’

He got up and pulled the case down from the rack. He opened it and took out a thermos flask and a small plastic cup which he put on the table.

‘Sugar?’

I shook my head.

He fastened the case again and replaced it on the rack.

He sat down and unscrewed the top of the flask. He placed it on the table by the cup. All his movements were neat and ordered.

‘I’m afraid there’s milk in it.’

‘That’s fine by me.’

‘I always put milk in it.’

‘I’m sure it’s much better than anything British Rail could produce.’

He carefully filled the cup and pushed it over towards me and then filled the flask top for himself.

‘Thanks.’

The train rocked as I raised the cup to my lips and the coffee swirled dangerously, but didn’t quite spill.

‘Delicious,’ I said.

He stared at me with a faint smile on his face.

Steam from the two cups drifted between us.

There was something about his smile that made me nervous.

‘Charles Martyn Glover,’ he said. ‘Commonly known as Martyn. M.A.R.T.Y.N.’

‘Why not Charles?’

‘Forget Charles. What about you?’

‘Me?’

‘Your name? Names?’

‘Oh, yes.’

For a moment I couldn’t remember. I dipped my head towards the coffee cup and closed my eyes in the hope that a miracle would occur. The smell of the coffee did the trick.

‘Stella Macnamara.’

I kept my eyes closed as I said my name.

‘Oirish?’

I opened my eyes and looked at him.

‘You don’t sound Oirish.’

I didn’t bother to reply.

The slag heaps had given way to neatly hedged fields.

The train shuddered and then slowly stopped, brakes grinding onto wheels, smoke and sparks belched over the green fields.

My coffee splashed out of the cup and over the sleeve of my coat.

‘Oh, damn.’

‘Allow me.’

His hand offered me a large white folded handkerchief.

‘I couldn’t possibly … I have one somewhere …’

He shook the handkerchief at me and I took it and mopped at myself.

‘Thank you.’

I shoved the stained handkerchief across the table towards him. He let it lie there untouched as he stared out through the window.

‘Sunday,’ he said eventually, picking up the handkerchief and rolling it into a little ball. ‘They mend the lines on Sunday. I always say to myself, never travel on a Sunday, but here I am. Luckily.’ He bowed gallantly towards me.

‘Yes.’

‘We could be stranded here for half an hour, or more.’

‘Yes.’

‘Like to play a game of cards?’

He produced a pack of cards and riffled them through the air.

I thought with a sudden panic of all the stories I had heard of naïve passengers in trains being lured into playing cards with innocent-seeming strangers.

‘Ah, no thank you.’

He riffled, fanned, shuffled. The cards flew like birds through the air. He smiled slightly as he watched them fly.

‘May I have my book back, please?’

He caught all the cards in his right hand as he stretched out with his left and picked up my book. He placed it on the table in front of me.

‘Thank you.’

I found my place and began to read.

I can’t remember what book it was.

I might, at that time, have been going through my French phase.

It could have been Camus, Sartre, Nathalie Sarraute, Marguerite Duras. Could have been.

Cold, winter day 1961.

Could have been any one of those.

Could, on the other hand, have been Agatha Christie.

Whatever it was, I drew the words around me like a stockade.

The carriage trembled with occasional buffets of wind and the raindrops streaming down the windows hid the landscape.

The heating pipes by my right ankle ticked and sighed and gave out very little warmth.

He sighed on the other side of the table.

I heard him reassemble the thermos flask and put it away in his case.

He tapped the cards together on the table, ordering them, and then put them into their box.

He coughed.

He refolded the handkerchief that he had lent me and then he sighed again.

With a jolt or two and a long, sad scream the train began to creep once more along the tracks.

I took my eyes from my book and looked out of the window.

Six men leaned on shovels by the side of the track, watching us go by.

One of them waved at me.

I smiled; a smile he probably never saw.

Cautiously I looked across the table.

He appeared to be asleep, his head leaning sideways into the corner, his mouth slightly open.

He was handsome all right, even in sleep with his mouth slightly open. A bit flash perhaps.

He opened his eyes and stared at me.

I felt my face go red.

I dropped my eyes to my book.

* * *

We clattered into Euston about an hour late.

The rain had stopped and it was bitterly cold.

Even though it was only early afternoon, the air was dusk coloured.

‘Allow me. Oh do allow me.’

He pulled my case from my hand and swung it down onto the platform.

Steam drifted up from under the train.

I thought of poor old Celia Johnson in that terrible hat. I thought of Anna Karenina.

The engine made a yawning noise as we walked past it. I knew how it felt.

He was speaking to me.

‘Where are you heading for?’

‘Notting Hill. I have a … Notting Hill.’

‘Great,’ he said. ‘I can give you a lift in my cab.’

He began to stride out through the shuffling crowd.

‘You needn’t bother. I …’

‘No bother. It’s on my way.’

I had to hurry to keep up with him.

He walked with his head hunched down into his shoulders to keep warm. He walked to the head of the taxi queue and opened the door of the taxi that was drifting slowly along the kerb. He jumped in with the cases and then held out his hand to me.

‘Hey you!’

He slammed the door shut in the face of a furious protester.

‘Notting Hill,’ he said to the driver and then turned and grinned at me.

‘You shouldn’t have done that. There’s a queue.’

‘I hate queues. I never stand in queues. We could have been standing there for half an hour with all those orderly people.’

‘I am an orderly person.’

‘I think you are just afraid of disorder. I can see it in your face. Those people out there are just sheep.’

London was greasy and dour and I was glad that I didn’t have to stand for half an hour in a bleak queue.

Winter Sunday afternoon, the street lights hanging sadly in the rain. Those people who were out seemed grey like the air as they hurried beneath their umbrellas to walk their dogs or make their Sunday duty visits.

‘Where do you live?’

‘Chalk Farm.’

‘You are going a long way round.’

‘I chose to.’

‘Are you a conjuror?’

‘An illusionist.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘Not professionally. I just have this great interest. Always have. And a facility. I have very good hands.’

He spread them out on his knees and looked at them with pride.

‘I don’t take rabbits out of hats at children’s parties. Illusionist is the word, for future reference.’

‘I’ll remember that. But you must admit that taking eggs out of people’s ears is pretty run-of-the-mill stuff.’

‘There’s not much you can do in trains. Unexpectedly. Just a few basic tricks. Any fool can do that sort of thing.’

He held his right hand out towards me, flicked it in the air for a moment, spread his fingers wide and presented me with a red silk handkerchief.

I took it from him and looked at it. A nice cheerful colour, good quality silk.

‘Jolly good.’

I handed it back to him.

He waved his hand.

‘It’s a present.’

‘Really, I …’

‘Don’t argue, woman, keep it. There are plenty more where that came from.’

The driver pushed the window open.

‘Whereabouts in Notting Hill, sir?’

I leant forward towards him, the silk cloth crumpled in my hand.

‘Turn left into Holland Park and then immediately right. It’s the right-hand corner house.’

I turned to Martyn, in case he thought I lived in some sort of grandeur.

‘I have half a basement …’

‘Have you a telephone?’

I ignored that.

‘Half a basement. A bit dark in the winter, but very nice. I have two big rooms. K and B.’

I sounded like an Evening Standard advertisement.

‘Constant hot water and central heating.’

I looked at him.

In the flickering light from the street lamps his face looked like a flickering character from an old movie. No emotion, flick, stony, Jimmy Cagney, flick flick, Herbert Lom, George Raft. Serious villains, every one.

I wanted to laugh, but thought he mightn’t be amused.

‘All mod cons,’ I said instead. ‘The lap of luxury.’

‘Yes.’

He turned and smiled at me as he spoke. It was a warm and friendly smile, almost loving.

‘Oh God,’ I thought.

The taxi lurched to the left and then immediately to the right and stopped.

‘Well, here we are.’

I fumbled in my bag.

‘Don’t be daft,’ he said, putting a hand on mine.

I got quickly out into the bitter air and pulled my case after me. I put the case on the pavement and held my hand out towards him.

He leaned out from the taxi and kissed the palm of my hand, folded the fingers over and handed it back to me.

After the taxi had driven off, splattering greasy mud as it went, I realised that I had packed my hall door key in the bottom of my suitcase.

* * *

The recollection of that disorderly moment makes me smile.

I never learnt to be orderly, much as I thought I wanted to.

My mother always wears gloves when she goes out in the street.

Once when I went up to her room to fetch something for her I found twenty pairs of gloves in a drawer.

I counted them.

Palm to palm; leather, suede, pigskin, cotton, black, brown, blue.

Palm to palm.

A drawer full of praying gloves.

Or, I suppose, kissing.

Good quality.

Things must last.

Care, polish, cherish.

For ever.

I suppose she has a point of view.

She never thought Martyn was good quality.

* * *

The doorbell rings.

A short buzz and then a longer one.

It will be Robin.

I get up and go to let her in.

She is not wearing black.

She doesn’t have a suitcase, just a soft leather bag slung over her shoulder. Her face is pale, her eyes hidden by dark glasses, which she doesn’t remove when I open the door.

‘Oh, darling,’ I say, holding out my arms to her.

She touches my cheek with her cold cheek and comes past me into the hall.

She takes off her coat and throws it onto a chair.

‘God, I’m tired. I came straight from the cemetery. It was so cold at the graveside I thought all my faculties would freeze up. That bloody taxi driver robbed me. Twenty quid he charged me to come here.’

‘They’re notorious at the airport. Go in and sit down by the fire and I’ll make a cup of tea.’

‘Gin and tonic, large, no lemon. I mean to say, Star, Mother, Mum, forget the tea at a time like this.’

She moves across the hall, trailing behind her the soft bag.

I go into the kitchen and think about my scenario as I get her drink and a glass of wine for myself. I decide against using any part of it.

She is hunched into an armchair, staring into the fire.

She takes the glass from my hand without looking at me.

‘Thanks.’

I sit down opposite to her.

‘I don’t want to talk just at the moment,’ she says, ‘I just want to sit here and thaw out. So just let me.’

I nod. I lean back into my chair and look at her tense figure.

‘Fuck bloody Martyn,’ I think.

* * *

The scent of smoke drifted from the piles of smouldering leaves. A slight mist rose with the smoke from the damp grass. The trees, chestnut, sycamore, plane, were quite still and spectral, lit by the glow of intermittent gas lights.

We were walking from my flat over Camden Hill to have dinner in some trattoria off Kensington High Street.

Mario, Nino, Luigi, Franco.

‘Rus in urbe,’ he had just said.

‘This is the best time to be at home. Home, Dublin, Ireland.’

I suddenly loved the way those three words sounded, the way they fitted into my mouth, loved the way they hung in the misty air.

‘We’ll go tomorrow.’

‘I didn’t mean that …’

‘Of course you did. I know you. Nothing you say is without meaning. We’ll take an afternoon plane. I’ll get Angela to arrange it in the morning.’

Angela was his secretary.

‘We can’t just …’

‘Mattie, Mattie, Mattie.’ From an open gate someone was calling his dog.

‘Of course we can. I need a break. You want to go. I’d like to meet your parents again.’

‘Mattie.’

‘It’s important, don’t you think, to grasp the hour?’

‘I …’

‘A short autumn break. Can we stay with your parents or would it be more seemly …’

‘Mattie if you don’t come here now, now. I’ll break your bloody neck.’

‘… to stay in a hotel?’

‘I’m working.’

He took my hand and held it to his lips.

‘I love you Star. I want to go and see your home and your nice parents. I want to see leprechauns and drink Guinness and be charmed. Will I be charmed?’

‘Maaaatie!’

‘We’ll pick up a car at the airport. I presume they have cars in Ireland.’

‘Silly.’

‘I even presume they have airports.’

The man at the gate, now some way behind us, whistled a few shrill notes.

‘I don’t like flying.’

‘You will like it with me. You will be safe with me. Look.’

He let go of my hand and ran a few steps from me, out of the circle of the shivering light. He looked a little absurd, I thought, as he ran in his grey flannel suit. His hands fluttered for a moment and gleamed in the light and then suddenly he seemed to be flying through the darkness of the trees. I could see his pale face and hands as he soared for a moment and then a small black-and-white dog broke from the undergrowth and ran past me up the hill.

‘Good girl. Good old girl.’ The voice was relieved and welcoming.

Martyn, grounded, strolled across the grass towards me.

‘Flying is no problem,’ he said.
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