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Jennifer Johnston is one of the foremost Irish writers of her, or any, generation. She has won the Whitbread Prize (THE OLD JEST), the Evening Standard Best First Novel Award (for THE CAPTAINS AND THE KINGS), the Yorkshire Post Award, Best Book of the Year (twice, for THE CAPTAINS AND THE KINGS and HOW MANY MILES TO BABYLON?). She was also shortlisted for the Booker Prize with SHADOWS ON OUR SKIN.




Praise for Jennifer Johnston


‘The richness of themes here is as delicious as Mrs Barry’s baking: the primary importance of self-esteem and the way this depends on developing a general kindliness to oneself as well as others; the vast opportunities for healing thrown up by simple pleasures, not least laughter. THE GINGERBREAD WOMAN is Johnston at her observant, compelling best’ Image magazine


‘Despite its desolate background it is both entertaining and uplifting … The book has a musical feel and makes a poignant symphony of its themes of love and grief’ Clare Boylan, Sunday Express


‘A beautifully-paced novel of solitariness … This is a book to steal for your friends and re-read your own copy for pleasure’ Glasgow Herald


‘With Jennifer Johnston, even the worst suffering is redeemed by wit, good humour and a sense of fun … If you have already discovered Jennifer Johnston, you will enjoy THE GINGERBREAD WOMAN. If you haven’t, then this is a good place to start’ Daily Mail


‘Written in Johnston’s usual haunting prose, where no word is unnecessary’ Maeve Binchy, Sunday Times


‘The grande dame of modern Irish literature, Jennifer Johnston has been writing superior fictions, that both embody the wounds of Irish life and scrutinise themes beyond its orbit, for over a quarter of a century. THE GINGERBREAD WOMAN continues her theme of the search for personal freedom … Exceptionally gifted in structuring her narrative so that the reader is compelled to discover the secrets that scar her protagonists, Johnston is also blessed with an understated wisdom, and a heightened understanding of love and loss’ Glasgow List


‘A beautifully crafted novel’ Sunday Telegraph


‘THE GINGERBREAD WOMAN is characteristic as well as untypical of Johnston, similar yet different. She knows her territory. Probably the most consistently undercelebrated of Irish writers, her genius lies in her calm, intelligence and her distinctive feel for the way an individual will act in an extreme emotional crisis. … Jennifer Johnston has always demonstrated an exact understanding of the cultural nuances of Irish life as well as the perceptions, even textures, that go into being Irish. Few Irish writers have pursued these questions so intently. Aside from all this, THE GINGERBREAD WOMAN reiterates she remains, as ever, a shrewd, canny storyteller who understands human error’ Eileen Battersby, Irish Times


‘As in all her best novels, Johnston’s vividly immediate effects belie the simple elements from which they are created. And although the book is firmly rooted in character, place and time, its reach extends well beyond the particular into the universal territory of classic storytelling’ Spectator


‘A consummate performer’ The Times


‘The Gingerbread Woman is allegorical and poignant and acutely perceptive, crafted by a seventy-year-old mistress of words who refuses to bow to the purists in observing rigid rules of writing. All the confidence of a 12-times novelist shines through her simple and sometimes verbless sentences that ring with truth and beauty. Like Clara Barry, whose mother bakes cream sponges and gingerbread men, she was born to haunt’ Irish Independent


‘Johnston is at her storytelling best … An engaging and accessible novel, and those familiar with Jennifer Johnston’s later writing will not be disappointed’ TLS
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About the book


On a rainy afternoon on Killiney Hill a man out walking – without his overcoat – happens upon a woman, gazing out into Dublin Bay, perilously close to the edge. From this chance encounter develops a remarkable friendship which will enable each to face afresh their very different, damaged pasts, and to look tentatively towards the future.




For Pat, the treasure,
with much love






Der Frühling will kommen


der Frühling meine Freud’;


nun mach’ich mich fertig,


zum Wandern bereit.


 


Spring is on its way


Springtime – my delight!


Now I shall make ready


To begin my travels …


 


Der Hirt auf dem Felsen (The Shepherd on the Rock)
Wilhelm Müller (1794–1824),
set to music by Franz Schubert






My mother makes jam.

Seasonal jam.

Raspberry, blackberry and apple, loganberry, marrow and ginger, golden crab-apple jelly and, of course, marmalade.

Not a million miles from here – just down the road, in fact, across the railway line and turn right.

Five minutes’ walk.

She makes other things too: shortbread biscuits, sponge cakes, rich fruit cake, brandy snaps … could go on for ever, but where’s the point. I’m sure you get the message.

There is no one left in the house now for whom to make jam, but she continues to do it as she has always done. And we, her four children, mark the seasons, winter, spring, summer, autumn, by our dogged and grateful acceptance of the jewel-coloured jars that she packs neatly into cardboard boxes and hands to us as we leave her house after our brief familial visits.

‘The jam, dear,’ she will say. ‘Don’t forget the raspberry jam. I know the children like it even if you don’t.’

She is right, of course. The children love it; and they love the sponge cakes filled with rich chocolate cream and the gingerbread men.

‘Run, run, as fast as you can, you can’t catch me, I’m the gingerbread man.’

They think she’s slightly dotty when she says that to them. They prefer deadly war games or other adventures on their computer screens to stories about foxes and silly little gingerbread men.

I have to admit that I love the gingerbread men too; their slightly cinnamon taste and their chewy texture. She knows this, remembers it from long ago, and though I don’t have any children for her to indulge, she indulges this childishness in me happily. None of us have to worry about her yet; she is hale and hearty and fully in control of her life and, she thinks, of ours. We let her think that, but in reality we get on with what we have to do and don’t run to her as we used to with the grown-up equivalents of cut knees and broken hearts.

I didn’t choose to live round the corner from her, in the way that I do; my little house was left to me by an aunt and though I haven’t spent much time in it, except for recent months, I have never mustered up the energy to sell it. It has become a sort of repository for my bits and pieces – old clothes, childhood’s books that I could never bear to give to my nephews and nieces, other oddments that I have collected on my travels – and at this moment I have become a temporary part of this consoling mess.

I am by way of being the cosmopolitan one in the family. I have lived and earned my living in London, Paris, briefly, and New York and am seriously contemplating having a look at Sydney when I recover my full strength and energy. As you may gather, I am not an adventurous person. I don’t go looking for danger, I just like to get out of this cage away from the jam and the familial duties, both of which I love and hate at the same time.

I suppose I should tell you at this moment how I earn my keep, how I manage to wander as I have done around the world – not that it matters all that much, but people, you people always want to know so much irrelevant stuff. What? you ask? How? Why? When exactly did this happen? What was her motivation? Who? Whom? Whither? All those wonderful w.h. words that only we, the Irish, can pronounce properly. Writers tell you as much as they wish – that should be enough for you, but it seldom is. Anyway, I’m not really a writer; I always thought that I would like to be a poet. I would like to be able to write stuff like Roger McGough. I like the notion of a poem ending with a bracket. I also like to laugh from time to time. This sort of stuff makes me laugh. Not Larkin, I do have to say. Not Larkin.

I went briefly several years ago to an analyst – that was during my spell in London – and he tried to persuade me that I wanted to sleep with my father and somehow exterminate my mother. I found this quite confusing, so I stopped going to see him. No harm to my father, but I had seen sexier men around, I had actually lusted after and been to bed with younger and sexier men. I had no problems in that area of my life. Then I told him about my mother’s jam, and how I would be bereft without that but he didn’t believe me. Analysts don’t really care about things like jam. Roger McGough seemed more helpful and indubitably less expensive.

I am digressing … by the way, you may have noticed that I am having problems with some of the upper-case Is. I’m sorry about this. It has happened to me since my operation and I think has something to do with loss of self-esteem. Please bear with me.

Where was I …? About to tell you how I earn my living. I do odd jobs for newspapers – write book reviews, features on entertaining topics, arty pieces and interviews with reasonably famous people … not film stars. I draw the line at film stars. My main source of income though is lecturing. I am by profession a lecturer in Modern Irish Literature. Not Synge, Yeats or Joyce. That’s a mug’s game; that’s big business these days, something I have no head for at all. I took a year’s sabbatical from Trinity College several years ago and got a taste for the roving life. I discovered that the world is full of universities delighted to give me a year’s work talking to their students about Elizabeth Bowen, John McGahern, Edna O’Brien, Francis Stuart, Aidan Higgins, John Banville, Sean O’Faolain … the list is endless and growing every day. I stick with prose writers: talking about poetry to an ocean of undergraduates makes me feel ill in the head. And I bring things home from my travels and stack them round the walls of my little house here in Dalkey. Centre of the World. Then I come here to lick my wounds and eat my mother’s jam, take big deep breaths and get ready to go away again.

At this moment in my life I listen to a lot of music, I sing in the bath and the kitchen, I read books by writers who are younger than I am; sometimes I find it quite difficult to breathe and the doctor has told me not to lift heavy weights or laugh too hard. I don’t really see much around me to laugh about, and yet I have always needed to laugh. Someone, some Irish writer but stupidly I can’t put a name on him at this moment, said, ‘Take away this cursed gift of laughter and give us tears instead.’ He was right, of course. Laughter is one of our curses in this country. Great roaring jeering laughter, titters behind the hand, satire, mischief, savage little jokes. We don’t seem to be able to manage without any of that. Anyway I have to manage for another few weeks or my stomach may burst open and all sorts of horrible things fall out.

I walk each day, quite gently up here to the top of Killiney Hill and sit in the sun by the obelisk watching the mothers with prams and the toddlers running over the grass and the real walkers striding out, their hips swinging satisfactorily from side to side. Soon I will be fit enough to do that too and then I won’t want to do it; I will want to go to Sydney or Ascension Island or Anchorage – now there’s a name to conjure with. I will take my abilities with me and when I come home, for indubitably, this will always be home, I will bring with me more odds and ends and stack them neatly round the walls of my house.

One day when I come back I won’t be able to open the door. ‘Too much rubbish in there, dear,’ my mother will say. ‘There’s not even room for a pound of jam.’ Then I suppose I will give up travelling, or running or whatever it is that I am doing and stay at home.

Below me today the sea is a startling silver colour; in fact, it hurts my eyes to look at it for more than a moment or two. Like a huge animal it crawls with white lines of foam moving across its wrinkled back. Then I shut my eyes. I feel the touch of the sun’s April warmth and then the cutting edge of the bloody east wind blowing from God knows where; the Steppes of Russia we have always been told, but I make a point of not believing everything that people say to me. I could stand here with my eyes shut for a long time, if it weren’t for the east wind. It carves through my clothes and presses its knife edge against the scars, the visible signs of my mutilation. I pull my coat around me. I listen to the sounds of normal life behind me; the calls of mothers to their children, the barking of dogs, and the brisk thudding along the path of the occasional jogger.

At such moments in the last few months I have sometimes become engulfed in a frightening fog of self-pity. I really hate this. I have never intended to be that sort of person. I have always tried to be well balanced, resilient – cool, they call it now. Self-pity is not cool.

I did speak to my doctor about this.

He laughed. He is an old family friend, so he has the right to laugh. ‘For heaven’s sake, Clara, you are post-operative. Give yourself a chance.’

He then wrote something on my case notes; probably a memo to himself, for future use. Remember to send Clara to a shrink if she carries on like this. Maybe not, of course.

He then repeated what he had already said. ‘Give yourself a chance.’

I am doing just that.

Now when I feel the edges of my mind beginning to mist over with despair I fill my head with music. I sing – mainly in my head, but sometimes also aloud. I conjure up such singers as Callas, Jessye Norman, Kathleen Ferrier – I give them the acoustic in my head and let them rip.

I open my eyes again and stare into the wind and then down the coast past Bray Head to the little snout of Greystones leaning into the sea. The wind buffets me, quite gently. It is veering now to the south, not so disagreeable any more and inside me the voice of Benita Valente sings with a charm that at this moment I find very seductive.


Wenn auf dem höchsten Fels ich steh’,

In’s tiefe Tal herniederseh’,

Und singe:



German was never one of my best subjects.

In fact, to be perfectly honest it wasn’t one of my subjects at all.

I sing along inside my head.

‘Fern aus dem tiefen, dunkeln Thal …’ 

It is not one of the world’s most beautiful languages. It’s not a happy language, like Italian; nor a romantic language, like Russian, or indeed my own unspoken language, Irish, both full of soft curvaceous sounds that embrace you, invite you to listen. German halts you in your tracks. Stop right there, it seems to say. Do not come one step nearer.

‘… schwingt sich empor der Wiederhall.’ 

It sings well though.

I sing well in my head.

‘Der Wiederhall der Klüfte.’

On the edge.

I stand here right on the edge and sing.

‘Und singe …’ 

I like the feel of the land dropping steeply away below me, the narrow road and then the railway tracks and beyond them the shining sea.

A bird’s-eye view.

‘Hello there.’

‘Je weiter meine Stimmer dringt, 

je heller sie mir wiederklingt von unten …’ 

‘Miss, ah … excuse me. Hello?’

I ignore such invasive voices.

Und singe.

* * *

He hadn’t thought to bring his coat.

The sun and the blue sky had beckoned him out from his bedroom in the hotel where he had spent the last week, and for the first time he had snatched up the dog’s lead from the table by the door and gone out without putting on his coat. Now the wind found its way through his jeans and sweatshirt and made him shiver. Made him swear too about his own stupidity.

Pansy was happy though and thumped her tail against his leg as he walked up the road towards the park. She was even happier when he bent down just inside the park gates and released her; she was away off at once into the trees, her nose to the ground snuffling and searching for some exciting scent.

She was not made uneasy by the unfamiliarity of her surroundings; from time to time she would look back towards him just to check that he had not disappeared, her tail would flick for a moment and then she would continue with her search.

Faithless creature!

He smiled a sour little smile and two children ran past him, calling to a woman who pushed a buggy up the hill in front of him. They were breathless with laughter.

‘Mammy, Mammy,’ one of them called. ‘Wudja hang on a minute. You’re going too fast.’ Obediently the woman stopped walking. She turned and waited, smiling at the children as they scrambled towards her.

Laurence began to shake; his whole body was struck with what seemed to be an ague. He couldn’t move, couldn’t put one foot in front of the other, he could only stand trembling, his arms wrapped tightly across his chest in an effort not to fall apart. The woman with the pram looked in his direction for a moment and then turned and went on her way up the hill, the children chattering beside her.

He had no idea how long he stood there; it was Pansy gently nudging at his leg that brought him back to reality.

‘Yes, girl.’ He touched her head with a finger. He began to walk again and Pansy, for a few moments, walked sedately beside him.

The sunlight flickered down through the tall trees, just starting to come into leaf.

I thought I had left all that behind me.

Legs move, in out, scuffed old suede slip-ons, in and out. In, out. I would like to run. I would like to come out into the sun, out of this green trembling light. I would like to burn up in the sun, self-destruct. I would like to explode.

Explode. Echoes of explosion carrying on the wind, the smell of exploding flesh floating with the echoes. I carry that smell in my nose. In there with my hatred, the smell of exploding flesh.

All my imagination, of course. I have never seen flesh exploding, only in my mind’s eye. Tender flesh.

Snap out of it, Lar.

They’ll be coming for you one day, the men in white coats. The men with the needles and the straitjackets and the bottles of liquid that take away the pain, if you don’t snap out of it. That’s what people say anyway.

‘It’s time you snapped out of it, Lar. Aye it is. Well beyond time.’ 

His father’s tired face as Lar had opened the front door to him; eyes drooping at the corners, faded blue now and full of sadness and at the same time a curious anger. 

‘You must listen to me. You’ve got to snap out of it, son.’ 

And he had slammed the door in the old man’s face. 

The paint on the inside of the door was losing its whiteness now; he had stared at it, stared through it at his father’s stooped figure on the other side. 

The door needs painting, he had thought and turned and walked back into the kitchen. He heard the creak and slam of the garden gate as his father had stepped out onto the street, squaring his shoulders, sticking out his chin, swinging his walking stick with bravado. Such bloody bravado. 

Legs move, in out.

His father’s face melted into the trees and a small cloud passed across the sun and created for a few moments shade where before there had been light.

I must send them a postcard.

Mum and Dad.

I must let them know that I am alive.

Here, in Dublin.

City of their dreams.

Don’t worry, I will write on it. I’m all right. Sorry. Will I write sorry? No, definitely not. X.O. Lar. I will do that, later today. I will find a suitable card. Picture of The Four Courts? Trinity College? Panoramic view of Dublin Bay? City of their dreams. Wish you were here. No, I won’t write that either.

Such thoughts brought him out into the windy sunshine; children kicked footballs and women held their hair and chatted to acquaintances, the sound of their voices fluttered and swooped like birds on the wind.

He walked past them up towards the obelisk and then turned and looked out towards the sea.

He never had any desire to go to the edge and look down.

‘Why can’t I fly?’ he had once asked his father. Dad had smiled at him and launched as was his wont into a long dissertation on aerodynamics. Laurence was none the wiser at the end and his fear of heights had remained the same.

That woman was there again.

It was the third time he had noticed her standing on the edge like that, her dark coat flapping in the wind, as if indeed her father had never lectured her on aerodynamics and she was about to take off across the bay. He had noticed how thin she was, and pale like a ghost.

Maybe she was a ghost. Maybe she could fly.

Her eyes were fixed each time he had seen her on the horizon, but he knew that they weren’t seeing the seascape there in front of her. She took a small step even closer to the edge and he began to run towards her.

‘Hello there!’

She didn’t seem to hear but moved her hands sideways in an awkward gesture as if she were addressing someone.

He slowed down as he got close to her. Maybe he was being unutterably foolish. He felt his face becoming hot; he wanted to turn and go back up the hill, back to the path wandering through the trees, back to his hotel.

‘Miss … ah … excuse me. Hello?’

She turned and looked at him. She frowned slightly as if he had interrupted some important thing that had been going on in her head.

‘What is it?’

‘I just wondered if you were all right.’

She looked puzzled.

‘All right?’

‘Yes. I just wondered. I do apologise for … You’re so close to the edge and I … well I …’

She looked down at the ground, at the steep hill falling away below her, at the trees hiding the coast road, the roofs and then the railway line and beyond that, the sea. A bird surfed on the wind, rose and fell, its wings outstretched. It looked lazy, she thought, a drifter.

‘I like the edge,’ she said at last.

‘I suffer from vertigo,’ he said. ‘I couldn’t bear to stand so close.’

‘I don’t. I have no fear of heights.’

‘I thought that perhaps …’ He left the meaning hanging between them, buffeted by the south-east wind.

‘No,’ she said. ‘I would never do a thing like that. I have thought of it from time to time, but rejected it as a solution.’

‘I thought you might slip. You know, so close … the wind. You didn’t seem to be looking.’

‘I wouldn’t slip.’

‘Well, that’s all right then.’

He turned and began to walk away. So much for showing a caring interest in human beings. He wondered where Pansy was.

‘Thank you,’ the woman called after him.

He nodded his head, but didn’t turn back. No sign of that bloody dog.

‘Pansy!’ He let out a yell.

No answering bark.

He whistled. He wasn’t much good at whistling. He had never been able to develop that really piercing tone that so many of his friends could produce. Something to do with the formation of his mouth, or the projection of his breath – hardly one of life’s major problems.

He stopped and looked back at the woman. She had moved several steps back from the edge now and stood hunched into her coat looking after him.

* * *

Und singe.

Und singe … 

The words no longer echo.

Did he shout ‘Pansy’?

I cannot believe he shouted ‘Pansy’.

Now the music has gone and the echo. The clarinet is no longer hurling back from Bray Head.

Gone.

Blast this interloper, interferer, intervener in my life. I wonder, do I look like a potential suicide?

This is my best coat.

I don’t think that I would commit suicide in my best coat. It would upset my mother. Anyway, any fool can see that you wouldn’t jump off the top of Killiney Hill if you wanted to commit suicide. You’d probably just break a whole lot of bones and have to spend the rest of your life in a wheelchair. Motorised. I wonder how fast you can go in a motorised wheelchair?

I wonder, if I did commit suicide, what my mother would do with all my stuff? Divide it equally among my three siblings? Probably that. She is a woman of infinite fairness. ‘One for you and one for you.’ Pictures, knick-knacks, pots of jam. ‘Pity about the best coat,’ she might say. ‘That would have suited Rosie. A lot of wear still in that coat. Expensive clothes last for ever.’ She has never been aware of the fickleness of fashion.

Rosie, of course, would have rejected it out of hand. ‘I don’t want to look like a crow,’ she would say. ‘Clara always liked looking like a crow.’ Caw, caw. I hope they might cry for a while and remember in the end all of my better points.

He thinks I’m staring at him.

I will smile and say something pleasant.

After all, he may have just saved my life.

* * *

‘Who is Pansy?’

The woman spoke after a long look in his direction.

He waved the lead. ‘Dog.’

She laughed and then as if she were in pain grimaced and moved her right hand across her body protectively.

 ‘What a crazy name for a dog.’

He didn’t say anything. He had thought the same when Caitlin had smiled up at him, the squirming puppy in her arms.

‘We’ll call her Pansy.’ 

‘Why on earth Pansy?’ 

‘I just feel like calling her Pansy.’ And at that moment the puppy had licked her face and she had laughed. ‘Dear Pansy.’ 

Bugger.

He took a deep breath.

‘There’s no accounting for tastes,’ he said.

The woman nodded. ‘Actually I was listening to music.’

He heard Pansy’s bark in the distance.

‘Just standing there. I do that quite a lot. I listen.’

He saw the dog galloping towards him across the grass with some small child’s ball in her mouth.

‘To music.’

‘Great. That’s great,’ he said, his eyes and his mind on Pansy and the possibility of an angry mother.

‘So I wasn’t … Is that Pansy?’

He nodded. The dog stopped about six feet away from him and wagged her tail. She carefully put the ball on the ground between her feet and looked down at it and then up at him. It was a red ball. It looked quite new.

‘That’s a good girl,’ he said experimentally, and bent down to take the ball.

Quick as a flash she picked it up and moved away out of reach. She put the ball on the ground again and then sat beside it, tempting him to try again.

He did. She moved again. She gave a little bark. Laurence was aware of the woman’s amused face.

‘Pansy, please,’ he said. He turned towards the woman. ‘It’s not her ball.’

‘It is now.’

‘Pansy!’ Her tail thumped.

He took another little step; she retreated. Her eyes shone.

‘Do you have to stand there and watch me?’ he said irritably to the woman. ‘You’re making me feel very foolish.’

She put her hand into the pocket of her coat and took out a paper bag. Pansy once more evaded his grasping hand. A grey cloud blew in front of the sun.

‘It’s going to rain,’ said the woman. ‘Rain was forecast for this afternoon.’

‘Why don’t you go home, or …?’

Pansy barked again.

Across the other side of the grass, women were gathering their children, perturbed by the signals in the sky.

‘Or?’

‘Well, at least go somewhere else.’

‘I’m enjoying this. I don’t get much entertainment at the moment. Who wins, dumb animal or …?’

‘Dumb human?’

‘You said it.’

She put her hand into the paper bag and took out a shortbread biscuit. She held it out towards him. ‘Here?’

He shook his head.

‘No thanks.’

‘It’s not for you, dumb human. It’s …’

‘Bribery?’

‘Top of the class.’

A large raindrop burst on the side of his face.

Pansy barked.

The women were scurrying now for the shelter of the trees.

He took the biscuit from her. It looked really good, homemade, like his mother might make. He bent forward towards Pansy, holding the biscuit out.

‘Good girl,’ he said. ‘Biccy.’

She left the ball unprotected and moved towards him. She sniffed like a connoisseur at the biscuit and then took it gently from his fingers.

‘It’s all quite simple really,’ said the bloody know-all woman.

Laurence picked up the ball and looked at it. It was slimy and the air was seeping out of it through a hole made by Pansy’s teeth.

‘Oh God,’ he said in disgust. He walked across the path and dropped the ball into a dustbin and then wiped his fingers on his trouser leg. ‘You are a disgrace to doghood.’
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