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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

‘She has created a world of her own … of such material is the finest literature made’ Irish Times

‘The best writer in Ireland’ Roddy Doyle

‘A brilliant storyteller’ Literary Review

‘Such elegant writing, such subtle cameo portraits, such a skilled professional’ The Times

‘The quiet, elegiac prose is well sustained’ Guardian

‘One of Ireland’s finest writers’ Sunday Tribune

‘One of our most impressive novelists’ Sunday Express

‘Subtle, moving and beautifully constructed’ The Sunday Times

‘[A] radiant descriptive gift’ Spectator

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

‘Stunning’ Daily Express

‘Superb’ Irish Sunday Independent

‘A very nearly perfect novel of broad, regretful vision and magical intimacy’ Sunday Telegraph

‘Her writing is a joy: dialogue snaps with life while Johnston’s distinctive prose is at once supremely comfortable and delightfully brisk’ Daily Mail

‘The Costa prizewinner and Booker-shortlisted Johnston knows how to tell a story succinctly … [she writes with] the deceptive ease of a skilled craftswoman … further proof of her skill as a writer’ Irish Independent
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About the Book

Flora’s father has been killed in the Battle of El Alamein, one of the many victims of the Second World War. For Flora and her mother, life will never be the same again. At least they have their memories, of the love he showed them, the Desert Lullaby that he sang, the legacy of the well-stocked wine cellar lurking beneath their cavernous home.

Now, it’s just Flora – and Nellie, the family’s life-long housekeeper – left; to reminisce in old age, to float and drift over the joys, losses and mysteries of childhood. Flora’s brother, Eddie, is also gone. Who, now, will believe the story of the grey silk dress, and of what really happened between Eddie and Flora at the end of that long Irish summer?

Intimate, elegiac and profoundly moving, NAMING THE STARS is an exquisite story of love, loss and memory from one of Ireland’s best-loved writers.


For my two wonderful grandsons with hope and love,

Sam and Atticos


Six o’clock in the evening.

My name is Flora.

Some people think this is not a great name to have been landed with. They find it a simpering sort of a name, the sort of name that makes them smile an embarrassed smile; personally, I quite like it. My mother and father must have chosen it with care, well, my father anyway. I think though that my mother would have preferred another boy. She always preferred men to women, but still she would have chosen my name with care, because she knew he would have liked her to do that. Had he picked me up in his long hands and looked into my face with great love and said, ‘She is like a flower.’ I seem to hear his voice and her reply. ‘A rose, perhaps.’ Roses have thorns, she might have thought, and smiled her secretive smile. I remember all his gestures so well; he would have pushed his hair back from his forehead, blond, floppy hair. ‘It’s easy to see I must be descended from a Norseman,’ I heard him say once. ‘None of this Anglo-Irish nonsense for me. I am a Dane. Hamlet the Dane. Look at my Danish hair.’ I must have been very young, as the joke meant nothing to me. Mother laughed. She used always to laugh at his jokes. Bad or good, they were always followed by the gentle tinkling of her laughter. I don’t think my name was a joke, though. Funnily enough, he hardly ever called me Flora; chicken, chicky or even chuck-chuck were what he preferred to shout with glee or whisper secretly in my ear when he was carrying me on my way upstairs to bed. He loved his daughter; I had no doubt about that. He never told lies; of that I’m sure. And she, well, she was different to anyone else I have ever known in my pretty long life. She seemed to love lying. ‘Daddy will be home soon,’ she used to say. ‘Won’t that be great. You must be good. That will make him happy. We all want Daddy to be happy, don’t we?’ I remember Eddie muttering, ‘Bullshit’ once when she said that and I tried hard not to giggle. She pretended not to hear.

Six p.m., and across the autumn fields strolls the sound of the angelus.

The sky was lacquered indigo.

‘Bong,’ said Flora aloud and put her book down on the table.

A brilliant star, the only one in the sky at that early moment, winked at her from a million miles away. Flora winked back at it.

The other old woman looked at Flora and smiled; she stuck the needle through a fold in the sheet that she had been mending and blessed herself.

‘I thought you might have fallen asleep,’ said Flora, ‘and missed the holy moment.’

‘How could I have fallen asleep and all this mending to do?’

Nellie picked the needle up and continued with her work: her hands were never idle, she never sat without a basket of mending, darning, stitching, sewing buttons, making lace for the Communion dresses of the girls in the village, or lace collars. She always wore a white lace collar herself, clipped neatly on to the top of her dark blue dress and held in place with a pearl brooch that had been left to her by the mistress.

‘Five minutes, then I must be off about the dinner, just time to finish this sheet.’ She pulled the needle out and smoothed the linen over her fingers. ‘Mr Taggart sent the boy up with some kidneys and a nice leg of lamb. And a couple of garlic bulbs. I told you, didn’t I, that he grew real French garlic in his garden?’

‘Every time he sends us up some you tell me.’

‘So I do. I find it of interest. I expect we’re the only people around who he shares it with.’

‘Times have changed, Nellie dear, we’re all used to garlic here nowadays. It keeps the arthritis at bay and of course the werewolves and vampires.’ She laughed at her own joke.

Nellie bit the end off the thread.

‘Well it’s there now, in the oven, sizzling away under the lamb – we’ll feast on it – and I’ve made a blackberry and apple crumble. There’s no doubt but we’ll eat well this evening.’

‘We eat well every evening.’

‘I thought I might run down to the cellar and bring up a bottle or two of the Gruaud-Larose.’

‘There can’t be much of that left.’

‘It’ll see us through.’

She folded the sheet neatly and laid it on top of the basket that held her sewing accoutrements. She pushed herself up from her chair with care.

‘French garlic or no French garlic, the arthritis is creeping up on me. The joints creak.’

‘Perhaps we should go and live in the South of France. Wine, garlic and a soothing climate, very good for old age pensioners.’

‘Such rubbish you talk.’ She put the basket over her arm and headed for the door. ‘I always feel like a thief in the night, creeping down to steal the master’s wine. What would he say to me at all, if he knew?’

‘He’d laugh. He’d be so pleased to think that we were making good use of it … and Nellie, bring up a bottle of port while you’re at it, may as well be hanged for a sheep as a lamb. I’ll just sit here a while longer and watch the sun go down.’

‘And catch your death of cold.’

‘It’s only September. The summer warmth is still hanging round. You’re such a fusspot, Nellie. Fuss, fuss, fuss, always have been.’

Nellie stopped at the door.

‘Haven’t I kept you well with my fussing, and me besides. If it had been up to you, we’d have both been dead years ago.’

She stooped and put her basket on the sitting-room floor. She raised her voice to make sure that Flora heard. ‘Isn’t Dr Carey always telling me how pleased he is with the pair of us, never a spot of bother. That’s what he always says to me: You’re a wonder, Nellie, never a spot of bother.’

Flora laughed.

‘Well we don’t cause him any bother anyway, he gets enough of that from the rest of his patients, and God knows he got enough of it from Mother.’

‘I’ll shut the door over so the damp won’t come into the house.’

Flora waved a hand at her. The door squeaked as Nellie pulled it towards her and a wisp of cloud floated across the sinking sun. This corner of the house, the western edge, looked at that moment as if it had been built of gold, and the windows flashed private signals to the distant hills.

She cuddled herself back into the comfort of her chair.

Mustn’t tease Nellie, she thought to herself, no indeed. She knew too well where she would be without Nellie, out there in the cold, unkind world. Mmm hmm. Out beyond grandfather’s trees: chestnut, ash, beech, hornbeam, and that mighty avenue of oaks. ‘There’s a fortune in them trees,’ someone, she couldn’t remember who, had said to her once, and she had laughed and said, ‘Maybe that will come in handy some day.’ But no matter what misfortune fell, you couldn’t cut grandfather’s oaks. She could see them now, tall, marching it seemed down the hill towards the village, sturdy, their green leaves just beginning to turn. No Gruaud-Larose, no indeed. I mustn’t tease Nellie. I must keep my giggles to myself. I would hate to be a woman alone. That was what Mother used to say to us, to make us behave ourselves.

‘Your father is battling in the desert and I am a woman alone. You must help me by being very, very good.’

She used to say it to other people too.

‘Paul is battling in the desert. Poor dear Paul.’

Paul, Father, Daddy. And of course they called him Major when he was away in Africa battling in the desert.

It was his second war. Flora used to feel quite sorry for him when she thought of that. He got the tail end of the first one, eighteen, straight from school. There are pictures of him all round the house looking so handsome in his uniform. So very handsome. Men always look handsome in uniform, I have never been able to work out why that is. He was my dear friend, she thought, but he never explained to me why he felt he had to go and leave us all, leave grandfather’s trees, leave Mother to be a woman alone. I missed him so much when he went away.

I missed him so much when he never came back. He had this wonderful hearty laugh. He used to throw his head right back and roar with laughter. Eddie used to do that too. He had that same laugh. Father used to lift me in his arms and put his lips to the side of my neck and blow warm air on to my skin. I remember that, I remember shivering with joy when he did that.

‘You’ll ruin that child, Paul,’ Mother would say.

I dreamed I would marry him when I grew up; all in white as she had been. ‘Chicken, I will love you for ever,’ he said in my dreams and blew warm air on my neck. ‘Bye, chicken,’ was what he said when he left. ‘We’ll meet again some sunny day.’ He never even mentioned the possibility of death. I was not in any way prepared for that.

Death.

Either time.

No. Not death.

El Alamein.

We had this map of North Africa on a table in the drawing room, with all those names on it. Tobruk, Mersa Matruh, Himeimat, Benghazi, El Alamein. They make a pattern in my head, even now, the sound of those words.

After we got the news, she drew a little black cross by El Alamein in indelible pencil, and a few days later she rolled up the map and put it away as if the war didn’t exist any longer.

‘We don’t need that any more,’ were her words.

At school, Miss Ross taught us history: the slave trade, the Boer War, Khartoum. She had a fine black moustache above her upper lip, but she was decent enough. I put my hand up.

‘Yes, Flora?’

‘Is Khartoum near El Alamein? ‘

‘No. Africa is a very large country, you know, Flora.’ A giggle swept around the classroom. She blushed. ‘That is enough.’ Her voice was embarrassed. ‘I’m sorry, Flora. So sorry,’ she said. ‘We’re all sorry.’ I would have liked to tell them about him, about the black cross in indelible pencil, but the words stuck in my mouth. Dry words like biscuit crumbs stuck to the roof of my mouth. Maybe it was just as well. You learn as you get older that there are things you should keep to yourself. Not go blurting everything out of your head. I am afraid that I find this hard to do, I am afraid that I am a blurter.

Then there was the song; on quiet evenings like this I can hear the woman singing it in her gravelly voice. I don’t remember her name, just the low timbre of her voice.


Vor der Kaserne bei dem großen Tor

Stand eine Laterne und steht sie noch davor

So wollen wir uns da wieder seh’n

Bei der Laterne wollen wir steh’n

Wie einst, Lili Marleen

Wie einst, Lili Marleen.



That’s it. I can still remember all the words. It’s as if she was standing down by the gate, singing that mournful tune.

Mother used to play it on the wind-up gramophone.

‘What’s that song you play every night?’

‘I didn’t realise that you could hear it all the way up the stairs. “Lili Marleen”. Daddy listens to it in the desert.’

‘But it’s German.’

‘They all listen to it. He says so in his letters to me; all our enemies and all our friends, tired men lying out under the desert stars. Trying to fall asleep, trying not to think about the next day. I call it “The Desert Lullaby”. Isn’t that a good name?’

I remember being angry when we had that conversation. I remember the little bubbles of rage that burst in my chest. I so desperately wanted him to write to me. I didn’t just want messages at the bottom of her letters. Love to chick-chick. Kisses to my favourite chicken. That sort of thing. I really wanted him home.
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