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Chapter One

Merevale, a village in the Cotswolds, May 2023

The postman always rang twice on a Friday, to check that his ladies weren’t dead.

‘It’s like bleeding tenko,’ Jinx’s neighbour Val complained. But really most of the older women in the village rather liked their Friday morning reveille. It was comforting to know that someone was looking out for them; that they wouldn’t lie dead on the floor for weeks on end, making a terrible smell, before anybody realised they were gone. The postie, Glenn Turner, took the Friday roll call very seriously, ticking off the names of the women on his list as they appeared to give him proof of life.

‘Morning, Cynthia. How’s your hip? Morning, Pat. Daughter coming to see you this weekend? Morning, Val. Your roses are looking lovely …’

Once, Val went on holiday without telling Glenn she was going away. When she didn’t answer her door that Friday morning, he had the police and an ambulance there in under three minutes. It was only thanks to Cynthia’s quick intervention – ‘She’s gone to Torquay!’ – that they didn’t try to break down the door.

Only Jinx at Number Seventeen did not open up for Glenn’s tenko. She’d had quite enough of those in her lifetime. Instead, she kept the well-meaning postman happy by adjusting the blinds at her kitchen window to give the impression of code as he walked up the garden path. On one occasion when Jinx did have to open the door for a parcel, Glenn told her, ‘I like our secret signals, Mrs Sullivan. Makes me feel like we’re spies. Were you a secret agent in the war?’

‘In World War Two? I’m not quite that old,’ Jinx responded.

What Jinx didn’t tell Glenn was that every time she twitched the blinds to save herself having to have an actual conversation, she heard the same four words in her head – Morse code for moron – in the same cut-glass English voice, belonging to a real secret agent, or at least someone who claimed to have been one. And for a moment, she would feel an uncontrollable surge of annoyance that didn’t dissipate until she had tapped out the Morse code for ‘cow’ on her knee. Only then could she get back to work at her laptop with a renewed sense of purpose. There were always plenty of messages from America to answer first thing in the morning.

‘I’ll bet you’ve been dreaming of me all night, Jenice …’

Another name. Another secret.

On this particular Friday morning, however, Glenn would not take code for an answer. He rang the doorbell twice, three times, four … With a flash of frustration, Jinx got up from the kitchen table to see what on earth the man wanted. She wasn’t expecting any mail that couldn’t be posted through the letterbox.

Out of old habit, Jinx paused by the mirror in the hallway to smooth down her thick white hair and check the front of her blouse for crumbs. When she turned back to the door, she saw through the frosted glass panel that there were now two people on her doorstep.

‘Oh no.’ Jinx groaned. Not him as well.

Standing next to Glenn was Malcolm Sanderson from number four – ‘Colonel Mustard’ as the ladies called him. An ex-military man, he liked to give the impression that he’d been in the Special Forces. ‘What did I do in the army? I could tell you, but then I’d have to kill you,’ was one of his favourite sayings.

Jinx plastered on a smile for Glenn’s sake. Colonel Mustard grinned and tipped his slightly grubby panama hat at her, never quite letting the crown leave his head.

‘Good morning, Jennifer,’ the Colonel said. ‘Looks like Glenn’s got a stiffie for you.’

‘A what?’ The postman’s eyes widened in horror.

Jinx plucked the crisp white envelope from his hand.

‘Malcolm means this,’ she explained.

‘An invitation on card,’ the Colonel elaborated. ‘They used to be the norm for weddings, parties and balls et cetera, but very few people do things properly these days. Standards, like a pebble on a glacier, are forever moving, but only in a downwardly direction.’

Jinx and Glenn briefly pondered the Colonel’s words.

‘So, Jennifer, who’s requesting the pleasure of your company?’ the Colonel asked.

‘I don’t know. I haven’t got X-ray vision.’

‘Very sharp! Watch out, Glenn. She’s a live one.’ The Colonel gave Jinx an exaggerated wink.

The envelope remained unopened, as it would do until Jinx was safely alone, but turning it over in her hand, she surreptitiously glanced down at it for clues. Her name and address were typewritten. There was nothing on the back to give the sender’s identity away.

‘There’s this too,’ said Glenn, passing her a dull brown envelope with a clear plastic window. Printed on the back of this one was the address of the local hospital. The Colonel had already clocked that.

‘Hospital appointment, eh? Well, I hope that whatever it is that has you under the doctor won’t keep you from our VE Day extravaganza.’

Ugh. Jinx had forgotten all about that. She’d bought a ticket for the party back in January, just to keep the Colonel from haranguing her.

‘I’m saving the first dance for you,’ he said now. ‘Glenn will be there. Won’t you, boy?’

‘Yes, of course.’

‘We’ve got some good prizes for the raffle: cheese hamper, bottle of champers, funeral vouchers … Butler’s Funerals are sponsoring the event this year. We‘re raising funds for the youth club. Got to keep the youngsters out of trouble. If the government won’t bring back national service … Was the making of me, my national service.’ The Colonel stood a little straighter, ready to expound on his theme.

Jinx slowly started to close the door on her unwanted callers. Glenn took the hint.

‘I’d better be getting on,’ he said. ‘Post won’t deliver itself.’

‘I should be on my way too,’ said the Colonel. ‘I’m off to the shop to fetch The Times. They only get five copies in now. Can you believe that, Jennifer? Five copies for the whole of the village! If you’re not up early, you miss out. They say everyone’s going “on line” these days, but there’s nothing like reading the obituaries with a cup of coffee in the garden and you can’t see what you’re supposed to be reading on a screen in the sunshine.’

‘Yes, yes,’ said Jinx impatiently.

Glenn was halfway back up the garden path. The Colonel quickly said ‘Goodbye’ – at last – and trotted after him.

‘Do you read the obituaries, Glenn? You should, you know.

Sounds like a gloomy habit but it’s actually life-affirming, that’s what I always say.’

Jinx always read the obits too, though not for the same reasons the Colonel did. A month earlier, her heart had all but stopped when she read the obituary headline, ‘Wartime SOE officer, who founded orphan charity.’ But it wasn’t her. The wench was not yet dead.

Alone in her kitchen, Jinx used her dagger-shaped letter-opener to slit open the neat white envelope. The Colonel was right. It did contain a ‘stiffie’. But who from? No one who could possibly want to invite Jinx to anything smart knew where she lived, or even what surname she went by these days. She’d made pretty damn sure of that. All the same, Jinx found she was holding her breath as she pulled out the card.

‘You are invited to the gala opening of The Meadows, Merevale’s new premier assisted-living complex.’

It was junk mail. Jinx felt her shoulders creep back down.

‘Come and join us for a guided tour and a glass of bubbles!’ the invitation suggested.

Bubbles? Certainly not.

Jinx didn’t open the hospital letter because she already knew what that would say.

Having despatched both the invitation and her hospital letter to the recycling bin, Jinx went back online to finish booking a flight to Florence. That done, she searched for a particular hotel just outside the city centre: the Hotel Regina.

Jinx was surprised to find that the old place was still in operation, though the photographs on the website suggested they hadn’t changed the decor since her first stay in the 1950s. Looking at the available rooms, she guessed that the ‘small double’ was the one she’d been so thrilled to have when she was seventeen. If it was the right room, then the Juliet balcony looked down into the walled garden of a grand palazzo next door. Jinx remembered that garden. She remembered the scent of wisteria on the warm Italian air, so heavy you could almost feel it on your face. She could still hear the musical call of a hoopoe hidden in the trees and the bells of a dozen campanili sounding the hour in perfect asynchrony.

Jinx booked herself three nights in that old hotel. Three should be enough. With flights and accommodation in place, she set about looking for restaurants with excellent wine lists. Perhaps she should book a ticket for the Uffizi, too. And she must go to the Boboli Gardens and just stand among the orange trees and breathe in the smell of the leaves and the earth. Briefly closing her eyes as she thought about it, she was already there.

But Jinx’s Italian break was not just about experiencing the treasures of Firenze one more time. There were more important things to do than sightsee: loose ends that must be tied up.

At the bottom of Jinx’s wardrobe was a wooden box she’d found in India many years before. Made in the nineteenth century, it was the size and shape of a shoebox, carved from sandalwood with a bucolic scene on the lid. The trader she’d bought it from told her it had been made as a wedding gift for a princess.

‘Perhaps it will make you lucky in love,’ he said.

‘I’m still not going to pay full price,’ Jinx had responded, earning a delighted guffaw from her companion that day. From Penny.

The box closed with a tiny golden key that Jinx usually left in the lock. Sometimes, she’d gone from year to year without checking its contents, but lately she seemed to have checked it every day. Everything was still there: a wedge of cash, a small pile of treasured letters and photographs and the three things she would grab in the event of fire, flood or Armageddon.

That evening before bed she lifted the precious items out of the box again. The first was a porcelain mouse, pure white with a pink nose and painted whiskers as fine as a baby’s eyelashes. It had a thin line of gold-coloured resin holding one of its big ears in place. The second was a ring – a narrow gold ring set with a murky diamond so wee it was more of a chip than a stone. The third was a small German-language guide to Florence with a fold-out map neatly annotated in fading pencil. The guidebook was coming to Italy, of course. The mouse and the ring? Well … She still had to think about those. But Jinx slept quite soundly that night, satisfied that she would be able to get everything she needed to done before she bid this troubled world adieu.


Chapter Two

On Saturday morning, Glenn the postman was back, this time with his teenage daughter Thea in tow. Ahead of joining the team of villagers who would be tricking out the green for the VE Day party that evening, the pair called at Jinx’s bungalow. Glenn had an idea that he ought to ask about the hospital letter. While he rang the bell, Thea stayed safely at the top of the garden path with her eyes firmly fixed on her phone.

‘You again,’ Jinx said when she opened the door.

Glenn took her grumpy greeting as a challenge.

‘Good morning, Mrs Sullivan.’

‘Glenn. Thea.’

Thea returned the greeting with an almost imperceptible nod.

Thea Turner was not an effusive sort of teenager. Jinx wasn’t sure she’d heard her say a word these past three years, though as a small child she had been very different. She’d been the darling of the neighbourhood then, delighting the residents of the close whenever she joined Glenn for the Saturday round. (‘Not strictly allowed,’ Glenn would say. ‘But I only let her deliver the birthday cards.’) She loved to wear her dad’s high-vis vest and told everyone she was going to be a ‘post-lady’ when she grew up. These days, Thea looked as though she would rather melt into the pavement than be seen in her father’s company. Her way of dressing – black jeans and a hoodie – was the very opposite of high-vis now.

‘I thought you might have opened that hospital letter,’ Glenn said. ‘If you need a lift to an appointment, you know I’d be happy to help.’

‘Thank you, but I shan’t be needing one,’ Jinx told him.

‘You’re sure?’

‘Absolutely.’

Jinx started to say goodbye, then remembered that she ought to let Glenn know she was going away. She didn’t want to come home to discover that her door had been taken off its hinges.

‘Glenn, I’ve booked a holiday. I’m leaving on Thursday for three nights, so you won’t see me for the Friday morning register.’

Though the other women happily called it ‘Glenn’s tenko’, Jinx couldn’t bring herself to use that word.

‘Oh. Going anywhere nice?’ Glenn asked.

‘Italy,’ Jinx said.

‘Italy?’ Glenn echoed. ‘You’re going to Italy?’

‘Yes. I’m going to Florence. Why?’

‘But Mrs Sullivan, you could have come on the village coach trip. We’re going to Italy. I thought you said you didn’t have a passport.’

It had seemed simpler than telling Glenn that she’d rather boil her head.

Jinx thought fast. ‘Back when you were getting the trip booked up, I didn’t have a valid passport, and with all the news about delays at the passport office, I didn’t think I had any hope whatsoever of getting one.’

‘But you did.’

‘Yes. I sent off four weeks ago on the off chance and it’s just arrived.’ She started to close the door again, but Glenn was not stepping back.

‘But wouldn’t they have sent a passport “signed for”? I don’t remember delivering that—’

‘It came by DHL,’ Jinx lied a little more.

‘Right. DHL.’ Glenn didn’t sound at all convinced. ‘But what a pity we didn’t know you’d have a passport in time to join us. It would have been great to have you on board.’

‘And I would have enjoyed it very much indeed,’ said Jinx, lying so hard she half expected the bottom of her Marks and Spencer’s slacks to start smoking.

Glenn organised a coach trip for the elderly residents of the village every year, and every year Jinx found a reason not to go. The itineraries were sometimes interesting – last year’s was Highlands and Islands, the year before was Jane Austen’s England – but Jinx could imagine nothing worse than a week on a coach with her neighbours. And when it came to the horror of forced proximity, Jinx knew what she was talking about.

Jinx was especially not sorry to have missed out on the previous year’s Haggis night, complete with live bagpipe recital, for which the Colonel had sourced a dozen tam-o’-shanters with ginger wigs attached. However, the villagers who had taken part considered the Highlands and Islands tour such a success that they’d voted to be even more adventurous this year. It was to be the first time the village coach trip ventured overseas, on a bespoke itinerary entitled Tuscan Splendour.

‘I’m so sad you’re not coming with us,’ Glenn said. ‘You’re going to be missing out. As well as all the usual sights – the Leaning Tower and whatnot – we’re doing a visit to a vineyard and an afternoon in a cheese factory and having a private cookery demonstration from some real live Italian nonnas. We’ll be making our own ravioli and eating it for lunch.’

‘It all sounds tremendous fun.’

Glenn pulled a ‘thinking face’.

‘You know,’ he said. ‘I’m sure I could still get you onto our trip. There’s room on the coach, and even if the hotels we’ve booked don’t have availability, there’s bound to be somewhere nice nearby. We could drop you off after dinner and pick you up for breakfast so you don’t miss out on the camaraderie.’

It was the ‘camaraderie’ Jinx wanted to miss out on most of all.

‘Perhaps you can get your money back on your flight and hotel? I’d be happy to check your Ts and Cs.’

‘I wouldn’t want to put you to any bother.’

‘Well, next year you’re coming with us. I won’t take “no” for an answer. In the meantime, I’ll make a note that I’m not to worry when you don’t do our code on Friday morning.’

‘Thank you, Glenn.’

‘But you are still coming to the VE Day party tonight?’

‘I’ll be there,’ Jinx promised, before faking a delicate cough into her handkerchief. Foreshadowing, wasn’t that what they called it?

‘Jennifer!’

Oh, no. It was the Colonel again, striding across the close with his newspaper aloft.

‘Thought you might like to see this. You too, Thea. Come and have a look. Do you good to learn some history …’

The young girl did not budge from her place on the pavement, nor even glance up from her screen. The Colonel briefly frowned at her before barrelling on towards Jinx’s doorstep.

‘Fabulous piece here about some of our surviving World War Two veterans. Not many of them left now, but you’ll love this pair. One was a Wren and the other one a Fanny.’

Glenn blinked.

‘First Aid Nursing Yeomanry,’ the Colonel quickly explained.

He thrust the paper beneath Jinx’s nose and turned to address his comments to Glenn. ‘Of course, even the youngest people to have served in the war are in their late nineties now. These two sisters were still at school when the war started – not much older than you are, Thea,’ he shouted back over his shoulder. ‘They didn’t have time to do anything terribly interesting, but they served, and that’s what matters, eh? That generation was made of different stuff.’

Even before she saw the photograph, Jinx felt a shiver travel the length of her spine. A Wren and a Fanny? Sisters? It couldn’t be …

While the Colonel extolled the virtues of the ‘Greatest Generation’, Jinx studied the photograph that accompanied the full-page interview. The two elderly female veterans sat side by side on a garden bench, framed by a trellis of roses. One wore a navy-blue trouser suit. The other, a smart brown jacket and skirt. Both had pure white hair, carefully curled for the occasion, and they were both wearing coral lipstick that drew attention to their bright false teeth. There’s never any excuse to let standards slip, Jinx. Each held on her lap a framed black-and-white photograph of herself as a young woman in uniform.

‘Still impressively sharp for their advanced ages, the Williamson sisters live together in South Kensington,’ the interview explained. ‘At 101 years old, Josephine, who served in the Women’s Royal Naval Service, attributes her continued good health to a daily walk, oily fish and the company of her little sister. Meanwhile, 99-year-old former FANY officer Penny claims the secret to a long life is “a well-mixed Martini” …’

Jinx stared at the photograph, trying to reconcile the shrivelled women on the bench, both wearing their service medals so proudly, with the women she once knew. Was that really them? Was that really Penny and Josephine Williamson? Penny Williamson looked like a tortoise. And how could she possibly be ninety-nine when the day they met still felt like yesterday?

‘Are you all right, Jennifer?’ the Colonel asked. ‘Only you’ve gone terribly pale.’
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