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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.’


Chapter Three

Manchester, 1949

Jinx’s mother Norma had been up since five, scrubbing every surface in their flat until it gleamed.

‘What’s the point?’ Jinx asked. ‘It’ll only get dirty again.’

‘We’ve got a visitor coming,’ Norma told her. ‘An almoner from St Saviour’s. To see if they can find us somewhere else.’

‘Why does the flat need to be clean if we want them to get us another one?’

‘Because we want to look like we deserve the help. This place is filthy,’ Norma cried.

It wasn’t filthy. But even Buckingham Palace would be a pigsty by Norma Spencer’s standards. She’d scrubbed at so much imaginary dirt since they arrived in England at the end of ’45, that Jinx joked she must have scrubbed her fingerprints off. All the same, when Norma threw a duster in her direction, Jinx got busy. She knew better than to tease her mother when there was something important at stake.

It was half-term – Whitsun – so Jinx was at home when the almoner arrived at ten on the dot, knocking on the door with three sharp taps. While Norma checked that Jinx’s little brother Eddy was presentable in the hand-me-down clothes that made him look smaller than ever, Jinx went to let the visitor in.

The almoner – a slender woman in a smart blue raincoat – was standing with her back to the door. She was looking up the stairwell. It had poured with rain the previous evening and there were small rivulets of tea-coloured water still running down the walls.

‘Good morning,’ said Jinx.

The almoner turned towards her with a smile. She was much younger than Jinx had expected – perhaps still in her twenties – and as well as her briefcase and umbrella she was carrying a small posy of wild flowers.

‘I picked these on my way to the station,’ she explained, as she bustled on into the flat. ‘Aren’t they pretty? Do you have a vase?’

Did they have a vase? Jinx had to resist laughing at that. They barely had, as her father Maurice would have put it, ‘a pot to piss in’.

‘No vase?’ the almoner continued. ‘Oh well. They’ll look just as good in a plain glass. No need to gild the lily.’

Making herself at home, the almoner found an empty glass on the draining board and filled it with water, frowning slightly when she saw the colour it came out.

‘There.’ The almoner put the flowers in the middle of the table, with its clean but greying tablecloth, and stood back to admire her handiwork. ‘That’s much better, don’t you think?’

Norma had finished tidying Eddy’s hair and brought him out to meet their visitor.

‘Hello there, Mrs Spencer!’ The almoner greeted Jinx’s mother like a friend. ‘I do hope you’re expecting me. I’m Miss Williamson from the St Saviour’s Society. Penelope Williamson. But you can call me Penny. And you two must be … Edward …’ Penny pointed at Jinx.

‘And Jennifer.’ She pointed at Eddy, who giggled at the idea someone might mistake him for his sister. ‘No!’ he said. ‘I’m the boy.’

‘So you are,’ said Penny.

‘Jinx is the girl.’

‘Jinx?’ Penny tried out the nickname. ‘Well, how do you do?’

While Norma made tea, Jinx offered Penny the best chair in the flat: an armchair that had seen better days. Every time Jinx looked at it, she remembered the afternoon they’d picked it out from the charity warehouse.

‘That chair’s infested,’ Jinx heard one woman say as Norma tried it out for size.

‘Won’t matter to them, though, will it?’ the woman’s companion replied. ‘Lord knows what they’ve brought back from Malaya. I heard about one of them what gave everyone in their lodgings ringworm.’

‘I thought you got ringworm off cats.’

‘And forriners.’

The chair was not infested. Norma had made sure of that, scrubbing the cushion covers until they were three shades lighter. But Jinx could not scrub away the memory of that afternoon in the charity shed, sifting through other people’s cast-offs. And here they were again, three and a half years later, still having to ask for more. The sting of it never seemed to lessen.

Penny Williamson took the chair without hesitation. ‘Oh, this is nice and comfy,’ she said. ‘Would you like to come and sit by me, Eddy, so we can have a little chat?’

Eddy looked as though he might leap into this Penny woman’s lap on the slightest invitation. He settled instead for sitting on his little wicker-topped stool, and gazed up into her face while she took a notepad out of her briefcase.

‘How old are you, Eddy?’

‘Seven and a half.’

‘That’s a good age. And you, my dear?’ She turned to Jinx.

‘Fourteen. Nearly fifteen,’ Jinx said.

Norma sat down opposite their visitor and wrapped her hands around her mug of tea. She had given Penny the least cracked of the cups and saucers, which Penny balanced on Jinx’s stool, now doubling as a side table. Jinx could tell her mother was nervous. She was using her ‘Hut Ten’ voice, as they privately referred to posh accents. Penny had a ‘Hut Ten’ voice, too, but Jinx suspected she wasn’t putting hers on.

‘If you don’t mind,’ Penny began, ‘I’d like to quickly run through the facts. You were in the Far East?’

‘That’s right. British Malaya.’

‘And you were in the women’s camp in Changi?’

‘And at Sime Road, yes.’

‘Awful place.’ Penny shuddered, as if she knew. ‘And you were interned when?’

‘At the beginning of the occupation. We were rounded up in February ’42.’

‘When your children were …’

‘Jinx was seven. Eddy was six months.’

‘Quite tiny, then. Malaria?’

‘All of us.’

‘Typhoid?’

‘Thankfully, no.’

‘Beriberi?’

‘Yes,’ said Norma. ‘And all the usual skin conditions.’

‘I had a boil as big as an egg!’ Eddy piped up.

‘Gosh,’ said Penny. ‘That must have been very sore.’

Eddy nodded solemnly.

Penny went back to her questions. ‘Ongoing health problems?’

Norma raised her eyes to the ceiling. ‘Where to start?’

Jinx sat on the floor on the other side of the room, pretending to be absorbed in her French homework, which she balanced on her knees. From time to time she sneaked a glance at their visitor, whose light brown hair and smooth skin seemed to radiate health and light, bringing sunshine into the dingy room that was always dark as winter. While the adult women were deep in conversation, Jinx made a quick pencil sketch of Penny Williamson, with her long neck and the pointed, upturned nose that gave her face an air of optimism no matter how miserable the conversation.

Norma was doing her best to make the family seem worthy of assistance. She told Penny how after their liberation from the camp, they’d wanted to stay on in Malaya but that was impossible. The house had been looted while they were interned.

‘Not so much as a saucepan left.’

The ‘Freedom Fiver’ Norma had been given upon liberation didn’t go far, and she couldn’t get a job. Nobody wanted to take on an expat woman. Not even as a housemaid.

‘Though I’d have done it, you understand. I’m not proud.’

They had no other family in the Far East so they’d had to come back ‘home’. Home to a country that Jinx and Eddy had never seen.

All the way from Singapore, Norma told the children how wonderful it would be.

‘England is beautiful,’ she’d said. ‘There are hills and dales and castles … Just wait till you try a proper roast dinner.’

As soon as they docked in Southampton, Jinx knew they’d been sold a lie. Where were the green hills? The fairy tale castles? All Jinx could see were grey skies, grey bombed-out buildings and grey, grey people. And there was no heroes’ welcome. Rather, Norma’s older brother, their Uncle Ernie, made it clear from the start that he was taking them in under duress. ‘Because you got nowhere else to go.’ Neither was there a proper roast dinner, whatever that was. Not even on their first Sunday. Rationing was still very much in force. When she reached for a second slice of bread on their first night at Uncle Ernie’s, Jinx received a slap on the wrist.

‘You’ve had your share,’ her cousin Elsie admonished her. ‘You can’t just turn up and start eating all our food like you’re in Singapore with your servants. You’re not posh round here, you know.’

There was no point telling Elsie they weren’t considered posh in Singapore either. Especially not in camp. Not by the women in Hut Ten.

The bread was stale anyway. All the food in England was terrible. The meat was stringy. Everything that had once been green was boiled to mush and there was no fruit to be had apart from wormy apples. Jinx’s cousins had never even heard of a mango.

‘Stop making things up,’ said Elsie, when Jinx told her about durian fruit, and how its terrible smell belied the most amazing taste you could imagine.

Thankfully, they didn’t have to stay at Uncle Ernie’s house for long. He found them a flat – this flat – in a building owned by one of his friends. It was small and dirty and the water in the taps was dark brown no matter how long you ran it, but when Norma asked if their new landlord might have a look at the water tank, she was told, ‘Beggars can’t be choosers. You can’t come over here and expect to live like Lady Muck. You don’t know what we sacrificed in the war for the likes of you.’

The landlord himself had not served on account of his ‘bad feet’.

‘And there’s just the one bedroom?’ Penny Williamson asked.

‘Yes,’ said Norma. ‘I sleep on a mattress in here.’

‘So Jinx shares with Eddy? They’re getting rather old for that.’

Jinx actually didn’t mind sharing with her brother, though it meant neither of them got much sleep. While Jinx didn’t think she ever dreamt any more, Eddy had nightmares. Bad ones. Every night he would wake up screaming and would not settle down again until Jinx had rocked him in her arms and sung the songs Auntie Ameera, their neighbour back in Johore, used to sing. Or else told him stories about the magical creatures that lived in the rainforest behind the house they’d once called home.

‘Tell me about the night the tiger came into the garden.’ Eddy asked for that one again and again. ‘Is it true, Jinx? Is it really true?’

‘It’s all true,’ she said. ‘It was paradise.’

Having finished her questions, Penny Williamson had Eddy perform a number of exercises to ascertain the extent of his physical problems for herself. Jinx felt a pinch in her heart as she watched her little brother try to stand on one bowed leg and then the other for more than a couple of seconds. It was painful to see him struggle with such a simple task but Penny told him he was ‘doing very well. Keep practising, Eddy.’ Her jolly reassurance made him blush.

Penny turned to Norma. ‘I’m certain we can make sure Eddy has everything he needs. The National Health Service is there to take care of us all.’

‘God bless Mr Bevan,’ said Norma.

‘What a good man he is,’ Penny agreed. ‘I will help you sign up with a GP who understands the situation, and I will also be making a recommendation that you go straight to the top of St Saviour’s emergency housing list. This flat is very damp and cold, and that cannot be doing any of you any good. I suspect Eddy has asthma and I can hear that you’re quite wheezy too, Mrs Spencer.’

‘You can call me Norma.’

‘Norma, then.’

Penny’s warm smile made it seem a special kindness.

‘I’m all right, Miss Penny. It’s Eddy and Jinx that I worry about.’

‘But you need to be well too, Norma, to ensure you can properly look after these fine young people. Though I must say you’re doing a good job despite the circumstances. A very good job indeed. What a delightful son and daughter you have.’

Jinx and Eddy both got the special smile then.

Having checked her watch, Penny closed her notebook and slipped it back into her briefcase. Standing up, she paused to readjust the flowers in their water glass, then she looked straight at Jinx. Penny’s bright eyes were clever. Curious. Knowing.

‘Homework?’ she asked.

‘French irregular verbs,’ Jinx responded, quickly folding the sketch and slipping it into her pocket.

‘I know something about those. Would you like me to test you while you walk me to the station? It will give us a chance to get to know one another better, since we’re going to be seeing quite a bit of each other for the next little while.’

Norma nodded her approval, so Jinx pulled on her grey coat. It was an old boy’s coat, with sleeves that stopped halfway up her arms. Jinx noticed Penny watching and tugged the cuffs as far as they would stretch, but they still would not cover her wrists. It suddenly seemed such a shameful situation to be in – dressed in rags that didn’t fit, begging for a new place to live – even though, as Penny Williamson would have told her, there was no shame in being poor. Not when the world was set up like it was, so that good people got left behind through no fault of their own.

Outside, Penny tested Jinx on her verbs. Which took être and which took avoir? Jinx got them all right.

But when they got to the corner, Penny asked a question that wasn’t so easy to answer. ‘May I see the picture you were drawing while I talked to your mother?’

‘I wasn’t—’

‘You know you were. You put it in your pocket. Be a sport.’

Jinx unfolded the piece of paper. Penny looked at the drawing and laughed. Her laughter was instant and genuine.

‘Ah! You’ve captured me quite wonderfully.’

‘I’m sorry, Miss Williamson.’

‘Why? It’s a very good likeness. May I keep it? My sister Josephine will love this. She’s always teasing me about my questing nose.’ Penny took the sketch and tucked it into her briefcase. ‘So, why are you called Jinx?’ she asked then. ‘Are you going to bring me bad luck?’


Chapter Four

Johore, British Malaya, 1941

To begin with it was Jynx with a Y, for Jynx torquilla, the wryneck bird. A relative of the woodpecker, the wryneck is brown and white with a little beak as sharp as a needle. It’s a small bird. You might even call it nondescript. But it can turn its head through 180 degrees, twist its neck like a snake, and if you upset it, it will hiss at you. The ancients used it in their magical rituals.

For Jinx’s father Maurice Spencer, a keen amateur naturalist, seeing a Eurasian wryneck in their garden in Malaya seemed an excellent omen. He’d last seen one in the garden of his childhood home in Sussex. It was at the very edge of its normal migration range there. Just as it was in their part of Malaya.

‘But it’s a sign that we’re in the right place,’ he said. ‘That bird’s our mascot.’

Maurice had come to the Far East to make his fortune. He had ideas for all sorts of businesses: import/export, sightseeing tours for rich Europeans, architectural services. Or perhaps he’d write a novel. He was the poetic type.

He said he nicknamed his only daughter ‘Jynx’ because, when she was a toddler, she hopped about him like a little brown bird when he was working in the garden. ‘And your head spins if you think there might be sweeties in the offing!’ Plus, well, Jennifer and Jynx, they both started with ‘J’, so it sounded right. Jennifer Jynx. Jinx with an ‘I’ for short.

‘But you’re my lucky charm,’ he always told her.

Jinx had nothing but happy memories of life before the war. Their village, on the outskirts of Kluang, was heaven for a child. When Jinx wasn’t at school, she had the run of the place. She had friends in every house. Though their families came from all over the world and they spoke a dozen languages between them, the children could always make themselves understood in the games they played together.

Jinx especially loved living near the forest. On Sunday afternoons, Maurice would take her on ‘adventures’, naming the flora and fauna as they walked through the trees and spinning stories to help her remember them. He taught her to be respectful of it all. He also taught her to be fearless.

When the mangoes were ripe, flying foxes came in flocks to feast upon them. While many of her friends went shrieking indoors, Jinx would run in the opposite direction, fascinated to see the creatures, big as small dogs, that seemed to cover the sun with their wings. One day she climbed a tree and sat in it with a squishy mango balanced on her head, planning that if a flying fox tried to snatch the fruit, she would catch it for a pet.

Jinx sat in the tree for a whole afternoon before she got a bite. When a flying fox did come close enough, Jinx tumbled from the tree in her excitement and was scratched to bits on the way down.

After a bath in the tub on the veranda, Jinx snivelled as her mother tended her wounds, dabbing them with iodine.

‘What’s all this?’ asked Maurice when he saw her tears. ‘What do we say in this family?’

Jinx repeated a popular family mantra. ‘We do not cry.’

‘Exactly. That’s my daughter! Crying never solved a thing. And now you know how not to catch a fruit bat.’

A couple of days later, Maurice brought home a baby crocodile that he’d found in a puddle for Jinx to keep in lieu of her bat. Norma was not happy, but she supported her husband in most of his crazy decisions, including this one. They called the croc ‘Mr Snappy’ and kept him in a tub on the veranda until he was big enough to pose a danger to the cat.

Another time – it must have been late summer 1941 – playing in the garden at dusk, Jinx had seen a tiger, slinking through the trees at their property’s boundary. She’d held her breath and kept perfectly still so as not to attract its attention, but it had turned and looked straight at her.

‘It winked at me,’ she told Norma, who all but fainted when she heard the tale.

‘You’re never playing out in the dark again, Jinx. You might have been killed!’

‘No. It wouldn’t have hurt me, Mummy. Daddy said so.’

Maurice was fond of the view that, so long as they were respectful to nature, no animal they encountered in the forest could ever be as dangerous as another human being. He repeated his theory at the dinner table that same night.

‘It’s men you need to look out for, Jinx. Rich men are worst of all.’

‘You say that because you aren’t rich,’ said Norma.

‘I say that because it’s true, my love. To get rich in this world, you either have to be born rich or steal it. You can’t get wealthy as an honest man. I’ve found that to my cost. And it’s the wealthy as is causing this war. The ones who make their money from weapons and war bonds. The average man don’t want it. They know they won’t benefit, whether they win or lose. There’s no animal as dangerous as a rich man.’

Jinx had heard about the war that was raging in Europe. Mrs Vickery, who ran the Sunday school from her drawing room, had arranged for a collection of unwanted clothes to be sent to the desperate people of London who lost everything in the Blitz. Jinx helped Norma package up some of her old dresses and added one of her least favourite dolls for some poor Cockney child who’d lost all her toys. But it seemed so remote, the fight with the Germans. It was easy to forget about it when life in the Far East went on much as before.

Then fighter planes started flying over Malaya, too.

Jinx was too young to have understood the implications of the Japanese signing the Tripartite Pact with Germany and Italy in 1940; that an attack on Britain was inevitably an attack on the British Empire, involving all the ‘pink bits’ on the map on the schoolhouse wall. When France fell to the Germans, its overseas colonies were suddenly undefended. Likewise the Dutch territories. The Belgian. All were ripe for the picking.

All the same, no one thought the Japanese would be the ones to do the picking in the Far East. They had been fighting the Chinese for a decade. They’d been humiliated by the Russians in Manchuria. Even Mr Takahashi, the Japanese tailor who made Maurice’s suits and Norma’s Sunday-best dresses, didn’t believe his homeland had the might to carve out an empire of its own. And yet …

‘That plane was Japanese,’ Norma told her husband, as a fighter flew right overhead. ‘I saw the red circles. I thought you told me we were safe here, Maurice. I thought you said they couldn’t get this far.’

‘They can’t,’ said Maurice. ‘You must have been mistaken.’

But Maurice was wrong. Norma wasn’t mistaken, and soon the Japanese planes, with the rising sun painted on their wings, were being seen with alarming frequency.

In their sleepy village, the appearance of any plane was an event. Some of the older children climbed trees to get a better view. Jinx climbed with them. Though she was one of the smallest in the gang, she could climb as high as anyone. With bare feet she got right to the top of the rain tree in next door’s front garden. She clung on tight as a plane flew by so low that it almost parted her hair.

It was far more unsettling than the tiger.

And yet Christmas 1941 was not so very different to the Christmas before, when war was still something that happened to other people. The news coming out of Borneo, Hong Kong and the Philippines didn’t seem to rattle the Raffles set over the causeway in Singapore. When school restarted in January ’42, however, Jinx’s class had shrunk from ten to seven; two English girls and one Canadian were gone. The teacher, Miss Brooks, told the remaining pupils that their classmates had always planned to leave at Christmas. There was no need to worry about the ‘foolish rumours’ put about by Miranda Taylor’s big brother that the Japanese were on their way to kill the men, ravish the women and eat any babies they found: white babies like Jinx’s new baby brother.

‘Miranda’s big brother is talking nonsense,’ Maurice told his daughter, but when Jinx woke in the night now, she would hear her parents arguing.

‘Maurice, it’s time to go, surely,’ Norma pleaded.

‘But where would we go to, my love? Back to England? And get bombed by Hitler there? Everything we have is here.’

‘Until the Japanese take it. What then? We’ve Jinx and Eddy to think of.’

Hearing the anguish in her mother’s voice made Jinx anxious. Mr Bins, the family dog, seemed to sense it too. The ragged mutt, so named because he’d been found as a pup scavenging on the town dump, would let Jinx hold him tight until she fell asleep. Mr Bins heard all Jinx’s secrets and worries.

Then school closed ‘because of the war’ – no pretending this time – and Jinx’s circle of expat friends dwindled further. And the Japanese planes coming over were suddenly too many to count. Jinx’s mother looked to the sky every day and furrowed her brow so hard that the lines stayed put even when she was smiling at her children. Still, Maurice Spencer would not budge.

‘Churchill is sending more troops,’ he said. ‘They’ll sort it out. This is our home.’

Maurice remained optimistic until the day an Australian soldier arrived on their doorstep.

‘The Japanese will be here in hours,’ the soldier warned. ‘You’re being evacuated to Singapore.’

Norma looked to her husband for his answer.

‘All right,’ Maurice said, throwing up his hands. ‘All right. I give in. Come on, Jinx. Pack your toys.’

Jinx packed her drawing paper and a little box of paints.

‘And the animals?’ asked Jinx. ‘The cat and the lizards and Mr Bins? They’re coming with us?’

‘You can’t bring animals,’ the soldier told them. ‘We’re going over the causeway. Quarantine rules apply.’

It was easy to say goodbye to the lizards, which Maurice let loose in the garden. The cat always had other places to be. But in the years to come, the memory of Mr Bins, standing confused outside their locked front door as the army truck pulled away, would haunt Jinx as much as anything else. She sometimes wondered if that was the moment the first piece of her heart died.

Though it was heaving with Allied soldiers sent to defend the British Empire’s Far Eastern jewel in the crown, Singapore did not stay safe for long. Everyone who could get out was going, until the Japanese fighters started picking off the evacuation ships the moment they were out of Keppel Harbour, making it more dangerous to flee than to stay. Then, on 15 February 1942, the unthinkable happened. After a week-long battle in the city’s streets, the Allied forces surrendered Singapore to the Japanese. All European expats were immediately declared enemy aliens. The time to leave was long gone.

‘It will be all right,’ said Maurice. ‘You’ll see, Jinx. Everything will be all right.’

But it was not going to be all right. Not at all.


Chapter Five

The Cotswolds, 2023

Merevale had thrown a forties-themed party every May since 2005, the sixtieth anniversary of VE Day, marking ‘Victory in Europe’ at the end of World War Two. It was the Colonel, then recently retired, who planned the first party to honour the local regiment. The party had become an annual event thanks to Merevale’s resident hero Roy Smith, who was among the British troops who had landed in Normandy on D-Day.

‘We should celebrate Roy every year,’ the Colonel said in 2005. ‘Who knows how long he’s got?’

As it happened, Roy Smith had until 2017, by which time the Merevale VE Day party had become a permanent fixture in the village’s social calendar (and many of the villagers had forgotten its actual genesis).

Always a stickler for detail, in 2005 the Colonel found three black-and-white photographs of Merevale’s 1945 party in the church archive and used them to draw a plan of the village, so that he might recreate that original shindig down to the very last piece of bunting. The original bunting was long gone, thanks to several generations of church mice, but the Colonel had been delighted to discover, beneath a pile of old cassocks, the Union Flag which had flown from a pole next to the war memorial back in the day. In the Colonel’s timetable for the VE Day event, which was unchanging from year to year, ‘raise the flag while playing the national anthem’ always marked the start of festivities.

That year’s party was slightly later than usual because the Coronation of King Charles III had taken place on 6 May, and the villagers agreed that to have two celebrations in one weekend was too much even for the biggest party animals among them. Jinx had skipped the ‘Coronation Celebration’, which had to be held in the village hall due to the inclement weather. She was no monarchist. She had no intention of joining that year’s VE Day party either, just as she had swerved the previous year’s party and the one before that. It seemed to Jinx slightly sinister that her neighbours so gleefully seized upon any excuse to send the village back in time by dressing like their grandparents to queue for tea from an erratic urn. Jinx had better things to do.

When Glenn the postman knocked again at four o’clock to ask whether Jinx needed an escort to take her to the party and find her a spot at one of the long trestle tables, she faked another cough and suggested that it might now be bad enough to prevent her attendance.

‘I don’t want to give anyone a bug …’ she said, hoping that by the time the party started, Glenn would be too busy to check up on her. She’d already handed over twenty pounds for the buffet and a further ten for raffle tickets (funeral vouchers might come in handy). Surely that was enough of a contribution?

At five o’clock, the Colonel and Glenn changed into the uniforms of a captain and private of the Home Guard respectively (as they did every year – somehow Glenn was never promoted). Suitably attired, they started testing the sound system. Jinx jumped when she heard an air-raid siren, but thankfully the dreaded wail lasted for just a couple of seconds before the immortal voice of Vera Lynn crackled over the airwaves in its place.

‘We’ll meet again …’

Jinx hated ‘We’ll Meet Again’, which was a song that took her back to all the wrong places. Though right then the whole world seemed to be conspiring to take Jinx back to all the wrong places. The copy of The Times, that the Colonel had so thoughtfully brought over, lay on the kitchen table, folded open to that photograph of Penny and Josephine Williamson – a blast from the past as unwelcome as the sound of any air-raid siren.

When Dame Vera had finished her most famous song, there was a brief respite from the racket until half past six, when the partygoers started to gather. From every house in the village, guests emerged in their 1940s finery. The men wore uniforms hired from the fancy dress shop in Stratford or outfits cobbled together around their grandfathers’ patched tweed jackets. Some of the women wore genuine vintage, but most had turned to faux vintage websites in search of more forgiving ‘bombshell’ dresses full of Lycra. Children were decked out as lovable East End evacuees, with
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