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‘And ever has it been known that love knows not its own depth until the hour of separation’

Khalil Gibran


OCTOBER 1942

Christa

A memo appeared on my desk at the Board of Trade ordering me to report to Room 115, Northumberland House, at eleven o’clock that morning. The massive building near Trafalgar Square used to be a swanky hotel. In the marbled lobby, a bored ATS corporal ran her pencil down a list and sent me under an arch to a service staircase. A row of hard chairs was lined up along the wall of a poorly lit passageway on the first floor. Uniforms strode by, deep in conversation or clutching buff folders.

‘Corporal Geering?’

The room into which I was ushered had retained its floral curtains and carved oak panels. Two men stood to greet me. The first, an elderly colonel with woolly hair and a fierce handshake, introduced himself as Fairbrother. The second, in civilian dress, was all too familiar. Doctor Sinclair had aged considerably since our last encounter.

‘Before we begin’ – Fairbrother’s vowels had been clipped by Sandhurst and generations of overbreeding – ‘I trust I need not remind you of your responsibilities under the Official Secrets Act.’

I picked up the document and reread the requisite paragraph of the Act, aware that my hands were icy.

‘I’m told that before the war you were a close friend of a woman called Estelle Cornelis-Faider.’

‘Oh God.’ The room shrank about me. ‘Is she dead?’

‘As far as we know, she is alive.’

‘What’s happened to her?’

Sinclair opened a file. ‘Corporal, can you confirm that you spent the summer of 1939 with Estelle Cornelis-Faider at her home in Belgium – De Eikenhoeve, which I believe translates as the Oak Farm?’

‘You know I did.’

‘And whilst at De Eikenhoeve, you became closely acquainted with Estelle and her two brothers.’

‘Please tell me what’s wrong.’

‘Given their mother’s history, you will not be surprised to learn that, since the Nazi occupation of Belgium, all three have joined a resistance organisation.’

‘Why didn’t you—?’

He raised an index finger to silence me while Fairbrother slid a glass of water across the desk. ‘We need urgent information from you about De Eikenhoeve. One of our airmen, shot down over Belgium, was rescued by members of what we shall call Unit J. He was hidden in cellars then blindfolded and transferred to a wagon which smelt strongly of cigarettes and animal feed. It was to convey him, as he thought, to the next place of safety. Instead, when the wagon was halted at a roadblock, he was passed directly into Nazi hands.’

Both men watched as, with infinite care, I placed the glass on the desk before me. Perhaps it was obvious that the very name, De Eikenhoeve, had tumbled me into a landscape perfumed with cut hay and strawberries, of young voices in the twilight, of leaves trembling in a dark wood. And of Estelle, bathed in sunlight on the low stone parapet of the bridge, honey hair caressing her face.

‘Against all the odds, our airman managed to escape and work his way back to London. We are convinced that he was betrayed. Although he never saw the traitor’s face, he does remember his voice: forceful and deep. In the seconds before he was handed over, one sentence was repeated several times, sotto voce. Lass meine Schwester in Ruhe. Leave my sister alone.’

‘No.’

‘Which brother would that be?’ Fairbrother said.

Robbe walks up from the river path, jacket slung on his shoulder, hair tousled, tossing aside his cigarette as Pieter calls his name, breaks into a run and holds out his arms.

Sinclair added, ‘You have such … intimate … knowledge of the family, you must be best placed to tell us which is the traitor.’

‘I can’t.’

‘At least give the matter some thought,’ Fairbrother said.

‘These are my friends.’

‘Oh come,’ said Sinclair. ‘At least one of them was rather more to you than that.’

‘We need your help, after the months you spent with the family in 1939.’ Fairbrother forced me to meet his faded blue gaze. ‘Several of our people, and some of the unit’s key players, have already fallen into Nazi hands …’

A tea trolley rattled along the corridor outside.

‘I simply don’t know. It would be a guess, at best.’

‘You need to think it over, of course. Come back tomorrow and tell us your conclusion.’


PART ONE

[image: Image]

March 1939


Christa

My father had darkness in his soul. Most of the time he was just my Pa, a port in the storm. If I happened to be in trouble with Ma when he arrived home from the print, I’d climb on his knee, press my face to his waistcoat and smell the metal of his fob watch and the tweed of his jacket while his inky fingers buried themselves in my hair. Pa was a digger of an allotment, a devotee of Watford FC, a family man who unfailingly signed Christmas and birthday cards to his wife: Your loving and grateful husband, Ted. But sometimes when I clambered onto his lap he was unyielding, as if he didn’t even know I was there. Sometimes he didn’t speak for days on end and, instead of leaving for work, would put on his gardening overall and spend all day among his runner beans and potatoes. On such days, his handsome features were forged in iron and no end of tugging at his hand or whispering secrets could bring him round.

Ma had a name for the darkness: The War.

Pa’s war had been much more complicated than that of other girls’ fathers or uncles. The story went that having been wounded in the head and chest and exposed to more than a whiff of poison gas, Pa had staggered about close to enemy lines until he was eventually captured and hospitalised in Belgium. By some fluke he had escaped into friendly hands and been whisked away to the north via a hay barn, a crevice on the underside of a canal bridge and a hideaway in deep woodland. A truck transporting chickens delivered him eventually to the border with Holland, which was heavily defended by an electrified fence. Fortunately, by the time he reached that final hurdle he was in the charge of a woman known as Françoise. She came armed with two halves of a beer barrel lined with rubber inner-tubing, which she placed across the wires, thus permitting Pa to slip through to freedom.

One day, when I was a child exploring our limited bookshelf, I lifted out a worn family Bible with pages so thin I hesitated to turn them over. When I placed the book on my lap, two frayed markers, one blue, one crimson, fell out, as did a stiff little card bearing the name of a photographic studio in Brussels and a sepia picture of a woman whose name was handwritten in gold ink beneath it: Fleur Cornelis-Faider. 1912.

The subject was in three-quarters profile. Her skin was deathly pale, her brows arching steeply then tapering, and she had a perfectly straight nose with a tip that slightly overreached itself, so that together with the high cheekbones she looked a touch haughty. Her mouth, with its unusually full lower lip, was unsmiling, and her glossy hair, arranged in coils and waves above her forehead, was so plentiful that you’d think her slender neck would struggle to support its weight. She wore one of those marvellously complicated Edwardian blouses tucked into the diamond-shaped belt of her skirt.

I brought the card closer to my face so I could peer into her eyes, but the Bible slid to the floor with a crash and Ma came running. Anger in her was so rare that when she so much as raised a finger I trembled. Snatching the picture, she pushed it back between the pages of the book and replaced it on the shelf between Hymns Ancient and Modern and The Wide, Wide World.

‘You shouldn’t touch things without asking.’ Her voice was strangely low and hard.

‘Who is that lady?’

‘Nobody you know.’

‘Can I look at her again?’

‘Another time. And don’t let me hear you say anything about this to Pa because it will upset him terribly.’

But Ma was a stickler for the truth and later, as she tucked me into bed, she admitted that Fleur Cornelis-Faider and Françoise, Pa’s rescuer, were one and the same and that the photograph had been sent to my grandparents in 1920 after they had written to the Belgian Consul asking if Françoise might be traced so they could express their gratitude. For months they had heard nothing. Then a letter had arrived, written in French, from Françoises mother in Brussels.

‘Where is it?’ I asked.

‘Oh, upstairs somewhere, I expect, if Pa kept it. They had to have it translated by a French teacher from the church. All it said was that Françoise was the name used by a woman called Fleur Cornelis-Faider, who had been captured shortly after Pa’s escape and had died in prison of typhus.’

‘What’s typhus?’

‘A nasty illness you get in dirty places.’

‘Why did she have two names?’

‘If you were doing dangerous work in the war, you used a false name. And it’s no use asking any more questions because that’s all I know.’

On weekend mornings thereafter, while my parents slept in, I would creep downstairs, lift the photograph from its place in the Bible, carry it up to bed and stare at Fleur’s face. Her expression – searching and fierce – contrasted sharply with the softness of her clothes. How could she have been that brave; to leave her home in order to rescue strangers, to die on a filthy prison bed, her body wasted with disease? I made up adventures for her in which she led lost soldiers to safety, brilliantly dodging the enemy and racing through the night, unseen. Ma was a Methodist, Pa not much of anything, but I worshipped that portrait, all the more because Fleur’s name remained largely unspoken.

She became my personal heroine, my Joan of Arc, Florence Nightingale and Edith Cavell all rolled into one. Ma had shown me Nurse Cavell’s statue when we went to feed the pigeons in Trafalgar Square and the inscription was a thrilling reminder of my own connection to tragedy and splendour:

BRUSSELS
DAWN
OCTOBER 12TH
1915
PATRIOTISM IS NOT ENOUGH
I MUST HAVE NO HATRED OR
BITTERNESS FOR ANYONE

As soon as my schoolgirl French was proficient enough, I pestered Ma to show me the letter from Fleur’s mother and at last she produced an envelope, slit open at the top and containing a letter exquisitely foreign, right down to the embossed address at the top:

M. et Mme. Faider,

7, rue d’Orléans

Bruxelles.

The note inside was formal and brief, and contained exactly the information that Ma had described.

‘So did anyone write to them again, to thank them for taking the trouble to reply?’ I demanded.

‘Of course not. We can’t speak French and there was nothing else we wanted to say. Besides, the family was in mourning.’

‘I know French. I could write now and say thank you. After all, if it wasn’t for Fleur, I wouldn’t even be here.’

‘I don’t want you to.’ Ma looked terribly distressed. ‘Please don’t. For Pa’s sake. Imagine how he’d feel if he knew you were raking up the past. And think of that poor family in Brussels. It was all so long ago. I’m sure they won’t want to be reminded of what happened either. You must promise me, Christine.’

She was so emphatic that of course I promised. But the idea of Fleur continued to haunt me. Largely as a tribute to her I chose to study French as well as English at Queen Mary College in East London. My coming of age, in March 1939, coincided with jackbooted troops thundering into Czechoslovakia. A mere twenty-two years after Fleur’s untimely death, a friend collapsed in tears during a tutorial because her uncle, who lived in Prague, had been shot in cold blood – executed – for making a speech protesting against the invaders.

With history pounding its drum, my undiminished admiration for Fleur-Françoise now seemed overpoweringly relevant. Unable to resist the impulse to do something, to make a connection, I wrote to Fleur’s family to express my personal gratitude, as the daughter of a survivor of the last war, for being alive.


Estelle

I remember it was the end of March 1939, a lifetime ago, Céleste was serving petit dejeuner in the small salon overlooking the street when Grand-mère produced a letter with an English postmark, from one Christabel Geering.

I conjure up that high-ceilinged room; floor-length lace curtains, chiming clock with gold scrolling and tiny pink and blue flowers, the white tablecloth, the bread still warm in its linen nest and with a gloss on the crust, the blackcurrant jam I’d brought from the farm oozing into the butter.

Céleste was fussing about with the coffee pot and Grand-mère’s mild gaze was upon me as she tore a morsel of bread from the crust and dipped it in her coffee. She tried to appear disinterested, but she couldn’t fool me – she was watching me like a hawk.

Christabel’s letter then. Her careful schoolgirl hand and near-perfect French. A letter too immaculate to be casual, without a single crossing-out.

13 Harewood Road
Watford
Hertfordshire
England
16th March 1939

Dear Famille Faider,

My father is Edward Geering, formerly of the London Regiment, and he is one of the men Fleur helped to escape during the war.

All my life I have been aware of how much I owe Fleur Cornelis-Faider, or Françoise, as my father knew her. Having just celebrated my twenty-first birthday, I wanted to write to you myself to tell you that I will never forget what she did for my father. With every year I become even more conscious of the sacrifice she made for a stranger and at such great cost. I long to know more about her. If there is ever any way I can repay her extraordinary act of courage, I would be very glad.

With my very best wishes to all the family,

Yours sincerely,

Christabel Geering

‘What do you think of it?’ I asked.

‘A bit gushing.’

‘Will you reply to her, or would you like me to?’

Grand-mère took back the letter and read it again. ‘I thought you’d be intrigued to know that this Edward Geering had a daughter. She doesn’t mention other siblings.’

‘I should like to meet him. Wouldn’t that be something? I was thinking of going to London anyway, for my dissertation.’

Her claw of a hand touched my wrist. ‘I’d credited you with more sense.’

‘Why do you say that?’

‘Because you’re bound to be disappointed, one way or another.’

‘But I want to find out what this Edward Geering remembers about my mother. Aren’t you curious too?’

‘I don’t need someone else’s version of my daughter.’

‘Whereas since I have no version of my own, I have to make the best of any scrap that’s offered me. I was just a baby when she died, remember.’

Everyone warned me against it. They too said I was doomed to be disappointed, that I’d learn nothing. Marthe was the most insistent. ‘You will only give yourself pain. Let sleeping dogs lie.’

I thought: Typical of her to spoil my fun. We all know why she hates the past.

I decided to consult Père Borland. Any excuse, though pointless really because I’d already made up my mind. He was holding a tutorial so I waited outside his room. I felt at home perched on the radiator in that long corridor amidst the smell of warm paint. Young men passed by deep in conversation – some cast sideways glances at me. ‘Hey, Estelle.’

Père B. ushered out a couple of students, spotted me and glanced at his watch. ‘Ten minutes?’

Ten minutes was all the time Borland ever had to spare. He was always in a hurry, at least when I was around. I dropped into the easy chair while he beat a retreat to the far side of the desk and reached for his pipe.

‘And so,’ he said in that lilting voice of his, in the purest of French, ‘to what do I owe this honour?’

‘I’m off to England for a few weeks.’

‘Very good. When?’

‘On Monday. Papa is paying. I need to research my dissertation.’

‘Can anything help that dissertation? I have a sense it isn’t going anywhere. Am I right?’ He was resting the bowl of his pipe on his hip and the tobacco pouch against his chest while he pinched out a few strands. His eyes were humorous. ‘The subject, I’ve always felt, is a little too dry for you.’

‘Which is why I intend to expand it to include Rubens and Van Dyck.’ Borland’s room was one of the few places I ever wanted to be; warm, intricate rug, row upon row of old books, a many-paned window. ‘And anyway, Grand-mère was sent this letter.’

He took a very long time to read the short letter from England. Afterwards he spoke lightly. ‘So you intend to look up this Christabel and her family.’

‘I do. I was wondering if you remember an Edward Geering …’

Always the same, when the war came up; a slowing of his speech, as if he were spelling something out to a small child. ‘Of course I don’t. As I’ve said many times before, we were never told their real names, and they never knew ours. Even if I had come across him, I doubt I’d recognise him now. Do you really think this is a good idea, Estelle? You’re bound to be disappointed.’

‘That’s what everyone keeps saying.’

‘Well then.’

‘It’s worth a try, don’t you think? He might remember my mother. I might learn something.’

He had not yet lit his pipe. With his back to the window he looked as thin as a shadow. ‘What precisely are you hoping to learn?’

‘I just want another angle on her. Surely that’s not too much to ask? I intend to get in touch with all four of the families in England who’ve written to Grand-mère since the war. I thought you, of all people, would be pleased.’

‘On the contrary, my advice is that you should let it rest. Despite what this girl Christabel says, nobody will want you to go stirring up old memories, especially with the prospect of another war.’

‘That’s precisely why I need to visit England now.’

‘At some stage you must let your mother go—’

‘Let her go? Is that what you’ve done?’

He was spared by a knock – his next student. But as I reached the door he called me back. ‘Listen, I have an old friend in England who’s a specialist in art history. If you must go, he might be prepared to help with your exiled engravers.’

He wrote a name and an address on a scrap of paper which I crammed into my pocket. I forgot about it until he dropped me a note the next day to say he’d written to this friend, Sinclair, and made a tentative appointment for me.

He was right about the dissertation. I couldn’t have cared less.


Christa

On Easter Saturday 1939, with the blossom on the flowering cherry outside our house as madly pink and hopeful and heartbreaking as ever, there was a ring on our doorbell.

I had been lying on my stomach revising Molière’s Les Femmes Savantes for my final examination whilst Ma was at work in the kitchen with the rolling pin. I yelled: ‘I’ll go,’ and clattered downstairs, expecting Auntie Maisie or a neighbour; instead I found a perfect stranger, hand raised to ring again, head turned to look up the street. The sun blazed down on her red hat, the shoulder of her blue jacket and a bunch of pungent narcissi, pale as paper.

Before she’d announced in confident English with a slight European accent: ‘I am Estelle Cornelis-Faider, Fleur’s daughter,’ I was already ushering her in and absorbing her. We had so few interesting visitors and she had a light of her own, with the fall of her honey-coloured hair across her brow, her height – three or four inches taller than me – and the animation in her grey-blue eyes. Her skin had a peachy bloom that I had never seen on an English girl.

I said something like: ‘How wonderful. Please come in. This is so … unexpected …’ as I showed her into the chilly front room where the fire was never lit until teatime. That space was all wrong for her; even Ma’s best ornaments could not fail to look shoddy beside such a creature.

Our house had never seen anything like her. She wore a dress of indigo crêpe – ‘Real silk,’ said Ma, after she’d gone – and resembled a McCall’s model, too willowy and composed to be real. It took me a moment to realise she was studying me with blatant curiosity.

‘You must be Christabel. You wrote to us.’

‘I am. Yes. I can’t believe you came. I must tell Ma …’

The pair of us burst into the kitchen together and found Ma untying her pinafore, full of consternation, as if she knew even before I’d gabbled an introduction that, Pandora-like, I’d opened the box.

‘I don’t think I mentioned that I’d written to that family in Brussels. You know, Françoise … Fleur, who saved Pa. Isn’t it amazing? Her daughter has come all this way to meet us.’

It was the first time I’d actually seen the colour drain from a face, but Ma recovered enough to say, with a stiff smile: ‘It’s certainly a surprise,’ and then she shook Estelle’s proffered hand as if it might poison her.

‘And Mr Geering?’ Estelle asked. ‘Is he here? Is he alive even? Your letter didn’t make it clear, Christabel.’ My name, on her tongue, sounded quite beautiful – Chreestabelle – and I felt a surge of joy that she had transformed it into something exotic.

‘Oh yes,’ said Ma. ‘Very much so. Thanks to your mother.’ She nodded several times and clenched her hands together for emphasis. ‘But he’s at football just now I’m afraid, and won’t be back for an hour or two. Wouldn’t you rather sit in the front room? As you can see, I’ve been baking because it’s Easter tomorrow.’ Estelle dropped into a chair and looked about as if she were in a museum of curiosities rather than our kitchen with its yellow Formica-topped table cluttered with scales and mixing bowls and a dusting of flour. ‘Grand-mère passed your letter to me.’ She reached for the scissors and snipped a ruthless couple of inches from the stalks of her flowers.

The severed stems bled sap and Ma hastily provided a vase and a dishcloth while I cleared a space on the windowsill. Arranged by Estelle, the flowers contrived to look both careless and exquisite.

‘I can tell that I arrived at exactly the right moment,’ she added, having followed Ma’s movements as she put the kettle on, whisked scones from the oven and banged the tray onto the top of the stove. ‘I was about to leave for London anyway, and thought I must look up this Christabel and her family.’

‘Oh I’m so glad you did,’ I said. ‘So you live in Brussels too.’

‘I’ve been studying in Louvain, but my home is a farm called De Eikenhoeve. But why I’m here, what I’m hoping, is that your father will remember his journey through Belgium in the war … My mother …’ The eager anticipation in her eyes was shocking.

‘Oh dear, he hasn’t spoken about the war for years.’ Ma was transferring the scones onto a cooling tray. Not once, since shaking hands, had she so much as glanced in Estelle’s direction. ‘Would you mind … not talking about all this to him straight away? You see, I just don’t know … I really don’t know what he’ll say when he sees you, how he’ll react. I need to give him a little warning.’ Estelle was regarding her with a fixed expression I came to understand very well – it meant that though she was listening, she was nonetheless completely committed to her own agenda. On that first occasion I mistook it for sympathy. ‘Of course,’ she said. ‘I will be very gentle with him.’

‘In any case, he might not be in for some time. He often goes for a pint after the match.’ Ma was obviously hoping that Estelle would give up and depart, but our visitor merely crossed her legs at the ankle, tossed her hat onto Pa’s empty chair and ran her fingers through her hair as if she was settling in for the duration.

‘It’s so good of you to come all the way out to Watford. You mentioned you were visiting London anyway,’ I said. ‘Do you have relatives here? Your English is astonishingly good.’

‘I’m glad to hear it, considering it is my third language. In fact, I am writing a dissertation on seventeenth-century engraving. I must take after my mother – she was an artist before the war.’ Whenever Fleur was mentioned, Ma’s movements slowed and I drew breath. ‘So I needed to visit at some stage. For research. A lot of artists from my country became exiles here.’

Estelle spoke distractedly because she appeared to be spellbound by Ma preparing the tea things. Poor Ma; through our visitor’s eyes I saw with ruthless clarity her perpetually worried features, round shoulders and bunioned feet in the faded pink slippers and was sorry she’d not had time to put on a better frock and change her shoes.

‘How do you like your tea?’ Ma asked. ‘Milk? Sugar? I’m afraid I tend to make it rather strong.’

‘Weak, with lemon,’ said Estelle.

More agony for Ma: should she send me dashing down to Frobisher’s to see if they had any lemons?

‘Ah, no.’ Estelle spotted her mistake. ‘I’m forgetting where I am. I would like tea the English way. Thank you.’

‘So,’ I said, ‘you were brought up on a farm?’

Estelle buttered the scone Ma had offered her. ‘Near the village of Oostervorken, to the north of Brussels.’

‘And do you have brothers or sisters?’

‘I have two older brothers. Pieter is thirty-one years old and he will inherit the farm from our father. Robbe’ – she pronounced this name as Rawbe – ‘is three years younger, but has not yet decided what he will be.’

‘How lovely. Two brothers,’ Ma said, thawing the merest touch, ‘just what I would have wanted for Christine. But it’s so sad that you all grew up without a mother. Who looked after you? Did your father ever remarry?’

‘He did. Yes.’ Neither Estelle’s posture nor her expression changed and yet it was as if she had turned into some brittle substance. ‘I’ve no doubt you’d like to see some photographs of Maman.’ Nudging aside her teacup, she hooked her toe into the strap of a bulging satchel and pulled it closer.

Ma again glanced nervously at the door. ‘We already have a photograph of Fleur,’ she said. ‘Your grandmother very kindly sent it to us.’

‘Oh, I know exactly the one. There were hundreds printed after the war, when Maman became famous. It was an engagement photograph, so quite out of date. These are much more like her, or so I’m told. I’m not the best judge, obviously, since I have no actual memory of her. I was just a baby when she died.’ She produced a brown envelope containing a few photographs that she slapped down in a row, as if dealing a game of Patience.

At that moment we heard the sound of my father’s boots clomping down the alley at the side of the house, his ponderous tread suggesting that Watford had lost.

‘Ted,’ Ma said, waylaying him at the back door. ‘We have a visitor.’

Pa’s reactions were always a little slow and at first he merely removed his cap and glanced kindly at Estelle, greeting her as he might any of my friends. But he must have registered something about her poise and foreignness, or maybe he glimpsed one of the photographs on the table, because his head snapped back as if he’d been punched on the chin.

‘This is Miss … the daughter of Françoise … Fleur.’

‘My name is Estelle Cornelis-Faider.’ Our visitor held out her hand.

He was still a handsome man, my Pa, with the well-defined features that were said to have broken many hearts and made it all the more touching that he had married my mother, plain Joan Myers, ledger clerk at the print. Having stared at Estelle from under lowered eyelids, he lurched towards her, knocking a chair out of the way.

And in a flash, as Estelle placed her hand in my father’s and I glanced at Ma’s face with its sagging skin and tired eyes, it occurred to me that all this time I’d been missing the blindingly obvious. Beautiful, reckless Fleur. Wounded Ted Geering. Nights spent half-buried in leaf mould deep in some ancient wood or slipping by moonlight from shadow to shadow.

Estelle and Pa, who were the same height, stared at each other, she suddenly tongue-tied but holding his hand tightly while he, most uncharacteristically, carried hers to his lips and kissed it.

‘Isn’t it kind of her to call in?’ Ma said, and I could have wept for her, with her shapeless skirt and her too bright voice. ‘Won’t you be wanting your tea?’

‘Yes, tea,’ Pa said. He pressed his fists on the table and hung over the photographs, picking up the first and tilting it towards the light.

‘That’s our farm,’ said Estelle, standing behind him. Close up, I noticed that her own hands were, somewhat surprisingly for so beautiful a young woman, large and workaday. But then she was a farmer’s daughter. ‘You see it’s very old, typical of its kind.’

‘Oh it’s beautiful …’ Ma moved closer to Pa, as if to offer him protection. ‘Enormous. There must be so many rooms. Look, Christine.’

The farmhouse was a long, low building with a turret at one end and a tunnel or archway leading through it.

‘De Eikenhoeve translates as The Oak Farm,’ Estelle explained, ‘so called because of that enormous oak tree. We think it’s older than the house.’ She picked up another photograph. ‘Here is Maman with the two boys, before I was born.’

Fleur had one little boy on her lap while another, slightly older, leant against her knee. The younger child had huge dark eyes and wilful curls, whilst his brother was rather solemn and stolid. Their mother, though clasping each lightly by the waist, looked uncomfortable, almost as if she longed to get up and dash away. ‘Pieter,’ said Estelle, pointing to the older. ‘Robbe is the dark, pretty one.’

‘Oh, I wouldn’t say pretty,’ said Ma. ‘They’re both very handsome. I can see your mother in them.’

‘And here’s Maman again, in my favourite photograph.’ Estelle pushed forward the last as if she were playing a trump card: a photograph of a woman seated at a table and holding a paintbrush, her wavy hair twisted over her shoulder so that the tail of it hung to her waist. She was wearing some kind of loose frock with a tabard over the top. Her eyes were momentous – very bright, with a mischievous gleam.

‘She is so like you,’ I said.

‘I really hope so. What do you think, Meester Geering?’ She glanced up at Pa, who had hung so long over the photograph that a thread of saliva dangled from his lip.

Ma had bustled away and was rinsing the teapot at the sink, emptying it over and over until the water ran clear. At last, Pa shifted from the table and made for the door. ‘No more,’ he mumbled. And then he came back, lifted a strand of Estelle’s hair and turned it in the light. ‘Her hair …’

For a moment I wondered if he might kiss it too, then he disappeared into the yard.

‘I’m so sorry,’ Ma said. ‘Such a shame he wasn’t able to tell you more. I had a feeling something like this would happen.’

‘It doesn’t matter.’ Estelle’s hair fell forward so we couldn’t see her face as she thrust the photographs back into her satchel. ‘It was just … so good to meet you all.’

‘Don’t rush off,’ I pleaded. ‘Or if you must, please come back. Next time we’ll be ready for you, won’t we, Ma? We’ll hold a proper feast in your honour.’

‘Maybe. We’ll see. I’ll be in touch.’ Estelle walked into the hallway, flung open the front door, waved and strode away.

Ma emerged from the kitchen with a splash of red in her hand. ‘She left her hat. Run after her. I don’t want it here.’

By the time I caught up, Estelle was already in Whippendell Road. ‘You forgot your hat.’

She turned to me, her eyes wet.

‘Don’t worry about Pa. He’s not quite right. You mustn’t mind.’

‘I had such hopes that he would remember her.’

‘And he did. You heard what he said about your hair. He’ll soon get used to you. Come to dinner tomorrow, or next Sunday. How long will you be in London?’

She took the hat and clapped it on, then adjusted her satchel so that it sat more comfortably across her body. ‘Maybe the following Sunday, I’ll visit again.’ As she strode off, the tension in her shoulders suggested that she was conscious I was watching.

On the way back to Harewood Road, a fleck of blossom caught in my hair and a bicyclist – a young colleague of Pa’s – yelled hello. Our front door was ajar and the familiar gloom of our hall seemed to reach out and pull me in, the slight smell of soot mingling with beeswax. I shut my eyes and relived that astonishing handshake, Fleur Cornelis-Faider’s daughter and my father. It was I who had achieved that historic encounter, through my letter, and the responsibility filled me with awe.

When I went into the kitchen, Ma stood with her back to me at the sink. ‘I told you not to write to them. You have no idea the effect all this might have on Pa. I’m the one who has to deal with him.’

I dried a cup and fumbled for soothing words. ‘Sorry Ma. The point is, Pa survived and he has you and me, whereas Estelle was left with no mother. Don’t you think we should help her?’

Perhaps, as she scoured the top of the stove, Ma was thinking of a youthful Ted Geering and Fleur Cornelis-Faider skimming between hedgerows under the light of a treacherous moon. She appeared to relent somewhat, as she wondered what Estelle would think of Yorkshire pudding, and whether or not to invite Auntie Maisie and family to meet her if she visited again.
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