

[image: cover]





[image: ]







Christelle Angano is a French author.


Through her works, she enjoys taking her readers on a journey—not only through her beloved Normandy, but also to more distant lands. She also addresses social issues, on which she does not hesitate to take a stand. She places great importance on the work of remembrance and has dedicated a trilogy, The Clara Cycle, to her great-grandmother. Clara Matthews Chompton, a British-born woman who became a naturalised French citizen, was arrested following a denunciation and died in deportation for helping paratroopers from the British 9th Battalion during D-Day.


In 2022, she chose to leave the national education system to dedicate herself entirely to writing and founded her own business, Éléphants et pattes de mouches.


She now devotes herself fully to writing, leads workshops, and has also decided to expand her work as a ghostwriter.









The little boy and the paratrooper









Preface


Much is written about the gallant French Resistance during the Second World War, but resistance took on more forms than solely armed opposition, for instance the crucial intelligence gathering prior to D-Day. Another facet that does not receive too much attention are the actions of the many ‘ordinary’ French people who were not active resistants, but ultimately risked their lives, and those of their families, to help members of the 6th Airborne Division that had been dropped wide during the early hours of D-Day, many landing miles beyond their designated Dropping Zones.


Christelle has produced a beautifully written and poignant tale that reflects, in one such incident, the many legacies of this bravery; one of them being love. She relates in a masterful manner the depth of pain that can go with such love, engendered and exaggerated during wartime. This book is a tribute to all such French people and I commend the author in the writing of it.


Neil Barber




Neil Barber





Neil Barber is a British historian specialising in the airborne operations of the Second World War, particularly those carried out by the British 6th Airborne Division in Normandy. He is the author of several reference works, including The Pegasus and Orne Bridges: Their Capture, Defence and Relief on D-Day and The Day the Devils Dropped In. These works provide detailed accounts of the strategic capture of the Bénouville and Ranville bridges, as well as the actions of British airborne troops on D-Day. With over 30 years of experience, Barber has interviewed many veterans and explored battlefields to enhance his research. He also shares his expertise by guiding tours of the historical sites linked to the 6th Airborne Division in Normandy.


He is a respected member of the 9th Parachute Battalion Reunion Club, and a former member of the Merville Battery Museum Committee.











Report from Sergeant Smith (a genuine document) :





‘We took off for Normandy on June 5, 1944, at 11:15 PM.


At 1:00 AM on June 6, I landed in a forest west of Barneville.


[Barneville la Bertran, author’s note.] I sprained an ankle upon landing. Of course, I immediately tried to contact my section and recover the containers. Without success. So, I stayed hidden in that forest until dawn, then headed north. I then encountered a Frenchman who was able to inform me of my position. I had to stay in the forest for another eighteen hours before heading south this time.


After two hours, I found Corporal Wilson, himself hidden in a hedge. We stayed hidden there until June 7. At 7:00 PM, we began to move southwest. In the evening, a German sentry fired at us, forcing us to hide in a cornfield until dawn. We were then able to resume our journey, and around 8:00 AM on June 8, we managed to take refuge in the forest of Saint Gatien des Bois, where we stayed until June 9.


As we headed towards Saint-Benoît, we met two women who agreed to help us. They returned with their brother and brought provisions. We stayed hidden in a forest near Saint-Benoît until June 12.


During these three days, the Frenchman brought us sustenance: some blankets and provisions. Finally, on June 12, a member of the Resistance arrived at our hiding place and took us by truck to a barn about three kilometres east of Honfleur, where we stayed until June 25, before a group of about thirty resistance fighters took us to a house near Manneville. On July 9, we were taken once again, still by truck, to a barn four kilometres north of Beuzeville.


Eventually, the two men managed to return to the United Kingdom at the end of August 1944, after, as we have seen, being cared for by the Resistance and regularly moved to throw off pursuers.


Meanwhile, four or five other paratroopers stayed in Barneville-la-Bertran, taken in by local families.


Clara Matthews Chompton was of English origin; she acted as an interpreter and, like others, helped with supplies. Thus, a part of the community came to the aid of the English, hiding them, feeding them, and providing them with clothing.


Clara was my great-grandmother.


I (albeit very freely) drew inspiration from the story of the paratroopers of the 9th Battalion and Clara’s tale to write this novel, which I dedicate to them.




‘Music washes away the dust of everyday life.’





— Art Blakey


‘Friendship is certainly the finest balm for the pangs of disappointed love.’


— Mark Twain









PART ONE


1994


Moonlight serenade









Chapter 1


Grand-Bourg-Lès-Essart, December 14, 1994 Pension Les Sources


The hoarse ringing of an old alarm clock echoed in the small room. With a swift motion, Peter Gordon silenced it, but the ticking, unperturbed, soon resumed. Now awake, the man put on on his slippers, placed neatly under the bed, and with a hesitant gait, made his way to the bathroom. It was the walk of a man marked by life, memories, and certainly, regrets.


On the old-fashioned sink lay a straight razor, a shaving brush, and soap. Above it, a small, cracked mirror hung from a simple chain. Everything was ready. With a familiar gesture, Peter Gordon ran a hand over his chin to feel the roughness of a burgeoning beard. A perfect shave was a matter of honour for him, and over time, this morning ritual had become a solemn ceremony.


One final step : the music. An old Glenn Miller record, his idol. Now, everything was ready.


The actions followed an immutable order : the blade sharpened on the worn leather strap, cheeks lathered, and finally, the cold caress of the razor. The motion was slow, sure, instinctive. For the old man, shaving each morning was a way to reconnect with life, to emerge from a night now filled with ghosts ; those of his friends had fallen in the war, and from whom he had never truly been able to part company. Emily’s ghost as well. That persistent feeling of being there, almost like a thief, illegitimate in a way, had never left him. Yes, seeing his face reappear as the soap dissolved, like fog lifting, was like reclaiming himself – a grave, solemn, and always somewhat painful moment.


Once dressed and closely shaved, he headed to the kitchen and prepared his breakfast. A large bowl of black coffee, two slices of toast. The butter was soft, almost rancid, the bread nearly hard. But the old man couldn’t stand waste. ‘Bread and butter shouldn’t be wasted, especially when you’ve known what it’s like to go without,’ he often said.


*


Peter Gordon


Planes had always been Peter Gordon’s passion ; flying, his fantasy. In those great birds he saw friends that allowed him to dream, and the pilots were heroes of modern times. When, as an adolescent, life at the Walsall Orphanage became unbearable, and the thick, cold walls seemed to close in on him until he felt suffocated, he imagined himself at the controls of one of those machines. His hero at the time was Douglas Bader, a passionate pilot who had lost both legs in a stunt accident but had, nonetheless, rejoined the Royal Air Force at the start of the war. His handicap earned him the nickname ‘The Legless Ace’ back then. The young Peter Gordon was deeply impressed by the aviator’s courage and determination. Unfortunately, joining the prestigious No. 1 Flying Training School RAF was very difficult, especially when growing up in a Midlands orphanage, two hundred kilometres from London.


During the war, he joined the 9th British Parachute Battalion, one of those that landed in Normandy. Once peace returned, he settled in London where he found a job as a mechanic at Heathrow Airport. It was his way of continuing to dream. Later, however, he left the world of aviation to enter the world of music, his other passion, and became a salesman in a music shop, ‘The Paradise for Musicians,’ on the famous Denmark Street. There, he could spend hours talking about clarinets and trombones, his favourite instruments, and he became friends with the owner, an old bachelor who was a jazz enthusiast and who had dedicated his life to music. Those were good years, and Peter finally blossomed. One morning, a young man walked into his shop to buy his first guitar. What pride for Peter to recount, years later, that he had helped George Harrison, the Beatles’s guitarist, chooses his first instrument ! When the old owner died a few years later, he bequeathed his shop to Peter. And yet, despite the success of his business, Peter felt it was time to move on. France attracted him. That’s where he wanted to live.


He went there every year, in June and December. As a veteran, he wouldn’t miss the call for the ‘DDAY’ commemorations for anything in the world. In Merville-Franceville, at the site of the battery, he made a habit of honouring the memory of his fallen friends.


He discovered the small town of Douvres la Délivrande, on the Côte de Nacre. At that time, he was searching for the grave of a childhood friend with whom he had grown up in the orphanage and who had been lost at the beginning of the war. He eventually learned that his friend had fallen in this small town in Normandy. That’s where he rested. Peter made it a habit to come ‘visit him’ every year – his expression – most often standing silently and respectfully at the grave. Sometimes, often, he would take out his harmonica to play a very solemn ‘God Save the Queen.’


He ended up selling his shop to settle on the Côte de Nacre, finding work as a guide in a small museum, and becoming a translator and correspondent for the Ouest-France newspaper. He lived there for many years, in a pretty stone village house, with a small garden where he spent hours dreaming about the past with Winston, his dog, by his side. When he wasn’t dreaming in his garden, he was out drawing. He always carried a sketchbook and a pencil, sharpened with a knife – Peter Gordon hated pencil sharpeners. If one could flip through his sketchbook, they would find a recurring smile, like a refrain. Always the same : a slightly sad, mysterious smile, but one that had something that made you want to believe in the future. There, he was appreciated by all. ‘The Englishman,’ as he was affectionately nicknamed, was a rather solitary and discreet man, about whom little was known, except that he had arrived there one day, almost by chance, and never left. He was often seen at the Baronnie, a former seigneurie of the Bishopric of Bayeux. He loved this place steeped in history, imagining William the conqueror and his friend, Archbishop Thomas of Dover, the first Archbishop of York. The magnificent building had served as a dispensary in 1944, and of course, this could only touch his paratrooper’s heart.


One morning, however, while drinking his coffee in the bar on his street, a small ad in Ouest-France changed everything: ‘Grand-Bourg-Lès-Essart, opening of the boarding house “Les Sources” in the former boys’ school.


He quickly called. Everything happened very fast. When registering, he insisted on occupying Studio 22. Studio 22 and no other. It was the sine qua non condition for him to move in. He was even ready to pay the price for his demand. Why 22 ? ‘22,’ he simply replied. Madame Martin thought the future resident must be quite an original character and accepted. After all, it seemed important to him. He continued, insisting that the beams not be repainted and that the stone walls remain visible. The owner, a little surprised by these new requests, promised to do so. Relieved, the old man added that he would remember it… when the time came.


Thus, it was without regret that he left the village house where he had settled so many years earlier. He left without looking back. The time had simply come to start a new chapter, the last one, probably. Sometimes, one shouldn’t overthink things.


*


On the morning of December 14, it had been exactly one month since he had moved in. Madame Martin had welcomed him eagerly. He was ‘her first Englishman’, she pointed out with a broad smile. He wouldn’t regret his choice and would enjoy his new ‘Home, sweet home.’ The ‘Les Sources’ boarding house… She placed great importance on this term. Boarding house, not a retirement home, and certainly not a nursing home. Everything there had been thought out, designed, and conceived to make one feel comfortable. The place was pleasant, well organised, offering all the necessary comforts to its thirty residents who could no longer or did not want to live alone ; a true living space, even if, for some, life now moved at a slower pace.


The main half-timbered house was an old building reserved for communal living. It comprised a lounge for residents who wanted to watch television, a music room with an upright piano and a dance floor, a reading room, and finally, a pretty and well decorated dining room, for those who wished to dine together. Three outbuildings converted into studios, one of which was reserved for couples, completed the estate. Each building was connected to the main house by awnings, which protected the residents from bad weather or the sun’s heat. At the centre, there was a large shaded courtyard with old oak trees, where a fountain and benches had been installed. In good weather, one could stroll in the orchard adjacent to the house and even rest by a small stream that ran through it. Madame Martin had placed a few picnic tables there. In summer, they were available to everyone. It allowed for socialising when children’s laughter mixed with the crystalline song of the water, much to the delight of all.


Peter Gordon quickly adapted to his new life. Curiously, it was as if he were rediscovering a familiar place. He enjoyed walking along the stream, drawing in the chair under the awning, playing the trombone sometimes, the harmonica often. He took his meals in his studio and went out regularly. He had quickly put a certain distance between himself and the other residents, whom he called ‘the old folks.’ Indeed, approaching 75, Peter did not see himself in these new neighbours, whom he found worn out by this time. No, he had moved into Studio 22 as one moves into a residence, certainly not a retirement home. It was different. At least, for him.


This morning of December 14, lost in his thoughts, he was getting ready. As every year, he was expected in Étretat. The time had come to reunite with Colette and Léo, and also the Hôtel de l’Aiguille. Over the years, he had not missed many of these appointments. Over time, this visit had been taken on the semblance of a pilgrimage.









Chapter 2


Étretat, December 15, 1994


A cold and windy day was dawning over the city. The storm had raged for several days, and, as often in this season, the English Channel had spilled into the streets, covering the promenade with its foam. While tourists were still nestled in the cosy warmth of their hotel rooms, Peter Gordon was already facing the sea, standing straight, his gaze fixed on the horizon. Neither the cold seemed to affect him nor the sea spray bother him. With great care, he descended the few steps separating him from the round, slippery pebbles. The hypnotic backwash rocked the gulls and seagulls, as well as the few boats still asleep on the beach. The waves softened, as if to welcome him. The man raised his hand to his forehead in a very solemn salute to the cliffs before pulling his harmonica from his pocket. The music mingled with the backwash. There was something magical about this communion. Meanwhile, imperceptibly, the sky, bit by bit, prepared to welcome the sun, adorning itself with colours that only Norman skies know how to offer to those who appreciate them. Soon, the chapel of Notre-Dame de la Garde would bathe in the light.


Peter Gordon had a habit of staying at L’Hôtel de l’Aiguille, and had done so for decades. It was his foothold. A simple place where he liked to rest, away from the tumult of a world that overwhelmed him. The hotel was small : five rooms, a dining room, and ‘the boudoir’ with its pretty stone fireplace. The furniture, though a bit old-fashioned, was nonetheless charming, with its faded tapestries and slightly worn armchairs that welcome you with open arms. One felt at ease here. This was certainly due to the personality of Colette, a young, considerate, and gentle woman, always attentive, discreet, and, on top of that, an excellent cook. She and her younger brother, Léo, had been raised by their grandmother after their parents’ death. It was their grandmother who had initiated Colette into the art of cooking. Now, the brother and sister were alone, and Colette had taken over the restaurant. At the time, Léo had begged her not to send him to boarding school. He would stay in Étretat and help her with the hotel ; she needed him. Who would fetch the firewood if he left ? Who would protect her too ? He had said this with such vehemence that she couldn’t help but give in. Thus, the young boy now attended middle school a few kilometres away in Fécamp, and the rest of the time, he helped his sister or dreamed on the beach, tossing pebbles into the water. The two were rarely apart, and people loved seeing them walk together through the streets. The boy was as tall as his sister was short, as blond as she was brunette… One common feature, however : a vast blue gaze that devoured their faces and captured your heart.


Peter always reserved the same room, with a view of the sea; and this, for fifty years now. Over time, Colette had grown attached to this special client she had known since she was a little girl. He often came accompanied by his friend Ruby, an old lady with incredible outfits and laughter. However, if they came together, each had their own room. This year, though, he had come alone, which had worried the young woman. She had therefore asked her brother to spend the day with their old friend, especially when he would climb the cliff, which he would undoubtedly do. That too was a ritual.


*


At his sister’s request, Léo joined their guest on the beach, passing the time by throwing stones into the water.


— It’s chilly. You’ll catch a cold. Come on, Mr. Peter, Colette is waiting for us.


The boy grabbed the musician’s hand and helped him up the slippery steps. In just a few more meters, they would soon be warm. As always, a hearty breakfast awaited them in the hotel kitchen. A large bowl of hot coffee and a chocolate, a few slices of toast, and a glass of juice – nothing better to prepare for a winter day. Peter Gordon then retired to his room, which he was pleased to find just as he had left it. Everything was in its place. Colette had made sure it wasn’t too warm, 19°, no more, no less. Instinctively, he went to the window and opened it wide. He stood there for a moment, inhaling the iodine and gazing at the now-pink sky. Who would have believed that just three days earlier, a storm had battered the coast, with furious waves crashing for hours ? But, as always, Étretat, stoic, had withstood the assault, relying on the next day and, of course, on the Virgin Mary, protector of sailors.


Turning around, Peter noticed the old magazine dedicated to Glenn Miller left for him on the side table the previous day. Smiling, he picked it up, touched by Colette’s gesture, and settled into the small armchair. Soon, his gaze drifted off into the distance. He was young, on a street in London, and the future was his. It all seemed so close… and yet, so distant. But the old man shook his head. It was never good to get lost in such memories. After all, he was happy to be here. Colette and Léo were like the family he never had.


If only Emily…


No, he must not think of Emily. He would turn his thoughts to her later. For now, it was time to do what he had come for, once again. Perhaps for the last time. Slowly, he prepared himself. The time had come for him to return to the great cliff of Aval.


The tourists, now awake, filled the cafés and hotel restaurants where croissants, coffee, and other hot drinks awaited them. The more adventurous had already started their ascent up the paths to the cliffs. Meanwhile, restaurant owners were preparing their tables for lunch. It was the season for crabs and oysters. Platters of seafood, all more appetising than the last, delighted the eye and the palate. Pyramids of shellfish were displayed for hungry eyes. Some preferred velvet crabs, others swore by spider crabs. The impatient chose the easier-to-peel crabs, the gourmets preferred the refined taste of velvet crabs, and in spring, the local speciality was “moussettes”, even if it meant going to the Cotentin or Granville to get them. As for oysters, connoisseurs swore only by those from Grandcamp-Maisy.
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