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  Genevieve and her little brother Claude several weeks after the liberation of Normandy. Genevieve’s dress was made out of material from Lieutenant Wingate’s parachute. Author’s Collection. Editions Robert Laffont: Service Iconographique.
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  Author’s Note For The

  English Language Edition

  Since the publication of this book in France-especially since it became a bestseller-a few people have questioned some of the facts I relate. In France, there are some who maintain I did not give their deeds sufficient credit. In America, some veterans of the 82nd Airborne Division, who fought so bravely in La Fiere, have no memory of our house and therefore doubt my family’s brave deed. The simple fact is that for them La Fière is a small cluster of houses near the causeway over the river, whereas our house, which is still part of that township, is several miles north and across the river. That geographical confusion dims neither their bravery nor diminishes Papa Maurice’s heroic efforts from June 5th to 7th, 1944. Those who have been upset by my book seem to have forgotten that I am not posing as an historian nor as an expert in military affairs. This is my personal story. I was a little girl when the events described took place and I have recreated these as accurately and faithfully as I could, relying not only on my vivid memory but on the corroboration of several witnesses who lived through them with me.


  

  

  


  I dedicate this book

  to all the veterans of the Allied Armies

  and in particular to the paratroopers

  of the 82nd and 101st Airborne Divisions

  who gave their lives to free us,

  to Philippe Jutras, a veteran of Utah Beach,

  Curator of the Sainte-Mère-Eglise Museum,

  to Robert,

  to all my children,

  and, of course,

  to Papa Maurice and

  my beloved mother.
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  Preface

  The railroad line between Paris and Cherbourg stretches straight as an arrow from the capital to that major port city. Along the entire route-which was inaugurated three generations ago by the Emperor Napoleon III-the French National Railroad had constructed a series of pretty little houses, given rent free to the families whose job it was to raise and lower the grade-crossing gates and to make sure the tracks in their area were clear and in good shape.

  Our house was Grade Crossing 104, which, as its name implies, was the hundred and fourth such post on the Paris-to-Cherbourg line. It was a pretty little house, regularly repainted in soft ocher by the railroad company, and it was surrounded by a profusion of flowers and climbing vines that my mother had planted. It was itself a proud, bright flower in the midst of a barren, marshy landscape. In fact, few people as poor as my parents were in those days could boast of living in a house so tidy and smart.

  There were four rooms: the kitchen and my parents’ bedroom on the ground floor, and on the top floor an attic and second bedroom. What a crazy floor that top story was! The architect who had drawn up the plans for 104 had for some unknown reason laid it out so that we children had to cross the attic to get to our bedroom. What was worse, the attic was big and airy and faced the marshes, but since it had never been completed it served absolutely no purpose. Our bedroom, on the other hand, was tiny, and looked out on the tracks. So my little brother and I were literally shaken in our beds by the frequent passage of trains thundering by directly beneath our window. The trembling seemed to emanate from the earth itself, but since it was part of our existence it never really troubled our sleep.
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  Aerial view of Grade Crossing 104. Imperial War Museum Collection. Editions Robert Laffont: Service Iconographique.

  


  Grade Crossing 104 was five kilometers from the village of Sainte-Mère-Eglise, a Normandy town perched in the vast lowlands and marshes that typified our region. Twice a day I had to make that trip, on my way to school and back. The morning trip was pleasant enough, and even the first part of the return trip in the evening: three and a half kilometers through calm and peaceful countryside. But the final leg of the journey was another matter altogether. Once I reached the railroad, I had a kilometer and a half along the narrow path beside the roadbed, with only the marshes on either side. The narrowness of the path itself, the unpredictable wind that gusted throughout the region, the frequent passage of the thundering trains, which spewed their half-burned cinders and menacing jets of steam-all constituted the many dangers I had to face every day. But at the end of that nocturnal, hazardous walk there lay our house, Number 104. I thought of it as my daily reward.

  We also had the use of another house, set on higher ground in the midst of a thirty-acre field. This second house had in earlier days been a sheep pen, and so we called it the Sheepfold. It deserved its name. The part which had housed the sheep was enormous, with room enough for hundreds of sheep. As for the humans, they had to get by with a kitchen on the ground floor, which doubled as a main room, where my parents slept, and a small bedroom on the floor above.
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  Grade Crossing 104. Author’s Collection. Editions Robert Laffont: Service Iconographique.

  


  It was hard to say which of the two houses I preferred. I liked them both. Life at the Sheepfold was rougher than at 104. The latter, like all the Grade Crossing houses, had both a pump and a cistern. In times of severe drought, we would go and fetch our water in the Merderet, a little stream that ran through the marshes, which always dried up in summer. At the Sheepfold water was often a problem, and many times we had to share the watering trough for the cattle and horses that my parents were paid to look after. Whether we stayed in one house or the other depended on my parents’ professional obligations, for they needed both jobs to keep body and soul alive.

  Part of my father’s job with the railroad was to check the state of the tracks between Grade Crossings 104 and 103. When the marsh wasn’t dry, my father would take us with him in a flat-bottomed boat as he inspected the state of the line. For years the high points of my life were these little cruises, on a boat without sail or wind, and whose captain, my father, was called Papa Maurice.
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  The Sheepfold, which has stood empty for over twenty years. Author’s Collection.
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  September 3, 1939

  The day war was declared, it was the church bell of Sainte-Mère-Eglise that rang out first. Never had I heard bells ringing that way. I’ll remember it as long as I live. I knew at once that it was a bell of warning or alarm. I could see the belltower from my bedroom window at the Sheepfold, and I was looking, transfixed, at the church.

  Amfreville’s belltower responded immediately, followed several seconds later by those of Fresville, Neuville-au-Plain, and Chef-du-Pont. It was a strange, slow melody, even sadder than certain autumn evenings when dusk falls. To me, church bells are happy. Of course, they do ring at funerals, too, but those I had learned to recognize. No, this was no funeral; it was a new and menacing sound, a dismal chant filled with storms and desolation that lay heavy over the fields and fen. Why? What did it mean?

  That day Mama had left me-the big girl of six and a half that I was-in charge of her one-year-old baby brother, who lay sleeping in his crib. Poor Mama. As the bells began to ring, I was looking at her through the window. She was wielding a sickle, doing her best to cut the tufts of thorny bushes that grow, in random patches, in the meadows, like weeds in a garden. Cattle that ate them could damage their stomachs. Some people called them “cursed thistles,” but around here we simply referred to them as “cow killers.”

  Mama was the sole custodian both of the large herd of beef cattle and the thirty acres of meadow on which the cattle grazed. She had her hands more than full, and, in addition, two small children to take care of. My father managed to spend every penny he earned drinking with his buddies. So my mother was working, as usual. The ordinary, everyday work of an ordinary, everyday day. As for Papa Maurice, he was nowhere in sight. But we knew what he was up to: he was downing his daily portion of hard cider or Calvados.
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  The Chateau d’Amfreville. Author’s Collection.

  


  My mother had been up at the crack of dawn, as she always was. Before she had left for the Leroux dairy farm, where she and another woman split the job of milking some twenty cows, she had come and laid my baby brother in my arms. He was fast asleep, and I had hardly dared breathe for fear of waking him up.

  Little Claude was not just my brother, but also my protégé and my refuge. He was the only person in the world-aside from my mother-with whom I felt at ease. I watched him sleeping, attentive to his every breath, fearful yet impatient for him to wake up, so that I could see him open his eyes and smile and begin to babble.

  When she had finished milking the cows, at about nine o’clock, my mother came back to the house. Climbing the steep wooden stairs that led to my room, she had come to claim her baby. While she offered him her breast, I went down and lighted the fire in the big fireplace. It was breakfast time. Our breakfasts were very simple. Two pieces of bread sliced out of the six-pound loaf, grilled over the fire, and dipped into hot milk. After breakfast, work time: for my mother, out into the meadow; for me, cleaning up the house. My older sister and brother, Denise and Francis, had jobs at Leroux’s, doing general chores during the summer vacation.

  Yes, today was an ordinary day. Outside, everything was still. Off to my left, along the fence that bordered the road, the tall elms cast almost no shadow. It was noon. To my right, beyond the trees that marked the end of the meadow, the marshes began, through which the railroad ran as far as the eye could see. This swamp was still dry; winter was a long way off. I could see some cows and horses grazing there-not ours, I knew. Could it be that Papa Maurice was watching them too, leaning up against the gate crossing of 104—that old wooden gate like all the gates in the countryside-making sure that none of the horses or cattle strayed onto the tracks as the train approached? Or maybe he was pacing up and down the tracks, keeping an eagle eye open for any rails that might have expanded with the heat.

  An image of peace and serenity. Nothing bad could happen to us. Life was hard, very hard some times, but it was ours. Why should it change? And who would have the power to change it?

  The bells were still ringing. Why? Why were they ringing so loud and long? I had to find out. Glancing at my little brother, and seeing that he was still fast asleep, I left the house and ran toward my mother. She might know. She heard me coming and straightened up. I could see she was crying as she folded me in her arms. I buried my head in her breast and asked her why the bells were ringing that way.

  “It’s an alarm,” she said. “It’s awful. They’re ringing to tell us war’s been declared.”

  “War?”

  “War is when men go out and fight each other. Kill each other.”

  I’d heard of war before. But in my mind wars took place far away, in a corner of France where neither I nor my mother would ever go. So what would that change for us?

  “You’ll have plenty of time to learn what war is,” she said sadly. “We’re going to become poorer and poorer, more and more unhappy.”

  Maybe so. But I hadn’t noticed that we were unhappy. I wasn’t a spoiled child, like some city kids who never knew what it was like to work. I already had my responsibilities, my allotted chores. I had seen hard times before, and knew I would again. But still that was no reason to despair, was it?

  My mother was crying; I had to cheer her up. At least try.

  “Come on, Mama, give me a big smile. And stop working. You’ll see. It’ll be all right. Come back to the house with me, I’ll make you a cup of coffee.”

  “I can’t, Geneviève. I can’t stop now. I still have a lot of fences to check before dark. The cattle have broken some of the barb wire, and I have to string new ones.”

  “Too bad! You can’t believe how cute the baby is today!”

  I knew that would do the trick: a faint smile came over her lips, and she followed me meekly to the house. As she was sipping her coffee I came over and sat on her lap.

  “Don’t be sad,” I said. “Why don’t you teach me a new song.”

  As far back as I can remember, I always loved to sing. So much so that I sometimes think I learned to sing before I learned to talk. My mother knew how much I loved it — a passion she shared—and so she taught me a new refrain every day, or, on those days when she didn’t have time, a new couplet added onto yesterday’s song. Like me, my mother had a very pretty voice. And both of us derived equal and endless pleasure from our singing exercises. I practiced all day long, in the house after my father had left for the day, on the road, when I went with my mother to market or on my way to meet my sister Denise on her way home from school. Sometimes I even broke into song in the middle of my classes, before I could catch myself.

  It was our one luxury, one that cost nothing and did no harm to anyone. But that day my mother had trouble indulging it. She looked so sad.

  “Do you really want me to teach you a new song,” she said, “even despite the war?”

  Mama had once told me how one of the kings of France, Louis XIII, had placed our country under the protection of the Holy Virgin. In case of danger, it was to Her we had to pray. She could not refuse our prayers. I knew there was a pretty song that talked about it.

  “Teach me that song about the Virgin Mary and France,” I said.

  “All right. But pay close attention to the words. I’m only going to sing it once. I have to get back to the fields.”

  Then she began to sing, very softly, enunciating the words very carefully. And I repeated each line after her:

  
    Holy Mother,

    Our sole salvation

    Lend us your loving hand.

    Save our nation

    Save our beloved land.

  

  Certain memories remain forever engraved in your mind. Nothing will ever erase from mine the memory of this first day of the war, and that song whose words are indeed naive but full of meaning. It was a prayer, a real prayer. My mother smiled and patted me on the cheek. Then she went back to her work, leaving me once again alone with my little brother. But not for long.

  My father arrived home earlier than expected. His cap was askew, his eyes glazed, his expression more ferocious than usual as he stumbled across the threshold. He grabbed the door frame to keep from falling down. I knew what that meant. It meant I ought to make myself scarce, and I edged toward the staircase, hoping to sneak upstairs before he saw me. But it was useless. Papa Maurice caught sight of me and roared:

  “Trying to hide, are you! Come over here!”

  I had no choice but to obey. I knew what was in store for me. No one could have protected me. My mother had come back from the fields. But what could she do? Standing just five feet, and weighing only 100 pounds, she was no match for her husband.

  “Come over here,” he said again.

  Submissively I walked over to him. He raised his hand. The first slap caught me square in the face. Again, the huge hand, bigger than a washerwoman’s paddle, struck me full force. A trickle of blood ran down from my lips.

  That was enough. As he brought his hand down again, I moved my head away at the last second and his hand crashed into a corner of the massive oak clothes closet against which I had been leaning.

  Papa Maurice let out a howl of pain. Then he collapsed into a chair and launched into a diatribe, only partly coherent, about the evils of war. “Madness!” he thundered. “Total madness. Shouldn’t be allowed to exist, I tell you!” But I knew it was only a lull in the storm, so I quietly sneaked upstairs to my room. There I knew I would be safe. My father was scared stiff of that staircase. Even in his worst moments, he remained painfully aware of the danger that the ascent of those thirteen wooden steps represented for him. He would have cracked his skull on them. Happily for me, he never made the attempt. So I knew I was safe until the next day.

  A little while later, Mother brought the baby up to me. Then she left for the Leroux farm, to milk the cows again, as she did each evening. As payment, she came home with two liters of fresh milk.

  Night was falling. I thought back on my day: the church bells ringing their sad alarm; my mother crying; the baby asleep; father coming home drunk. These would be my memories of that first day of World War II.

  On that day, I was six years and five months old.
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  September 1939-June 1944

  Jean Leroux and his wife, Madame Marguerite, were the important people of the region. Their farm, Noires Terres, was vast and imposing. I used to go there often with my mother, whom the Leroux’s had known for many years, from the time before she was married. They always found some work for her on the farm, which assured us of our daily needs. It was work most often paid for in food rather than money-not all that different from the relationship between noble and peasant in the Middle Ages, with the difference, of course, that the work here was voluntary. But many of the labors performed were not all that different than they must have been in medieval times. Both the men and women of the region threshed the grain by hand with rhythmic strokes, for hours on end, seated on the stone floor of the farm courtyard; they were armed with flails, instruments made of two pieces of wood, one long and one short-not unlike the wooden handles of tools-and joined by leather cords about ten centimeters long, which gave them flexibility. It was hard, painful, and trying work, much as it must have been hundreds of years ago.

  The buildings that composed the Leroux farm formed a four-sided complex, and I used to walk wide-eyed through the various buildings. One entered the complex through an archway nestled between a stable and cattle barn. On your right were the barns and storage sheds. At the far end of the courtyard was the master’s dwelling, only one story high but so vast there must have been ten or a dozen rooms, at least. I thought how nice it would be to live in such a house.

  The fireplace at the Sheepfold was built in such a way that we had been able to install, beneath its mantel, a wooden bench where little Claude and I could sit on cold winter evenings. The bench was to the left of the fireplace, the right side being reserved for the chicks born during the off-season, for to sustain our needs we raised both chickens and rabbits. Fastened to the back of the fireplace was a heavy hook which held the big pot in which my mother always kept soup simmering. One winter evening I arrived home from school after a long, icy walk, and sat down at my usual place on the little bench by the fire. I rubbed my hands close to the fire, and had just begun to feel warmer when all of a sudden the hook that held the soup pot came loose, and the pot full of boiling soup spilled all over me.

  I screamed. I was burned so badly that I had to spend the rest of the winter in bed. A whole winter of endless days in the house alone, with only my little brother for company. To help the days pass my mother gave me a doll. It was my first doll.

  The doctor came to the house twice a week to change my bandages. I hated his visits, for the operation was very painful, and I could never hold back the tears.

  “If you cry,” the doctor said, “I’ll take your doll away.”

  He wasn’t so dumb. I had one toy, one real toy, a doll such as every little girl on the face of the earth dreams of having. And he knew I wasn’t about to let him take it away from me.

  Leaning over me, he began to remove the bandages. I closed my eyes and clenched my teeth. Not a sound escaped my lips.

  My doll was my dream; pain was part of life. If I wanted one, I would have to endure the other.

  In the meantime, we had more or less grown used to the presence of the Germans. For the most part that war was far away, and the news of what was happening, brought to us by word of mouth, often seemed vague and filled with rumors. Anyway, war was a serious matter not for children’s ears, so in our presence the subject was rarely discussed. And yet we knew more than the grownups realized. We knew that war was, as Papa Maurice had said, total madness, but that it was also very complicated. For instance, we saw that some Frenchmen, our own people, not only sported but proudly wore armbands with a swastika on them. They worked for the Germans, and had the job of patrolling the tracks. They not only invited themselves to lunch whenever they felt like it, but they also ate the best food. They thought that was only normal.

  As for the French who continued to fight for our liberation, we didn’t know who they were. We didn’t even know they existed. The Resistance? We kids had never heard of them. The members of the Resistance laid very low. We all knew about a man named de Gaulle, the general who spoke on the radio. We heard the grownups whisper his name. We didn’t have a radio. And even if we had, what good would it have done us? Neither 104 nor the Sheepfold had electricity. Our radio was prayer. Every night before we went to bed we prayed for the pilots to bomb Germany, we prayed for this man de Gaulle, we prayed for the soldiers who were dying anywhere in the world, and most of all we prayed for victory.

  Meanwhile, while waiting for victory to come, we had to survive. They say that necessity is the mother of invention, and before I was ten I had learned the truth of that maxim. M. Leroux had given us permission to glean his land, after the harvest was in, and that was how we managed to get enough grain of one sort or another to feed our chickens and turkeys during the winter. I also used to go after school to pick two big baskets of dandelion greens from the Leroux farm, which our barnyard friends devoured with great relish. During the summer our fowl managed very well for themselves by scratching about in the fields around the Sheepfold.

  However the rations provided by the government were insufficient to fill even our most basic needs, so we had to figure out some alternate ways to better our lot. Then the idea came to me one bright summer day: we would go poaching! Little Claude was by now big enough to accompany me on my expeditions, and so, whenever we had a free moment from our chores, off we went, hand in hand, exploring the region around La Fière. La Fière! . . . meaning “the Proud”: what a fancy name for a tiny village of only a few houses which in winter stood just a scant few inches above the water that inundated the surrounding swamps. Legend had it that “La Fière” came from a German or Anglo-Saxon word meaning “ferry” and really did not mean “proud” at all. Apparently one could trace its origins back to the Norman pirates of old. And the fact was that, in the written records of the fiefdoms of Normandy, a certain Gauthier de Sainte-Mère-Eglise and Thomas de la Fière each held a knight’s fiefdom under a grant from the Lord Lithaire. But all that was long, long ago, and nothing about the region was even vaguely reminiscent of the fierce pirates or warlike knights who once held forth here. On the contrary, the utter calm, the various birds of passage, the peacefulness of the countryside made La Fière a tiny corner of paradise. In 1943, it was our favorite region for exploration. From there, we reconnoitered into the neighboring villages. On this particular day our foray took us to a stream that had all but dried up. And yet it was strange, this stream: a real gold mine, for it was swarming with eels. And eels are delicious. I knew at least three ways to prepare them: fried in the skillet, smoked in the fireplace (in which case you eat them guts and all), or salted. My mouth was already watering, and I made up my mind to bring home this unexpected bounty.
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  The Merderet River: the X marks the spot where Geneviève fed the pike near the bridge on the railroad tracks. Author’s Collection.

  


  My father’s boat was only a stone’s throw away, and I knew he always kept a pail in it, to bail out the water after a rain. It was just what we needed to catch the eels. I scooped up a bucketful of water and examined the contents: just as I had hoped, it was swarming with eels.

  From that point on it was all downhill. The bucket was heavy, the river bank steep and high. Every step we took we sank waist high in the mud. We had to find help. Abandoning our treasure was out of the question. A willow tree bent down and lent us a helping hand so that we could pull ourselves out of the mire. As for the pail, there was no way we could hoist it out of the mud without our sinking back in ourselves. So we covered it with some large leaves from one of the wild plants that grew in profusion at the edge of the swamp; its sap is a magic balm against the sting of nettles. With the leaves as protection, the eels would not suffer from the summer sun.

  We ran toward the Sheepfold, covered from head to foot with a coating of foul-smelling mud. Seeing us arrive, out of breath and smelling to high heaven, my mother let out a cry of alarm. Then she washed us off, combed our hair, and dressed us in fresh clothes while I told her of our miraculous discovery. She didn’t believe a word I said: it seemed too good to be true-or honest. But we insisted for so long that she finally agreed to come and see for herself. She saw, and was convinced. With what seemed like barely an effort, she pulled the pail from its prison in the mud and carried it home easily. There she spent the afternoon cleaning and cooking or salting the manna that had come to us, not from heaven above but from the muddy waters below.

  When the provision of eels was exhausted, I went back to the river bank and explored other pools near the one where I had made our initial discovery. But miracles only happen once. There were no more eels. Where they had gone I didn’t know, but it was certain they had abandoned the drying pools. Still, there were other fish I might catch. Seated in Papa Maurice’s boat, I wondered how I might move them from their watery home to my mother’s skillet. My prayer, that day, resembled no other. Yet the Good Lord must have heard it and smiled, up there on His saintly throne, for He wasted no time coming up with a solution to my problem. It wasn’t the one I hoped for, but it still wasn’t all that bad.

  I had figured out how to open up my father’s padlock, which kept the boat secured to a willow tree at the river’s edge, and how to close it again without anyone being the wiser. Thus I could push the boat into the Merderet and navigate at will without asking permission. One day I set off to explore a section of the Merderet that I had never visited. For a while I poled, using the heavy pole that was in the boat, but I soon grew tired of that difficult method and resorted to moving slowly up the stream by grabbing the high grass at the river’s edge. I kept my eyes glued to the surface of the water, hoping for the miracle. My arms grew more and more tired, but suddenly the miracle occurred: beneath the water, cleverly concealed by some poacher anxious to add to his own larder, lay some reed fish traps.

  If there is enough for one, I reasoned, there ought to be enough for two or three. And even five. The Merderet is so situated that from almost any spot on it you can see in all directions for miles around. No one, not a soul in sight. The stream was calm, the sun shining brightly. The only sounds I could hear were the singing of the birds and the slap of the water against the hull of the boat. I leaned over, plunged my arm into the water and came up with two traps whose contents I emptied nonchalantly into the bottom of the boat. The traps were swarming with fish and eels both. Lots of good lunches and dinners coming up! I brought the boat back to its usual spot, tied it up and returned home with my arms literally filled with fish, which I proudly dumped on the kitchen table.

  Then an awful thought crossed my mind. What if these traps had been laid by Papa Maurice himself? What if he were to catch me poaching on his eels in his boat? The answer came to me immediately: he’d kill me on the spot!

  One night when he was not in his cups I asked him several discreet questions about fish traps. When he had not been drinking, Papa Maurice acted more or less normally. He was kind and thoughtful with everyone-except me. But when Papa Maurice was sober he didn’t resort to physical violence with me. He answered my questions, and from his answers I learned what I wanted to know: the traps had not been laid by him. So I could poach to my heart’s content.

  From that day on, Mama was able to add fish to our menu twice a week. I had become an honest-to-God little poacher. My mother never guessed how I came by the fish, and she was wise enough not to ask. The pleasure of seeing the food arrive on the table was enough for her. As for Papa Maurice, he didn’t say a word. Not even a grunt or grumbled comment in his mustache. He simply must have thought that his wife was managing especially well.

  My little game went on this way for several months. As a precautionary measure, each time I poached the poacher’s traps, I was careful to take only every third or fourth one. That way, I figured, my poaching had a better chance of going unobserved. There were fifteen traps in all. One more, one less: what did it matter? The poacher who, unknowingly, was feeding our family would never notice, and even if he did he had plenty for himself. What did I have to fear?

  The fact is, poachers are an observant breed. That’s their job. While he never caught me in the act, one day he did notice some vestiges of what looked like his traps in the bottom of Papa’s boat. He hid in the high grass and waited, thinking to surprise my father. The fellow poacher was André Cuquemelle, who lived with his wife and two sons in a pretty house at the other end of La Fière. He gave me a good spanking and scolding. Then, more amused than angry, he gave me a lecture to boot.

  “You poor dumb child!” he said. “Don’t you realize you could have drowned a hundred times!”

  He pointed out to me the dangerous aspects of my poaching expeditions, adding: “I don’t care how clever you are. You can’t even handle the pole to push the boat along.” And he made me promise never to poach again, at least in the stream.

  Bye, bye fish; bye, bye eels. What could I poach now? I knew: wild rabbits, which cost nothing and were just as good to eat as our tame rabbits. I asked my brother Francis to make me some rabbit snares and to show me how to lay them. From then on, every day on my way to school I would check the hedges where I had hidden my snares. But rabbits, I decided, were a far smarter breed than eels: for weeks my snares lay empty. Then at long last, I discovered that I had caught a beautiful rabbit by the neck in one of them.

  My joy was short-lived, however. I took the rabbit that I had killed in my arms. He was beautiful, his coat soft and silky, and he was dead. I suddenly burst into tears. I brought my rabbit back home. Still sobbing, I laid it on the kitchen table. My mother took me in her lap and did her best to console me. But nothing she said helped. With all the wisdom of my ten years, I knew in my heart I was a criminal. Ever since, I’ve never been able to take any animal’s life.

  I went to school every day, and in my tenth year discovered the French language—a language I had hardly known when I started school, since at home we spoke a local patois- and I fell in love with it. French history also was one of my favorite subjects, and I often dreamed of the strange quirk of fate that had, through a misalliance, made me a poor child. My paternal grandfather was from a very old, powerful, and wealthy family. Unfortunately for him, however, he fell in love with one of his family’s employees and planned to marry her. His father tried to dissuade him, and threatened to disinherit him if he persisted. But nothing would deter him; he married the girl, and his father not only disinherited him but refused ever to lay eyes on him again. My grandfather and his wife lived in great poverty, for all his father’s friends also refused to help him in any way or to hire him for any post. His wife shared his fate bravely, and despite all their financial difficulties they still managed to have a swarm of children. My father was their last, their “baby.” By the time he came along, their meager resources were reduced to almost nothing. They were so poor by then that they couldn’t even buy him a pair of wooden shoes. He could never go to school. To this day, he doesn’t know how to read or write. Yet in his own way Papa Maurice is a kind of genius. He has a remarkable memory; he taught himself how to count, and he can do figures in his head faster than anyone I’ve ever met. Whenever they put him to the test, he beats anyone in the whole region.

  My teacher was Mademoiselle Burnouf. A confirmed spinster, she was thin and kind, and she rarely if ever raised her voice, even when provoked. She was affectionate and attentive to our needs, and when-as so often happened-my mind wandered away from the blackboard and classroom into other wonderful worlds, she would gently bring me back to earth.

  I had another friend, too, named Madame Mantey. She was much older than Mademoiselle Burnouf, but just as nice. I met her by chance one day in, of all places, the cemetery.

  Each morning I would bring to school a tin pail containing my lunch, which I downed as fast as I could all alone in the school yard. The other children either went home for lunch or ate with one of the local people, under an arrangement made so that children who lived in the more distant villages could profit from a hot lunch. Like me, many children lived several kilometers away. I had always refused that solution, preferring my freedom and solitude to the comfort of a regular meal. That way, I always had two hours to myself each day. I wandered idly through the streets of Sainte-Mère-Eglise, which at that hour was virtually deserted. I loved the village’s quiet charm, and my favorite building was the old church, which had been built in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries and had managed to last through wars and troubles without so much as a scratch.

  One day I wandered into the cemetery, where I discovered a tombstone of pink marble topped by an almost life-size angel. I read the inscription: it was the tomb of a little girl who had also been named Genevieve. I sat down on the ground in front of the tomb and thought to myself how lucky she was to be dead. No one could hurt her any more or make her suffer. The night before my father had beaten me, and although I usually took his beatings in stride, for some reason this time it had affected my morale and I was feeling sorry for myself.

  I didn’t hear the old lady approaching. She touched my shoulder. I jumped. The lady didn’t ask me any questions, but sensing that I was sad she simply sat down beside me and began to talk, softly and slowly, about everything and nothing. I realized after a while that it must be almost time to go back to school, and told the lady that I had to leave or I’d be late.

  She asked me if I would walk with her back to her house, which was near the school. She was old, very old. Worn out by the walk that had taken her farther than she had planned, she at one point put her hand on my shoulder. I gave a cry of pain. The old lady stopped and asked me:

  “What’s the matter, child?”

  “Nothing, Ma’am. I hurt my shoulder, that’s all. It’s nothing. You can lean on the other shoulder if you like.”

  “Does it hurt a lot?”

  “No, not really.”

  “I’d like to take a closer look. Come into the house with me.”

  “I can’t, Ma’am. I’ll be late for school, and Mademoiselle Burnouf will be angry with me.”

  “Don’t worry about that. I’ll go back with you and explain why you were late.”

  I followed her into her kitchen, where she asked me to take off my sweater, blouse, and undergarment. What she found left her open-mouthed. Papa Maurice has a very heavy hand sometimes. My torso and rib cage were black and blue, and my father’s whip had left ugly red welts throughout my upper body. Two wounds, one on my shoulders and the other on my hip, were open and running, partially infected.

  Madame Mantey cleansed my wounds and bandaged them gently. She seemed to know what she was doing, and told me that she had been married to a doctor, who had died long ago, oh, some twenty-five years now. Pointing to my wounds, she asked:

  “How did you get them? Who did that to you?”

  I hestitated for a long moment, then told her in a rush of words. The night before I had arrived home late. Papa Maurice had asked Mademoiselle Burnouf to note in my book the exact time I left school. He gave me thirty minutes to make it home, not a minute more. Yesterday it was my own absentmindedness that had done me in. When I was about halfway home, I realized that I had forgotten to buy bread. So I turned around and went back to the village. As soon as I did I knew that I could never make it home in time, and that Papa Maurice would be waiting to punish me. Depending on how late I arrived, he inflicted one of two punishments, both of which he had made up. Generally he made me kneel down on two pieces of irregularly shaped flintstone, and cross my hands in front of me. He’d then place a brick in each of my hands, and as soon as the weight of the bricks, or my own fatigue, made me lower my arms, he’d pick up his bull’s whip and thrash me across the back, as though I were a galley slave. He always made me bare my torso before he beat me, which was where the scars and welts came from.

  The old lady listened to me in silence. Then she raised her eyes, and I could see tears streaming down her cheeks. “Listen,” she said to me, “I’m going to teach you to pray in a very special way.” I believed that this method of praying was responsible for the fact that I was never punished this way again—except once, when I had forgotten to do it properly.

  The old lady accompanied me back to school, which was just across the street. Mademoiselle Burnouf met us at the door and said to me:

  “Go to your seat. And don’t make any noise. The other children are doing their exercises.”

  I did as she told me. Then Mademoiselle Burnouf closed the schoolhouse door, and I couldn’t hear what my new friend told her. But from that day on Mademoiselle Burnouf changed her attitude toward me. Not that she hadn’t been nice before, but now she was even more attentive and patient. I was sure that Madame Mantey had given her a full description of my unhappy home life with Papa Maurice. Yet Mademoiselle Burnouf never talked about it, and I appreciated her discretion. From that day on, she often invited me to have lunch with her, in winter filling me with a good hot soup or a special dessert she had made herself. She didn’t have to ask me twice. At home we now lacked almost everything in the way of food, and certainly delicacies of this kind. I did my best to work harder in French, and forced myself not to dream of the birds I wanted to imitate in song and of the trees I wanted to climb with the agility of a squirrel.

  Some evenings, when Papa Maurice had not been drinking, I would climb to the top of a tall elm tree near the house-postponing as long as possible the time when I went to bed-and from my high post contemplate the surrounding world.

  One night when I was up there a hundred feet above the ground, Papa Maurice passed underneath, and I called out to him:

  “Hey, Papa. I’ll bet you’re too old to climb all the way up here where I am!”

  “You’re on, young lady!” he called back. And with an agility I would never have thought him capable of, he clambered up the tree till he reached me at the top.

  “And what are you doing way up here, all alone in the dark?” he asked.

  “Waiting for the stars to come out,” I said.

  Similar to the chicks hatching from their shells of darkness, the stars never ceased to fascinate me. I spent hours studying them.

  “Do you know they have names?” my father said.

  “Names? You’re joking! Don’t you see how many there are?”

  “Well, maybe not all of them. But some of them do. Look, see that bright one over there? That’s the North Star. Sailors use it to navigate by. And those are the Big Dipper. And over there’s the Little Dipper.”

  “Is there a star called Genevieve?”

  “I don’t think so,” Papa Maurice replied, dead serious.

  “That’s too bad. I would have liked that.”

  In the growing darkness I could see a smile cross my father’s lips. He put his arm around my shoulders and pulled me against him. For a moment my head rested on his strong chest. It was the first gesture of tenderness he had ever showed me. Timidly, I told him so. His reply was one I couldn’t figure out. And what was more, he said it in French, not in patois. It was also the first time I had ever heard him speak French.

  “You know, child,” he said, “between you and me nothing will ever be possible. I’m close to you solely to add to your burden.”

  What had he meant? What burden was he referring to? His strange admission went straight to my heart. Here we were, snuggled together on our unstable perch at the top of this great elm, watching the stars. Papa Maurice and his daughter. My emotion made me shiver. Papa mistook it for my reaction to the cool night, and made me get down from the tree. I protested that I wasn’t cold and asked if I could stay up there a little longer with him. But he wouldn’t hear of it.

  “Get down, I said.”

  I got down.

  Madame Mantey’s conversation with my teacher soon bore its fruits. Each evening before I left school she checked my basket to make sure I hadn’t forgotten anything, and went over the list of errands I was to run. She only wrote in my time of departure after she had finished this examination. As a result, I was never beaten any more for having forgotten my errands or for arriving home late. Which didn’t mean that from one day to the next my life turned into a bed of roses. When he had too much to drink, Papa Maurice’s imagination knew no bounds. He found many another pretense to punish me. But in the course of all this I had gained two real friends. I felt less alone, less lost than I had felt before.

  Not long after this incident we moved from the Sheepfold back to 104. As always, we moved by boat from one house to the other. It was the quickest and easiest solution. Both houses were furnished with all the basics, so all we had to do was transport our immediate possessions. We loaded everything into a wheelbarrow and rolled it to the bank of the Merderet, which ran just beyond the line of trees that marked the northern border of the Sheepfold property. There Papa Maurice was waiting for us with his boat. We loaded everything into the boat, which he poled upstream about a kilometer. One of us children would always go with him, to unload the boat at a spot not more than two hundred meters from 104. There we would all reload the wheelbarrow and make the final stage of our journey to our new abode. The whole move took less than a day, and by evening we were settled into our new quarters and new routine.

  Only a few days after our return to 104, in the late summer of 1943, the Germans arrived for a visit. We had seen plenty of German soldiers on the troop and munitions trains that passed by, but these Germans arrived by plane. The handsome metal bird swooped down out of the bright blue sky and landed near our house. That day I fell madly in love for the first time in my life: not with the Germans, but with the glorious machine that had brought them. Gently I caressed its gleaming wings and fuselage. One day, I promised myself, I too would fly among the clouds. I who had watched the birds dip and soar in glorious freedom would be jealous of their powers no more.

  But the plane had not landed a few scant meters from our house to bring pleasure to a ten-year-old peasant girl. I watched the haughty Germans, resplendent in their impeccable uniforms and highly polished boots, emerge from their plane one by one. They didn’t strike me as particularly friendly. But then why should they be? What did we represent for these blond, gray-eyed men? We whose lives were spent in back-breaking work eking out a bare existence from the land, whose main function was raising and lowering the level-crossing gate as the trains filled with soldiers sped past? Nothing more than slaves, ants in a conquered anthill: nothing but poor French peasants. Our role was to be polite and deferential, and to respond to their questions with a “Yes, Sir,” “No, Sir.”

  I watched my father respond to their questions, and was surprised at how polite and deferential he was. I’d never seen him so friendly and courteous. Anyone who didn’t know him would have assumed, from his fawning air, that he was a milksop or, worse, a coward, ready and willing to collaborate to save his skin or keep out of trouble.

  But I knew Papa better than that. For all his faults, he was no coward. In fact, he really was an old bandit. No one ever put anything over on him. He hated the Germans. But he also knew that he was David to this arrogant Goliath, and that in such an unequal contest the only weapons were guile and cunning. His deference was only a trap, and the Germans fell right into it.

  One of the German officers, clearly the spokesman, pointed out toward the swamp and said: “We’re going to build an airfield here.”

  One could understand why this vast, flat plain struck the German engineers as a perfect spot for an airfield. Papa Maurice knew they were perfectly right in their assessment. He squinted and nodded, as though he agreed completely, and said: “I know these swamps like the back of my hand. I’d be happy to take you through them if you like.”

  The German accepted his offer. Then my father set about quietly and with utter seriousness explaining to the Germans that six months out of the year the swamps were flooded.

  “Terrible, these floods,” he shook his head as though remembering the annual catastrophe. “And the worst part about it is, we can’t do anything about it. Not a damn thing.”

  He lied with amazing calm. He was risking his neck, and he knew it. During the winter, the Merderet did in fact overflow its banks, but no one had ever thought to try and prevent it. Actually, the brackish water of the Douve, into which the Merderet flowed, brought with it at high tide alluvial soil, and sometimes kelp, that enriched the soil of the pastures.

  Yet if anyone had wanted to prevent the floods, there was a simple enough way to do it: dig the bed a little deeper and build up the banks. Papa knew that very well, but he carefully refrained from mentioning it to the Germans. He began to take them on a tour of the area, leading them to those places that were the wettest. He took his trusty shovel along, and every so often would stop and dig down in one or two carefully chosen spots. Almost immediately, the holes would fill with water. The Germans wanted to see everything: the “Big Swamp” near the Chateau d’Amfreville and Fres-ville, the “Little Swamp” near La Fière, and the higher ground in the vicinity of the Sheepfold. Papa Maurice knew all of them equally well. With the same servile courtesy he had displayed from the start, he led them into the muddiest parts of the swamp he could find. Within no time, their gleaming boots were thick with mud, and their dashing uniforms spattered with mud up to their epaulettes. And this was in summer!

  The Germans refused to admit defeat. For a whole week they took soil samples from dozens of spots, which they would send back for analysis. Papa Maurice was with them from dawn till dusk, constantly offering his help, constantly sabotaging their efforts. Whenever they chose a spot to take a sample, he would smile and say: “Allow me. You’ll get your uniform all dirty.” And inevitably they let him do the dirty work.

  Before putting the samples in the plane, Papa would offer to wipe off the sample cases, and would take them into the kitchen of 104, where he would say to my mother:

  “Add a little water to these bottles.” Then he would take the doctored bottles out to the waiting plane.

  Papa Maurice’s little game paid off. The Germans finally gave up the idea of building their airfield. But they figured that someone else-namely the Allies-might get the same idea, and so they decided that the swamps had to be rendered useless. Marshal Rommel, who had been put in charge of the German defenses against a possible invasion, gave the order to flood both the Big and Little Swamps. In great haste, the inhabitants of the swamps gathered their goods and chattel and moved to higher ground. The German soldiers methodically closed the floodgates that, beneath all the bridges over the Merderet, controlled the flow of the stream. These gates were generally never closed except in years of serious drought. But in the summer of 1943, by the order of Marshal Rommel, the countryside around us changed almost overnight. By the end of the week, the swamps were completely flooded. The water lapped at our cellar door, and everywhere we looked all we could see was a peaceful, gray lake. Only the railroad line stood above the shimmering water, like a highway over the sea.

  When we asked the German soldiers why they had closed the floodgates, they answered: “To prevent the Allies from landing.” Which meant the Germans were afraid of an Allied landing. Which meant that the Allies were planning an invasion. The logic was irrefutable, and refreshing. There was reason to hope again.

  Winter settled in. I still went to school every day, but now entirely by a route along the tracks. Our principal, Monsieur Le-blond, made us practice air raid drills. He would take us out of the school and lead us along back roads in the direction of La Fière. Whenever he blew his whistle, we all had to dive into the ditches beside the road. Unfortunately, the ditches were filled with nettles, which stung. But Monsieur Leblond, a true philosopher, explained to us that a few nettle stings were far preferable to a single bomb or piece of shrapnel.

  As for my friend Madame Mantey, she no longer lived in Sainte-Mère-Eglise. Because of her age and growing infirmity, she could no longer take care of herself, and moved up north to spend the rest of her days with her children. I often thought of her, of her kindness and the strange and useful secrets she had taught me. But I was never to see her again.

  Winter slowly gave way to spring. On April 9, 1944, I celebrated my eleventh birthday. I felt I had said goodbye to my childhood. Now I was a big girl, almost a grownup, and I felt closer than ever to my mother, who still worked day and night, with never a word of complaint, to provide for her family. I tried to become more serious, and more focused. I even tried to daydream less.
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