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June 10, 2017 

 

Gisele bent down and ran her wrinkled hands through the mixture of stone and rubble that 

bordered the rusted tracks. Grass grew over them up ahead. Growing up, Gisele had loved grass. It 

symbolized life to her young mind since it always regrew over graves. As she stared at the grass ahead 

of her now, though, it brought no joyful thoughts her mind. Only pain—a deep numbing pain that did 

nothing but cover up the blood that had once turned the dirt crimson. 

She hoisted herself back up with the help of her cane. Some distance behind her wandered her 

two sons and their families. They chose to give their mother space and out of respect for her—and that 

accursed place—leave their phones in their pockets. No matter their love for history, none of them 

ever wanted anything more than the images that would be cemented into their minds to look back 

upon after leaving that place. 

She passed what was once Henri Santanbien’s red automobile. There were once dozens of 

them in her birthplace. Now there were only fragments of one that was left behind solely for display 

purposes. Gisele touched the side of the car and small chips of paint fell to the ground like dead skin 

cells. All four doors were still attached but hung awkwardly inward as if they had been beaten in by the 

soldiers. Leaves from a plant stuck through the bottom of the car where the back-right tire once was. 

Gisele had tried for years to block that day out of her memory but to no avail. She didn’t want to 

remember watching Mr. Santanbien, at the time a 62-year-old former veterinarian, forced off the road 

and dragged by his wiry hair to the town square. But she did. And at her age, Gisele knew that joining 

him and the others was the only way to ever be free of those memories.  

Gisele took a step back and observed the larger scene around her for the first time. Only 

fragments of the sturdiest walls remained partially standing. Nothing had a roof. In the place of the 

stone floors inside some of the houses was now luscious grass. Bricks that once gave their inhabitants a 

sense of peace and security now laid in mounds of disintegrating rubble. Moss hung on the side of the 

church in the distance. It was barely visible, and Gisele wanted to—no, had to—get closer. That was 

the place where her worst and most vivid memories resided.  

She marched forward paying no attention to the other two dozen or so tourists. Gisele had no 

doubt in her mind that each of them felt it, the stillness. It was as if God had turned his face away from 

what remained of the town in shame, allowing it to linger in its own filth, its own veil that separated it 

from the rest of the world and trapped the pain and misery that had occurred there 73 years ago. Ever 

since that fateful day time itself had stopped in Oradour sur Glane. Yet all of them only felt it. None of 

them knew it, had experienced it, had lived through it. And as Gisele laid her eyes upon the church 

once again, the same thought that has gone through her head hundreds of time before—despite Gisele 
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convincing herself over and over again that her family was worth all the pain and suffering—stated its 

final case: living was a worse fate than dying.  

Gisele’s body trembled. She thought that she had cried herself dry years ago but being here was 

simply too much. Her eldest son, Daniel, came up behind her. He knew better than to ask if she wanted 

to leave. This trip was one she has been wanting to make since he was a boy but could never afford.  

Viens maman, prends mon bras, he said. His mother didn’t say anything in return. She simply 

listened, took his arm like he told her to, and let him lead her. 

The two of them came to the archway of the church. Where the two oak doors were once 

propped open on hot Sunday mornings was bare stone lined with black markings. The pews were gone 

as were the bays of hale and the wooden cross that once hung above the altar. Yet the church was the 

one building left fully intact; whatever holiness that once resided within its walls has since been 

washed away by the corrupted blood of inferior humans.  

She saw the altar and the three windows behind it and could no longer hold herself together. 

Her arm slipped from Daniel’s and her body collapsed to the floor. It was in the church that eight-year-

old Gisele finally understood. Everything up until that point was a blur of confusion. But it was in that 

spot where her tears now pooled that Gisele’s life changed forever. 

 

June 10, 1944 

 

Gisele! Her mother called out. Stop day dreaming and pay attention! 

Her mother’s words brought Gisele out of her trance. She huffed in disappointment, upset that 

her mother was forcing her away from the butterflies resting on the flowers just outside the 

schoolhouse’s window. Her mother simply rolled her eyes and continued teaching, knowing it wouldn’t 

be the last time she called out Gisele for getting distracted during class. It had become a rather regular 

routine.  

She repositioned herself and flattened out the handmade green dress her mother had made 

her. It stretched a couple inches below her knees so that she would grow into it—at least that’s what 

her mother had told her. Gisele had no room to complain. After she outgrew her current dress, she 

would be at the age where her mother would no longer make her clothing for her. Denise was a firm 

believer in empowering her children to take care of themselves. Which, unfortunately for Gisele, 

translated over to her teaching style as well. There was simply no escaping her mother. 

The only good news was that school was almost done for the week. In another thirty minutes 

Gisele would be free to go play with her friend Angelina who was almost the same age as Gisele but in 

a different class. The two of them had been best friends since Gisele could remember. Their moms 

were good friends and thus, upon them having their eldest children only six months apart, Gisele and 

Angelina practically grew up together. Although Gisele has always—and will always—hold the fact that 

she is older over Angelina’s head. 
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Her foot tapped anxiously on the ground, all she wanted was to be done with the day and go 

play before she had to be home to tend to her father’s livestock. She enjoyed helping him with the 

animals, it was one of the few times she got to spend quality time with him. After working in the fields 

all day Gisele’s father was always too tired come nighttime, when Gisele was finally home and done 

with her chores. Helping her father was one of the highlights of her day. She would run up to him every 

night and leap into his arms—although recently he was telling her that before long he’ll no longer be 

able to catch her. Gisele always shrugged the comments off and figured that when that day comes 

they’ll both find out the hard way. 

The door to the classroom opened and Mlle Couty, the school’s headmistress, entered the 

room. Gisele would normally cover her face and snicker at the board-like way Mlle Couty walked. Her 

hands were always clasped behind her back and her back would be straight, prim and proper, she 

would always harp, French girls are to always be prim and proper. She didn’t need to go around the 

town announcing that she was from Paris—the center of art and culture, as she would say—since 

everyone would be able to tell simply by the pristine way she carried herself.  

But the Mlle Couty that entered the room that day was not the same one Gisele had grown to 

loathe. Her face was pasty white and her hands, while still clasped behind her back, shook as if Mme 

Brandy had given her an unlimited supply of coffee that morning. Mlle Couty spoke softly directly into 

Mme Bardet’s ear. The way Mlle Couty entered the room had left Gisele uneasy. It was so off, so unlike 

her to neglect looking perfect. Yet that didn’t bother her nearly as much as seeing the horrified look on 

her impassive mother’s face. Gisele shuffled her feet and looked out the window. The butterfly that 

had been nesting on the flower was gone. 

The two teachers stopped their conversation, gazed out at the two dozen or so students in the 

room, and then walked out, making sure to shut the door quietly behind them. Gisele began twiddling 

her thumbs. Something was wrong. Her mother never got upset. At anything. Even when she or her 

brother were troublesome she would scold them with the same dry expression. The students in the 

classroom began to chat between one another. Gisele heard talk of plans being made for after school, 

how maybe they weren’t going to have homework, Madeleine Tomasina even started a rumor about 

how Mlle Couty had finally gone mad, which, of course, left the class in an uproar of laughter and led 

to even more absurd rumors.  

The room fell silent as the door opened again. Gisele sat up expecting to see either her mother 

or Mlle Couty enter first. Neither of them did. Instead, a man stepped foot into the room wearing an 

all-black uniform. On his head was a piece of metal with two lightning bolts side-by-side on the right-

hand side and the infamous symbol on the left. Around the man’s left arm was the armband Gisele’s 

father had taught her to fear. He had told her about it numerous times and she never fully understood 

why her father was afraid of it. Gisele had to remind herself to breathe, for fear that she had either 

forgotten or the man had sucked all the air out of her lungs. Her mother slowly entered the room with 

her head bowed, staring at the dirty wooden boards beneath her. For a moment she raised her head 
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just enough to meet Gisele’s profound hazel eyes and stare into them like she used to when Gisele was 

a baby and their family had their entire lives ahead of them.  

The man spoke to them in French, Children, if you would please follow your teachers, we are 

going to have a photo shoot of all the school children in the town square. No one moved. Maintenant, 

s’il vous plait! 

Gisele was the first one to stand, though not out of obligation to the officer. She saw her 

mother holding her emotions in and taking deep breaths, attempting to remain strong. None of the 

other children likely noticed it. But Gisele noticed. Gisele could only guess at why her mother was 

upset, though. After all, they were only having a photo shoot and rumors were the Nazis were treating 

the citizens of France—especially those of Paris—well these days. 

The class eventually all stood up and followed Mme Bardet out of the classroom and into the 

street. The officer made sure to take up the rear. Outside, it seemed as if everyone in the town was 

being rounded up. German soldiers wearing black and yellow flecked jackets ran to every house, 

banged on the door, and yelled something in German. In the field to the north Gisele saw a man take 

off and attempt to run. His dirt covered jacket flowed behind him and Gisele could feel the man’s panic 

in the air. Then a soldier not ten feet from her placed the rifle in his hand to his shoulder and fired a 

single shot. It happened so quick Gisele didn’t even register what was happening until the man 

collapsed to the ground. 

The air around her grew still, retreated, like the ocean prior to a tsunami, like death holding his 

breath before basking in the wake of the blue eyes that held nothing. No remorse. No life. Only 

mindless obedience. Their boots clanked robotically on the ground. Heel…toe. Heel…toe. Clockwork; 

ticking away the seconds until death would pry open the gates of heaven.  

More intermittent shots rang out. More death. Gisele tried to block it out and focus on what 

was in front of her. She and her class were going to the Market Square for a picture—yes, that’s what 

they were doing. The German’s just wanted a picture of all the schoolchildren; they just used extreme 

methods. It certainly fit the profile Gisele’s dad had painted for her since the beginning of the war. 

After their photo they would all go back to school, she would go back to playing with Angelina, and the 

two of them would continue to mess with Gisele’s younger brother, Daniel. Everything would go back 

to normal.  

As the feet of all 190 schoolchildren from the boys’ and girls’ schools combined into one steady 

march, though, Gisele gave up trying to convince herself about what she wanted to happen. She was 

eight. She knew exactly what was happening. And no amount of dreaming could change the inevitable.  

She and the other children were herded into the Market Square where the rest of the town 

slowly gathered. Gisele found her dad amongst the crowd and clung to his hand. He opened his mouth 

and spoke something that fell on deaf ears. In his burly hand Gisele felt a sense of safety no one else 

could give her. 

Gisele lost track of how much time passed between arriving at the Market Square and the 

dozen soldiers armed with semi-automatic rifles shoving their way through the crowd separating them 
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into groups. They barked a command at Gisele’s father that neither of them needed a translator to 

understand. Her father’s grip only tightened, and she saw her father cry for the first time in her life. 

The butt of the soldier’s gun smacked into his face twice, knocking him to the ground. Behind him 

came another soldier who practically dragged him to the group of men.  

Another soldier prodded Gisele in the back. She stumbled, barely managing to catch herself 

before falling. Gisele was in the back of the group that was now being forced away from the Market 

Square and towards the church. Only eight SS soldiers guarded them on their march. There was no 

need for more. 

In front of Gisele a mother collapsed to her knees. Another woman bent down and scooped her 

up to avoid letting her get shot. If the second lady knew better, though, she would have allowed the 

mother to die then and there to avoid the fate she had in her future. Next to the women, Gisele saw 

the blond pigtails of Angelina flapping repeatedly on her mid-back. It would the last time she’d ever 

see them.  

Gisele stayed locked into her own little world during this time. The idea of running didn’t pass 

through her mind. She simply followed the rest of the flock to the stone building where she would 

spend every Sunday morning worshipping. She had always thought of the church as the safest place in 

town, the place where God’s presence dwelled, and no one could touch her. 

An hour passed, during which Gisele stood still inside the church among crying women and 

children. She wasn’t sure what prevented her from crying—from feeling. Her eyes possessed the same 

blank stare her father always had when reading the paper. There was just enough attentiveness to 

know what was going on, but her mind was far off elsewhere in its own world.  

A group of soldiers no older than 20 placed something down in the middle of the church, yelling 

in German at the mothers holding their babies to move out of the way. In the center of the church now 

was a box. A wooden box built with rotting panels and rusty nails that protruded from the rapidly 

assembled corners. A couple of people tried to run out the open door. Their bodies ended up blocking 

the doorway, creating a barrier and doing the soldiers’ jobs for them.  

Gisele fought against her curious instinct and backed up against the wall. Her hand found her 

mother’s and she tried to look up to catch her mother’s eyes one last time. But her mother’s eyes were 

elsewhere. Distracted. They had locked onto the small brown-haired boy whose curiosity outweighed 

his better judgment. Gisele called for her brother to come back but her screams had no hope of 

reaching him over the voices of 500 others. She leaped forward to go and save him from what she 

knew was coming but her mother’s hand caught the collar of her dress, pulling her harshly to the 

ground. There was no escaping her mother’s iron grip. She tried. She scrambled onto her feet and tried 

to run, to escape her mother’s hand. Her dress began to tear, and her mother shifted her grip to 

grabbing Gisele’s waistband. In one final effort she reached forward as her brother turned around and 

looked at her with the curious green eyes Gisele had adored ever since his birth. The same eyes that 

his joy had ran from like a river for years and gotten him in trouble countless times. In them was love, 
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the kind of love that Gisele would be cursed to never forget. Then the fuse reached the box and 

Daniel’s eyes were gone.  

Gisele felt her body lifted off the ground and thrown back into the stone wall. The ringing of 

bells filled her ears and drowned out everything else in the church. She laid on the ground pinned 

beneath the bodies of women and children. There were so many she couldn’t move as she felt the heat 

from the fire began to tingle her toes. Every fiber in her body wanted to cry—to feel something. There 

was nothing but the numbness that stemmed from the gaping hole of nothingness in her heart.   

A hand grabbed onto Gisele’s wrist and pulled her from the pile of burning corpses. She knew 

that touch. The same warm touch that had rocked her to sleep on the nights she used to have 

nightmares. The same hands that were now covered in glossy, warm blood that smeared into Gisele’s 

wrist. Her mother’s eyes were covered in black soot. Splinters dug deeply into her marking her like a 

porcupine.  

Black smoke filled her lungs as Gisele fought for every breath. She coughed into her free hand 

to see the coagulated blood run between her fingers. She hadn’t noticed the bullet wound before then. 

She stood there amongst the chaos unable to move, staring at the spot where Daniel had stood 

moments ago. She was yanked to the corner and her mother’s hand found its way across her face. 

The world came to life as the ringing stopped. The screams of mothers and their infants mixed 

together in a high-pitched shriek as the flames from the hay bales covered their bodies. Charred 

corpses littered the ground. A black mark was engraved in the stone where the box was that stretched 

out like an asterisk, stopping where the bodies of those closest to the blast once were. Laughing came 

from the soldiers outside. They aimed low on those they shot at to wipe out the children and make the 

women suffer. Those on fire they let burn.  

Then there was blood spurting from her mother’s neck onto Gisele’s face. Her mother’s face 

contorted and then flopped to the ground next to the rapidly spreading flames. Gisele wiped the blood 

away from her eyes and reopened them, trembling, to see the flames catch onto her mother’s 

perfectly curled and layered hair.  

There was no time to mourn. Gisele was old enough to understand that both her mother and 

brother were gone—and that her mother’s final act was shielding Gisele from the bullet that should 

have struck her. She had given Gisele a chance.  

Gisele raced for the altar at the front of the church using the smoke cloud as cover. She climbed 

on top of it and looked up at the three windows high above her. The two side windows were too small 

even for someone her size to fit through, but the center window was large enough for an adult. It was 

her only chance. Gisele leaped and caught the bottom of the window with her right hand but lacked 

the strength to hold on. She fell and landed on bodies burned beyond recognition. Their flaky black 

skin peeled off and stuck to her. 

There could be no giving up. Gisele climbed back onto the altar and jumped once again for the 

open window. This time both hands grabbed onto the window and she managed to hang on. Tears 

glistened in her eyes. She couldn’t pull herself up. Even after countless hours helping her father in the 
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field she couldn’t even save herself. It was only a matter of time before the flames rose high enough to 

ignite her dress. Gisele clung to the window, finally understanding why her father taught her to fear 

the Nazis. Not because of what they did, but the pleasure they took from doing it.  

A hand suddenly pressed into the bottom of her half-melted shoes and pushed her high enough 

to where she could pull herself up. Gisele looked down upon the women who gave her a lift. She was 

dressed in all black and blood poured out profusely from her abdomen. Her entire right side was 

burned, but not her face. And the last thing Gisele saw upon Mme Rouffanche’s face was a smile that 

seemed to glow amid the black smoke. 

Gisele squeezed through the window and lowered herself as far as she could before letting go 

and falling the remaining eight feet to the bushes below. Their branches pricked into her skin drawing 

blood that ran over the dried blood left from her mother. She saw two soldiers rounding the corner 

and laid down. Above her dangled another boy her age attempting to do the same thing she just had. 

Two shots rang out and his body landed on the ground directly in front of her. She heard the bones of 

his lifeless neck snap and then another shot from the soldiers that buried itself into his abdomen.  

She waited before running around the back of the church to the neighboring house. She ducked 

into the rows of peas that rested unharmed in the backyard. There were no soldiers around her. 

Behind her, thick, black smoke arose from the burning church that mixed in with the forlorn cries of 

mothers and children alike breathing their last breath. One building down from the church was the 

Milord’s barn. The red exterior was no longer visible beneath the thick flames that devoured the 

building from the inside out. Out of the back of the barn emerged two men covered in blood and soot. 

They scampered from the barn and into the fields to the east. 

Gisele wanted to follow them but knew she wouldn’t be able to keep up. Her best hope was the 

garden with the rows of peas directly before her. They would cover her from the outside world—

prevent her from seeing. Yet she knew what was happening. She knew that with every scream another 

one of the town’s residents was meeting the maker they had prayed to for protection. She knew that 

with every gunshot another child was watching someone they loved die, another mother was losing 

the most precious thing in this wretched world.  

Above her there was no longer a sun. No longer any light that pierced the sky and illuminated 

the decrepit ground below. Souls. Young, old, tall, small, they blocked out the sun and covered the sky 

in a blanket thicker than the black smoke that rose from the fires. Gisele thought she could see the 

mixtures of their bloodied faces. The peaceful, sullen, blank stare of Angelina as she held onto her 

mother’s still hand. What remained of her father’s as he banged on the doors of the barn in vain, 

shouting for Gisele and her brother. The curious look of her brother, who died with his innocence, who 

died without fully understanding, who died luckily.  

The peas covered her cowering body. She hid there until the footsteps of the soldiers faded 

away and the sounds of the trucks had vanished, replaced by the stillness of death. Yet she did not 

move. 

She waited. 
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Waited until the sun rose the next day. 

Waited until her thick brown hair turned white from what Gisele first thought was snow. 

Waited for hope to return. 
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