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The Photograph - 10th June 1944 – Omaha Beach
‘Omaha beach, Normandy, what a picture’ sighs Clark.
‘Sure is’ Chas whispers back.
The two men find no more words to say to each other, they sit and look at the scene below. It will be etched in their brains for eternity. 
Ten minutes or it could be ten hours pass, neither of them has any concept of what time is now. They are unsure if they have survived the battle or not; any points of reference as to what normality is, have been obliterated and left on the sand. Noise from the relentless bombardment by planes, guns, claxons and the screams of men has shredded ear drums. Chas has lost his glasses and Clark’s eyes stream with tears, from the acrid cordite that still hangs in the air. Both are incapable of emotion, they are drained mentally and physically, the grief will come later. Overwhelming, raw, a physical pain that that crucifies them for decades. 
But that is in the future, the now is spread out in front of them like a twentieth century Bruegel painting. Vivid red, silver, white, blue, green, khaki green, a sea of it; the colours of war and death. Concentrate on the small details, how the sun catches the barrage balloons and they glow silver. Or the reflections the ropes on the side of the landing craft make in the water, curved and sinuous. Pebbles splashed with the dark red of drying blood, it looks like a Japanese calligraphy master has etched haiku in praise of life on them.
Chas and Clark can only see the cinematic version of the scene though, too big, too bright and this morning too quiet. The cormorants, fulmars and seagulls have deserted the cliff city and left it to the insane bipeds who bring death. 
‘Clark, hey man, I can see better now, that bloody crap army medic messed up my specs I reckon’.
‘You have my sympathy Chas; do you really want to see this?’  he raised his hand and gestured towards the beach.
‘Sweet Jesus, Mary mother of God, fuck, fuck them all, what have we done?’
‘We my friend have won the fucking battle, Operation Overlord, a success. A stroll along the beach, what a day out, what do you think?’ Clark told him. Or rather the sky, he couldn’t look the other man in the face. This enforced comradeship, a closeness that would have disturbed him back home, he now finds comforting. How to negotiate the rules had always been a problem for him then. In this new world of chaos they were void, he would rewrite them for himself eventually.
‘Do you reckon those barrage balloons are tactical or not? They don’t look big or high enough to stop an albatross let alone a plane. No. I’ll tell you what they are; a string of mega diamonds stretched out like a necklace to illuminate the fucking carnage, or maybe to store all the souls flying about? Chas was close to hysteria.
‘What did you do before the draft, fucking poet?’ Clark laughed at him.
‘In residence, White House, D.C.’
‘Fuck me, not literally man I’m going home to my girl’.
Chas grinned back, the smile showed where the bullet had taken out most of his front teeth. He’d survived, life was his to live as he wanted once he got back to the States.
‘What are those kids doing there?’ Clark stood up and shouted down at them ‘What the fuck are you doing there, show some respect you bastards, they didn’t die for you do drop ash on them. Or are you going to fillet and eat them now your boats have been taken?’.
Chas put a hand on his arm, ‘they can’t hear you, it’s too far away, the guys will move them off’.
A burial squad was behind the boys, laying out the dead in rows. Some of the casualties were still on the stretchers they died on, others arranged into a sleeping position. All of them with faces covered by a coat or tarp, like a game of infant hide and seek. I can’t see you, so you can’t see me. Their legs, with gaiters and boots showing made Chas think of a tide line where many horses had been washed up and the bodies covered. Perhaps he could cope if he concentrated on that thought rather than the men he knew under those tarps.
Voices start to be heard, floating up to the top of the embankment where the men sit. They cannot differentiate the words, just the accents. Mainly American; Texans, New Yorkers, and the drawls of the deep south. A few Brits, Canadians and Poles added to the mixture, it is multinational and apart from a few German POWs monoglot English. Reassuring, maybe. 
‘Christ’ thought Chas ‘I hope they don’t count first generation Austrian/American as an enemy alien’. His thoughts are in an impeccable Brooklyn New York growl.
‘Where are you from Chas?’, ‘Omaha Nebraska’ the reply. They laugh until they can laugh no more, waiting patiently for evacuation to the flotilla of ships anchored in the bay.



10th June 2014
Two American families are walking around a cemetery commemorating the American soldiers who died in the Battle of Normandy, this one is built on the site that was started June 8th, 1944. They are all on a packaged short break, specifically offered to visit the Normandy landing sites they’ve already done the museums and beaches. The teenagers are getting bored, wondering why they had been dragged along to another memorial. At the heart of the cemetery is a large bronze statue dedicated to all the soldiers who died during the invasion. ‘Spirit of American Youth’. It’s a classical beauty, standing in a curved protective open building, cocooned in honour and death. The kids are sitting on the steps next to the statue; two have earphones in, another is flicking rolled up gum foils at the bronze.
‘You pricks, get the fuck off the steps’, then ‘I got shot for you, OK, to give you freedom to be disrespectful I suppose, but go read the wall you fuckwits’. 
‘Eugene, Flora did you hear that?’ Asks Chas Junior.
Oh yes, they heard it, their eyes were wide with panic. It was not the voices that played in their heads from downloads and gaming. These were not controlled by them, therefore incomprehensible. Silently they ran back to the coach. Back at the wall inscribed with the names of the missing the adults were looking for names from the past. 
‘Here he is, I’ve found him look. Charles Braun, missing in action 6th June 1944’. Jeanie is pleased with herself, like she had solved a particularly difficult word search puzzle. Her husband congratulates her on her persistence, ‘Now let’s go find the kids’.
At the next panel of names Laurie is tearful, weeping for a man she never met, for all the names who never made it home. ‘Uncle Clark, I’m so sorry. I bet you thought that was the last time didn’t you? I’m so sorry but we’re still at it, the killing I mean. I don’t know how to stop it’. 
Clark Bream missing in action 6th June 1944 reads the woman. A man in army uniform walks over and puts his arm round her shoulder and walks her towards the coach.
‘Do you think they knew each other? She asks her husband. ‘I doubt it honey, there were so many killed, just because their names are next to each other doesn’t mean a thing’. 
The soldier on duty at the entrance to the cemetery salutes Lieutenant General Omar Bradley’s grandson as he and his wife walk past.
‘That told those little sods didn’t it, did you see their faces?’. 
‘It did Clark, but how did your great times two niece get to be so empathic, and mine is just a collector of names?
‘I think I know the answer after watching everyone down there for so long’, he paused arranging the words in his mind before continuing. ‘The photograph, you know the one Capper took, the one with the boys lined up like so much flotsam thrown up by the tide?’
‘Yes, the only one that didn’t beautify the truth?’ answered Chas.
‘Well, look at it really closely’.
‘Every day of this eternal life I’ve looked at it, you know I have, and will do for however long this goes on for’.
‘To infinity and beyond’ grinned Clark. ‘That proves my point, you have to be able to really see it. Strange though, you’re the poet but its my lot that sees it.
‘SEES WHAT?’
‘The picture, if you see it, perhaps Capper saw it, I’ll ask him if he ever floats past this way. Jeanie and those like her see the death, pain and the end. That’s it, they can’t help it, it’s genetics I reckon. Laurie is one of those that can see. Top right if you look straight at it, the picture, behind the French boys, to the right of the pole’.
‘Clouds, big white inappropriately beautiful clouds’ Chas is bored now.
‘Faces, two faces, our faces, we didn’t know we were dead did we? Capper took it on the 10th, Laurie must have seen it the first time she saw the picture in a book’. 
‘What a damn mess we made for those that follow, another war to end all the wars that came before.’ The poet says softly.
‘No, them, we were, are, herded by them’.
Chas and Clark sit silently together on the shoulders of America’s ‘Spirit of American Youth’. She begins to buckle under the weight of so much death.

*******
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