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Stephen Atkinson has been a lifelong journalist for one primary reason; his fierce passion for writing. But when at sixteen he fled the suburban family home for the Big City, being a writer was never going to pay London bed-sit rents. Newspapers and magazines beckoned as an obvious second best despite an irritating obsession with obstacles known as facts. Now in retirement he writes purely for pleasure, strums a guitar and hooks the occasional mackerel from an old fishing boat on the Sussex coast.


He has won several prizes in literary competitions, and says he has been short-listed, long-listed, black-listed and ham-fisted more times than he cares to remember.


The Flag is one of the stories in Ghosts who Google, soon to be published by Circaidy Gregory Press, and Stephen has given permission for it to be published in the MobileRead library. He retains the copyright.


Adapted from the About the Author section of Ghosts who Google.


	
		
	


	
	
		The Flag

		
The flag flicked his face in the black blistering mayhem, by turns caressing and then whipping his bloodied cheeks. The heavy stench of sulphur and cordite scorched the air, while overhead whizz-bangs and mortars beat his eardrums. But he did not flinch, he did not even blink as festoons of brightly coloured streams of fire shot off noisily in a dozen directions like some expensive firework display. More than once something flayed his upper body and legs, with a thud like a sledgehammer on a dozen pillows. Too painful to register any pain.


He kept his head down and only vaguely tasted blood as he tried to lick his desert-dry lips. The noise was deafening giving the scene an illusion of unreality. He had seen men fall to the right and left of him; worse, he had seen limbs flying absurdly through the air ahead of their surprised losers. Heads, even.


Comrades falling silently to the mud; they werent even men, most of them. Boys. Boys who had gone gladly to the glory of it all, to the sound of drum and fife. Now only to eat the sodden, churned mud with their dying breath. A soft, unheeded choke as wide eyes sought, too late, answers they were too young to understand.


Their last living glance across the battlefield quagmire would have shown them his grey, meaningless flag. The flag they had so readily followed to hell, from mothers breast to the teat of grisly death. Hush. Goodnight and sweet dreams. May the sandman bring you rest.


He couldnt think coherently, but vague memories of home flickered so he could see in the mist a hint of Rosalind. She was there, by that crater full of torn, limbless bodies, beckoning. Or was she urging him back? No, she couldnt do that. There was no back to return to, only forward, forward into the deafening mle.


Her arms hung listless at her side. There was nothing in her eyes but love. No hope, no plan, just helpless love. She floated above the carnage like an angel, untouched by the shells and shrapnel that spun like a maelstrom around her head.


He pressed on towards her, his boots sticking and sucking in the cloying mud where bits of humanity and abandoned weaponry churned like some sorcerers soup from the apothecaries of Hades. One foot felt warmer than its partner and he looked down to find its leather boot had been all but ripped away. He stared bewildered at his bared toes, surprisingly as yet un-muddied in the brown jelly of death. He twiddled his big toe, as he did in the bath when he was ten. Absorbed. Meditative. He must keep this young toe safe: Perhaps unnoticed all the way down there, partly buried in the sludge, its useless ex-boot laying around it like a cracked eggshell.


He lifted his head as another whizz-bang smacked above, not twenty yards away. Yet he didnt even tremble. Was that gas he could smell? So many weeks of fear had left permanent traces of it in his nostrils; he couldnt tell anymore. Anyway he no longer had his gas mask. It seemed a pitiful thing to carry as you strode with whatever bravado you could muster into a solid wall of flak; you might just as well open an umbrella as you plunge into a bottomless chasm.


Rosalind was gone. But now he could see Jack, calling to him over the foxholes. No words came through the din but he knew what Jack was saying. So many happy times he had heard him call Daddy! and he had thrilled to each and every one. Incredible that a word as ridiculously ubiquitous as taxi or hotel can yet be so utterly, undeniably personal. Daddy, Jack soundlessly yelled, and he raised his arm to acknowledge his sons beseeching plea.


Jack, he mouthed back, his lips tasting of blood and mud and unrecognizable fear. Jack! He pulled his denuded foot from the sucking, cloying mud, using the flag he was carrying as a walking stick and ploughed forward. Jack!


Again the flag whipped his face and for an instant stole his view. When again he could peer ahead through the thick mantle of black cloudbursts he could see only the barbed wire and littered bodies, thrown haphazardly in all sorts of bizarre shapes over ammo boxes and fallen helmets. Next to each body, a Lee-Enfield poked out of the mud like a grave marker, its bayonet glinting faintly in the murk.


Jack! Jack!


He stopped but not because of the familiar rattle of a sub-machine gun he had heard nearby. Ours? Theirs? It didnt really matter. Such mundane distinctions were no longer of concern to him. They were all instruments of death, whether aimed at him or aimed at his enemies. His only possible purpose was to clutch the flag, press on to Jack.


He felt another thud like a punch in his upper torso and he knew he had been hit. He twisted but did not fall. There was no pain, or if there was he didnt recognise it as such. There was just the smell; the smell of cordite and rot, death and decay.


His eyes misted and he considered the possibility that his march had at last been marched. He summoned the last of his strength to pound the short flagpole into the soft mud at his feet, and leaned against it utterly wearied.


Jack, he called out loud, but could barely hear himself. He forced his dying eyes open in a last attempt to pierce the gloom ahead.


He could see him. He was running towards him, his shorts and school blazer pristine and absurd on the battlefield, oblivious to all but his father.


He could feel him, he could feel his six-year-old arms wrapped around his failing legs. He must find the strength. He must be the pillar, the rock he had always been for his son. He clutched the flagpole tight. He could feel Jacks little fingers digging into the backs of his legs and his little wet face pressed deep against his waist.


Daddy!


He had carried his flag to the end.



At the sound of his mothers voice, the small boy instantly released his bear-hug hold from the soldiers stone cold legs.


Sebastian, get down from there. His mothers command rang stern and clear above the happy din of other children playing nearby in the sunlit park garden. Come off that statue at once.


Obediently Sebastian clambered from the plinth, clutching for a moment the soldiers bared foot in its ripped leather boot to help keep his balance.


He looked back once as he jumped lightly to the ground. He admired the stern-faced, resolute figure hugging his solid flag as if it were real, as if it were truly blowing in the winds of battle.


Sebastian wanted to be a soldier when he grew up. Just like him.
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