
  
    
      FLY ENOUGH FOR BEAT

      AND OTHER STORIES

    

    
      
        P. W. VAUGHAN

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Derivative Publishing © 2026 PWV]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2026 by P. W. Vaughan

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      ISBN 978-1-7772158-2-8 (Paperback edition)

      ISBN 978-1-7772158-1-1 (Ebook edition)

      ISBN 978-1-7772158-4-2 (Hardcover edition)

      ISBN 978-1-7772158-3-5 (Audio edition)

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Formatted with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      For Anne Elizabeth, always and forever.

      

      Five stories in this collection have been published previously as follows:
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      As you scan these spindrift pages, consider yourself ‘fly enough’ to keep ahead of the crowd or the local constable—that quaint, colloquial, old world meaning of ‘fly enough for beat’. In fact, many of the stories are ‘wry social chronicles’ exploring themes of community and personal relationships with gentle humour. Tales like these remind us that even the smallest stories hold some promise of a larger truth—just don’t count on finding it here.

      Caveat emptor: Chapter 14: Fingers Up! is a ‘queer’ satire. It employs exaggeration, irony, and deliberate stereotype as tools to critique social absurdities, cultural pretension, and the performative nature of identity politics—not to demean gay people or LGBTQ+ communities.

      I do hope you enjoy this curated collection, warts and all.

    

  


  
    
      “No, all hope cannot be pinned on science, technology, or economic growth. Victorious technological civilization has simultaneously instilled in us a spiritual insecurity. Certainly, its gifts enrich, but enslave us as well. All is interests, we must not neglect our interests, all is a struggle for material things; but an inner voice faintly prompts us that we’ve lost something pure, elevated—and fragile. We have ceased to see the purpose.”

      — Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, “We Ceased to See the Purpose,” September 14, 1993
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      I found the photograph while pretending to tidy. That was the fiction I told myself: that this was about order, about clearing space. In truth, I was touching things to see what would still react.

      The photograph is small, matte, the corners already lifting. You are there, unmistakably, you always are, even when you are not trying to be. Robert stands to your left, Amy to your right. I am somewhere in the arrangement, less distinct, a man in a shirt I no longer tuck in, already performing some early version of myself.

      You would have said: already performing.

      I hold the photograph in my hand and think, absurdly, that this is a form of correspondence. That if I look long enough, if I place the image on my desk and angle the light just so, something might answer back. This is why I am writing to you now, though I know how it sounds.

      Robert had not yet discovered law. He was still in love with precision for its own sake: particles, theories, the idea that the universe might be solved if approached with sufficient seriousness. It was his idea to go south. You wanted Jamaica. I remember that clearly because you said it lightly, as if it were not a preference but a passing thought. White sand, reggae playing badly from a beach bar. Guatemala came instead, offered up with ruins and the promise of authenticity, which is usually a warning in retrospect.

      In the photograph your hair is caught mid-movement. The sunlight is merciless, midday, the kind that exposes rather than flatters. You are wearing the trousers with too many pockets, the ones that eliminated the need for a purse. I remember thinking that this said something essential about you; though what, exactly, I could not have articulated then and still cannot now.

      Amy was alive.

      That sentence has begun to function as a period in my mind. It stops things. Robert carries it differently, of course. There is no holiday from grief, though he keeps himself industrious, as if activity might be a substitute for duration. You were good with him. You sent cards. Physical ones. Envelopes. Stamps. A small, defiant insistence on paper moving through the world.

      I live alone now, if you discount Sir Reginald Hollingsworth, who does not acknowledge his own absurdity. He sits on my lap as I type, purring with the self-satisfaction of an animal that believes itself immortal. During the pandemic you met him briefly on a screen. Everything then was mediated, miniaturized, arranged into rectangles. I am glad Amy did not live to see how quickly authority learned to speak in absolutes.

      But that is not why I am writing.

      Do you remember the clouds outside Escuintla? You said they looked like cats. A clowder, you corrected me gently, when I misheard it as chowder. Robert intervened, of course. He always did. Accuracy mattered to him then. It still does, though now it is legal rather than cosmological.

      Escuintla itself announced nothing. A name that required squinting. The light was wrong for celebration; too flat, metallic. People gathered in silence, dressed too carefully. Colours that should have moved did not. We were confused by this. We were young enough to believe festivals had rules.

      Only later did I learn what it was we were passing through: the Feast of the Immaculate Conception. A procession. An honouring. A collective attention focused elsewhere.

      The road curved sharply. I slowed. That was the moment. Or perhaps the moment had already begun and was merely waiting for us to arrive.

      A police officer stood at the corner. Dark uniform, universal in its authority. Beside him, a young man. Barefoot. This detail returns to me disproportionately, as such details do. He held a straw hat in both hands, not pleading, not gesturing. Simply holding.

      Time does what it always does in retrospect, it thickens. The officer turned his head. Looked directly at me. I have spent years trying to decide whether that look contained intention or whether intention is something I have supplied since.

      The gun was already there. Or perhaps it wasn’t. Memory edits aggressively.

      The shot was not loud in the way cinema teaches us to expect. It was contained. Administrative. The man folded, as if the ground had been waiting.

      I did not stop the car.

      Robert swore. That is the line that remains with me, perhaps because it was the only articulation available. No one else spoke. We drove on, absorbed suddenly into our own continuation.

      I tell myself now that stopping would have been foolish. Dangerous. That intervention is a luxury tourists imagine themselves entitled to. All of this may be true. It has not helped.

      For miles afterwards we watched the landscape as if it were a demonstration designed for us: cows chewing, indifferent; hills holding their shape. The world unimpressed by our revelation. I remember thinking, and not for the first or last time, that witnessing carries its own kind of culpability. That to see and continue is to agree, however minimally, with the terms of what one has seen.

      I replayed the scene obsessively. The lack of ceremony. The efficiency. It attached itself to other stories I half-knew, about the country, about power, about what was about to happen there whether we noticed or not. Civil war is always described in advance as a fissure. It feels less geological when you are inside it, passing through, windows closed.

      We visited ruins later. Stones arranged to survive us. They were impressive in the way ruins are meant to be. But the day had already claimed its meaning.

      Afterwards… months, years, you and I began to fail at the same rate. Or perhaps we failed asymmetrically and mistook that for incompatibility. Robert and Amy drifted toward excess. I withdrew, mistaking silence for reflection. You accused me of leaving without moving. You were not wrong.

      Now I sit with the photograph and wonder dangerously whether geography might have saved us. Jamaica instead of Guatemala. Another road. A different curve.

      This is a comforting fantasy. It absolves us of character.

      The truth, if there is one, is less generous: that moments do not change us so much as reveal the arrangements already in place. The officer, the man, the procession moving forward without pause. We were not unique in our failure to intervene. We were simply present.

      I will stop here. You can decide what to make of it. Whether the shot mattered because it happened, or because we saw it.

      Alas, Reggie has begun to stir, dissatisfied with my stillness.

      Bye for now, as ever, your friend… trying, belatedly, to remember it all or nothing.
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      He believes it was President John F. Kennedy who said, “Victory has a thousand fathers, but defeat is an orphan.” That’s the phrase that stuck in Fletcher’s mind. On the ceiling above his bed, he sees the gloating faces of all the people who’d been responsible for running him down, circulating half-truths, innuendos, and complete falsehoods about him. What they always referred to as his “checkered career,” when they’d smile coyly or nod as if they knew something about him, he himself didn’t know. There’s Randolph Farnsworth circling overhead, former president of Canard College; his fat leathery jowls flapping like some ancient church organ, his sleepy half-moon grain-fed eyes bleed daggers of accusations, sending yellow sparks flying, infecting any chance of sleep, releasing him from his nocturnal prison.

      At one time, long ago, he’d taken the bumpy, winding road to the academy. He stared up at those smirking faces on the ceiling. He’d diligently studied, as best he could, he told himself, Latin, Ancient Greek and Sanskrit. No small feat. He’d spent many hours with his nose in dusty tomes. And when he finally looked up, he found himself an Assistantf Professor of Philology picking over words like old, dried bones when he realized what he really wanted to do was stand-up comedy. A far cry from philology, the study of texts both oral and written, establishing their origins and their meaning. So why not a philology of comedy?

      

      His friend, perhaps his only friend Halton Camsteed, who teaches stand-up comedy at Kempt College, where they both work, said to him one day as they strolled across the rolling green lawn of the suburban campus: “Last time I checked, you can’t learn to be funny. But I’m hoping I’m wrong.” He guffawed, pleased with himself.

      Halton cast a long shadow wearing a wrinkled grey trench coat and black bowler hat. He’d made quite a name for himself on the campus comedy circuit playing a truculent Winston Churchill—the man who only ever wanted to raise calico Maine Coon cats but found himself thrust upon the world stage playing the hero against a mutton faced moustached maniac in jodhpurs and riding boots.

      So, when Fletcher Mallory owned up to his secret ambition, it stopped Halton in his tracks. Students glued to mobile phones zipped by them, oblivious to the shifting ground under their feet.

      Halton Camsteed clamped down on his rubber cigar, a prop from his act that had become so ingrained in his life he never left home without it. His smooth, round face and bulbous nose brought to mind a bygone era; he looked like a chubby vaudevillian, his clothes slightly too big, with a faint smell of cannabis clinging to him. But deep down, his creative wellspring had run dry. Things that had sparked his inspiration now languished in a jarring void. Even the gentle breeze and the sweet melodies of birdsong, once so soothing, now felt like a discordant cacophony, assaulting his frayed nerves. And the feeling of emptiness settled in, a heavy weight upon his shoulders, suffocating his once-vibrant imagination. But Halton Camsteed likes Fletcher Mallory. Poor Fletch didn’t know when to stay in his own lane. Stand-up? Mal?

      Fletch Mallory, for his part, felt passionate about stand-up. He came to this realization one rainy day as he was reading Cicero. He brushed his right eyebrow with a little finger. It could have been Pliny the Elder… anyway, he realized life is nothing if not a pantomime of sorts. All those egg-headed colleagues of his in the academy were nothing but posers pretending to be doing something serious when really the only thing that matters is humour, to laugh at yourself and this absurd world. He gazed around at the naked trees.

      “Mal.” That’s what Halton Camsteed called his friend Fletcher Mallory. “Mal,” Hal said. “Be good. Whatever you do.”

      Mal’s gaze drifted upward to the fluffy clouds billowing overhead, transforming before his eyes into the sneering faces of his enemies, their expressions as shifty as the wind. Old professor Delby Carmichael, all rosy-cheeked and as round as a washtub, whispering behind that soft white hand of hers into Constance Fulbright’s slightly tilted silver head, her glossy red lips smirking snidely. And her eyes, those greasy lizard slits burning with recrimination, bored deep into his soul.

      “If you really are going to start something new, you’ll need to be fearless, not worry about what anyone thinks.”

      They strolled across campus on this cloudy day, pleasant enough for this time of year. The bite of winter was long gone, and the promise of summer lay ahead. The birds nattered in the leafless trees as the two rather strange looking academics meander towards the busy street.

      Mal is tall, over six feet, although his stoop betrays an average height. He has smooth rat brown hair receding in a wide balding swath down the centre of his small head. His nose, long and wide, stands out. With a touch of melancholy, his hazel eyes appear tired. His thin lips refrain from smiling. And while not exactly obese, his middle is as soft as a cat’s tummy.

      “You need to consider yourself a pioneer,” Hal said. “Out there alone against the elements, with who knows what danger lurking behind every rock.”

      “Or tree,” Mal contributed dully.

      “Right,” Hal nodded. “They’re shooting arrows at you, trying to kill you, knock you down.”

      “Then they twist the arrows.”

      “You’re not listening, are you?” Hal sighed, shoving the rubber cigar back into his mouth. “If you’re going to do comedy, take risks, make mistakes, try new things… be audacious!”

      That’s an interesting word, Mal mused, as they strolled across the brown-green turf. Derived from the Latin ‘Audax’, meaning brave, bold, foolhardy even. And there’s also the 16th century notion of ‘impudence’ in there somewhere, and what about the implications of ‘shameless’ and ‘impropriety’ that still cling to the word like a foul smell?

      “If you’re going to be successful… in your own mind,” Hal continued, the rubber cigar flopping between his teeth. “You shouldn’t concern yourself with the opinions of others. Comedy, after all, is about taking risks.”

      “But I’ve already made a ton of mistakes. And you saw me last night at the Bull Circle Pub. Those faces haunted me all night, just staring blankly up at me.”

      “You haven’t found your groove yet, that’s all. Everyone has setbacks, bumps in the road. In comedy like everything else, stretch yourself, push the limits of your abilities, see failures as temporary, an opportunity to learn and grow.” He stopped, looked into his friend’s sad hazel eyes. “Everyone makes mistakes. It was Einstein who said, ‘a person who never made a mistake, tried nothing new.’”

      “People look at me like I’m crazy, leaving philology for stand-up comedy. I’m not like you. You’ve always wanted to be a comedian, ever since you were a kid.” He touched his right eyebrow again with his little finger. “The way they looked at me last night. I could see the recrimination in their eyes. Who does this guy think he is?”

      “You can’t let them get to you. The arrow twisters don’t know it. You might not know it. But they’re your best friends. They’re helping you to grow. Get better.” Hal leaned in. “Comedy is a mindset. I keep telling my students that. I believe it was Churchill who said: ‘Success comprises going from failure to failure without loss of enthusiasm.’” He glanced across the sprawling lawn as a little black and tan Yorkie raising a leg against a scrawny maple tree. “Or something like that.”

      “So let me get this straight,” Mal said. “So, when that heckler yelled, ‘why is this man smiling?’ he wasn’t criticizing my uneven dentation?”

      “Just another arrow twister man! That’s when you must push yourself to the limit.”

      They stopped at the edge of the lawn. The traffic on the busy road in front of them roared like an angry beast.

      “If you want to be a pioneer, accept the arrows coming your way. We all do. That’s the way it is, man.” He placed a firm hand on Mal’s shoulder. “You think it was easy for me, but it wasn’t? Do you think I enjoy dressing like a tramp in this ridiculous outfit? Do you think I relish this stupid rubber cigar or wearing a bowler hat?”

      “But that’s who you are,” Mal said, shocked by his friend’s sudden candour. “Everyone laughs when they look at you.”

      “Exactly,” Hal said with a hint of melancholy, glancing back at the busy traffic. “Behind my back I’ve heard them say, ‘those who can do, those who can’t teach.’”

      “And those who can’t teach, teach teachers,” Mal added unhelpfully.

      “Don’t you see?” Hal pleaded. “You either grow or… you die. These are the only options.” There was a sudden change of expression on his round face. Almost luminous, Mal recalled, just before Hal stepped off the curb and into the path of an oncoming Express bus.

      

      Fletcher Mallory adjusted the oversized bowler hat. Since retrieving Hal’s hat from the roadside after the accident, he has worn it to honor his friend and for another reason. He felt as if Halton Camsteed’s flair for comedy clung to it, and so he wore it as a sort of talisman, and with beneficial effect. Ever since, that silly hat, two sizes too large for his puny head, gave him a mysterious connection with his now departed friend. Every time he stepped on stage, the crowd roared with laughter, no matter what he said or did. Could it be this was the philology of comedy he’d been looking for?

      He looked up at the ceiling over his bed in the dark, all the faces of the arrow twisters now laughing their heads off—all except one. The beaming moon of a face of his old friend Halton Camsteed stared down at him. In that twinkling moment, he believed he saw his friend’s lips mouth the words, “Illegitimi non carborundum.”

      “Don’t let the bastards grind you down,” Mal said aloud to the crowing night. The secret to success, his friend was telling him, was not to be afraid of the dark, or of making a fool of yourself in public.
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      Todd speaks without turning his head.

      “Stay alert,” he says. “They might try to stop us.”

      Ahead of us, a shipping container lies across the road, rust-coloured and tipped on its side, as though it simply gave up. Garbage is scattered around it. The air smells of burnt rubber. Our driver, Hans, a thin Dutchman with pale hair and the apologetic expression of someone who prefers peace to urgency, presses the accelerator. The vehicle surges forward. Gravel snaps against the undercarriage.

      Three men in mismatched fatigues sit on wooden chairs beside the container. They watch us approach, unhurried. No one stands. No one raises a hand.

      Todd sees my look.

      “We go through early,” he says. “Before they sober up.”

      There is no humour in his voice. Todd is a warrant officer, a man who trusts experience over optimism. If something works, it is because he has seen it work before.

      We drive into Sarajevo as the morning light begins to lift. Trees along the boulevard have been cut down for firewood, leaving stumps and torn roots. At Sniper Alley we turn across the bridge where, in another time, a single gunshot altered the course of history. The city remembers. It has simply learned the lesson again.

      The Miljacka River runs beside us, brown and indifferent, carrying an old shoe. I imagine someone searching for it once, then stopping.

      We arrive as the sun clears the hills. Smoke hangs over the city. Somewhere nearby, a shell explodes. I am here to evacuate the wounded—to get them to Italy, then onward to hospitals across Europe. That is the official reason.

      There is another reason. I have been told not to discuss it.

      The hospital overlooks the ruined Olympic stadium, now a tangle of steel and trenches marking the front line. The smell reaches me before I see anything else. Bodies overwhelm the mortuary. They lie stacked beside the building, dusted with lime, already surrendering to the heat of the day.

      Inside, people fill the corridors, sitting or lying on the floor in the half-light. Electricity flickers. Each brief glow feels precious. We pass the children’s ward. Windows are shattered. Children lie bandaged and still, their small bodies wrapped in gauze and quiet endurance. The smell of burned flesh clings to everything.

      “I’ll get the patients ready,” Todd says.

      “I need to go to the Red Cross office,” I reply.

      He looks at me. He does not know why I need to go there. Colonel Fields suggested I keep that part to myself.

      “We don’t have much time,” Todd says.

      “I know.”

      A white-haired man in a lab coat steps forward. “I can take you,” he says.

      Todd hesitates. Risk of abduction is real. We were briefed on that.

      “Near the front entrance,” the man adds.

      “I’ll see you at the ambulance,” I say.

      Todd does not like it, but I outrank him.

      “I’m Doctor Galway,” I say.

      “Doctor Pasalic,” he replies, extending a thick hand. “Ramiz Pasalic.”

      We walk through damaged corridors and down stone steps into the basement of a brick building with shattered windows. Two women sit behind desks, smoking cigarettes. Across from them, a thin man in an oversized army jacket shuffles paper.

      “This is Dr. Fejzic,” Dr. Pasalic says. “Director of the Red Cross.”

      Dr. Fejzic stands. He is younger than I expected, already worn in the way of people who have made too many impossible decisions.

      “Please,” he says. “Sit.”

      I explain why I am there. About the Italian medevac. About the ten people killed.

      He listens, then gestures toward a whiteboard on the wall.

      “These are today’s names,” he says. “Those leaving with you.”

      “And the others?”

      He does not answer immediately.

      “You know there is a war,” he says finally.

      “I know,” I say. “But I need to understand how the list was made.”

      “I made it.”

      “Alone?”

      “If someone wants a person removed,” he says carefully, “they put that person on the plane.”

      I take out my notebook.

      “Have you heard of Samoa Gavric?”

      For a moment, his face empties of expression.

      “She was a sniper,” he says. “Olympic silver medal. Before the war.”

      The name on my list is different. An alias.

      “They wanted her out,” I say.

      He nods.

      “And someone found out.”

      “Yes.”

      Outside, a shell explodes. The building trembles.

      “They threatened my family,” he says. “You don’t know what it is like to tell a man with a gun that his child will not leave.”

      I close my notebook.

      “No,” I say. “I don’t.”

      

      At the airport bunker, the French Foreign Legion helps us load patients onto a C-130. The ceasefire is thinning. Then Todd approaches me.

      “One engine is out,” he says. “We can’t take everyone.”

      We unload the patients into the bunker. The French move them gently, efficiently, behind earth barriers that feel impossibly fragile.

      The plane taxis away, limping, flares bursting from its sides before it disappears into the clouds.

      I am still here.

      The Legionnaires set out a meal, white tablecloths over rough tables, an act of defiance as much as hospitality. Outside, mortar fire shakes the ground.

      A short soldier with a pencil moustache laughs. “Maybe Airlines,” he says. “Maybe in, maybe out.”

      Then he adds, “Your friends in the RAF are coming.”

      They divert their aircraft. The cavalry is coming.

      When the plane finally lifts off, banking hard as flares streak into the sky, a cheer rises from the evacuees. Relief, brief and fragile.

      As we fly toward Italy, quiet settles in. I think of the faces left behind—the hollow eyes, the patience of suffering. Long ago, my mother told me of seeing a ghost in her school basement: a woman in white, passing through her, leaving a chill.

      Looking at the patients now, I understand.

      These are the living ghosts. They travel with us. They remain behind. And no matter where I go next, I know they will follow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            MONCHY LE BARDO

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      All of us here volunteered. Every one of us. My three brothers and I. We thought, King and country, that’s all you need. That’s the ticket, right there. I don’t know what happened to them. All I know is this happened.

      I arrived in England a twenty-year-old kid. I’d been nowhere outside St. John’s, Newfoundland. Now, here I was with a gang of other young men. We felt like we were on the adventure of our lives. We got drunk.

      I was late for parade the first day in camp. Sgt. Booth tore a wide strip off me. He confined me to barracks for 3 days. Sadly, the next day I was late again. Cpl. McGrath added to my misery by adding 3 more days confined to barracks. I was getting a reputation. It didn’t bother me. I had no ambition. What was the future, anyway? I was a private. I would not have what they called a “good war.”

      As soon as I was footloose and fancy free again, I got drunk in town. Confounding myself again at The Mason’s Heart pub. I got into a row with an arrogant Limey bastard whereupon MPs were called to break up the fight. Sgt. Tait and Pte Hann bundled me into the MP wagon. Lieutenant-Colonel Whitaker admonished me after they drove me back to barracks around 9:15 that night. His genuine upset stemmed from the fact that many of my comrades were also causing trouble. Setting an example was important to him. They docked my pay for two days. But that wasn’t the end of my trouble. A month later, I failed to show up for Tattoo. Capt. Fox admonished me this time, and I once again forfeited 2 days’ pay.

      My time in England had been unprofitable; I’d gained little in the way of money or experience. To make matters worse, the official record tarnished my reputation—labeling me a scoundrel and a scallywag, a scarlet letter seared onto my soul.

      The First Essex Battalion, Royal Newfoundland Regiment, disembarked at Rouen, France, on April 10, 1916. That same day, we marched south for what Major Aldridge called “the long slog.”

      It’s funny how a year can come and go, how you become hardened by the misery and suffering around you. At first, the little things bug you, like the fleas, and later, after the crushing boredom settles over your sorry brain seeping into every fibre of your body, the fleas are your companions in the long, sorrowful suffering.

      The big push came the morning of April 14, 1917, east of Monchy. Around 05:30 hours, the big guns began hammering the German trenches across the rolling fields from our position.

      I hated that sound, the whistle. It meant we’d have to leave the relative safety of our position and run like the dickens—scared rabbits we were. And I remember that day. It was calm after the big guns stopped. The fog rising over the damp land, a clear blue sky above. A solitary black crow flew over my head. Right then, that’s when the damn whistle blew. Over we went.

      We took the hill, our infantry aim, after about 90 minutes of chaotic fighting. We pressed on toward the enemy trenches. As we continued, a new German Battalion counter-attacked from three sides with astonishing ferocity. Machine gun fire blazed around us, cutting us down like blades of grass.

      As I fell to the damp earth in slow-motion, I saw my little mutt Harry racing up Leslie Street in the glorious sunlight. I hit the ground with a thud, face down in the mud. Bullets whizzed around me, a low whimpering, sorry sort of sound filled my ears. It was me. I tried to stop, but I couldn’t. I felt a sudden, excruciating pain shoot through both my legs. And a calm realization came over me. I thought of that crow flying away.

      Growing up in St. John’s, we had little. I went to work after grade eight as a clerk in a dry goods store owned by a friend of my father. My sweetheart, the lovely Clara, we were going to get married when I got back. I could see her radiant face and those beautiful, shining eyes, always smiling. My brothers, all of them, I didn’t know I would never see them again. This wretched war, or the pandemic that followed, would kill all of them.
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      I desperately needed to go to the bathroom. Everywhere I searched, all the bathrooms seemed to be occupied, so I kept looking, hunting to no avail. I opened a door into a large factory with production lines, long trains whipping by filled with bodies of half dead animals. My protestations were met with scowls, so I continued my way to a dark green country filled with foliage that seemed to reach out, trying to touch me, but still no place to relieve myself.

      On and on I walked alone in the blazing landscape. As I walked, I noticed there were no birds, no animals, no people anywhere. At this realization, the sky turned a dark purple as frigid water rose to my knees. I struggled to keep moving as the wind picked up to gale force, blinding me, knocking me down.
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      A muffled voice spoke. It sounded like German. Medics rolled me onto a stretcher and carried me to what must have been a muster point. Terror threatened to consume me, but I forced my eyes open. Germans were everywhere. I tried to move, but the pain nailed me to my cot.

      A medic tended my wounds and covered me in a heavy army blanket. The cold water washed over me again. When I came to, I was in a truck filled with other men, some crying and moaning, others dying. I tried to think what my family and friends back in St. John’s would be doing right then, but I couldn’t figure out what time it was, which made me angry. I did not know what time it was or what day it was.

      Much later, I learned my captors had taken 153 of us and 460 of us had died in the onslaught. But at that moment, all I could think of was the cold snow rising to my neck on what seemed to be George Street. People went about their business around me as if I was a shade.

      A raging fever, I was told later, had made me delirious. Because of my serious leg injuries, it was touch and go whether I’d keep my legs. I was lucky, I suppose, although at the time I didn’t feel fortunate.

      I spent the next 9 long months a prisoner of war. For weeks I was bedridden, unable to walk. I learned to hobble on crutches, although my shot-up left arm made using them a special torment.

      One day we were told the war had ended. Another six weeks would pass before our repatriation to England. In my case, to the Tooting Military Hospital, January 7, 1918.

      That’s me over there, being loaded off the Red Cross ambulance. Private Herbert James Valentine, the tag read in bold black letters.
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      “Welcome back to England,” the lady doctor said, waving Pte. Valentine on. The orderlies wheeled the stretcher past the reception desk into the large, well-lit ward. The strong aroma of disinfectant greeted him.

      “I hope I don’t lose as much money this time,” Herb chuckled.

      “Hey, you Irish?” one patient said as they wheeled Herb past.

      “Newfoundland,” Herb said, propping himself up with one arm.

      “Ah, go on,” another patient with a patch over his right eye said. “I thought you were all dead.”

      “Can I get a smoke?” Herb said, as they swivelled his stretcher past a pillar in the middle of the room.

      “There’ll be no smoking in the ward, Private Valentine,” the nurse said. “You’ll need to wait until you’re escorted to the sunroom, where you’ll be permitted to smoke.”

      “I’m dying for a fag, sister,” Herb pleaded.

      “Private Archer here will take you once you’ve settled in,” Nurse Halliday said, sticking a thermometer in his mouth. “I’ll be back for this in a few minutes.”

      “Worse than the fragging’ Germans,” Herb said, out of the corner of his mouth.

      “You’d better watch your mouth,” the patient next to him said. “Nurse Halliday, don’t take no guff.”

      “I just want me a smoke,” Herb said, lying back, staring at the ceiling.

      “You’ll get used to it. I’m Potter, Private Paul Potter, Nova Scotia Highlanders. I’m from Truro.”

      “You don’t say,” Herb said, as Nurse Halliday returned to read the thermometer. “Normal,” she said, with a wry sort of smile.

      “I doubt it,” Herb said, turning to his fellow patient. “Where’d they get you?”

      “Bloody Somme,” Potter said, returning to the book he was reading.

      “I meant, where did they hit you? Where were you wounded?”

      “My legs,” Potter said, a faraway look in his eyes. “This is a ward for leg injuries.”

      “Ah,” Herb said, turning his head to take in the large room filled with men draped in white linen.

      “The doctor’s pretty good though,” Potter said, from behind his book.

      “A lady doctor… who would have thought?”

      “The bloody war has changed everything,” Potter said.

      “Any chance we could get a drink around here?” Herb said. “A drink and a smoke?”

      “Good luck with that,” Potter said. “But they’ll take you to the sunroom for a smoke in a while.”

      “As soon as I get walking again, I’ll be on my way home,” Herb grinned.

      “You’ll be lucky,” Potter said. “Most guys here lost their legs in France.”

      “Oh,” Herb said. “I hadn’t thought about that.”

      “We should call you lucky, Private Valentine.”

      “Sorry,” Herb said. “Didn’t realize.”

      “You like to read Private Valentine?” Potter said.

      “Never been much of a reader.” Herb scanned the room.

      “You’d better find something to do,” Potter said. “The Red Cross will give you a book.”

      “I’m more of a doer than a reader,” Herb said. “I just want to get out of here.”

      “What are you going to do when you get out? Besides, have a drink and a smoke, I mean.” Potter’s dark eyes peered over his book.

      “I don’t know,” Herb said. “Go back to being a clerk in a store, I guess.”

      “Everything’s changed Private. Not just here. Everywhere. Things aren’t going back to normal. The entire world changed. Even Newfoundland. The war’s changed everything.”

      Herb had to think about that. What if everything had changed? It had for most of the guys in this room. What was the world going to do with a bunch of cripples?

      “You want that cigarette now?” Nurse Halliday said, smiling down at Herb. “Would you like to sit up? You get a much better view of the world.”

      “Yes, mam!” Herb said, excited for a smoke.

      “Then we’ll ask Private Archer here to take you over to the sunroom for a cigarette. And we’ll get you propped up so you can have a better perspective on things.”

      The sunroom was an entire wing at the end of the building. Large windows on all three sides opened to let in the fresh air. It had a glorious view of the sprawling green lawns and trees on the grounds. Herb noticed a high, red brick wall surrounding the entire estate.

      “They should call this fortress Tooting,” Herb grunted.

      “Don’t get any ideas,” Pte. Archer said, positioning Herb in front of a window. “The OC here is a stickler for the regs.”

      “And going’ awol, that’ll cost you,” a black man said, sitting in a wheelchair beside Herb. “Where you from?”

      “St. John’s,” Herb said. “You?”

      “Third Battalion, Toronto. Wounded Vimy,” the young man said as
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