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A flashbulb memory is a highly detailed, exceptionally vivid ‘snapshot’ of the moment and circumstances in which a piece of surprising and consequential (or emotionally arousing) news was experienced or heard.

The term "Flashbulb memory" suggests the surprise, indiscriminate illumination, detail, and brevity of a photograph; however, flashbulb memories are only somewhat indiscriminate and are far from complete.

Evidence has shown that although people are highly confident in their memories, the details of the memories can be forgotten.

––––––––
[image: ]


Courtesy of Wikipedia

~For Joy~

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue
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My recurring flashbulb memory: A village somewhere in England.

A damp fog - rather than a right ‘pea-souper’ as my friend Harry used to say - hangs just above the slated rooftops, shrouding a row of chimney pots. Shoe-box gardens run the full length of a street of Victorian terraces.

I see my hand on a brass knocker before closing the front door to one of these houses. 

The air is sharp and my breath is visible. I glance down at my heavy boots, which scuff against the flagstones. A kitbag swings from one shoulder, my rifle on the other, and an ammunition pouch is wrapped around my waist.

I turn my face towards the faint glow of the morning sun and pause before buttoning up my army jacket, lighting my last roll up. I inhale, lost in thought, and survey the house before leaving: its dirty windows, its sloping roof and the grey chimney stacks; home.

I pick up my haversack and the little iron-gate squeaks as I pull it closed behind me.

I walk a short distance, stopping at a little tobacconist off the village square. The bell above the door jangles and an elderly man appears from the back of the house. He has a grey handlebar moustache, wears round spectacles and is almost bald. I buy a packet of Woodbines.

‘Sixpence change, sir.’ The man gives me a kindly smile. 

I nod in gratitude.

‘Good luck over there.’

‘Thanks.’

‘You’ll be back in Blighty before you know it.’

I bid him a farewell and he waves a cheerio, adding, ‘God bless you sir,’ and he disappears behind the curtain once again. 

Outside, the fog soon lifts and a misty rain ensues as I walk on to the railway station.

While a brass band plays, soldiers smoke, chat and say their goodbyes to their loved ones.

I squeeze through the door of ‘The Station Cafe’ to meet a young woman. I smell her perfume; stroke her hair and we kiss. I am unable to see her full face, but I feel the release of her hand and she is gone, lost in the chaos and smoke and steam from the train.

One blast of a shrill whistle signals embarkation; the carriage doors are flung open and we pile in. 

Soon soldiers are bagging seats, stowing kitbags, gas capes and respirators behind them and throwing their haversacks onto the racks above.

The guard blows his whistle and the train pulls out. Most of the men are still jostling for position and there is much rancour, grumbling and general disorder.

Less than a mile down the track, we hear the drone of enemy aircraft, then a roar as they pass just overhead. In the carriages, to a soldier, we pause when we hear the sound of bombs being dropped upon our village...

These are the bare bones of my existing memory.








Part 1
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Chapter 1
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Six months later, Bournemouth

1st August, 1944
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Coughing, cries for assistance and weary groans are my recent company; no-one laughs or smiles in my ward, rarely at least; some have not even made it out alive. 

I cry silent tears as I view the lifeless bodies being taken away. The poor light from the few small windows causes day and night to blur, and only the dim evening lamps tell me another day is ending. In a vain effort to sleep, I try to ignore the putrid smell of idoform and shut out those wretched noises.

I am one of the lucky ones from the D-Day landings, or so everyone keeps telling me. I have to believe them since I have survived to return home to British soil from Occupied France. After a blood transfusion and surgery, I am surprised to be alive. So, for me, it’s like having an unexpected second inning.

‘How did your regiment get on over there?’ I ask a fellow patient.

‘A grim business,’ he says and solemnly shakes his head. ‘There were heavy casualties in my regiment; many didn’t make it off the beach. I lost so many friends and colleagues. The Germans had reinforced their defences... Slowly but surely, we were able to make headway but it was hard-going...’ 

6th August, 1944

I have been moved to a different wing, a smaller ward, one where the patients are in recovery. 

Here, there are huge, long shuttered windows, lofty ceilings and dark parquet floors. Two rows of fifteen beds line each side of the ward. All manner of staff come and go. Recently, we even had a visit from top brass; a brigadier came through and gave us all a few quiet words of encouragement.

My new bed is close to a small office from where I can sometimes hear the hushed sound of the nurse’s chatter.

Yesterday, when the door was inadvertently left ajar, I could hear a radio. The blissful musical tones escaped and floated towards me. I recognised the composition: Where the Lemon Trees Bloom by Johann Strauss. I gazed out of the window as the music washed over me, cleansing my soul so that I forgot the present.

The duty nurses are worried about me. Twice during their crossover, I have caught Nurse Grant and Nurse Brooks glancing towards me through the small office window. I could not hear their whispered conversations or decipher their furtive glances, but I could sense they were talking about me.

Intuitively, I know it concerns my previous designated stay in a secure room of the hospital.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2
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Hospital staff tell me I was in a coma for nearly six weeks, but I am making progress.

Presently, each day, after breakfast, I am pushed through a draughty room with high ceilings and leaky radiators to my rehabilitation class. This involves a series of basic exercises that a small child could do, but mostly I cannot. There are about twenty of us crammed in there, some in wheelchairs, some needing walking frames, most slumped down in hardback chairs.

I turn my stiff neck to see the human debris of war all around me. Men are empty shells of their former selves; some stare into space or even fall into a semi-conscious state.

We begin by throwing a football to each other; some progress to a medicine ball. An ironic cheer goes up on the rare occasion that a patient completes a successful throw. The nurse is a good sport and retrieves the ball more times than any third-rate, amateur goalkeeper.

My constant fumbling of the ball reminds me of how my life has changed; my spirit has been crushed, as has that of my colleagues. War does that to you; it first crushes you physically and then mentally.  When you are no longer fit to be a soldier, you end up in places like this.

I presume that hospitals up and down the country must be full of us by now, doing stuff like this, and simply surviving, no more and no less. On the good days, I do have hope...

You see, amidst these tortured souls, there are angels who watch over us. 

To be honest, I am not sure how these angels do it, but they do, and for seemingly no reward. What they see, and what they hear must be extraordinarily testing because we are not good patients, and no kind of training can prepare anyone for this. My thoughts are interrupted.

‘Cup of tea?’ A kitchen orderly asks and stops the trolley at the foot of my bed.

I raise a thumb. 

‘You all right today?’ she asks as she pours.

‘Mustn’t grumble,’ I reply.

‘There you go, love,’ she smiles. ‘Careful now, it’s hot.’

‘Thank you,’ I say and reflect upon this seemingly simple offering.

Tea: what would we do without it, particularly after a disappointment or a tragedy? It is often offered in kindness or sympathy to stress that everything will somehow be all right. ‘Don’t you worry; keep your chin up; have a cup of tea; keep calm and carry on.’

And do you know what? It does help. As I sip my hot tea, I gradually relax and am refreshed. To my mind, the ‘tea lady’ has one of the most important jobs in the whole war effort.

Anyway, where was I? Ah yes...

My favourite angel is an assistant called Nurse Brooks.  I sense (or at least I want to believe) that she has taken a keen interest in me. When I say ‘interest’, I mean she spends time talking with me. If I am awake late at night, she will sometimes pull up a chair and chat for a while. Giving too much attention to one patient might elicit the wrath of the stalking Matron. I hope not, because Nurse Brooks is the only light in my new existence. 

Matron is a tough, old boot; durable, hardy, and a bit frayed. Her eyes exhibit little sentiment but they detect errors and apathy amongst the staff like a swooping hawk. She walks with a straight back and a chin that is rarely lowered. If she has ever smiled, I have never been a witness to it.

During the day, whenever Nurse Brooks is on duty, I raise my head slightly so my eyes can follow her around the ward. She wears a standard issue, striped, blue dress with a white collar and a starched white apron with a cotton mob cap, one that covers her pretty brown hair. I suppose, for most, this would be very unflattering garb. 

In a similar way to those dulcet sounds coming from the radio, seeing her lifts my spirits and gives me hope. I watch as the nurses give the first of many penicillin injections. Later on, Nurse Brooks pushes a dressing cart and, together with Nurse Gibbs, dresses the wounds of patients.

Nurse Brooks always senses me watching her, because on occasion she has turned around and given me a secret smile or an exclusive wink. I confess that one night I even dreamt that she was lying next to me...she has frequently encouraged me to recall my flashbulb memory, cajoling me to remember more and to help me find my past.

Even a few minutes of sitting up in bed, however, can be too much, and I soon flop back down and leave Nurse Brooks to her duties. 

Aside from that, the days that pass here are slow and indistinguishable. Breakfast follows exercise, lunch follows the nurses’ rounds or the Matron’s inspections, and drug-induced sleep follows everything. 
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In Recovery, 2nd September, 1944

I have already surmised that Nurse Brooks is not married, but she has cleverly deflected my casual, and then not-so-casual, questions about any current relationships during her check-ups with me. 

‘You’re doing better,’ she laughs.

‘What do you say?’ I ask (regarding my latest proposition).

‘There’s a war on,’ she says, roughly sticking a thermometer in my mouth. ‘I haven’t got the time for romantic notions like that.’

‘Besides, I’m very discerning,’ she adds, not looking up as she makes a note of the reading. 

When I suggest we go for a coffee, she sticks the damn thermometer back in my mouth. ‘One more time,’ she requests, and playfully stops me in my tracks because I know that one reading is de rigueur, but she finally yields.

‘Okay.’ She sighs deeply and removes the thermometer. ‘When all of this is over, and when you’re fully recovered.’

‘Is that a promise?’

‘Oh, if only to stop you feeling sorry for yourself,’ she says and severely re-arranges the pillows behind my head. ‘Okay, yes.’ 

Before I have time to enjoy the moment, Matron is upon us.

‘How are you today?’ Matron asks. ‘Your shoulder?’

‘Oh, I’m quite all right. The stabbing pain has gone.’ I glance to Nurse Brooks and smile. ‘Actually, thanks to my angel here, I’m in heaven, Matron.’

Matron scoffs and gives Nurse Brooks a stony glance.

‘Ignore him, Matron,’ she says. ‘He’s just in high spirits.’

‘Very well.’ She nods. ‘I daresay that is down to you, but don’t forget your other patients. Carry on nurse.’

As Matron moves on, I give a theatrical shivering motion. ‘There’s suddenly a cold draught in here.’

Nurse Brooks nervously places a finger to her mouth. ‘Shh... She takes a dim view on any banter between nurses and patients.’

‘She would. She’s a wet blanket.’

‘You can’t say things like that.’

‘Oh, I was just pulling her leg a bit.’

‘If she thought you were fraternising with me, she would have me removed from the ward. I could even lose my position. Then you wouldn’t see me at all.’ She sighs, ‘Do you want that?’

‘Of course not. That’s the last thing I want to happen. I’ll be a bit more careful,’ I promise.

‘Anyway, did you really mean that?’

‘What - you being an angel? Absolutely! You are an angel.’

Nurse Brooks’ expression is stoic, but her lips upturn in the merest hint of satisfaction. 

‘Nursing is hard sometimes; I am doing my best.’

‘You are the best!’

‘Okay, that’s enough,’ she directs. ‘You do know where all this flattery will get you?’

‘Where?’ I ask, hopeful.

‘Nowhere!’

I shrug. ‘Well, you can’t blame a fellow for trying.’

‘No,’ she scoffs. ‘But I’ll give you full marks for effort.’

When Nurse Brooks begins pouring me a cup of water, I return to the topic in hand and try my luck further.

‘If I promise to behave in here, then perhaps we could have dinner together?’

‘Hey!’ She stops pouring. ‘It was just a coffee a minute ago.’

I shrug. ‘Coffee after dinner.’

She places the jug down.

‘Jack... I should tell you, I have certain criteria.’

‘What sort of criteria?’ I ask sincerely.

‘Don’t worry,’ she motions to leave. ‘In the unlikely event you ever meet them, I’ll be sure to let you know,’ she says, her voice lightening.

‘I’m not going to give up,’ I vow.

She turns back with a smile and a twinkle in her eye and answers, ‘I’m an angel, remember and as far as I can tell you’re a mere mortal... I don’t think it would work out very well!’

I call out after her. ‘I’d still like to know what your criteria are.’ 

She ignores me.

As I watch her continue her rounds, I wonder if I really could be the man to meet them.
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5th September, 1944

It is a little time since that conversation, and after exercise, I ask if an orderly will push me out to a little courtyard so I can sit outside for a while.

Once on my own, I notice the vibrant flowers that adorn the flowerpots and cascade from the hanging baskets. With their fragrant smell, and the sunlight suddenly striking my face, I confess, it is a life-affirming moment, the first one in a long, long time.

Even the war is in its last throes; the Allies are taking all before them. Here in this small coastal town, there are fewer blackouts, and we have heard fewer air-raid sirens. Sitting here, it seems a world away.

After a while I identify fuchsias, honeysuckle and azaleas and many more, nature’s splendour is all around me.  I sit and spend a long time searching for the perfect flower with the perfect colour and the perfect fragrance. A fanciful notion I know...

Finally, I believe that I have found it. My light head is still spinning from this impromptu re-awakening.

I use my feet to help me navigate the wheelchair to the area. I can stand up, albeit unsteadily, then lean forward to collect my chosen specimen. Unfortunately, just as I try to sit back down, the wheelchair flips over. I collapse into a heap onto the hard stone ground.

Suddenly, I hear a shout from a hospital porter who comes rushing to my aid. I am promptly brushed down
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