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FOREWORD

[ want to open this first quarterly issue of the Indie Writers’ Digest with a brief
look at the evolution of writing through the ages, and touch on the future of our craft.

Recently, I watched a TV show about the origins of the written word. I found it
extremely interesting and being the book-nerd I am, I second-guessed the narrator’s
research that the very first record of marks to indicate sounds or words came from the
Chinese. Needless to say, I was wrong and we apparently have Persian Merchants to
thank for the first recorded scratched marks on clay tablets as evidence of trade
transactions.

It was still rare and unusual to find anything written in the time of Homer, and we
know this because Homer is most frequently modelled performing to an audience. This
would have been a fairly typical sight in those distant times. Ordinary people went about
their business, leaving the performing arts to the less fortunate (most usually blind) of
their settlements to shout or sing about daily news or events.

Later, the Egyptians invented hieroglyphics and the ‘Rosetta’ Stone provided the
key to unlock their meaning.

It is only centuries later, in the early Middle Ages when books become a thing. If
you have never seen such meticulous works of art, I urge you to find examples. The very
best examples are still as resplendently coloured as if spontaneously created.

The novel itself, as a means of storytelling is a relatively recent creation.

While poetry and then plays have been in existence since the time of the famous
Greek tragedians, such as Euripides, Sophocles, and the Romans Ovid and Virgil. The
novel only began its literary journey to prominence with works like The Pilgrim’s
Progress, which remained alone until Daniel Defoe was inspired by the story of

Alexander Selkirk to write Robinson Crusoe.



He was closely followed by Laurence Sterne (The Life and Opinions of Tristram
Shandy), and Samuel Richardson (Clarissa, or The History of a Young Lady). Henry
Fielding, never one to miss an opportunity for satire, quickly produced The History of
the Adventures of Joseph Andrews and his Friend Abraham Adams and the novel was a
fully-rounded and respected form of literature.

By a strange quirk of fate, the first featured story by the independent writers in
this edition of the Indie Writers” Digest is “The Charred Blade’ by Susan Mansbridge.

On a personal note, I would like to acknowledge my sincere gratitude to all the
featured writers here. It has been my pleasure and privilege to work with every one of
them. They are one and all, extremely talented and my sincerest wish is that the Indie
Writers” Digest provides them with a worthy platform from which to publicise their
work. Every story or piece of work here has its own special merit and I was truly amazed
at the standard and quality, as I hope you (the reader) will be. It only remains for me to

wish you happy reading — I hope you enjoy the stories here as much as I have.



SUSAN MANSBRIDGE

Originally from the north of England, Susan has made Southampton her home.

Her love of fantasy started very early after being given Ursula Le Guin’s Earthsea
trilogy one Christmas, and her dream has always been to write her own books.

Having worked in the NHS as a staff nurse, and in education as a Teaching assistant
and administrator, Susan left employment in 2016 and soon after began her first novel,
Master and Apprentice. She is currently working on a quadrilogy based on Norse
mythology. Book one, The Charred Blade, will be published in 2025.

When she is not writing, Susan enjoys reading (of course), watching movies, and
solving cryptic crossword puzzles. She also loves walking in the New Forest with her
camera and fellow clicking buddies, and is an active member of Testwood Baptist
Church.

You can follow Susan on Linkedin https: / /www _linkedin.com/in/susan-

mansbridge-indie-author/ or Facebook (@susanmansbridgewriter

To find out more, visit Susan’s website at https: //www .susanmansbridge.com/
Sign up to her newsletter to get sneak peeks, background information on her books,
and news of new releases. All new subscribers will receive a free short story set in the

world of Zelannor. You can also contact her via email at smwritersworld@outlook.com
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THE CHARRED BLADE (Chapter One)

Finlay Balder threaded his fingers through the wire mesh of the fence and peered into
the gloom. He could see the shape of the familiar stone bridge beyond, its arches
traversing the river flowing lazily beneath. It had been fenced off for as long as he could
remember. Bright red and yellow warning signs, flashing in the headlights of passing cars,
were prominently displayed along the road, notifying the curious of the weak structure
and giving dire predictions of injury or death for anyone trespassing. Even the local
youths had given up trying to scale the high barrier. Instead, they risked life and limb by
leaping into the river from the other side of the dual carriageway.

The sound of wings made him look up briefly. A large black bird landed on the top of
the fence, its dark feathers bleeding into the encroaching night sky. A passing car’s
headlights shone on it momentarily. The bird stared at Finn for a moment before burying
its head under one wing, carefully preening its blue-black feathers.

Finn’s phone buzzed, and he reluctantly tore his gaze away from the shadowed
bridge. He pulled his mobile from his pocket and glanced down. A message from Dee
demanding to know why he was late. He sighed as he shoved the phone back into his
pocket and rubbed his forehead. Despite being in his late twenties, his friend still
worried if he didn’t arrive home at exactly the same time, and he didn’t feel like being
berated for spoiling dinner again. Besides, he could feel the tension building up behind
his eyes and knew that a headache was imminent. Since they started a couple of months
earlier, he had tried several painkillers to ease them, but it was Dee’s herbal remedies
which were the only things that eased the pain. Finn screwed up his face as pain pulsed in
his head. He should get home. He would need to have one of her concoctions soon,
otherwise it would incapacitate him for the rest of the evening.

He loosened his fingers, but movement beyond the fence caught his eye and he

pressed his face against it once more, searching the darkness for the figure he had



glimpsed the week before. Seconds passed. Finally, he could make out a hulking shape
shuffling across the bridge at the far side. It stretched for a moment, and the figure was
briefly lit as a car raced by. Lank, unkempt hair, long hairy limbs and muscular torso. It
froze momentarily in the headlight’s glare, before squatting down against the parapet, its
silhouette merging with the shadows until Finn could no longer make it out.

When he had told her about it, Dee had tried to persuade him the figure was a
figment of his imagination, but he knew he had seen something. He took a deep breath
and closed his eyes for a moment. He had wondered whether she was right, and it was a
relief to know he wasn’t going completely crazy. Nevertheless, there were still things he
couldn’t explain. A strange compulsion kept drawing him back to this place, as if it held
answers to questions he didn’t even know he had. Someone, or something, lurked in the
shadow of the bridge, but who were they and what were they doing?

Another stabbing pain across his brow finally roused him at the same time as another
text buzzed from Dee. He glanced back at the bridge, but the early winter night made it
almost impossible to see more. The bird croaked once and flew off, and Finn reluctantly

turned for home. Solving this particular mystery would have to wait a little while longer.

“Where have you been?” Dee demanded as soon as he walked into the brightly lit
kitchen. He winced, both at the lights and her scolding tone. She pushed a strand of
white hair from her distinctive amber eyes and frowned as she glared at him. Then her
face softened.

“Another headache,” she stated, turning back to the kettle and flipping the switch.
“Sit down. I'll make you a herbal tea.”

Finn slumped into a Formica chair crammed into the corner of the room. Closing his
eyes, he leant on the small scratched table and laid his head on his arms with a low groan.
He could hear his friend measuring out the herbs into a pot and pouring the boiling water

over them. “I saw it again,” he mumbled.



She paused her stirring. “I don’t know why you keep going there.”

“Neither do I, to be truthful,” Finn said. “There’s just something about it. It calls to
me.”

Dee huffed. “It’s a condemned old bridge that goes nowhere. Here. Drink this.” She
pushed a mug of steaming liquid in front of him.

“Thank you. What would I do without you?” She patted his shoulder before turning
back to her dinner preparations. He blew on the infusion and took a sip. He could smell
the pungent ginger and peppermint, but also recognised a hint of lavender and thyme.
The rest of it was a mystery that Dee refused to divulge. He didn’t really care about her
secret ingredients as long as the tea cured his pain.

The headaches had been sporadic until more recently and he had put them down to
the stress of meeting deadlines at work. Now they seemed to occur at least once or twice
a week, and her herbal remedy was the only thing that drove them away. He vaguely
wondered if he ought to make an appointment with his doctor, in case something more
sinister was going on. What if he had a brain tumour? He’d heard stories of people falling

down dead in the prime of their life because they refused to believe they had a serious

health condition. He made a mental note to book an appointment the following day.

Written by Susan Mansbridge, indie fantasy author



A FRESH INTERPRETATION OF NORSE

MYTHOLOGY

2025 will see the publication of my sixth book, The Charred Blade, the first book in
a quadrilogy, based on Norse mythology. My protagonist, Finlay Balder, suddenly finds
himself plunged into fantastical realms that he knows only through books and Marvel

films.

Like all my stories, this one started with a picture in my head. A man peering
through a wire mesh fence in the twilight, trying to make out a figure moving on an old
stone bridge. I started asking myself questions. Who is the man? What is special about

the bridge? Who is the figure on it, and what is it doing?

My immediate thought was a troll who is there to take payment for crossing the
bridge — a bridge that doesn’t seem to go anywhere. (The bridge actually exists across
the road from where I live!) Over the space of an hour or so, I had fleshed out the bare

bones of a story, including the end.

I decided to do some research. Several hours later, my excitement ramping up
and up, I had the beginning of my saga. Unbelievably, with only a few little tweaks, my
story was a perfect fit into the mythology of the Norsemen, and the rest began to take

shape )

Interestingly, despite the plethora of stories and films, there is very little that
survives of the Norse myths. Two longer pieces of work, The Poetic Edda, a collection
of anonymous poems, and the Prose Edda by Snorri Sturluson, were both written around

the thirteenth century after Iceland had converted to Christianity. The rest are
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fragments, or information gleaned from comparative cultures. As you can imagine,

scholars still debate the veracity of these sources.

For instance, we know there was a realm of the white elves, or Alfar, called
Alfheim. And that is all we know. There are no descriptions of either the realm or its

inhabitants. So, when my MC’s visit that realm, I had carte blanche when creating it.

Probably the most famous piece of work derived from this mythology is JRR
Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings trilogy. His interpretation has informed fantasy writers ever
since, who use his descriptions of elves and dwarves without question. Even his names
are rooted in the Old Norse language. Middle Earth is a direct translation of Midgard,
the Norse name for our world. Gandalf is created from two Norse words: Gand, a magic
stick, and Alf, or elf. There are possible nods to characters like Vafthrudnir, who loved
to engage in contests with riddles. Was he the source behind Bilbo and Gollum’s test of

wits?

Rather than stick slavishly to Tolkien’s interpretation, I wanted to make my own,
although there is a wink to Tolkien within the fifth chapter. Despite that, I tried to stay as
true to the mythology as I could, even while putting my own spin on it. Returning to the
myths again and again has helped me craft all four books and get myself out of some
tricky situations of my own making, When my MC became completely overwhelmed in
the third book and I wasn’t sure how to get myself out of the corner I had painted myself
in, I discovered a minor god who was the perfect “Get out of Jail Free” card. She also

makes an appearance at the end of the last book, too.

There are some characters who you won’t see within the pages of my books
except for perhaps a passing mention. Thor and Loki are both absent. They have had far
too much attention to comfortably cross into my worlds without bringing a lot of
baggage with them, and I really didn’t want them to overshadow my MC. So they will

remain firmly locked away within the Marvel universe.
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Writing this series has been a joy in so many ways. I have learnt a great deal about
the Norsemen of old on this journey and my prayer is that my readers will appreciate and

love the reimagining of the ancient myths.

Susan Mansbridge,

Indie Fantasy Author

11



12

Another new contributor to the Indie Writers’ Digest is the super-talented Martin
Dixon, who has been writing novels and short stories for more than 40 years now.

Martin has extensive experience as an author.

Martin is originally from South London. He concentrates on creating entertaining
characters involved in complicated plots that push stories along at a good pace, stories
with intrigue and tension but with a strong element of humour to lift the narrative to
another dimension.

Martin’s books are mostly set within the crime and mystery genre the books and
provide an easy reading and entertaining experience.

I give you the first installment of Martin’s submissions: It’s Cold Outside.

Please note, Martin Dixon has a blog: https://www.shortstoriestoentertain.com/

12


https://www.shortstoriestoentertain.com/

13

IT'S COLD OUTSIDE

George sat at his kitchen table sipping black coffee looking through the window
towards the dusty play area in front of the road. Smiling was what he should be doing but
he had a distressing suspicion preventing the smile from getting any purchase. The dark-
skinned girl sitting on his fence, on her own, took no part. He could see she was just
sitting silently suffering. He thought about it but actually knew it was futile to intervene
so stood, put the cup in the sink, took one last look then wandered to his study to
continue writing what would be his greatest work, unaware that without even the need
to intercede, he was in fact, the catalyst to the girl’s salvation.

The fence swayed gently in time with Lucy, rocking back and forth as she sat on
the low post joining two sets of two runners, just watching. The huge guard dog behind
her growled and snarled, spluttered and coughed at the same time. A long chain clipped
to its choke-chain collar tightened as he tugged and strained, his paws gouging long
furrows in the dirt of the yard. Oblivious, the heels of Lucy’s shoes bumped a thumping
rhythm on the post. Grey skirt, red shirt with one tail hanging loose, grey socks rolled
untidily from bruised knees to pool around her ankles; her school uniform. Her brown
leather school bag, dusty at her feet, held so tightly between grey speckled lace up black
shoes with toes scuffed by scraping dirt and stones. Maybe she had a fear of bag
snatchers: anything for a laugh, that was her school, one that seemed to despise
newcomers, particularly ones with her appearance.

A picket fence, that’s what it was. How did she know that? She’d been places,
that’s how. America with its fancy fences, then all over Europe. Six times in five years, in
fact, was how many times she’d moved. The picket fence, white vertical slats and two
runners, one top, one

Bottom and rickety. Absent-mindedly Lucy picked at the flaking paint and poked

holes in the porous post as she concentrated on the game in front.
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If you were to ask at this precise moment, the end of her first week, what she had
thought of Monday’s school day she would say, pretty ugly. The tears she had felt like
shedding as her hair twisted around the fingers of a particularly obnoxious boy. Head
tugged back and laughing eyes staring into her pain as he muttered nasty insulting racist
words that spat into her face. But no tears for her. She was a tough one who well knew
the perils of showing weakness. An army brat, her family a household constantly on the
move.

She’d learned to take the bumps, the not so subtle shoves that landed her on her
knees and worst of all, the whisperings of catty girls. The cutting comments because she
was different. The clique. The tight group with the biased barriers so hard to break
down. The power that ruled the playground which, for her, was a hostile environment
but the clique, they were the key to escaping enforced exclusion. She had to endure. But
there was no easy way in for a newcomer with a frown, a scowl, a strange accent and
skin a shade or two and sometimes even three times darker than theirs and that was
always the problem wherever she went. Why it is cold outside in a new place.

For the sixth time the same pattern as all the other schools she had been dumped
in. Nothing new at all, the first week. She’d experienced the same, hated the same for
what seemed at least a million times before, sometimes for days, sometimes for weeks
but never forever because something always happened: someone might suddenly say
something nice, some meaningful words that would break the mould. A test perhaps, or
as happened this time just a few seemingly insignificant words, hardly any at all in fact,
said by one girl after just a single nod then the come-on wave which was enough to know
she had been accepted.

Her frown had become a scowl as she sat, shuffling, scuffing and twisting the
satchel strap around her fingers, feeling the dreaded chill of loneliness. Now there were
tears but she forced them back; I will not succumb to self-pity. A cracking thud of wood

hitting rubber. A yell, catch it, but she didn’t move, just watched the girl running her
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way. Reaching, jumping, missing as the ball slipped through her fingers and flew over
Lucy’s head to land ten feet past the straining dog, suddenly barking, drawn from a
doggy doze by the screaming and yelling of a collection of kids, all eleven-years-old or
thereabouts, hanging on the fence, rocking it, ignoring Lucy and all staring at the ball, at
the dog, at the ball again, at the girl who should’ve caught it. The inference in that
universal look at her was so easy to decipher. But the culprit was scared, that much was
plain to see and didn’t move despite the intense goading.

Lucy stood, swung her legs over the fence and walked towards the dog. Scared?
Of course. Did she let the dog see? No way. Instead, standing just beyond his reach she
sternly yelled in as deep a voice as she could muster, “Sit, leave,” and waved her right
hand in a downward motion. The briefest of pauses, an exchange of views of
understanding and a searching of eyes and that’s exactly what the dog did, sit, and as she
firmly strode towards the ball, she pleaded the leave would be understood as well. The
ten feet past the dog felt like a mile, the time it took seemed at least an hour but she
stooped with her back to the dog then retraced her steps past him, his head on one side
panting, displaying sharp meat cleavers, emitting a muted growl just to underline a point
of dominance. As Lucy exited the danger zone she smiled at him, said thank you and,
heart racing, hopped back over the fence.

The incredulous pack looked at the dog, then Lucy holding the ball, then back to
the dog and returned to the rounder’s pitch and Lucy to her perch. All of them,
including the girl with the slippery fingers who picked up the bat; it was her turn. But
the bowler didn’t bowl and along with the whole field gave a single communal nod
towards the batter who wandered over to Lucy still swaying on the fence.

She said, “My name’s Alice,” and handed Lucy the bat complete with the magic

words, “It’s your turn.” It was then Alice gave the come-on wave.
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“Lucy,” is all Lucy replied and followed Alice, the frown and scowl lost, replaced
with a welcome smile and took the bat. Expertly spun it once, then twice, thought three
times a bit inappropriately show-off and properly smiled as she set her stance.

The others, they carried the air of acceptance. They had a new member, a brave
asset for sure. Their clique had just grown. For Lucy, she felt herself warming to her
new friends. She was well aware of how lonely being on your own was, just waiting for
the warmth on the inside to thaw the outside freeze, so horridly based on outdated
prejudices.

Her saviour, the dog’s owner, George, whose name she knew from the postman,
appeared from the house. Maybe to see what the commotion was although it was now
quiet, except, of course, for the sound of a mighty hit and the ball heading into the trees
on the other side of the road, where a collective trawl through the undergrowth would
eventually find it, Alice this time being a redeemed hero.

On her way to school every day Lucy passed George’s house. The dog outside,
always alert, not always growling but always restrained by the clattering chain as the
postman came and stopped at the gate where, suspicious of the chain’s security, he
shouted, George, and the owner appeared, stood on the porch and yelled, “Sit, leave,”

with a downward wave of his right hand to demand total obedience.

Written by Martin Dixon, indie Author
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CHAPTER 1

(taken from Laundry Wars in Desenzano)

It was ten-fifty Monday morning; at least that’s what Emily Ellis’s watch told her
as she curled back the cuff of her cream blouse. The six-forty-three express from
Desenzano rattled and rocked through a multitude of point changes as it passed endless
rows of houses and warehouses finally approaching Roma Termini platform twenty-one.
The express was twenty-five minutes late, but of course that didn't matter, the important
thing was that she had escaped, so far without any consequences, other than the fact that
most of her possessions were still enjoying the view across Lake Garda. She snatched a
glance at the sour-face sitting next to her. Emily was not normally a spiteful person but
that bitch; she was sure her ankle would suffer for days.

The sun had woken her that morning. Too much Bardolino the night before and
the gap in the sloppily drawn curtains had definitely saved her. The bedroom window
faced east and it was close to six when the sun had cascaded onto her closed eyelids. It
stalled her dream of being pulled from the arms of the smiling woman with the long
black hair. Rubbing her eyes she threw back the light sheet, her nakedness prompting
recollection. All the others had left together just after midnight, finally leaving the two of
them alone until just an hour ago when Rosa had slipped away to prepare for work.

It was definitely the sudden brightness that had stirred her, not the sound of the
car drifting through the open window as it pulled up outside her apartment. That had
been a few minutes later as she shuffled back from the bathroom frowning at the
dishevelled apartment. The bottles, the red stained glasses, plates with dregs of tomato

sauce and pasta now a solid mess. All that debris marring the normally pristine coffee

table.
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As usual she passed the front window to satisfy a desire, an endless need to
wonder at the sheer beauty of sun sparkling on water and misty mountains, framed
between the tall trees neatly spaced along the lakefront. A view that had captivated her
since arriving what seemed an age ago, although it was only six months since she had
dragged a small suitcase out of Verona airport to hop into a taxi and give the driver the
address of a small hotel in a quiet road behind the main street.

That was when she had panicked, as she had looked out of the window through
foggy eyes. She had always known it was going to happen but even so her involuntary
gasp shook her out of her lethargy, the shock was still weirdly unexpected. Instead of
staring over the water, all she concentrated on was the car, then the creak of the door,
then the grey suit, a foot planted onto the pavement to stand and take a moment to
adjust his jacket. Suspecting what he would do next she slipped back from the window
before his head turned to glare up through dark glasses as the passenger door opened and
a similar grey suit moved to stand by the first. Not so much thought at that particular
point though, she was way too absorbed with rapidly repeating just one short word
under her breath. Then, as if to underline to herself exactly how she felt she slapped her
thigh with a clenched fist making her flinch into reality and return to the bedroom, to
stoop and reach under the bed.

Lurking there the small soft fabric sports bag suggested an underlying insecurity
being secreted in anticipation of such an inevitable moment. Packed and ready to go.
Essentials, things for a quick flight. Only a few clothes and the necessaries: passport,
important documents, temporary residency and the like. Anything else was easily bought
and she was certainly not short of money, she’d made damn sure of that. A few
treasures. Mostly jewellery and she did not want to forget Rosa’s purple bougainvillaca
flowers pressed between the pages of the Lake Garda travel guide, sweetly given with a
light brush of lips on hers and a slight stroke against her left breast where Rosa’s right

hand gently held her side.
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Back to the front window she risked a quick look. The first grey suit leant on the
driver’s door as he slowly pushed it shut, staring over the passing cars on the lakeside
road, across the still water looking through the dappled shade lining the shore. That
would give her time. Back to the bedroom to throw on yesterday’s clothes. Underwear
frantically removed with kisses and caresses randomly lined the floor. Skirt and blouse
taken off with more care but still untidily draped over the easy chair next to the ornate
frame of an ormolu wall mirror. The mirror that showed confirmation of her
overindulgence. She pulled her hand through her long untidy blonde hair. Such a futile
gesture. She sighed at the drab look, simple cream and grey, grabbed the bag and her
handbag from the floor next to the bed and snatched her purse off the dressing table,
slipped feet into flat soles, took one last look around and rushed her dishevelled self
through the door.

The wide hallway held the sound of the main door clicking shut. Footsteps on the
stairs. The slow slap of leather soles on tiled treads. Echoing words. Thankful she had
paid attention when she had rented the second-floor apartment, she sprinted to the end
of the corridor. Through the door with the green exit sign and bar handle, down the
narrow metal staircase to the rear yard across which she rushed, past terracotta pots, past
the purple bougainvillaea spreading over the tall rear wall, to disappear through the back
gate silently letting it swing shut.

Briskly moving through the slowly waking backstreets Emily made her way
towards the station. Quickly past the ruin of the ancient Roman Villa with the near intact
mosaic floors, somewhere she would normally dally and catch a mesmerising peek
through the gaps in the bush lined wire fence. Then a right and all the way up the long
gentle slope past silent shops and bars just beginning to open for the early coffee
drinkers, the aroma already percolating onto the street. As she walked her thoughts
whirred. Who were they? There were several options: one bad enough to make her think

she definitely should not be caught. Fishing her phone from her bag she turned it off. Her

19



20

Italian phone. She had left her London phone behind when she had fled to Italy six
months before.

Fifteen minutes was a long time for a naturally impatient person to wait and for
Emily the extra ten minutes were tense. Imagining pursuit, she kept glancing at the
entrance as she waited, melding into the crowded platform. Keeping a close eye on the
information screen still showing the late arrival time. She knew it would be difficult to
get a seat, so with a minute or so to go she shuffled forward to form the front of a group
beginning to congregate where they expected a door would appear when the train
stopped.

First on board, she thought about upstairs but instead looked along the lines of
downstairs seats and quickly moved halfway along the carriage before it became
congested. The woman sitting on an aisle seat ignored her by staring out of the window,
maybe pretending she was not there, her bags packed onto the window seat. Emily asked
once quite nicely then, not receiving any reaction, nudged the lady’s arm and pointed at
the seat.

A scowling face stared as she huffed and took her time complaining while she
shuffled over to sit with a soft bag on her lap and one by her feet. The hard leather one
the woman kept vindictively ramming against Emily’s ankle until Emily jammed her bag
against it. But the woman kept pushing so Emily stared at her and leant close, “Basta,”
she quietly snapped with force and a look and a flash of white teeth. One thing she had
learnt during her life in London married to Charlie was how to use the tone of her voice
to make a point. Not only to Charlie but also to some of the crew who worked for him.
Dressed in their smart suits and loosely knotted ties with their discreet groping hands,
they seemed to be always there, lingering in her luxurious kitchen or slouched on plump
feather filled cushions on the garden room sofas, drinking coffee, farting and swearing
and laughing at lewd jokes while waiting for instructions. All the time watching, their

eyes running over her every detail every time she entered.
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Rocking to a halt, the doors thumped and the platform rapidly filled. Emily did
not rush. Make the bitch wait, she thought. After a few moments she stood, stooping to
pick up her bag and went to move towards the door behind her then stopped. The lady
was in the aisle heading the other way. A long cotton dress swished as she struggled with
her cases in the cramped space. Emily followed her onto the platform. Following her,
dragged along by the heaving mass, towards the exit. Followed her until she could barge
her way right up close behind. The exit slowed the crush with some bunching and
shoving. Emily looked down, measured her stride perfectly and ran her heel down the
back of the lady's ankle causing her shoe to slip off with a hiss of pain. The lady spun and
Emily grinned. She would not describe her action as spiteful; it was simply that an ankle
for an ankle was perfectly justified; after all, the principle was cast in stone. Book of
Exodus 21:23-27, one of the things that had made enough of an impression, from her
religious education lessons, to stick in her head

Through a turbulent concourse onto the street, she paused suddenly realising she
was thirsty and hungry. Rome had a habit of being filled with multitudes so there was no
problem with cafes and restaurants. She had once heard that waiters sang with operatic
voices as they worked, much like gondoliers, but that was long ago before she grew up,
and had been quickly dispelled on her first visit on her engagement fifteen years ago,
after she had been swept away by promises that failed to materialise. That was the first
time she had stayed five stars, with personalised guided tours and fine dining and long,
slow dancing into the small hours. At the time she had never questioned Charlie, she had
just assumed he worked hard for his obvious wealth. How naive, but then she had only
been twenty-two.

All the servers in the main street cafes hovered expectantly, no slouching, lots of
smiling, plenty of suggestions. This one, a hopeful gigolo type, with charm and so much
creative knowledge of how beautiful and desirable particular ladies could be, spoke

unwanted words as he directed her to a table close to the street but she declined and
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pointed to one at the rear. One in the corner with the fresh white tablecloth and
sparkling glasses, where the charmer waited patiently while she decided what to order.
She checked her watch, eleven-thirty-one; thirty-one minutes past the perceived
cappuccino deadline so she ordered a double macchiato and a ciabatta, her favourite
mozzarella and Parma ham with fresh rocket, then sat back to watch the activity on the
wide pavement and take stock. How likely was it that she would have been followed? She
thought very low at the moment so felt she could take a few days to decide whether it
would be safe to return to Desenzano or if she would have to move on. Thinking she had
a bit of time to make up her mind, the first priority would be to find a place to stay,
although as she left the cafe the first thing she actually did was turn on her phone, send a
one letter text M and wait for the call. She also had funds to transfer.

The area between the station and the Tiber was familiar to her. She had made two
trips to Rome during the past six months. Only for a few days and mostly for financial
reasons but there had been time to see some sights. The first time she came to open a
non-resident bank account and transfer money. One and a half million, the second of her
three intended payments. Then a second visit, to arrange for investment for the laundry.
Why Rome and not Desenzano was a reasonable question and like most reasonable
questions the answer was simple. Leaving was always likely to be necessary so best to flee
to her most important consideration, the money. It would always be accessible in Rome.
The transfer to arrange funding for an investment residency, the so-called Golden Visa.
The smart four-star hotel she stayed on those occasions was the obvious choice now but if
they didn’t have a room there were plenty more nearby that hopefully would. As it
happened the hotel she had stayed in remembered her. The first thing she did when she
had settled in her room was to risk a simple text. She had to let Rosa know she was safe.

It was that time of day, ten-thirty and the tourists were on the move, wandering
around the foyer queuing for reception with their concerned faces to ask endless stupid

questions. Sitting, filling all the chairs waiting for tour guides chatting exuberantly in the
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many languages of their eclectic mix. It was now, eight days later, that Emily thought
about returning to the lake but decided the risk was too great. She felt she should stay
hidden a while longer, at least until everything became clearer. She would move down
south instead. Puglia had a great look about it. Quieter, maybe an easier place to
disappear. Driving was the best option so she intended the car rental to be her first stop
of the day. As she left the hotel, she did not notice the man wearing a dark blue polo and
light-coloured chinos, carrying a brown folio case, change his mind and not enter the
hotel but followed her instead.

Fifteen minutes later, mixed up with Japanese tourists near the museum, as she
overtook the lady with the red umbrella held high, familiarity suddenly struck. The same
feeling, the one from eighteen months back when she had been followed by that
detective inspector. He had questions about Charlie’s activities which, of course, she
denied knowing anything about. But here it was again. Call it sixth sense or her
insecurity fuelling her imagination or whatever you wanted, it didn’t matter, Emily was
positive she was being followed.

Taking a quick furtive glance behind, she suddenly swept from the street through
double doors into the museum hoping to hide amongst the crowds but immediately
became distracted by the near naked lady standing solidly towards the back of the gallery.
Emily’s stride slowed as she gazed at the face. Was there something familiar? The lady’s
right hand rested on her left shoulder loosely clutching some light fabric, silk most likely,
with the impression of some subtle movement, a breeze maybe, as the cloth appeared to
swirl to drape, subtly concealing one part of her modesty. It was the lady’s pose and her
coy expression that was reminiscent of a recent memory. Pushing through the crowd she
abruptly halted. The suggestion of virtue was extraordinary and immediately reminded
Emily of Rosa, giving her such a sudden feeling of guilt. It was probably now safe to call
her. If she did head south, she would ask Rosa to come with her although she knew the

laundry would make that unlikely.
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Staring for just a moment longer, unable to refrain from gently stroking her hand
down the smooth white marble thigh, she turned to be engulfed by an intense moment of
panic. The dark blue uniform of one of the many attendants was pushing through the
admirers and quickly heading her way. Absent-mindedly she rubbed her hand down the
pale blue fabric of her skirt trying to expunge her guilt and snatched a glance at the stern
face approaching. Emily’s expression betrayed her fragile disposition and in a natural
reaction, her eyes swept around the gallery desperately searching for the nearest exit.
The uniform was just ten feet away when a hand from behind rested on her shoulder
causing her to gasp. In her high state of anxiety, even such a gentle touch held the

expectation of stern reprimand but a soft voice simply said, “Mrs Beech?”

Written by Martin Dixon
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JAMES GORDON YEO

My name is James G. Yeo and I was born in April 1979, in Moncton, New
Brunswick, Canada. I am the youngest of three; I have an older sister and older brother.
We moved to Saskatchewan, Canada in 1986 and we spent ten years there before moving

to another town in Saskatchewan in 1996.

After finishing high school  moved to Edmonton, Alberta, Canada, to attend
N.A.LT. for my Culinary Arts course. Once I finished my college [ spent another two

years in Edmonton to achieve my Red Seal in cooking.

[ moved back to my parents in 2001 to work in the oil field to pay off my school
debt. Then I moved to Halifax, Nova Scotia, Canada which was a dream of mine. I would
spend three years there and I would continue with school by taking some business

courses.
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In January of 2005, I would be diagnosed with schizophrenia and I would move
back to Saskatchewan the following spring. Since my diagnosis, I have changed my career

to become an author with the goal to change the stigma on mental illness.

I have more book projects that [ am Working on that I will be publishing in the
future. For more information about my work and me check out my website at
www.jamesgyeo.ca, as well follow my weekly blogs with updates of where I am with my

present projects that [ am Working on.
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This essay is part of my philosophy book, Echoes of Yesterday, that I will be

releasing in late spring early summer of 2025 with Amazon.

THE STORM

As the afternoon begins to cool down from the heat of summer, you are lying on
your grass when there is a light breeze that begins. It cools you sending a chill up your
back. In the sky clouds slowly begin to move in and there is in the distance a
thunderstorm heading towards your home. The wind slowly picks up as the cold front
moves in to drop its rain that is needed. Not thinking much, you continue to relax as the
smells of wet earth starts to fill the air.

Within minutes, you can feel the mist that is starting to swarm around you. The
mist begins to turn into light rain. As each drop plummets down and breaks on your
body, the feeling of peace fills you. It makes you remember when you and your lover
would make love in the rain when you were first dating. Now that is not the case,
however the rain feels good on your body.

Slowly the rain becomes heavier and then you hear the thunder from the
approaching storm. The wind begins to pick up more and the rain turns into a
downpour. Not moving from your spot, you close your eyes, and you imagine that you
are in a dream where you are walking back to your home to be with your lover.
Moments later there is another crack of thunder and then the rain lets off a little and the
climax of the storm is reached as it passes you by.

Minutes later the storm is over, and the sun has come out to dry up the land. The
rain has washed your soul clean, and you feel a sense of calmness that you open your eyes
to see that your first born has come out to stand over you.

In life there are many types of storms. Noting that there is always a calm before

and a calm after the storm we never see this. Many people only see the storm and think
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that it is going to last for the rest of their lives. They do not look at what is happening to
them, and it brings them down. Without looking at the positive in what the storm is
bringing, they only see the negative. This is what happens to most people where it is
easier to see the negative. Looking at what could come out of the situation is far from
their mind.

I have had many storms that have come through my life. Some last years and
others were shorter, however when I was diagnosed with Schizophrenia, I had to look
into my heart and soul to understand that I need to follow a positive road. Iam not
saying that my storms are more than what you have and are going through today. The
thing is that I have learned that every storm that I have managed and gone through has
made me stronger. At times I have wanted to give up and take the easy way which is the
negative way. Yet, there has always been something inside of me that made me say no.

With all that we suffer from in this life, we need to follow the light at the end of
the tunnel, and I know that sometimes that light is hard to see. In 2010 I was in a dark
place and was ready to end my life because I was tired of fighting with my illness. I spent
one month in the hospital because of it, and it was then when I put down the bottle and
took a hard look at my life. As Ilooked back, I saw the battles that I have had with
depression, the ten years of abuse that I went through as a child from being bullied in the
town that me and my family moved to in 1986.

I looked at all the bad things and then it dawned on me that I had a lot of positives
that had come from those storms. I found my love for cooking when I was 11 years old
which turned into my career for over 20 years. Ilooked at what happened to me in
Edmonton, and I'looked to see that I made a lifelong friend who gave me the push that
made me stay and get my papers in cooking.

As I sat in my room one night when I was in the hospital, I saw that I had made
my two biggest dreams in my life come true. One was to be one of the best in the

Culinary world and the other was to move back to the region where [ am originally
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from. That was when I saw all the pain and hardships that came from all the storms that I
had to go through to make them come true. Then came the book, An Individual’s
Innocence: The Silent Screams. It was hard to write it, and it took me until 2016 to
publish it. The time that led me there was a storm that started in 2005 when I was
diagnosed. I did not know it then that I would walk a path of defiance against the way
that society sees those who have mental illness. That was the storm that almost took me
to the grave.

In 2015, I was not happy with what was happening in my life again and I
remembered that night in 2010 when I was in the hospital, and I pushed through. That
night in 2015 in question I was ready to delete the book and give up again and it was a
new friend that had just read the book, and he said that I should do another edit. He told
me that I should go through to publish it. Since then, I have had challenges with job
losses which effectively made me question again but it was just another storm that I had
to face.

With all that and seeing the fact that when I was at the point of breaking someone
has always come into my life to ask me if I am giving up or not. I have fallen many times,
and I have always stood back up because it is something that I have always done. My dad
once told me, “James, if you get beaten down, get back up and if you can only get to
your knees continue forward. If you can’t walk, crawl and if you can’t crawl, use your
arms and pull yourself to where you can grab a chair to help you to your feet.”

This one thing that he told me time and again when I was going through the abuse
for 10 years where I did not really have a friend, however finding out years later that I
did have one or two. In Edmonton it was a good friend who said to me when I was ready
to quit cooking. He said, “James, you have something that everyone wants. If you are
going to quit, quit everything.” After he said that, he gave me a look and continued,

“Make your choice. I will be a good friend and be here to remind you of the fact that you
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can do anything you put your mind to, it would be a shame that you gave up on your
dreams.”

These are the things that run through my mind when I think of giving up. When I
see a storm, I sit and smile because it means that I am at the beginning of a new lesson
and I look forward to the struggle that I am going to have.

[ would like to say to you that even when it gets harder for you the storm will
pass. Stand up to the storm that is approaching you or the one that you are in. You will
get through it and look for the positive aspects of the situation and the lessons that you
are learning. There will always be storms, and it is not how long they last but who you
become.

Stay safe.

Written by James Gordon Yeo, indie Writer
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About James McLean

08}

I am a Canadian writer who loves a good story. I was raised as an only-child thus
allowing my imagination the opportunity to run free to keep myself occupied on my days
home alone.

I would also write horror stories during my spare time in an attempt to freak out
my friends. I am proud to say it worked. Daniel, I'm sorry (not really).

I'm still “young and budding” with my writing, but with more than forty novels
planned, I hope to continue to provide the worlds of my imagination for many years to
come. And I hope you will come to be as immersed while reading my stories as I was
while creating them.

(I also want to say thank you to the lovely Laura of Riverview Photography

for the wonderful picture you see above)
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THE SUICIDE EXPRESS

Sef stood at the on-ramp, next to his red Lithro Corvette, while the city’s neon
lights flashed against the clouds behind him. He raised a cigarette to his lips and took a
drag. He let the smoke linger in his lungs, then lowered it as he exhaled slowly through
his nose.

The on-ramp was smaller than he thought it would be. But he didn't let it bother
him. The section of highway he was going to drive had been abandoned for years and the
project had been cut so quickly that lights had never been installed. The city of
Reconciliation started the project but after a change in mayors, it was quickly abandoned.
What was supposed to have been named the Reconciliation Super-Highway had been
dubbed the Suicide Expressway by the city's populace.

Sef chuckled. The name was fitting. Though all the construction equipment from
the project had been moved to other sites, there were plenty of hazards someone could
get caught in. Potholes were strewn along the 100-kilometre section of roadway and
abandoned cars, trash cans, garbage, and other forms of refuse littered the asphalt. Some
kids had gone down shortly after the highway was abandoned and built makeshift ramps
for them to launch their cars off of.

Those kids were the reason the highway was given its namesake.

The Suicide Expressway ...

More than a few of the adrenaline-secking kids killed themselves on their damned
contraptions. And more wound up crippled for life.

Sef chuckled again while he shook his head. The ramps still stood — or so he was
told — randomly spaced along the expressway wher