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            JUST AROUND THE CORNER BY PHIL SCULTHORPE

          

        

      

    

    
      For my birthday, my wife approached a specialist cartographer and commissioned him to prepare for me a unique document. It is a map of a fictitious country, but one in which all of the communication routes displayed – be they major highway or minor track – are ones that do actually exist somewhere in the real world. Each a road that I have regularly dreamed of journeying down but, for some reason or another, I have left untravelled.

      It is a huge map. It covers an entire wall of my study.

      Closely inspecting it, I have found, to my surprise, that many of the most intriguing paths lay not at great distance from my home but rather, in fact, have their starting points at its very front door. And to take one requires nothing more than, upon leaving the house, I elect to turn either to the left or to the right instead of, as I habitually do, going simply straight on.

      Even as we speak, I am preparing sandwiches and a flask of tea prior to putting on my walking boots and setting off. For the map has reminded me of something which I have too readily forgotten as I grow older: that adventure can lie, quite literally, just around the corner.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DOWN THE WITCHES ROAD BY CHRISTINE KING

          

        

      

    

    
      People very rarely went down the Witches Road. It was a dark, tree-lined lane that linked a row of cottages in the village with the main road out of town. Most people avoided it, preferring to drive around it. Those who walked along the Witches Road did so only in broad daylight when they were in too much of a hurry to get to the shops to walk the long way round.

      I had only recently moved into the village. I’d inherited a small house from a great aunt. In these days of sky-high rents and out of reach property prices, I had jumped at the chance of living in a house I actually owned. I explored the village, walking around, getting my bearings while I settled into the little house. Aunty had left me a small legacy as well, so I didn’t need to worry about working for a few months at least. I hadn’t known her very well so it came as a surprise to get anything. I had met her only a few times, and had never been to the village. Family parties, Christmas get togethers that sort of thing, but we had got along really well when we did meet. We gravitated towards each other and would spend the time together talking; she was an interesting lady and I often wished she would invite me to visit her but, alas, it never happened.

      The family had dismissed her as being a bit of an oddball but on her passing we all dutifully attended the funeral arranged by her solicitor and went along, some out of curiosity it must be said.

      A few weeks later that same solicitor wrote to me advising me of the inheritance and shortly afterwards I moved into the cottage.

      It was a curious little place, full of her old but comfortable furniture I never felt the need to replace, knick-knacks galore, a kitchen full of pots, cupboards full of herbs and spices, half of which I had never heard of. There was a small garden too, a bit overgrown when I moved in but full of plants and flowers and herbs that I actually enjoyed getting back into shape.

      But, I digress. The Witches Road. I walked past it quite a few times, never quite wanting to walk down it but drawn to it nevertheless. It was dark, mysterious, a small wood at the edge of the village, the path winding through the trees. It was less than a mile in length but as it was not a straight road you couldn’t see the other end.

      At last, I decided to stop procrastinating. I needed to go to the post office and it was a glorious sunny day. Perfect for a walk and with a spring in my step, I crossed over to the Witches Road.

      I walked in, full of the joys of this lovely summer day. A few steps in, I started feeling slightly dizzy, a bit disorientated. I looked behind me and I was reassured to see my house, the pretty chintzy curtains drawn back, a vase of flowers on the windowsill. I started to wonder why it was called the Witches Road. None of my new neighbours knew. Those I had asked had merely shaken their heads, not knowing but telling me to be careful though, it had a certain reputation and no local would walk down it willingly. Aunty had no such worries though, she had been famous in the village for her foraging apparently.

      I continued along the Witches Road, my steps slowing as the empty basket over my arm seemed to grow heavier. The trees appeared thicker than they looked at first. Sunlight flickered through the leaves, dappling the lane ahead of me. I could see mushrooms growing in the grass between the trees and I stopped, overcome with the urge to pick them and fill my basket.

      I wandered off the lane, into the woods, picking mushrooms and as I went further in, I found apples growing on the trees, ripe and red. I reached up to pick them to add to the mushrooms.

      I don’t know how long I wandered around the woods, but my basket grew heavy and all thoughts of going to the post office disappeared.

      I returned to the cottage eventually, satisfied with my haul of woodland produce and wondering why the Witches Road was considered a no-go area. I was quite glad, actually, it meant that I wouldn’t be disturbed by anyone else when I went foraging in future.

      I went straight to the kitchen and almost by instinct I went to my Aunty’s bookshelf. I pulled a large leather-bound book from the shelf and opened it to reveal pages filled with Aunty’s handwriting.

      Recipes, spells, incantations. Call them what you will but there were hundreds of them. A book I had seen every day for the weeks I had lived there but never even glanced inside before now.

      I heard a soft chuckle then. The hairs on the back of my neck went up. Aunty. I turned and saw her then, sitting in her old rocking chair next to the back door. She looked exactly as she always had done. Solid, as real as she had been when she was alive.

      After a moment of shock, I recovered enough to speak. “Aunty Rose. What are you doing here?”

      “Waiting for you to realise.”

      “Realise?” I was puzzled but, surprisingly, not frightened. I’d never seen a ghost before but, well, she was family,

      “Realise you can see me at last. I’ve been here all the time waiting for you to visit the Witches Road. I knew you’d go one day. It’s in our blood. We can’t resist the lure of it.”

      “I don’t understand,” I managed to say.

      She smiled then. “We’re witches, Tabitha. You needed to walk the Road to find out for yourself. I always knew you were one, right from being a child. You were always my favourite niece, we had more in common than you knew.”

      I was confused but not at all frightened. Aunty was aunty – just – not alive.

      I go to the Witches Road quite a lot now. The produce never goes down, the foraging is turning out to be very lucrative for me these days. Aunty advises me how to brew the lotions and potions she used to be famous for, but now, with the help of the internet our little Etsy shop is a thriving little business. We come up with new recipes for Rosie’s Potions all the time and I got used to living with a ghost quite quickly. Hey, don’t knock it till you try it! She is extremely good company and I never ever have to worry about burglars. She can frighten anyone off when she puts her mind to it.

      Oh, and we got a cat.

      Well, every good witch needs one, don’t they, and the three of us live quite happily together in our haunted house on the edge of our very own magical wood, with its very own magical Witches Road.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ROADS UNTRAVELLED BY J.R. WHITBOURN

          

        

      

    

    
      A rosy fingered dawn came.

      I was so heart-gladdeningly happy to see it. For a time there I didn’t know if I’d see another. A forced overnight camp on the summit of the world doesn’t give good odds at the best of times and especially not in a storm. Back when the winds had been at their most wicked and fierce, I’d lost hope. My world had shrunk down to the black of night, the howl of the winds and the biting cold.

      But now! Now there was light and silence.

      Down below, those rosy rays illuminated a tranquil ocean of clouds. There wasn’t even the slightest hint of the violence of the night. The tearing force of the winds was all spent. In fact, I could almost physically feel the silence now that my eardrums were free of the beating impact of the tempest.

      That cold though, that was still unmistakably there. My spine felt like it had an icicle running right down it.

      Time to descend. And fast.

      

      I forced myself up and away and began to take my first few steps out of my snow cave. The silence gave way to the crunch of fresh snow, the rasp of my ragged breath and the rustle of my pack.

      There was so much snow, freshly driven banks of crisp drifts, all of it in my way, making each and every step harder and harder. My pack too. It was as if it was getting heavier and heavier.

      I slung it off. An impulsive decision. I’d done it before I’d really realised. Some instinct must have commanded it – knowing that it was no use. If I wouldn’t survive another night like last night, then what use was overnight gear? I couldn’t afford for anything to slow me down – this was do or die.

      So why had I stopped?

      

      A quick answer came. Unless I forced my feet forward, they wouldn’t move.

      Keep going.

      Keep going.

      But I couldn’t, I was winding down.

      I just needed to push on. My journey’s end was there in sight. Down there in the gaps beneath the clouds, I could make out the valley leading up to Mount Everest. Right at its end, nestled in against the base of the mountain, must lie the warmth and comfort of base camp.

      I thought back to my stay there – with the countless cups of warm butter tea, the regular hot water bottles and the nightcaps of the Sherpas’ Raksi firewater. How easy a life that had been compared to this. Yet it hadn’t seemed so easy at the time… well I had made it hard for myself. I needed to acclimatise fast. I’d been in such a rush and there’d just not been the time to prepare properly – getting a helicopter straight here from the airport and skipping the hike up the valleys had seemed such a good idea at the time.

      Ahh rushing, always with the rushing, why am I like this? I was rushing then, I was rushing yesterday with the mad press for the summit, but more than ever I needed to rush today.

      Or else there wouldn’t be a tomorrow for me.

      I’d stopped still again. Why was I doing that?

      

      Maybe I needed a break. Just one little rest. I wouldn’t stop long, just enough to get warm. I needed to feel warm. Really needed it. Feeling was going altogether; everything was going numb.

      I nestled awkwardly under an overhang, some instinct driving me to the most pitiful imitation of ‘shelter’ that these wind-blasted wastes could provide. Maybe staying still would help a search party I thought (or was it hoped)? A nagging voice in my head was telling me to keep going, come what may, to get lower down the mountain, out of the death zone to where the air had enough oxygen to breathe.

      But it was so easy to ignore a silly voice. I really did deserve just one break. Besides, now that I’d stopped, I felt so much better. In fact, I was so comfortable that time simply flew by. The sun had fully risen now, and its rays were like medicine to me, cutting through the cold just as well as the clouds below. In fact, all the cloud cover of the valley – the ‘western cwm’ – was gone so I could see the road home.

      It was beautiful. Glaciers over the eons had driven down the fortress-like mountain carving out a snowy road home.

      That was the way I’d flown over on my way here.

      That was the way I was going to walk out.

      I pictured myself there, travelling down the road’s gentle contours, with these inhuman heights only a memory.

      

      What was that? A feeling of warmth returning? Right in the pit of my stomach there was warmth, real warmth. I almost felt cosy now! A faint ragged voice, sounding a lot like my own, was in my head – trying to shout – desperately warning me. Something about this being my last chance, about my organs giving up their last reserve of heat in a last desperate burst of energy.

      But the voice was so far away.

      Besides, if anything, I was too hot now. I was boiling. I needed to take some layers off. I slung off my coat, then gloves, and hat too.

      I surged out of my hovel and on my way, throwing off thermals as I went.

      I had the road in my sights; I was on my way home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AN EXCERPT FROM CONVERSATIONS PART NINE (WONKA PRESENTS) BY MADELEINE MASTERSON

          

        

      

    

    
      “Roads and Travel.”

      “Roads and Travel?” Wonka solemnly repeated and it sounded even more nonsensical than when the chap from the Group said it. I had a similar reaction when telling him about the Women’s Support Group.

      “Women’s Support Group?”

      Then the next venture into the social demands of the Book Talk Group – yes, the same studied response. Apart from the Women’s group, the other groups met in the local library, a place that was fast becoming the hub of my social life. Yes, I now had one.

      Still, there was a long road ahead and I need a lot of help to travel it. This wasn’t the first time Wonka had experienced my questioning self. He had years of practice and was a seasoned advisor, straight talking and to dart into American territory, motivational – steering me into a hard working anything is possible dream.

      But where were we? So, “A road?”

      “Roads and Travel,” I moaned. “I mean, what am going to write about?”

      Wonka, my spirit of Wonka, should I say, gave me one of his looks. He knew better than anyone just what roads and what travel. My big fat tabby deceased – yes dead – these last few years, Wonka cat. My best guide and mentor, especially when I went down the wrong road and fell in the front door in a state.

      “Not again.” He would hardly look up from washing Pip Squeak around. She was the rescued RSPCA Kit that daughter said not to get under any circumstances.

      “Yes, I wasn’t thinking and instead of turning up the A zippedee doo dah wotsit I turned up the A ticketdy boo dah.”

      “Did you find the school?”

      The cover work in schools across North Yorkshire, and yes, it is the largest county in the World or if not, then England, was my last agonising career move. It is invitingly called the ‘Encore Career’, as if your final chapter is going to be a pleasant surprise.

      Standing in front of thirty or so discerning young students as today’s cover teacher, is certainly going to deliver on surprising. They were all possessed of a confidence I could only dream about.

      “Well,” I would mutter, looking at notes too anxious to see and assemble into what was the Lesson Plan. Sometimes the Lesson Plan was non-existent and it meant wrestling with DVDs, white boards, sound, passwords. If a more stressful kind of agency work existed, this could beat it hands down. Any day of the week. Thinking about the journey home helped a lot. Thinking about getting back home and throwing myself through that welcome front door. Instead, I was under the searchlight of the Year 8s, an age that would give the Inquisition a run for their money.

      “They said I was going through an existential crisis, Wonka.”

      Just because I was didn’t warrant the tall Year 8 lad saying it to me, especially when I’d asked him and his mates in arms to behave themselves. To behave themselves because of the excruciating lesson with another Year 8. This had finished me off for the day, the girls all telling on each other, all outdoing themselves in winding me up.

      “They’re on TikTok, Miss!”

      As I tripped over bags, said the wrong thing, took half the class to task at the same time conducting some sort of cover lesson, another breakdown seemed, well, on the cards. The girls, and their blank staring faces – why have armies? Why the SAS? Just send them in.

      Another road another travel. Tomorrow might be another shout to go to another school – I would say to Kevin my Agency chappie, I would say “Where is that, Kevin?”

      “It’s just off the A blibbety blob, be there for 8.30 am.” (it was 7.45).

      Wonka would tell me to stop feeling sorry for myself (but that girl, Wonka, she said how slowly I talk) and just power up! Get with it! Show them who’s boss! Back in my world, it was another power dress, another coat of lipstick and off I would go with rough directions and the open road.

      Later, much later when Wonka had gone, I had an iPhone that gave me strict instructions about which road and which turn. I used to talk back but it wasn’t the same as a conversation with Wonka – luckily, he did come back, of which there is more to tell.

      Until then, wrong road right road, going home is the best road to travel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            HANGING VALLEYS BY MOHAMMED KIBIRIGE

          

        

      

    

    
      It was during the second week of October 2024, on a warm sunny morning in Carvalho, Algarve, Portugal. Fiona, a friend from Rotary, and I, had been invited by our Rotarian friends, who owned a property in the area. It was a nice surprise and gave us a chance to spend the autumn in the area before the forthcoming winter. Our hosts would be returning home; leaving us to our own devices but had recommended a 7.5 kilometre walk along the coastline. It had been described as ‘magnificent’ and ‘a one off’.

      We decided to stroll to the beach to get a cup of coffee. We walked down a flat pedestrian path, then descended to the beach, enticed by the coffee aroma. This was our first stop for a well-earned glass of freshly squeezed orange juice for me and a cappuccino for Fiona. After thirty minutes of people watching, we ordered another drink with Piri Piri chicken. It might have been midmorning, but we were on holiday and enjoying ourselves.

      Sitting at a table next to ours was a couple who also seemed to be enjoying themselves. The male partner had also ordered Piri Piri chicken. It must be popular, but I did not think it was a Portuguese dish.

      Two hours later, we embarked on our journey along the coastline, but first there was a one hundred steps-staircase to climb. We were breathless and excited by our achievement by the time we completed the climb. Fiona was a perambulator who had experienced the dizzying heights of Mount Everest. She had reassured me that this would be a piece of cake. However, our combined ages of one hundred and forty would prove to be an encumbrance. We stopped to catch our breath and found a group of eight people who were discussing their next stage. We exchanged greetings and after a few minutes realised that they had driven for ten minutes from their apartment to this current location. They were discussing the next leg of their day’s program. It seemed that their meeting required a chairperson to collate their thought processes, and make a final decision.

      “Do we go forward?” a member of the team asked. “That’s too difficult to walk downhill.” The rebuttal came from another member. “Should we go and eat instead?” came another suggestion. “But that is a steep climb.” Fiona then gave her advice. “Remember what goes up must come down.” At that stage, the chairperson took the difficult decision to walk towards the vehicle, so that they could drive back to their apartment. They were too tired to continue which perhaps explained the physical attributes of some members of the group. According to one of them, they would ‘not be in a good physical state after a long night’. In hindsight, they made the correct decision for themselves. Perhaps they had done their homework unlike Fiona and I, who felt we could take on anything. It was a misguided adventure.

      As we made progress, someone made a comment about the undulating challenging terrain; passing sink holes gaping and ready to swallow anything that accidentally crossed the psychological fencing. This person, a lady, seemed wobbly on her legs. The psychological fencing was an illusion of safety for those who felt tempted to examine the sink holes in detail, lest they became victims. There was a second level of deterrence; a three hundred Euros-penalty for any trespasser. I thought this was a joke because the law breaker would never get a chance to pay the penalty. They would not be alive. Instead of stopping them, the fencing enticed them to get too close to the danger. Some individuals appreciated the danger and looked like frightened rabbits in bright lights. I felt the same and had a cold sweat. We were not prepared for the walk; I was not wearing proper walking shoes and Fiona was wearing sandals. Not suitable to negotiate the rock formation, aware of the cauldron of the water below. One slip and the gapping sink hole would welcome you to the bottom, and all the way into the sea. We managed two hours in the hot sun. We were happy for the next pit stop, rest, refuel and have some banter. Enjoyment comes to mind.

      It was then that a couple scanned the restaurant menu, and found chicken Piri Piri. The lady reminded her partner that he had not eaten the chicken which he had ordered the previous night. He however, wanted to order it again. It was pointed out to him that he had the audacity to order it again. It came as a surprise to hear that; “Although you are on holiday, you should not enjoy yourself too much by indulging into another expensive meal of chicken Piri Piri. Come on, get up and move before wasting more money. We should not be that extravagant.” So, they left the restaurant, hungry but not thirsty. We wondered how the rest of their holiday went without the enjoyment.

      The hanging cliffs had another victim; scared of heights and bullied by their travelling partner. This lady had to be dragged all the way almost step by step but her partner was oblivious to the fright she was experiencing. Unfortunately for her there was literally no way out. A return trip would have given her the same fright as a forward trip. She was hanging on for dear life. The partner held her hand, I guess as promised in the marital vows, ‘In sickness and in health.’ It was then that I realised that Fiona was feeling dizzy just by looking down at the sea with water swirling, the strong waves pounding, and bouncing off the cliffs. After two gruelling hours, we reached bliss, a piece of flat surface. The frightened lady and her partner were about ten yards in front of us. They stopped, holding hands but it was not bliss for one of them. The lady was animated, her arms flaring sideways and then like a windmill. She spoke German which Fiona understood. The words came out like thunder, at which stage the male partner had to create space to avoid physical contact or bodily harm, not friendly or enjoyable. It looked as if he had to swap a bee from his ear. The female partner had had a bee in her bonnet for at least two hours and had just released it. She was so angry that when her partner tried to share a cigarette with her, she forcefully pushed him away. Five minutes later, the cigarette had helped them reconcile but the hanging valleys had left a mark on them.

      Back to the sinking holes, exercise, and endorphins. The body releases hormones to relieve stress often referred to as ‘feel good hormones’. They are released during pleasurable activities such as exercise. I thought we were in a good place except nature had made it well-nigh impossible not to be scared; that created a release of a different set of hormones.

      At Carvalho beach is a line of cliffs interrupted by a hanging valley and a small strand flanked by greatly eroded ochre rocky walls. The gorge before the beach is well covered by coastal scrubland, which also has dwarf palm trees. The birds are mostly the Sardinian warbler and the herring gull which dominate the skies and the rocky cliffs. Nearer the sea, the vegetation turns to creepers. Each hanging valley is a result of intensive erosion which took place along the coastline, and was associated with a river mouth. The action of physical agents resulted in the formation of a highly indented coastline. There are sink holes, arches, and caves. Watching all this from above the escarpment was pleasant but also scary at the slightest inkling of feeling dizzy, but there was nowhere else to walk. Each step was measured; multi-tasking was restricted to walking and listening to conversations of those in front of you. I sat down to admire nature’s creativity before moving on.

      I quickened my step to catch up with Fiona. There were two young men who were walking with a lady, by my estimate more senior in age. One of the young men walked ahead of his friend who was walking side by side with the lady. They were having an interesting discussion. The lady said; “You must have had a difficult childhood.” I had missed the beginning of the conversation, but the young man responded. “Yes.” “What happened to you?”. “Well, I woke up one morning and saw that my member was erect. I did not know what it was, so, I ran to my mother and asked her whether I had an illness, but she just told me to go away and that I should not worry. Every time this happened, I would run to her, with no shorts on, but I was not told what it was, and because of that, I developed a mental health problem.”

      Then, the senior lady responded, “Well, I taught my son a lot of things about sex. It is nice to see that both of you are happy.” Obviously, the interesting conversation was between a young man and his mother-in-law. The exercise during the hanging valley-walk had not inhibited the release of the feel good hormones. At the end of the walk, later in the evening, Fiona asked me what the discussion had been about. I thought Fiona had heard the full discussion, but I relayed it anyway.

      We had completed a seven kilometre walk, but it had taken us almost a whole day. Tired and hungry, but survived the unplanned journey. So, when Fiona asked if I could do it three times, I wondered if she was mad. “That would equate to twenty one kilometres and I would find it impossible to fit in one day. My recycled brain could, but my physical state of preparedness would not permit me to achieve that goal.” She looked at me with a teasing smile and promised to explain it later. I wondered whether Fiona’s brain had also been flooded with the feel good hormones. The hanging valleys had not just mesmerised me, but had allowed me to hear many tales told by unsuspecting fellow walkers on the untravelled road.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWO ROADS BY NIMUE BROWN

          

        

      

    

    
      Two roads parted in a wood, and if you know your Robert Frost, you’ll be quite aware of the whole thing about taking the one less travelled by in order to do some kind of solitary poet thing.

      So I stop, and I look at the two paths and I think about them and wonder which is in fact the path less travelled by.

      Now in my experience, less travelled by paths are often less travelled by because they don’t really go anywhere. Sometimes they lead to tumble down buildings or farms that no longer exist, views that you can’t see anymore because the undergrowth has changed – that’s always a good one.

      There’s often a reason that a path is less travelled by and that reason is not that it would be a great place to go and anyway my purposes are not about doing solitary poet stuff and an untravelled path would be an absolute waste of my time right now.

      So, I consider the paths, and I consider what little I can see of where there might have been footprints recently and which looks the most worn and I make my choice because I am definitely looking for the road more travelled by and that will be the road that is going to the pub.

      My hope in this venture is not, as you might assume, simply to get myself a beer. It’s more about finding somebody, preferably somebody on their own, who has already had some beer and is on their way back along this charming, isolated, rural footpath.

      Somebody who won’t be able to move too quickly because they’ve had alcohol, and then I shall flash them and run giggling into the undergrowth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FORKS IN THE ROAD BY DAVIA SACKS

          

        

      

    

    
      I have come to realise that life is a series of forks in the road. For example, my grandmother didn’t want my father to marry my mother. She had another girl, Mildred, picked out for him. So relentlessly determined was she, that she managed to cause my future parents to break up, and my father then got engaged to that Mildred person. But my father didn’t love Mildred, he loved my mother. And he chose to return to the path and take the fork that led away from Mildred and back to my mother.

      But what if he hadn’t? Where would I be? Who would I be? Would I ‘be’ at all?

      One Sunday morning, when I was five, there was a knock at the door, and our family doctor, along with a colleague, a surgeon, informed my parents that my father needed emergency surgery and they had come to take him to the hospital. The surgery saved his life, but he would have died if they had waited until the next day.

      But what if they had waited? My mother would have been widowed and I would have grown up without my father. What would have happened to us? Where would we have gone? How would we have gotten by?

      And there were so many other forks in the road…

      Go to college, or accept that promising apprenticeship?

      Marry the handsome, funny, affectionate-but-abusive guy with a boat and a condo in Cabo San Lucas, or break away and possibly end up alone, or with someone else who was equally abusive? Or possibly, just possibly be patient and maybe find my soulmate?

      Not endure the emotional abuse of my boss but, rather, quit and maybe (or maybe not) find another, better, (or not-better) job?

      Have the child even though the child’s father insisted I get an abortion?

      Not go out into the garden in the dark to refill the bird feeder, and thereby not twist my ankle and injure my knee?

      Listen to the doctor, eat healthier, watch my cholesterol, get more exercise, get that mammogram… get that mammogram… get that mammogram…

      Do the forks in the road lead to alternate realities? Or even alternate universes? Is there a universe where I am the child of my father and Mildred, or my mother and some other man?

      Is there a universe where my father didn’t get the surgery in time and my mother and I wound up alone, God-knows-where, with God-knows-whom?

      Is there a universe where I got a college degree, found my soulmate, got a better job, had the baby, don’t need a cane when I walk…?

      Is there a universe where I got that mammogram…?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ROADS UNTRAVELLED BY BENJAMIN DOUGLAS

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’ve found it!”

      Lucas looked over from the far side of the old, ruined cabin. He was covered in cobwebs, dirt and well… more dirt. Sophie’s big smile shone through the cobwebs and well, dirt!

      “This will shed light on the whole sordid matter…”

      Her face darkened. Did this old advertising brochure hold the key to her parents’ murder?

      “…did I say sordid? More like…” Lucas interrupted. “Tragic and criminal, I’d say!”

      She nodded and then cursed as she thumbed open the pages. “Blast and damn it all… It’s been… it’s all been water-sodden and chewed by rats!”

      Her voice now a screech, Lucas was now at her side and holding her close. “Shush-shush now I’m sure that we can…”

      Several shards of old faded paper fell onto the floor as Sophie began to weep.

      “Yeah well, ermm let’s have that here. Just sit down for a spell over here, sweetheart.”

      As he watched her walk slowly over, head slumped, he spotted the broken chair by the window and an odd smudge on a broken pane.

      Later that day back at the Inn, they had re-assembled the fragments into some shape or form and Lucas had put them into transparent A4 envelopes and taped them to the window. In the early evening light, they could make out a few words, symbols and numbers. Sophie, rather dispirited, walked away and sat on the bed.

      “It’s seems at first to be a genuine ‘Wanderlust’ holiday brochure. ‘Travel the Roads Less Travelled’. M. Scott Peck wrote the book, I recall. Psycho-babble most of it! Hey look they’ve spelt his name with just one ‘t’ and there’s other misspellings there and there. This is a FAKE Sophie. This is how French-speakers sometimes write. This is what lured your parents out here to Canada.”

      Sophie stood and re-joined him at the window. “But there’s so little remaining that we can read. How can we ever… hang on a minute… those numbers…” She pointed “…if we add 04 to that 4, that’s the 044 UK area code. Is that a 3 after?”

      A warm red sunset then briefly illuminated the old washed-out paper fragments so that she could make out the area code and most of the telephone number.

      “Now we’re cooking with gas, Lucas!”

      He wasn’t there. He was rummaging in his rucksack. He pulled out the piece of broken window-pane and turning, held it up to that warm red sky.

      “Yup! That’s a palm-print and bits of fingerprints. Did either of your folks have a scar on their left palm?”

      Sophie thought for a long time “No, I don’t think so. Do you think that print could be from a… the… assailant?”

      “Yes, I do, Sophie and if anyone can persuade FBI forensics to give this some attention, I’m sure you can!”

      She laughed.

      

      Yes. She was successful and two weeks later she called him. “Hi Lucas, fantastic news. The FBI forensics and database have a match on that palm-print and partials. It’s from a Second World War vet and suspected gun for hire called Jean-Paul Monclair. Canadian, volunteered to the Marines in 1941. Dead now, shot while trying to hold up a bank in Saskatewan a couple of years after… after my parents were killed. He was a French-speaker and guess what? He was in my Dad’s regiment!”

      There followed a long silence.

      “Lucas? Lucas, are you there? Damned connections!”

      “Wait! Wait, Sophie, I’m just… just processing all of that. Wow! Like wow! This is all beginning to come together. Marine, you say! So he was likely…”

      Sophie interrupted. “A really strong swimmer and my dad had just had his surgery when they went on that trip, so he wasn’t able to…” She took a deep breath and continued. “He wouldn’t have been able to defend himself and mom as well.” There was a long pause and Lucas waited. “Ah… I’ve just posted Monclair’s photo to your laptop… just give me a second.”

      Lucas opened the file and looked at Monclair’s Marine photo. His eyes grew wide and his jaw sagged. “Sophie…you’re not gonna believe this but… but… I’ve met this man. He was the foreman on the Mayor’s ranch, in the months before my parents’ crash. Didn’t like him. He had a mean look in his eye. Said his name was ermm, Lincoln. Lincoln Wilkes. The Mayor always called him Linn.”

      Sophie was astonished. “Are you sure?”

      “Yup, got that small scar on his lip. It’s him. Our folks were all killed by an ex-marine hitman!”

      

      When Lucas and Sophie had finally met during their second year on the Forensics and Criminality class, it was on the anniversary of her parents’ deaths. Lucas, noticing this really pretty girl in tears by the fountain, went over to see if he could help. He’d been plucking up the courage to go meet her anyway. Over the next two hours (they missed an important lecture), they talked a lot. Sophie revealed that she had never believed that her parents had drowned accidentally in Canada, and Lucas also shared that he believed that his parents and uncle were not the victims of an accidental car-crash in New Mexico but murdered.

      Now, three years later, Degrees and Masters Degrees earned, training and assessment courses successfully completed, Deputy Sherriff Lucas Short in New Mexico and FBI Special Agent Sophie Long in Washington DC, separated by hundreds of miles and connected by phone, both sobbed.

      “Lucas… I’m really sorry but you shouldn’t be crying! I’ve just had permission from my boss to have your evidence from your parents looked at by FBI forensics. We’re both getting so close now!”

      Lucas cleared his throat. “That’s two really good bits of news, kiddo.”

      Sophie said, “Look Lucas, I really think that we should go back up and have another look around that cabin and this time we can ask the locals and the authorities for more information, access court-records, look at the local newspapers, you know, travel the road less travelled…”

      Lucas interrupted, “Ah, yes, sweetheart… there’s a bit of a problem with that… I’ve just been accused of murder!”
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      If you followed the lane right up to the top of the hill, there was a crossroads and you could go left or you could go right but, you couldn’t go straight across.

      Nobody went that way, ever.

      There were three orange and white traffic cones, a couple of posts holding up the stripy plastic tape and a sign saying ‘Road Closed’, that had been there since before anyone could remember.

      Veronica often asked why but had never been given a proper answer. Most people just ignored it; some people said it wasn’t even there. Odd.

      As a child she used to sneak up to investigate it, but even with her dad’s bird spotting binoculars she couldn’t make anything out and there were no sounds to give any clues – no men at work, no bull charging about, no birdsong, nothing. She drew pictures of what she thought might be there and hid them in the drawer at the bottom of her wardrobe, so she didn’t get into trouble for being too fanciful. Later there were trips to the library, researching local history and folklore.

      There was plenty to read about Morris dancing traditions, corn dolls, fudge recipes and a long list of ‘disappeared or died in mysterious circumstances’ – The McAllister twins, Mrs Perkins from down the road, old Bertie Crawfoot, the French synchronised swimming team that stayed here that summer, Martin Nortlebun… but nothing about the crossroads.

      Some folk said they’d heard the road was as steep as a death slide and full of huge potholes and plagued by ferocious hoodies and that no one in their right mind would even think about going down it because you’d be dead before you reached the bottom.

      As Veronica got older, she thought about this sometimes, after all, it was always good to have options.

      Life rumbled on, but these things were always in the back of her head.

      Some decades later, Veronica found herself still living in the same quaint little Cotswold village.

      Not all of Veronica’s adulthood had been bad but things happened and, well, she wouldn’t thank me for telling you about it, so I won’t.

      She was sitting at a table in a café on the edge of the common. Veronica had been taken out. Lunch had been fine, though she would rather have chosen it herself. The eye rolling exchanged glances and tittering made what they thought of her abundantly clear. They had turned her to face the window now, so she could look at the view while they chatted. She could walk a little and could have found her stick to go for a short wander, but then they would fuss over her and tell her to remember she needed help and one of them could walk with her if she had to go anywhere.

      As she listened to them, she wondered if they really thought she couldn’t hear them. Her legs were wobbly, speech was slurry, her memory and some other things, but there was nothing wrong with her ears.

      She was something to be pitied and they felt very worthy for giving her their time and they would talk about how useless she must feel and wonder how much money she got in benefits and how it could be better spent.

      Sometimes her mother (the only member of her family who acknowledged she still existed) would come over to her house. Veronica would make her tea and lay the table out nicely while her mother bustled around tidying up things she didn’t want moved, sighing and tutting loudly.

      Next, they would drink the tea, and she would get to hear what a shame it was, but that at least she couldn’t get herself into trouble anymore, always such a disappointing child – never got a proper job – all that ‘charity’ work and arty nonsense. At least her brother had his head screwed on properly – job in the city, got his own office now. Look – here’s a picture of him with his little family – aren’t they gorgeous? Then she’d tell her about her sisters and how happy they were and how and how proud she was of them. Then she’d eat all the good biscuits and leave.

      When she had gone, Veronica would put everything back where it was meant to be, whilst shouting and swearing quite a lot, have a large glass of whiskey and try to calm down with toast and telly.

      Veronica felt stuck and powerless, and it sucked.

      So, one sunny August day, she took her power back. Leaving a note on the polished kitchen table, that just said ‘FUCK THE LOT OF YOU’, she took her stick and wobbled outside to the shed where she kept Vera, her sole remaining friend. She needed adventure and Vera was the only one who could help. Once seated, she pulled on her biker goggles, inserted the key and turned the knob round to the picture of the hare – full speed.

      As a younger woman, Veronica bucked trends and broke rules and she had missed that part of herself, so this was a happy day.

      Along the lane and then up to up to the crossroads and whatever lay beyond! She was singing ‘I Want to Break Free’ like a supercharged Freddie as she crashed through the traffic cones and the ‘Road Closed’ sign. The broken tape, now attached to Veronica, streamed behind her and her trusty mobility scooter as they rose into the air briefly, before hitting the ground and careering at breakneck speed down the hill.

      She was vaguely aware of people clapping and cheering, green grass, bodies tumbling and a huge round of cheese. She fleetingly wondered if it was a single or double Gloucester, before crashing to a stop.

      Head spinning, she gingerly pulled herself up, more than a little surprised to find herself all in one piece. Behind her, the people, the grassy hill and all the commotion had gone and there was only a misty road. In front of her there was a beautiful village surrounded by trees and hills.

      Ahead, a familiar figure. She decided she must be concussed and dreaming, but that was okay, it was a very nice dream, and it was lovely to see Martin again, she thought drowsily.

      “Ronnie,” he cried out, running towards her. “So good to see you!” And then he flung his arms around her and gave her big hug, which was rather nice.

      “Come in and have a cup of tea,”

      “I’d love a cup of tea, but you’re dead, Martin,” she said as they walked to his cottage

      “Of course I am – Maureen did me in. Was it in the papers?”

      “Yes, she was arrested.”

      Martin nodded approvingly.

      “But how am I seeing you?”

      “Same way I’m seeing you.”

      “I’m not dead.”

      “Did you come down Coopers Hill?”

      “Yes.”

      “Thought so, yeah, you’re definitely dead. Come on, I’ve got some biscuits cooking. Nice here, isn’t it?”
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      We were sat on the cliff that overlooks the harbour, our picnic eaten. It was blowing a flipping gale. Neither of us was truly enjoying it.

      Arlene was sniffing. She’d caught another cold and had a dewdrop hanging from her nose. It refused to drop. Once again, I pondered on the amazing tenacity of human mucus.

      Something, not just the knifing wind, was making me feel unsettled. I think the cheap fish paste sandwiches hadn’t agreed with me.

      Arlene had noticed me grimacing when she’d unwrapped them.

      “Don’t start, Brian,” she’d snapped, “we’re saving up for the wedding, so it’s fish paste for a while not the best ham and mustard.”

      I had thought it best to say nothing.

      It’s funny how the unconscious mind works. Suddenly, apropos of nothing, I found myself reciting a line of verse.

      “Two roads diverged in a yellow wood…”

      “You what?” Arlene asked petulantly, clearly perturbed as usual at my ability to go off at a tangent. “What two roads were these?”

      “I don’t think they were any two in particular,” I told her, “just two roads that diverged.”

      “Diverged from what?”

      “From each other.”

      She considered that information for a moment.

      “So where did you see these two roads?”

      “I didn’t actually see them. It’s the start of a poem.”

      She visibly softened. “You’ve been writing me a poem?”

      “No, not me, Arlene. It’s by a chap called Robert Frost.”

      She visibly unsoftened again.

      “Robert Frost? I’ve never heard of the man. What’s Robert Frost doing writing me poetry? That’s a bit of a liberty when I’m engaged to you.”

      “No, it’s just something I learned in school,” I explained.

      “Oh, school. Well, you would have read poetry in school, wouldn’t you? You being in the clever class for English, unlike me. We didn’t get given poetry to read in the remedial group.”

      I ignored Arlene’s presentation of that particular chip on her shoulder. It’s one of a collection that she wears now and again. She wasn’t in the remedial group; just not the top set like me.

      “It’s about how we come to a crossroads in our life,” I explained, “and have to choose one path over another. Then sometimes later perhaps feel a twinge of regret, wondering whether the path we didn’t choose might have been the better one to travel.”

      I could see Arlene was wavering between tears and another giant sniff. Possibly I’d get both.

      “What’s all this about diverging and regret, Brian?” she demanded. “Is this some complicated way of trying to tell me you’ve got cold feet about getting married?”

      “No, Arlene, it’s just a poem. It just came into my head.”

      “There’s a lot of things that just come into your head.”

      “Mind,” I added, “I have got cold feet at the moment. Only from sitting up here, though. In weather like this why did you insist we have a picnic instead of going inside to the cafe?”

      “I told you,” she said, “we’re saving up for the wedding. That’s your next crossroads.”

      “Yes,” I agreed.

      “Then make sure you take the road less travelled.”

      I looked at her with surprise. Did she know the poem after all, or had she just happened by chance to come out with that phrase? Arlene has surprising depths sometimes.

      “Because,” she continued, “l’m not the town bike like that Becky Battersby you used to go out with. I’ve not let any Tom, Dick or Harry kiss me.”

      She paused, before adding in a more conciliatory tone, “But, since I’m feeling cold too, you can kiss me now, if you like.”

      It seemed like a good idea, so I took her in my arms.

      However, it didn’t prove to be one of our most pleasant embraces. As our lips touched, I smelt and tasted once again the pungent aroma of cheap fish paste.
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      Henry checked his map. Yes, the crossroads should be just ahead. As he reached it a few moments later, he caught sight of an ancient sentry box with an odd-looking fellow sitting next to it.

      There were roads to the left and right, and one ahead. But that one was entirely blocked by an impressive barrier.

      Henry addressed the guard.

      “Good morning.”

      The man stood up. “Good morning, sir! It’s a lovely morning, isn’t it? How are you, this lovely morning? Travelled far?”

      “I’ve come up from Kirliston, and I am very well, thank you,” replied Henry politely.

      “Well, have a lovely day and travel well, young sir. Are you heading East towards Nomerit, or West towards Upper Slowmort?”

      “Neither. I was going to carry on. North.”

      “Straight on, sir?”

      “Yes.”

      “Oh.” The odd fellow stared at his feet.

      “Oh? Is there a problem?” asked Henry.

      “Well, yes, and, er no,” replied the guard cryptically. “You see, that’s the Road Untravelled.”

      “Right.”

      “The Road Untravelled,” emphasised the man with a meaningful look.

      “Yes, you said. A curious name, I grant you. But that’s where I am going.”

      “No,” said the guard emphatically.

      “What do you mean, no? That is the road I want to take.”

      “Well, you can’t,” said the guard.

      “Whyever not?” asked Henry.

      “It’s the Road Untravelled see. It stands to reason that you can’t go that way.”

      “I’m sorry, I don’t understand.”

      The guard sighed. “It’s the Road Untravelled…”

      “Yes, you keep saying that.”

      “…if you travelled it, then it wouldn’t be untravelled, would it?”

      “Oh, but that’s ridiculous. Look I am a travel influencer for a very important company on Instagram and I have hundreds of followers on TikTok. Roads that are untravelled are of tremendous interest to my fans. They all want to know about new experiences. So, you see why I have to take that road.”

      “No.”

      “No?”

      “No sir, I don’t see why, and no, you can’t. It’s the Road Untravelled.”

      “Well, I want to travel it. Give me one good reason why I can’t.”

      The guard sighed for the second time and regarded Henry with a steely stare.

      “It’s the Road Untravelled. If you were to travel it, it would become the Road Travelled. A complete change of name. No one would be able to find it. They would be looking for the Road Untravelled – which wouldn’t exist.”

      “Surely, you could just change the maps.”

      “JUST CHANGE THE MAPS?” The guard raised his voice alarmingly. “JUST CHANGE THE MAPS?” He was shaking now. “Are you mad, insane, crazy? You can’t just go about just changing the maps!”

      “Okay, okay, I’m sorry.” Henry produced some gold coins from a pocket. “Couldn’t you just let me through and then forget about all this. No one has to know,” he said and winked.

      “Are you trying to bribe me?”

      “Well, no, I was er… was offering a donation towards your running costs.”

      “How much you got?” asked the guard with a gleam in his eye.

      “This is all I have,” offered Henry – handing over a large number of coins.

      “Mmm. Thank you. Now are you sure you want to travel the Road Untravelled?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay then.” And the guard lifted the barrier.

      Henry walked through and immediately disappeared.

      “It’s called the Road Untravelled,” said the guard, out loud, to no one in particular, and sat back down.
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        Rum & Rosemary (from the Dark Urban Fantasy basket), a delightfully quirky collection of dark and urban fantasy, rich in stories rooted deep in ancient folklore and legend, some set in the here and now with a sprinkling of the supernatural, some in weirdly unsettling places with just an edge of the familiar.
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