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    Disclaimer: This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance of any character to anyone living past present or not yet born, is totally coincidental - with the possible except of one, whom I believe doesn't mind.




Notes

    The word Gypsy in the English language is not restricted to Romani Gypsies, but sometimes applied to Irish Travellers. The Gypsies in this narrative are neither Romani or Irish, but something else again.


Chapter 1 - Nicholas’ Fate

     

    It was a narrow dirt road through the dense forest not far from his house. He was sure he’d never been this way before, but there was something slightly familiar about it. 

    He enjoyed walking through virgin forest. He knew most of the roads through the area surrounding his family’s Property, but there were just a few he hadn’t tried yet. This was one of them. Normally, he’d be enjoying it. 

    But there was something about the slight familiarity of this walk - something ominous. With every step it became stronger. 

    Then he knew he had been here before, in his dream. In fact, many times; it was a recurring dream. He knew each event as it began to happen: the sudden wind storm, the flock of birds flying away as though from some danger, the tree…

    There it was, the giant tree swaying dangerously, the crackling of the splintering wood, and then falling straight towards him. 

    This was all in his dreams. He’d been warned.

    Taking the queue from his dreams, he darted to the side, away from where he was positive it would land. 

    But he was wrong - again. Again, the tree outmanoeuvred him. This was the end. There was the sensation of being crushed so quickly that the pain never caught up. 

    Then he was suddenly wide awake. There was no sense of relief that it was only a dream. It had happened too many times for that. It wasn’t just a dream, it was his fate. 

    His mind was too disturbed to go right back to sleep again. Because it was so close to morning, sleep never came. 

     

    ‘I had my dream again,’ said Nicholas as he sat down at the breakfast table. 

    His father, already sipping his coffee, only grunted. His mother set a bowl of porridge before each of them. 

    ‘Accept your fate dear, and live the time you have to the glory of the Most High,’ she said as she got a coffee mug down from the shelf. 

    ‘I don’t feel like glorying right now though.’

    His father spoke up. ‘Man up and embrace your fate, son. Think of your Uncle Clarence. He knew full well he would die in battle, but he marched right on, set his face like flint towards the front line, and went without flinching to his fate. And your brother, Michael, followed his example to the tee. I’m proud of that boy.’ 

    ‘A lot of good that did. They never drove them out of County Highlands did they? Why can’t anyone get a dream or premonition of who will win a war, not just who will die? We wouldn’t have to waste lives fighting the wars then, would we!’ 

    ‘No, son, it doesn’t work like that. The Fate Master knows who wins and who loses, who will die, who will be granted more years. It matters not if they die from the war, or from an accident, or from starvation. What happens is what happens. It’s not for us to choose. It’s all for the best in the Cosmic Economy.’

    As many times as Nicholas Ringdancer had heard all this from his father, his mother, Aunt Agatha, the Bishop, the other members of the community; as many of their visions and premonitions confirmed his dream; he couldn’t bring himself to embrace an inevitable death by a falling tree. His mind just rebelled against it. 

    'And don't forget Timmy,' added his mother. 'He was certainly a brave lad to the end.'

    Nicholas wished she wouldn't bring that up. If anything, Timmy's death did not make him feel any better about fate, but worse.

    He finished his porridge, downed his coffee, and went outside to warm up his delivery van. 

     

    His first stop was always the train station to see what packages arrived by the early morning train. 

    His route took him past the lake, through the town, and a few miles further to the railway line. The lake was partly surrounded by forest, and also bordered his family’s farm. They had a spare bungalow next to the lake, good for taking a holiday. Nicholas had done so many times. 

    Driving by the lake reminded him of happier days as a carefree boy, jumping off the peer with his friends before the grown-ups taught him shame; before the cares of responsibility; before uncertainties of the future; before his first dream. It reminded him of Timmy.

    Passing into the town on the North-South highway, he saw what he and the same friends became, sombre faces, walking slowly about their business with stooped shoulders, working hard to assure another day of sustenance.

    He probably would never have remembered those days had he not seen his kid brother go through the exact same process. Like himself, Timmy had gone from being wild carefree boy who didn't care what grownup society thought, to suddenly becoming self conscious and worrying about life, to having his first dream - long before Nicholas even had his. The rest of the community thought it remarkable that the Fate Master would bestow his favour on him at such a young age, as though he were a child prodigy. 


    Nicholas thought Timmy's childhood ended way too soon. But perhaps he had aided and abetted the process with some of his own chiding and reprimands. In his last year, before dying of pneumonia, Timmy wasn't a carefree child any more.

    The other side of the town, where the train station was, was a vast plain with just a few farms dotting the landscape, and the railway line crossing the East-West highway. At the crossroads of the North-South and East-West highways, just north of town, were a few tents where people displaced by the war were living. 

    The station was hardly more than a platform next to the tracks, with a booth at one end where Stationmaster could shelter himself from the elements on bad days. Next to the booth was a pile of boxes along with the mailbag that had arrived on the early train. Leaning against the platform on the other side of the booth, was Stationmaster’s bicycle. That meant he was there.

    Stationmaster stepped out of his booth as Nicholas pulled up. 

    ‘Just a few this time,’ he said.

    He helped Nicholas load them into the back of the van. A particularly heavy long one required the two of them to carry it. Nicholas wrote the numbers and the addressees’ names down in his book and the stationmaster put his signature next to each entry. Then they loaded the bicycle into the back alongside the packages, and the stationmaster got into the passenger seat.

    Stationmaster only came two times a day when a train was scheduled. If there were no goods or passengers to offload, it didn’t stop unless Stationmaster pulled the lever for the signals half a mile on either side. That meant there were passengers or goods to be taken on. Occasionally, Nicholas also gave lifts to arriving passengers, along with the stationmaster.

    ‘So, how’s life?’ said Stationmaster. He was just a few years older than Nicholas, and had a wife and kids.

    ‘Usual, I guess.’

    ‘You look like hell warmed over.’

    ‘Didn’t sleep well.’

    ‘A lot on your mind?’

    ‘Yeah, about how short life is.’

    ‘You got your life ahead of you.’

    ‘I got fate just like everyone else.’

    Stationmaster looked at him.

    ‘Didn’t have a dream, did you?’

    Nicholas hesitated, but his natural honesty pulled it out. ‘Yeah.’

    ‘Hmmm.’ 

    They said nothing more for the rest of the trip.

    He let Stationmaster off with his bike at his house, and then drove to the general goods store, which also served as the post office and delivery depot, and unloaded the boxes and mailbag. Mr. Wayrunner took the mailbag, and helped with the boxes. He took note of each one, and placed some of them behind the counter to pass to various of his regular customers as they happened to come in. A few, he left in the van for Nicholas to deliver directly. He also gave him several boxes of groceries to be delivered to some who couldn’t get to the store. 

    Then, he began separating the letters from the bag into the various mail slots. Letters by post were the mainstay of communication as the internet terminal hadn’t been working for the last few months, and there was no one to fix it. The only working computer in town belonged to Mr. Lovejoy, who did people’s accounting.

    Nicholas went on to do the deliveries. The heavy long package went to Mr. Twostepper, the plumber. No doubt it contained pipes. When delivering Melven Doorknocker’s package, he had one to pass to Nicholas to be sent off, which he placed into a different section of the van, and made a note of it in his ledger.

    Back at the store, Mr. Wayrunner copied down all the entries in Nicholas’ ledger to take to Mr. Lovejoy later, to be entered into the computer. He also made note of the package from Mr. Doorknocker. Nicholas put that back into the van along with the mailbag of letters people had brought during the morning. 

    Mrs. Beartrapper had been sitting near the counter with her overnight bag, waiting for a lift to the train station. She got into the van next to Nicholas, and they were off. Nicholas set off for his first stop, which was to pick up Stationmaster.

    ‘I had a dream about you last night,’ said Mrs. Beartrapper.

    Nicholas sighed. ‘So did I.’

    She didn’t need to elaborate, as she had had a premonition before confirming Nicholas’ fate.

    ‘There’s no knowing when it will happen, but two of us dreaming it the same night, it could be soon. Just be strong, and embrace your fate. It’s the Fate Master’s will, necessary for the Cosmic Economy.’

    That was all Nicholas needed to hear.

    ‘As for me, I know I’ll die in a train derailment,’ she added.

    She seemed to be absolutely unfazed by the fact she was, just now, being driven to the train station.

    They arrived at Stationmaster’s cottage. He had been working in his potato patch during the morning. A small town stationmaster’s job doesn’t pay a whole living wage. He got in and sat on one of the passenger seats behind the driver.

    At the station, Stationmaster pulled the lever to signal the noon train to stop. Mrs Beartrapper would buy her ticket from the conductor on board.

    The noon train normally didn’t bring anything. It took on Mrs. Beartrapper, Mr. Doorknocker’s box and the mailbag.

    Nicholas drove the stationmaster home. 

    On the way, Nicholas mumbled, ‘Apparently Mrs. Beartrapper’s fate is to die in a trainwreck.’

    ‘Oh God!’ was all he said. 

    Again, he dropped Stationmaster off at his house, where he resumed digging in his potato patch.

    The daily cargo plane flew overhead carrying food shipments, mostly dried beans and raw grain to the big city. Here was where it banked northward. 

    Nicholas went to have his lunch at the store, where Mr Wayrunner had made him a sandwich. He ate about half of it, and put the rest in a plastic bag for later. He just wasn’t in the mood. 

    Some days a merchant or two would order something picked up or delivered, which would provide work for the afternoon, but today, Nicholas had the afternoon free. He went to visit the bishop, Rev. Goodboy. 

    The church and the store were the two largest buildings in town. The tallest was the bell-tower, which was flat at the top with battlement around the edge, and a large cross on the corner.

     

    Nicolas arrived in the foyer, and realised Rev. Goodboy had company already, so he sat down in one of the chairs. The door was partly open, so he could hear snatches of a discussion, and recognised the voice of John Pleasantwood.

    The Pleasantwood farm was outside of town, in the opposite direction from the Ringdancer farm, somewhat beyond the train station. John Pleasantwood didn’t come into town often, but when he did, he liked to stop by for a conversation with the bishop, mostly, Nicholas suspected, because he was lonely. He'd heard him in there before, usually repeating back what Rev. Goodboy had been preaching, and also ranting about outrageous things he heard over the radio. 

    Apparently, someone on the radio had been throwing doubt on particular beliefs. Nicholas couldn’t hear it all, but he caught snatches here and there. ‘...the Bible just doesn’t say much about it, does it!’ to which the Bishop replied, ‘The scriptures do tell us that Christ went to the cross, and we have the sayings of the Apostles on which to base our faith, and though it’s true, a lot was lost...’ and his voice trailed off again. Mr. Pleasantwood agreed, saying something about the ‘Great Electromagnetic Pulse’ that Nicholas didn't hear clearly. He only caught a snatch of the Bishop quoting: ‘The young men shall see visions, and the old men shall dream dreams...’ 

    History hadn’t been one of Nicholas’ strong points, but he was dimly aware of an event called the ‘Great Electromagnetic Pulse’ that had occurred some three hundred years before, and it was unclear what happened before that. In
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