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To My Wife and Kids,

You Mean the World To Me
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Preface

Do you believe in time travel?

The weird thing is that time travel has already happened.

It’s not like the events described The Time Machine by H. G. Wells; this time travel is scientific.

An astronaut who spent more than a year in space was wearing a watch. When she returned to earth, the watch was out by about 0.05 seconds. Doesn’t sound much, does it? However, it does prove that time travel is possible.

Albert Einstein's theory of special relativity, suggested that time is relative depending on how fast you are moving.

"The faster you move through space, the slower you move through time.”

Therefore, if by technology or by magic, you can move really fast then you can time travel.
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The Gypsy Caravan
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John on a bombed-out site

​​A Nasty Surprise

John Lewis aged 11 and a bit of Coventry, England was feeling rather pleased with himself.

He had been experimenting at home in his upstairs bedroom for a way to wake up early in the morning without waking anybody else in the house. Measuring the angles correctly he had created a gap in the blinds so that as the sun rose its first rays pointed directly at his face.

The alarm had worked.

A flash of rosy light had woken John this Sunday morning, and he had slipped out of bed, hurriedly dressed in shorts and shirt and grabbing his plimsolls in one hand, he had carefully opened the bedroom door, walked on the edges of the stairs so as to avoid them creaking and made his way to the kitchen. There in the pantry he had hidden a slice of bread already covered with delicious dripping and salt. Grabbing that and having a swig of milk, John made his way to the garden shed where his ex-army haversack lay waiting with a few supplies.

Getting out this early on a Sunday morning was fraught with danger. World War Two had only finished a couple of years ago and during the war the workers had endured long hours seven days a week. Finally with peace had come this Sunday Lie In. Woe betide anyone that disturbed this well-deserved luxury.

John Lewis aged 11 and a bit, had just returned from a second adventure through some enchanted standing stones where he had met witches, saved the life of the Celtic princess Boadicea and most likely the history of Great Britain. The first witch he had met was named Hrolla Shipton and from her he had learnt all about natural herbs. Since food was still very short in post-war Britain, where everyone was on ration books, any additional food such as edible herbs would be very welcome in their household.

During the Second World War, John Lewis’s city of Coventry had been bombed extensively by the Germans and so there were lots of abandoned gardens which had grown wild in the three years since the war had ended. Some of these abandoned gardens were in the cul-de-sac directly opposite his house where 12 large double storey houses had been mostly destroyed on the one night five years ago. Most of the debris from the explosions had been taken away and work was already commencing on building the foundations for a new set of houses. But nothing had been done about the gardens.

With his new-found knowledge, John intended to harvest any fruit, vegetables or herbs that he could find in the gardens and use them to help his family to supplement their strict rations. Children were not allowed on these building sites that's why he had planned to be there early on a Sunday morning. This was when everybody else was still in bed and there would be no one to ask what he was doing there.

In a few minutes John had virtually stuffed his haversack full of herbs and vegetables and that was just the first two houses. He had also seen quite a few fruit trees with their, as yet unripened, fruit ready to be picked as autumn approached. How John was going to keep secret where he got all this food for the Lewis table, he didn’t know, but he certainly wasn’t going to say it was from the bombed-out sites. He only hoped that there weren’t too many builders around when the fruit got ripe.

‘What to do?’

He needed a plan.

‘If he took all the ripe fruit off one or two trees that would be too noticeable.’

‘What if he took a small amount off all of the trees?’

At this moment John didn’t know how many trees he was talking about. There in front of him on the next housing block was a large mound covered in creepers.

‘If I climb on that mound,’ he thought to himself, ‘I’ll be able to see most of the gardens and then I’ll make my plan.’

Wading through the tall grass and weeds, John quickly made over to the large mound and began to climb. He noticed that apart from the vines covering the mound there was a lot of dried tree branches and dead grass as a covering.

‘Feels a bit strange,’ he thought as he neared the top of the mound, ‘just like there’s something solid underneath the dead grass.’

John shuffled his feet to clear some of the dead grass away and discovered to his horror that he was standing on a bomb.

Not just a bomb, but a very big bomb.

It was so big he felt like he was balancing on the centre of a mini submarine.

It was a German Luft landmine weighing about 1000 pounds and designed to create a huge crater. There was very little, boys John’s age didn’t know about airplanes or bombs, tanks and most weapons used during the war. John and his mates had climbed over barbed wire fences to marvel at the huge holes that landmine bombs had made in a now-abandoned factory site at the end of his street.

Not that any of these facts meant anything to John when he was actually standing on top of one of the largest bombs the German air force had dropped on Coventry during the recent World War Two.

Nor was it any consolation that he could probably have told someone the exact date six years ago that the bomb was dropped. That night the German bombers were using a tactic called stick bombing. This meant they dropped a number of bombs in groups or sticks as they tried to target a nearby heavy ordnance factory. Instead of the factory, they destroyed or badly damaged 12 houses in the cul-de-sac rapidly across from John's house. Fortunately for John and his family, they were in a specially designed brick bomb shelter and they all survived.

John knew most of this and still had the memory of that terrible night.

But it didn't help him as he was still standing on the centre of the bomb in an abandoned vegetable garden. Somehow or other the bomb had made a shallow trajectory, not exploded and then been covered by debris. Over the last six years, earth movement had helped push the bomb to the top and perhaps now it was ready to explode.

The good thing was that the bomb wasn't ticking.

The bad thing was that John was facing death again, after nearly been killed five times when he had time-travelled to pre-Roman Britain. And he had faced death at least that many times, when he had time-travelled to a different world to save a princess.

It was getting to be a bad habit, and completely unexpected in what he considered to be his “safe world”.

Lots of strange things had happened to John. He was now a powerful wizard as a result of picking up Old Ones magic, absorbing magic from nearby magical persons, being attacked by wizards and even making friends with a dragon. At the moment he could only defend himself against magical attacks; but that was no help when you were on top of a powerful bomb.

It was strange how events had happened too. Whilst time-travelling, he had got into the habit of getting up each dawn. This morning he had sneaked out of the house as quiet as a mouse to go and search for herbs. It had seemed logical to him to start in the abandoned gardens just across the road. Most of the debris from the bombed houses had been removed and new buildings had started. In fact, it was a very good choice as his haversack was now full of edible plants. He only had to persuade his mother to try them.

‘If he survived!’

The bomb had been hidden from his neighbours and workmen by tall weeds, creepers and wild herbs and he had simply stepped on to it.

Slowly he stepped forward towards the bomb’s nose and the safety of the new foundations. 

Unfortunately, the bomb had been balanced on the fulcrum of the top of the rubbish pile and as he moved forward, the bomb’s nose tipped forward too, hit the ground with a “clunk’ and an ominous ticking noise began.

John jumped off, and the bomb, still ticking, rocked back to its original position.

He sprinted for the pavement.

Reaching the concrete pavement, John released his breath and looked for a piece of that chalky stuff they made walls from. Then he knelt and rapidly drew a strong white cross on the concrete and an arrow pointing in the bomb’s general direction. John had seen his uncle, who had been an Air Raid Warden, do that often on his rounds after a bombing raid, so he knew the white cross would alert others to be careful.  

What he was doing was so dangerous as the bomb could go off any minute.

‘But what choice did he have?’

If he didn’t make the mark and some of his mates took the short cut to the common to explore the underground shelters as they often did, they might be killed by this “live” bomb.

John would not tell anyone that it was he that had found the bomb. That would only draw attention to himself and he was a wizard trying to be inconspicuous.

And where was that dragon who had been warning him of dangers on his other adventures? Perhaps dragons didn’t know about bombs?

However. he could casually mention the bomb at home by asking the question “Did you hear that they found a bomb in the cul-de-sac”?

Now to get as far away as possible. 

Sprinting to the narrow passage between the surviving houses he ran hard towards the common.

‘Where to next?’

John decided to keep running to the small oak forest near the school and hide until everyone woke up and then he would casually walk home as if nothing had happened.

Just as he was about to cross Swancroft Road and comparative safety, there was an enormous KABOOM followed by a loud echoing ‘crump’ as the landmine exploded and the pavement beneath him shuddered. John couldn’t help but look back at the mushroom shaped column of smoke billowing up high behind the rows of council houses, then he just ran into the forest and hid behind a large oak tree, chest heaving with exertion and fright. Now the whole neighbourhood would be awake. There would be shattered windows and glass everywhere, hordes of crying children and worried parents. People would be reliving the terrors of the war and bombs exploding and it was all his fault!

‘What was that word?’

‘Oh yes, he had been trespassing in a place he shouldn’t have been and had set off that landmine.’

Clutching the rough bark of the oak tree like grim death, he could hear his thumping heart quite clearly.

‘Why are you hiding magic boy?’

​​Gypsies tell no Tales

To John, the gypsy caravan and its outdoor living area was just part of the forest as he passed it each day from school.

But not today.

There, tending a boiling iron pot on an open fire was a very old but colourful gypsy woman who was staring at him.

It was so still in the forest and he was so surprised at hearing the voice, that after he had turned towards the voice, John just stood and stared.

‘How could she possibly know that he was a magician?’

John stood there replying with his own stare, as all the things that had happened to him to give him his magical powers went through his head.

On a visit to Glastonbury just over a year ago on Midsummer's Day, he had gained magical powers by drinking water from a bluestone well and as a consequence when he touched the carvings on the standing stones in Thornbury village one year later, he was transported to another world. Everyone in that other world was expecting him and they named him The Chosen One, giving him an ancient artefact that allowed him to understand any language. Here in the Kingdom of Iteria he had met Princess Alicia and uncovered a plot from a neighbouring country to invade because they want to mine the gold that was common in the kingdom. With the help of a dragon, John used his newly-found magical powers of logic to bring the Royal families of the kingdoms together and thwart the plans of the evil Count Orloff. From his experiences in Iteria he gained superior logic skills, could sense magic in others, could absorb magic from other magicians and also from the friendly dragon and somehow or other had learnt to repel spells.

Strangely, when John returned back through the standing stones, time had stood still. It was the same Midsummer’s Day in 1948. There was one thing that had changed though. When he got home, every one of his aunties from around the world was gathered at his house and he could now see they were all witches. 

The next day he had received a sign at his Grandmother’s house that sent him immediately on another adventure. This time he had to save the future Celtic queen, Boudicca, and prevent the evil Count Orloff, who has followed him from the Kingdom of Iteria, from killing off all of the Druid magicians including his new friend Hrolla the Witch. Here, in pre-Roman Britain, he learned to combine with the sorcery of Hrolla and her sister Ursula to defeat Count Orloff. Perhaps the Count could even have altered history enough that John's family might not even have existed when he finally returned to 1948. His experiences in the pre-Roman world, where he had again been helped by a dragon, had shocked John and so he had decided to take things easy and get food for his family.

He didn’t know if the family witches could see his magical aura as they were quite secretive, but this old gypsy lady could.

‘Did this mean that lots of people could see that he was a magician too? ‘

If so, it was going to cause him a lot of problems.

The old gypsy lady had not moved.

She was still staring at him.

In the end it was him that broke.

‘What do you mean by magic boy?’ John croaked.

‘I see your magical aura and I can see how much you are trembling,’ she replied.

‘Come and sit over on my log and I’ll pour you a cup of tea.’

It was an offer to good to refuse, so John walked unsteadily over to the log and gratefully accepted a cup of tea.

By now the sirens had started as ambulances and fire engines raced to the scene of the blast.

The old lady looked at John shrewdly, ‘You started all of that didn’t you?’

‘Don’t worry’ she continued, ‘us gypsies don’t tell tales, especially about someone who has as much power as you have.’

Suddenly John realised that his family would be awake and that he would be missing.

He had to get home urgently to stop them from worrying.

John jumped to his feet and cried, ‘I’ve got to go home because Mum will worry that I got killed in the explosion – it happened just across the road.’

‘Tell you what I’ll do. I’ll leave my bag with you, it’s full of herbs and vegetables and you can take as many as you like. Then I will have to come back to get the bag and then I’ll tell you what happened and you can tell me how you know I have an aura?’

‘Deal?’ he asked using some American slang.

‘Deal,’ she replied smiling reaching out her withered hand for the pottery mug she had used for his tea

Just as John ran across Bancroft Road, the police were beginning to erect barriers across his street.

When he tried to duck under them and run down Duke Barn Field, a bobby held up a hand and stated, ‘No-one is allowed down this street it’s too dangerous.’

‘But I live down that street and my Mum will be worried!’ cried John in return.

‘Sorry no exceptions,’ was the stern reply.

John ran on along Bancroft Street to the railway bridge, squeezed through some iron railings, slid down the embankment in a hurry and ran as fast as he could down the railway tracks.

Getting in to his backyard was easy as they had a permanent gap in the fence for when they collected pieces of coal that fell off trains.

There was no-one in the kitchen, so he ran up the common passage way to find his mum and his neighbours surveying the damage. As he expected there was glass everywhere and three of their own house’s window were smashed in too.

‘Where have you been?’ demanded his Mum as she rushed up and hugged him.

‘Up past the crab apple tree,’ he lied, because that was a different direction.

‘It made a big noise.’

‘Was it an unexploded bomb?’ he asked innocently.

‘Lucky you weren’t in the bedroom,’ exclaimed his brother Colin, ‘there’s glass all over the bed and the floor. I had to get dressed so I didn’t cut myself.’

‘Wow,’ said John, ‘good job I got up early and went out the back.’

‘Now the big question.’

‘Was anyone hurt?’

‘Not that we know, but there’s an almighty big hole in the cul-de-sac. You won’t be able to go and look until the wardens give the all clear’. John had learnt a lot from his adventures in Iteria, so he said nothing and watched on with the others until the same bobby came down the street and ordered everyone into their houses for “safety purposes”.

John was unaware that he was under a compulsion by a dragon to go and search for a magical sword lost some 1500 years earlier and that was why he had been “sent” on his last two adventures. Strangely, the dragon was not his enemy as the dragon was under a compulsion or thrall too and was ordered to put the spell on John by a powerful magician from the world of Aspiro. This dragon had no understanding of technology and could not give John a warning that he was standing on a powerful bomb which had just made such a big mess.

‘This human needs more protection,’ ‘Beelsebub, the dragon said to himself as he was in awe at the rate John’s magic had increased over a few earth days. ‘There is a female human who is more powerful than the two sisters, Hrolla and Ursula. I will influence this Sybil Robinson to be with my young wizard more.’

​​​
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Old Gypsy curse
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Mother Kandala

​​The Oak Forest

The flowers were large bell-shaped light purple in colour, with at least 12 flowers on a tall stem. Inside each bell was a light cream tongue with dark spots. They were beautiful and deadly. The powdered remains of the foxglove flowers mixed with food could kill with violent stomach pains. If you were foolish enough to gather some stalks for display in a vase, you could break out in a very bad rash. Foxglove was everywhere in the woodland clearings near the gypsy caravan as was hemlock. This hemlock was a very tall plant with white multi-flora blossoms - rather like opened out miniature cauliflowers - but hemlock had been used as a poison for thousands of years. It was not a plant that attracted unwary children to pick such as the bluebells, yellow daffodils and cream and white crocuses which were in abundance in spring. Then there were the highly poisonous toadstools with their attractive colours and shapes. By contrast the stinging nettles were just a nuisance. It was a wonder that more kids weren't killed in the woods, but John had not heard of anyone dying.

One of the first things that John had done when he returned home from his previous adventure was open his trusty exercise book and using a sharp pencil, write down the mnemonics he had made up with Hrolla the witch. From the sentences he had written down on that adventure, most of the useful herbs had been identified. To this list he added the common ones that could be found in the gardens and allotments. He was not intending to collect any of the harmful herbs, but knowing about the dangerous ones such as hemlock and foxglove was useful.

Although he didn't have anyone to cure from the use of the herbs, he thought he might collect a few and dry them between old newspapers on which he would place a number of heavy books. There were some old accounting journals in the shed and he had decided that he would use some of the reels of duct tape left over from the war to hold his pressings in place and then use pen nibs and ink to write the names underneath each sample.

Yesterday, from the bombed-out sites he made collections in four paper bags. In the first bag were the herbs that he knew such as Evening Primrose and St. John's Wort. Then in the second bag he made another collection of unknown herbs being careful not to pick anything that looked a bit out of the ordinary and might be poisonous. In the third bag were vegetables and in the fourth bag were edible herbs.

John’s plans were a bit mixed up now as the gypsy woman at the caravan had his haversack, and he had told her to take anything she wanted. Going back to the abandoned gardens straight away might be a bit risky close to home, and if he went to other areas, he might run foul of some local gangs who didn’t take kindly to strangers “invading their turf” so as to speak.

But he had made a promise to the old gypsy lady, so he was back in the small oak forest. In his hurry to get home and reassure his Mum, John had forgotten that his most prized possession -a magical bangle was still in his haversack. Gypsies had a reputation for being thieves and John wondered if he would ever see the bangle again.

Yesterday he had been so shocked by the explosion he hadn’t noticed anything.

John paused to admire the gypsy caravan. This caravan was quite high off the ground. The wheels at the back were about twice the size of the wheels at the front. In addition, the caravan had a wonderful curved wooden side curtain and a doorway in which the top part was open as a window. Whilst he stood there admiring the shape and the blues and greens of the caravan, he became aware of the old lady standing there wearing a bright patterned red white and black skirt, a bright red jumper on top of which she had a bright red coat. Around her neck was a set of brightly coloured beads and on her head was a dark red woollen cap. Her hair was braided to two pigtails which came over her chest almost to her waist.

The old gypsy lady spoke rapidly to him in a language he did not understand.

Holding his palm in front of him, John beckoned her with a finger on his lips. He reached into his knapsack and to his relief took out his bangle, rolled up his sleeve and placed the bangle on his arm.

When he finished buttoning his sleeve he said to her, ‘Now we can talk.’

‘I know you have magic boy, are you a traveller?’

‘No grandmother,’ John replied humbly. ‘I am a gadjo.’

‘You speak Romani well for a gadjo. You may not be a traveller but I see that you have been doing a lot of travelling.’

‘That is true grandmother; I have been doing a lot of travelling.’

‘And where had you been yesterday?’ she asked.

‘I have been out looking for herbs and stuff for our family to eat in the abandoned gardens right opposite my house,’ John replied. 

‘Anyhow there was a big pile of rubbish so I thought I could climb up on top of that and get a good view over the entire gardens.’

‘What I didn’t expect was to be standing on the biggest bomb in the whole world. So, I jumped off and that’s when the bomb tipped over and the timer started ticking.’

‘That’s when I began running, first to the pavement to draw a big “X”, then up the passageway to the common and then just before I got to Bancroft Road, the bomb went off.’

‘You mean you stopped to really draw an “X”?’ the amazed gypsy woman asked.

‘I had no choice, did I?’ retorted John. ‘One of my mates could have walked past and got killed. I just had to do it.’

‘You are a special boy,’ she answered back. ‘Most kids would have just run away without thinking of others.’

‘Tell me what happened after you left here yesterday.’

John grinned. ‘I had a bit of luck there. A bobby wouldn’t let me go down my street so I had to go along the railway line and in the back way. Hence, my Mum thought I was nowhere near the bomb.’

‘Good job the explosion happened so early in the morning as nobody else was up and about and just a few windows got broken.’

‘Thank you for letting me have my pick of what you had collected in your haversack,’ the grey-haired gypsy lady said to John. ‘I was amazed to see you had four bags so carefully sorted. Not many young boys have the knowledge you have.’

‘Not many Romani women can read as I can. I read your notebook. It tells me two things.’

‘One, you have learned about herbs from a very clever teacher.’

‘Two, you have travelled – in time!’ she announced triumphantly.

John gasped. ‘This was one very smart old lady.’

‘He could tell her the truth and who would believe an elderly gypsy lady if she went around telling other people that a young boy had wizardry and this same boy had been time-travelling. It was the stuff of comics!’

‘I thought I would start a herb collection so that I wouldn't forget what I had learnt recently.’

John slung the kitbag off his shoulders and showed the gypsy.

‘These,’ he explained, ‘are from the gardens of old bombed-out houses. These ones I recognised as herbs and picked them in the woods near Blackberry Lane.’

‘And these ones, looked interesting but I don't know their names.’

‘You do know that all herbs are not just for medicine?’ the old lady explained as she sorted out the herbs. ‘But there are a lot that you can eat either cold or cooked. I will tell you which ones are for medicine and I'll tell you the ones you can eat.’

Since his family were still on ration cards because of the war, extra food would always be welcome so John took out his notepad and pencil and made notes whilst the helpful gypsy woman explained which herbs you could eat and some of which you could dry and use in the preparation of medicines.

‘May I have a look at your notebook again?’ asked the gypsy. ‘I am one of the few Romani women who can read and write. Even though my father used to beat me when he found me with books, I still learnt even though I was never allowed to go to school. You seem to have a lot of information written in your notebook and I'd like to see if I can still read.’
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