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Preface


Whenever one is blending fact and fiction, certain disclaimers and clarifications are necessary. Though my wife, Judy, might be said to be the “inspiration” behind a book about a harpist and harp teacher, this is not a story about her or anyone else. Everything that follows is fiction, the characters, the villages, the church, the relationships, the plot. While the setting of the story is reasonably true to the region of the Moray coast where Judy and I stay part of the year, most of the place names have been changed (and others retained) to reflect the fact that, after all is said and done, this is fiction, which requires adaptation even when based on reality. Those familiar with the region will recognize the location and layout of Castle Buchan as clearly distinct from Cullen House, upon which it is based, as are the local roads and certain other geographic details of the story. For reasons of my own, I placed the fictional “Castle Buchan” a bit closer to the Home Farm. That change required that the Home Farm be moved as well. I also took the liberty of slightly rerouting the A98, which I hope the road planners of Moray and Grampian won—t mind. Experienced readers of fiction have no difficulty interweaving fact and fiction in this manner, having thorough acquaintance with the phrase “loosely based upon” as an undergirding principle of both historical and contemporary fiction. I clarify these points, however, for the sake of those readers for whom the taking of such literary liberties may be unfamiliar, and especially for our dear friends in Cullen and Portknockie.


An intriguing historical footnote may be of some interest. The real Buchan Castle—built in approximately 1574 two miles east of the town of Macduff at the site of the former farmhouse called “Mains of Cullen”—was known by its official name, Castle of Cullen of Buchan. It was subsequently destroyed and nothing remains. What the historic connection is between “Cullen” and “Buchan” at this site east of Macduff I do not know. But perhaps the memory of the “Castle of Cullen of Buchan” can live on through this fictionalized story. Though there are some dozen current dukedoms in Scotland, the “Duke of Buchan” is an entirely fictional peerage.


About the characters, to use another phrase common in the fiction world, “any resemblance to real individuals living or dead is purely coincidental.” The only actual person who might be found in the following pages is me. Judy often says that all my characters are me! Whether that is true in this present case, I am probably the least able to tell for certain. Though here and there I may employ the names of friends just for fun, the main characters are not based on any real individuals, “living or dead”!


A couple of final words… The use of the local “Doric” reflects the fact that most of the book was written in Scotland with an eye toward publication in that country. For American readers who find the dialect difficult at first, I would encourage you not to lose heart. As many have discovered with the occasional Scots dialect in the writings of George MacDonald, I am sure you will find yourself enjoying it soon enough.


As I write for readers in both the U.S. and the U.K., it probably cannot be helped that there will remain some spelling incongruities for one audience or the other (neighbor/neighbour). Though we try to catch these for the different American and British publications, I hope it will not cause too many bumps in the road where we miss them. A “Scots Glossary” is included at the end of the book to help those unfamiliar with the Doric dialect with some of its more commonly used words.


Michael Phillips


Cullen, Scotland


Eureka, California
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Chapter One


Dreams


By yon bonnie banks, and by yon bonnie braes,


Where the sun shines bright on Loch Lomond,


Where me and my true love were ever wont to gae


On the bonnie, bonnie banks o’ Loch Lomond.


O ye’ll tak’ the high road and I’ll tak’ the low road


An’ I’ll be in Scotland afore ye:


But me and my true love will never meet again


On the bonnie, bonnie banks o’ Loch Lomond.


—“Loch Lomond”


It is a terrible thing when dreams die.


I haven’t cherished many dreams in my life. My dreams were quiet and personal. I usually thought of myself as a relatively simple person. I didn’t care about changing the world or being rich, or even for that matter having a fancy home. I could have been content most anywhere.


Everyone wants to be happy, I suppose. I don’t know if I would call that a dream.


There were a few things I had dreamed of, being loved by a good and worthy man and loving him in return, having children and raising them and loving them and being loved by them, growing old with my husband and watching our sons and daughters mature and blossom and raise children of their own. But one by one those dreams had been taken from me.


My husband is gone now. The circumstances aren’t important. At least I don’t want to dwell on them. They’re too painful. Suffice it to say he is gone.


We had planned to have children, of course, but kept putting it off. First it was the money problems of newlyweds… thinking we needed a bigger house before starting a family… my husband’s career… my own part-time work.


Suddenly years slip by. My husband died and there were no children.


I wasn’t particularly old when I found myself alone, only thirty-four. Not even past my prime, as they say. But it’s old enough to feel old if it comes before you’re ready for it.


My friends told me I needed to get out, to see people, to start “dating” again. What a horrible thought! I could hardly imagine it. Good heavens, I already had a gray hair or two. My hair was either dark blond or light brown, whatever you want to call it, so it hid the occasional grayish strand pretty well. But I knew they were there. I also knew what they meant—that the clock of life kept ticking and I wasn’t a teenager anymore.


It isn’t as if a single woman, a widow—gosh, what a thing to call myself at thirty-four!—can just snap her fingers and suddenly find a line of eligible, successful, sensitive, handsome, nice men in their mid to late thirties lining up at her door. It doesn’t happen that way. I had never considered myself that good-looking. I know men judge differently, but when I looked in the mirror I couldn’t rate my looks at more than three-and-a-half or four.


Maybe four-and-a-half.


And when did four-and-a-half turn heads? Ten is the standard in our world.


I’d been told I had a nice smile, but it hadn’t been seen much lately. The people at church told me I ought to go to the singles group. That prospect sounded as bad as dating. Sitting around with a bunch of twenty-somethings noodling on guitars, or with thirty-somethings checking each other out, obviously “looking”—no thanks.


I’m not exactly sure how the next few years passed. If time flies when you’re having fun, it somehow also goes by when you’re not. I continued to work half-days as a teacher’s aide and threw myself into my music. Once a week I drove four hours for a lesson with the harpist I had studied under when I first took up Celtic music years before. I occasionally lugged my small harp to my second-grade class. From that a few private lessons resulted when parents called to ask if I would teach their children on a more regular basis. And when asked to play for weddings or garden parties or to provide background music for a social event or mixer, I usually accepted.


Over the years my little harp studio grew. I added students, then also gradually added harps until I had six in all.


It is hard to describe the personal bond a harpist feels with his or her favorite instrument. A harp is part of your very soul. Even though I had six harps, they were all favorites, for different reasons. Of course my big pedal harp, a Lyon & Healy 15, which I called the Queen, was the most majestic of the six. But my black twenty-six-string Dusty Strings my father had given to me for a birthday years before was perhaps the most special of all. After my husband died I named it “Journey.” I don’t know why—I hadn’t called it anything before that. But a day after the funeral, realizing that this small harp had been with me for a long time and had been through a lot with me, I just started calling it Journey.


I had four other harps as well, two thirty-four-string harps called Aida and Shamrock, which I called by their model names. Then I had two small lap or ballad harps—a very small twenty-two-string Irish harp made by Walton which I called the Ring, and a twenty-six-string harp my husband had made from a kit, called the Limerick.


There is a story behind the Walton “Ring.” When my husband proposed to me, knowing of my love for the harp, he asked me, “Would you like a diamond ring, or a harp some day?”


I’m no fool. I knew which cost more… by about ten to one. I chose the harp!


So as an “engagement ring” of sorts, he ordered the little ballad harp from Walton in Ireland, had it shipped to us in Canada, and surprised me with it before we were married. Hence, the name.


Five years later we were able to buy the Queen from another local harpist who had decided to sell it, and pay her over several years. Otherwise, at that time in our lives we would never have been able to afford a large pedal harp. We made the final payment just three months before my husband died. I had my two “rings”—the Ring and the Queen—but my husband was gone.


The other harps had come along gradually as I began to give more and more lessons.


What does one person need with six harps? I can imagine someone wondering.


For weddings and parties and church services I nearly always played on my pedal harp. Its sound was so full and large and rich it could fill a cathedral. That was the sound you needed on such occasions. And for outdoor garden receptions or open-air weddings, you needed large volume such that would carry without acoustics helping magnify the sound.


But obviously you couldn’t wheel a sixty-nine-inch-tall, eighty-pound harp into a hospital room. My Dusty Strings portable level harp suited that purpose perfectly. I could carry it in its case with one hand, and it had a rich and vibrant tone that could easily fill a large room.


For my own purposes, the Queen and Journey would have been all I needed… along with my sentimental favorite—the Ring!


If you plan to give harp lessons, however, your students have to have something to play and practice on. Some people bought harps. But it is a huge financial commitment for someone to make before they are absolutely certain their initial love for and fascination with the instrument are going to last long enough to justify it. So I used the four others for loaners and rentals—the two larger student-size harps for older children and adults, the two ballad harps for younger children.


I loved teaching children to play the harp. That was the bright spot in my life. But was it enough in itself to give the rest of my drab existence meaning?


Turning forty didn’t exactly wake me out of my lethargy. At first it just stunned me.


Forty! Good heavens, am I really forty? I thought.


Not that forty is really very old either. There are millions to whom forty would sound pretty good. But if you’ve never been forty, it’s a milestone that means you’re not young anymore. The years are beginning to tick by ever more steadily. Whenever that indefinable thing called one’s “prime” is, anyone can be excused at forty for pausing to wonder if it passed by without their knowing it.


At first I became dreadfully depressed. If ever I’d had the chance to marry again, I had just wasted half my thirties doing nothing about it.


Gradually that phase faded. Then I went through a period of trying to deal with it by forcing myself to look the cold hard facts in the eye and accept them like a grown-up and quit being a crybaby. Every day I told myself, “You are forty, you are a widow, you are middle-aged, you have more gray than you can safely keep plucking out, you are going to live the rest of your life alone. Deal with it.”


That was more depressing than telling myself I had just wasted six years! I quickly gave up that tactic, too. Even if my you’re-getting-old mantra was true, I didn’t have to keep reminding myself.


A day came I’ll never forget, though I wouldn’t mind forgetting it. It was a nondescript Sunday in November—gray, threatening rain, cold, dreary. I had nothing to do, nowhere to go. There were no lessons scheduled. I saw nobody. As dusk began to fall about five-thirty that afternoon, I realized the whole day had gone by and I’d not seen another soul all day. I was sitting on the couch of my living room, and from out of nowhere I just started to cry. For no reason, I just began to cry.


The sad truth had finally hit home that I was lonely. I was alone in the world… and it felt awful.


I cried myself to sleep on the couch, woke up about ten in pitch black, cold and hungry, and dragged myself to bed.


A week or two later I had a dream. I mean an actual dream, at night in my sleep.


I think my husband was the focus of it, but I can’t remember. It’s not important. You know how sometimes you have dreams and the story of the dream, if you want to call it that, fades but the feelings it arouses remain with you. This was one of those.


I woke up crying. The words were ringing in my head: Don’t let me die, don’t let me die.


I was so sad and lonely at that moment. Strange to say, I felt even lonelier than after I realized I would never see my husband again. I just lay in the dark and sobbed and sobbed until I could sob no more.


Finally I got up and went to the bathroom, blew my nose, splashed my face with cold water and tried to take a deep breath, then went back to bed. I turned the wet pillow over and lay down on my back and just stared up at the ceiling of my bedroom in the darkness.


The words didn’t go away.


Don’t let me die, don’t let me die.


As I had returned to wakefulness a few minutes earlier, with fleeting phantasms of my husband evaporating like mist from my brain, I had the sense that he was calling out for me to help him, that I might somehow have been able to save him. No wonder such an uncontrollable sadness flooded over me. It was like blaming myself all over again for what had happened.


But gradually I realized that it wasn’t my husband speaking at all. It was the dream itself. The dream was saying, “Don’t let me die.”


I had no idea what it meant.


After an hour or so, I began to doze. When I next came to myself, light was visible behind the curtains of my bedroom. It was morning.


Almost the moment I opened my eyes, again came the words from the middle of the night, though now slightly changed: Don’t let the dream die.


I got out of bed and threw back the curtains. Yesterday’s rain had passed and a brilliant pink-and-orange sunrise greeted me.


And I knew that it was indeed a terrible thing when dreams died. I had given in to lethargy and despondency and loneliness. I had let hope slip away. I had allowed my dreams to fade.


As I stood looking out on that bright sunrise, I thought to myself that maybe it wasn’t too late.


Some of my dreams were gone forever. I could never get my husband back.


But I could not let them all die. There were still dreams worth dreaming.









Chapter Two


Bringing a Dream to Life


O sing tae me the auld Scotch sangs, i’ the braid auld Scottish tongue.


The sangs my father loved to hear, the sangs my mither sung,


When she sat beside my cradle, or croon’d me on her knee.


An’ I wadna sleep, she sang sae sweet, the auld Scotch sangs tae me.


An’ I wadna sleep, she sang sae sweet, the auld Scotch sangs tae me.


Sing ony o’ the auld Scotch sangs, the blithesome or the sad,


They mak’ me smile when I am wae, and greet me when I am glad.


My heart goes back to auld Scotland, the saut tear dims my e’e,


And the Scotch blood leaps in a’ my veins, as ye sing the sangs tae me.


And the Scotch blood leaps in a’ my veins, as ye sing the sangs tae me.


—“The Auld Scotch Sangs”


New beginnings start one step at a time.


That day after my dream, the day of the sunrise, I made a decision. That sounds like a small thing. In fact, it’s the most important thing in life anyone ever does. Making decisions is hard. You have to summon something from deep inside that… well, that takes courage in a way. I don’t know whether I’d made a decision—a real, conscious, look-it-in-the-eye-and-decide decision—in years. I mean the kind of decision that might really make a difference, might change the course of your life in some way. No one can see the future, so you can’t know. That’s why decisions take courage. You can’t see where they might lead. But I made one then, and it feltgood.


I decided that on that day I would take one step toward one dream.


Maybe just a small step. But I would take some step, whatever it was, toward a future that I had some say in myself. Maybe nothing would come of it. But I would do it anyway. Prime or no prime, I wasn’t going to sit around marking time while any more empty years floated past and left me behind. Life was too precious to let it drift along. I wasn’t going to let life just randomly happen, taking the easiest path at every fork in the road. I was going to set my hand to the rudder, as they say, and make some of my own decisions about where I went.


When you let your dreams die, however, you also lose your ability to dream. You don’t only lose the dreams themselves, you stop dreaming altogether. You forget that it’s possible to dream, and that life’s dreams are good things. After making what I call a decision, I found I couldn’t even think of a dream I wanted to do something about. That scared me. Had I really sunk so low?


If that was true, then I hadn’t only let my dreams die, I had allowed a part of me to die with them. I wasn’t willing to accept that.


I determined that I would dream again.


It was during one of two afternoon lessons I had that day that I was reminded of a dream. I had been teaching one of the little girls who came to my studio after school a Celtic march called “Brian Boru’s March.” Suddenly as she was playing… I remembered!


One of the dreams my husband and I had shared was to take a sabbatical and make an extended visit to Ireland or Scotland or Wales, Britain’s three Celtic regions. Maybe all three. It was a dream that hadn’t evaporated completely, though it had faded so distantly into the past that, when I recalled it to mind, it came back into my memory slowly at first. Then gradually more images returned. We had talked about spending a summer traveling by car. We even fantasized about renting a little stone cottage in the Highlands and spending a year out in the wilds alone. My husband would write the great American novel—we still called it that even though we were Canadians—and I would write songs and play my harp.


Fanciful dreams. But maybe people need dreams to keep them going. Right then I needed to recapture mine.


I don’t know why those Celtic countries had intrigued my husband. Though his name was Italian or French, I think he had Irish blood somewhere in his ancestry. He always talked about returning to connect with his Celtic roots, which for some reason intrigued him more than the Italian or French. My own introduction to those lands came through my study of Celtic music which I dearly loved. I had some vague sense that I possessed Celtic blood, too, on my father’s side. Maybe that’s why I liked the music. Something about the melancholy nature of Celtic harmony gets deep into your soul in a way other music doesn’t. It has a nostalgic feel of something long ago. The haunting melodies and themes of its folk songs and ballads draw you in. It is music you feel, not just hear. You want to be there. It’s music that makes you happy in a sad, quiet way, as contradictory as that sounds. At least that’s how it affected me. And at this phase of my life, that sad, haunting, melancholy Celtic music perfectly resonated with everything that was stirring inside me, and it drew me even more than before.


Some people probably don’t like those kinds of feelings. I’ve always thought that one of the reasons music gets so deep into the human consciousness is that people are “tuned” in certain ways like musical instruments. Different types of instruments, like different types of people, make different sounds. The sound of brass is not the same as the tone produced by a violin.


Some people have talkative, frilly personalities like a flute. Others stand out front as natural leaders like a trumpet. Others are gregarious like a clarinet. Others are more subdued like a bassoon. Others are full and complex like a viola or cello. Some are ordered and precise like a drum. Others are unpredictable like a French horn. And some are impossible to characterize and seem just a little different from everyone else, like an oboe.


In the same way, I thought all men and women possessed an innate personality that was tuned in either a major or a minor key. That didn’t mean some people were always happy and others always sad. Some of the world’s most triumphant and joyous music is composed in minor keys. But there is an inherent difference between the sound and texture of the two that I think is replicated in people as well.


My personality was one that vibrated to the rhythms of life in minor keys. Celtic music stimulated the nostalgic melancholy harmonies of those chords inside. Its melodies resonated within me in ways I couldn’t have explained. It could not be put into words. The music of personality was something each individual felt for himself. My husband would sometimes ask, “Can’t you play something peppy?” Then I would try to learn a peppy song or two. But I would always gravitate back to ballads and airs.


So between my music and my husband’s ancestry, and maybe my own, many things Celtic slowly got under our skin during our years together. We devoured Irish and Scottish novels. We read How the Irish Saved Civilization and Angela’s Ashes and How the Scots Invented the Modern World. We were enthralled by the films Braveheart and Local Hero.


That’s how our dream of visiting those places began.


I had not thought of going to the islands and Highlands of Britain and Ireland in years. But after my dream and the sunrise, it all came back.


I went into the living room and scanned the spines on my bookshelves. How could I have forgotten? There were Lillian Beckwith and Jessica Stirling and A Scots Quair and a few old-fashioned Waverly novels of Sir Walter Scott’s. I pulled out one of Lillian Beckwith’s novels and thumbed through it. Even as I saw the cover again after so long, and as my eyes fell on a few scattered words here and there, the memory began to return, like fragments of a dream flitting back into your brain after waking. I found myself smiling.


Gradually I remembered more.


I remembered talking wistfully about one day playing my harp on some lonely high-mountain crag, heather in bloom all around me, no one listening but a long-haired Highland cow or a handful of grazing mountain sheep. Or perhaps I would sit at the edge of a great cliff overlooking a wild rocky seashore with gulls rising and falling on the eddies of the sea breezes. I would play music of the soul, the vibrations of the strings of my harp intermingling with the whining of the wind and the gulls’ cries and the crashing of waves on the rocks below.


Even if nothing came of it, just being reminded of that mental vision was invigorating. It was good to think again… to recapture hope… to dream of adventurous things.


Why not actually do something like that? I wasn’t too old to travel, to see more of the world. What was stopping me?


Money was not a problem. I lived so simply that I tended to accumulate more than run out. I had no debts. If I wanted to, I could take two years off before having to worry about money. What was I hoarding my little nest egg for, anyway? Why not use it to live with rather than saving it to die on?


It would be good to get away, I thought, to see new places. I was in a dangerous rut. My life was going nowhere.


It was time to dream again. And not merely dream… to live the dream. Maybe I had more control of what happened in my life than I realized.


A small dream—a week or two, maybe a summer. It didn’t have to be a whole year. But it was a start.


Maybe when it was over and it was time for me to return home, nothing in my life would change. Maybe I would resume my boring schedule and still be a middle-aged widow without much to show for herself.


But somehow, if I could just find that mountaintop—or that ocean cliff—I knew that something would change… inside me. My life might not look different from the outside, but I would be different. I would have done something that might mean nothing to anyone else. But it would mean something to me. It would be a connection—to the memory of my husband, to the music I loved, to a history and a land I didn’t know much about but that nevertheless had once drawn me. I would have taken a step outside myself… into the great wide world beyond.


The most important thing that unknown mountain and that unknown sea cliff came to represent was simply the fact of my waking up and saying, “I am not going to live forever in this rut. I am going to let myself dream.”


It was a simple dream. But it was my dream. That’s what mattered.


I went to a bookstore that same day and bought a guidebook for Ireland and Scotland. Then I went to a travel agency where I picked up some maps and brochures about airline travel and car rentals and lodgings.


That was my one first step.









Chapter Three


An Adventure Begins


The heath waves wild upon the hills,


And foaming frae the fells,


Her fountains sing of freedom still,


As they dance down the dells.


And weel I lo’e the land my lads,


That’s girded by the sea;


Then Scotland’s vales, and Scotland’s dales,


And Scotland’s hills for me!


I’ll drink a cup to Scotland yet


Wi’ a’ the honours three!


—“Scotland Yet”


Stepping off the train at Inverness, standing there with my suitcase in one hand and the harp case of my Journey in the other, looking around wondering what to do next, that’s when the reality of what I had done hit home. Up till then—making plans, canceling lessons for the summer, actually setting out four months later and flying to London, somehow navigating the hopeless early morning confusion at Heathrow and taking a taxi into the city, asking a million questions wherever I went, then catching the all-day train north at King’s Cross Station to Edinburgh and then Inverness—the excitement of what lay ahead had carried me along in a blur of anticipation.


Suddenly there I was. What next?


A train station has to be one of the most depressing places in the world. Everyone is bustling and hurrying and running. Then between trains suddenly it goes quiet and deserted—cold, silent, dirty, impersonal. What few people are about wander back and forth making no eye contact. It would be different if I had someone to meet. But I didn’t.


A wave of loneliness swept over me. With it came doubts: What am I doing here? There was no Celtic mystique. No music. No kilts. No Mel Gibson in his Braveheart getup. No bagpipes. No honeysuckle-covered stone cottages with sheep grazing beside them and heather in the distance.


Just a dreary, empty, lonely train station.


I found my way out front. There was a hotel adjacent to the station. But I’d made arrangements for a bed-and-breakfast from atravel guide. I looked around and found a taxi stand. It was grayand rainy, adding to the dreariness. Hearing the taxi driver’s Scottish accent was a bit of a thrill. And he was so friendly! But he was no Braveheart. It was just a city, after all—not much romance in that.


I took the taxi to the bed-and-breakfast I had booked for the night. The lady was friendly enough, and showed me to a tiny bedroom. The door closed behind me and I sat down on the bed, again feeling very, very lonely. I was glad it was late in the day. Though I’d dozed on the train, I was exhausted from the trip and hoped a night’s sleep would lift my spirits. It was a long way to come just to be depressed. I could be lonely well enough at home.


I went out for a walk, found a small grocery store, bought some cheese and oatcakes to eat in my room, then went back and, after my simple supper, got out my book and went to bed.


Why had I come here… to Scotland instead of someplace else?


I don’t know, really. I had no idea where to go in either Wales or Ireland. The big Irish cities frightened me when I thought about traveling alone. I suppose it’s better now that terrorism isn’t as bad. But the idea of navigating Dublin and Belfast still made me nervous. I knew nothing about the outlying countryside of Ireland. And besides, Lillian Beckwith’s books were set in Scotland, not Ireland. So gradually Scotland became the focus of my thoughts. Actually, I felt a little like Lillian Beckwith, though she had more spunk than me. I wasn’t really the spunky type.


I had looked over maps of Scotland. I wasn’t especially drawn to the big cities, though the guidebooks said Edinburgh was one of the most spectacular cities in Europe. As I perused my maps, the name Inverness had a romantic sound to it. It looked like a good place from which to see the Highlands and the north of Scotland. So that’s where I decided to go first. That’s why I was here. No reason. Just a town picked from a map.


Everything I read about Scotland was full of history—kilts and tartans and swords, peat fires and stone cottages, battles and bagpipes, clans and castles and heather. It was exciting… alluring, I suppose, though I knew next to nothing about Scottish history. Yet gradually I became familiar with the high points and famous names—St. Columba, the ancient Picts, Robert the Bruce, Bannockburn, Mary Queen of Scots, the Jacobites, Bonnie Prince Charlie, Culloden, Robert Burns, Sir Walter Scott. And, of course, Mel Gibson or the warrior he played.


Honestly there were so many names and battles and high points that I couldn’t keep them straight. I had no idea how they fit together. But slowly I found the history sort of getting into me in the same way the music did. The Scots were so proud of their past. I saw it everywhere almost immediately, in the gift shops and in the folk music I heard playing.


Just walking about on the platforms of the Edinburgh train station I had overheard from somewhere a haunting melody about the MacDonald clan of Glencoe—Cruel is the snow that sweeps Glencoe, and covers the house o’ Donald. I couldn’t get it out of my head for hours, though I didn’t even know who the MacDonalds of Glencoe were. I thought I had known Scottish music from my harp playing, but soon realized how little of it I was aware of, and how oblivious I was to the link between Scotland’s music and its history.


Having arrived in Scotland, I had no distinct plans. I’d brought books to read, maps and tour books, and my Celtic harp. I had reserved a rental car I would pick up on the day after my arrival. I intended to tour about, see the Scottish countryside, stay in B and Bs as I went, and see where it led.


I might have gone on an organized tour. I might have figured out every detail of my itinerary and made reservations for every night in advance, leaving nothing to chance. I wasn’t really a random, spontaneous person. I usually played it safe, kept unknowns and contingencies to a minimum. It was out of character for me to strike out not knowing what I would do next, not knowing where I would stay from one night to another, not even knowing which direction I would point the car once I was behind the wheel.


I had “planned” it this way on purpose. I wanted to challenge myself. If this trip was going to accomplish anything, if I was going to discover new places of strength within myself, then I couldn’t do everything the easy way. I wanted to force myself to wing it, so to speak. I needed to see if I had the courage to do things I had never done before.


Could I make decisions, fend for myself, strike up conversations, get myself out of awkward situations?


Was I even capable of having an adventure?


The whole prospect was intimidating, even frightening. I would either succeed or fail. But I had to try. If I didn’t grow from this experience, what would I gain?


The morning following my arrival, after breakfast I walked the half mile or so to the center of Inverness and spent an hour just meandering about, listening to people, wandering into shops, absorbing a thousand new sensations. It was like any modern bustling city, I suppose, yet because it was Scotland, I found it exciting and wonderful. I was thrilled when a kilted man walked by. I walked slowly through the Victorian Market, then down and across the bridge over the river Ness and back. Finally I found a taxi, went back to the B and B to get my things, and from there went to the airport and made arrangements to pick up my rental car. I had reserved it for three weeks, just long enough to return to Inverness and take the train back to London for my return flight home.


As soon as I had my luggage and harp loaded in the rental car, I sat down behind the steering wheel. I took a deep breath, completely disoriented by sitting on the right side of the car, and said to myself, Well, here you are! It’s time for this adventure to begin in earnest.


Driving on the left side of the road was one of the main challenges I had decided to confront. I could have traveled by bus and train. But I didn’t want to play it safe. I was terrified of driving on the left. Everything felt backward! But I was determined. When it was over I wanted to know I had conquered some hard things.


I started the car and timidly inched through the parking area and then crept out of the airport at about two miles an hour. The airport was east of town. I thought I would first drive south along Loch Ness and down Scotland’s west coast. It seemed more rugged and interesting. But to get to Loch Ness I had to go through Inverness, which I didn’t want to do immediately. As I came out of the airport, instead I turned west and drove for a while to get accustomed to everything. It didn’t take long before I began to feel comfortable enough. The roads were narrow and people were going way too fast. I constantly had a line of cars behind me anxiously trying to pass. Goodness, they drove fast for such narrow roads!


But after the terrifying thrill of several confusing roundabouts, and with constant traffic whizzing by, and a brief detour onto a side road, I pulled over for another look at my map to make sure I knew which road to follow. I reversed course back in the direction of Inverness, and then headed south toward Loch Ness and Scotland’s west coast.









Chapter Four


The Tourist


Speed, bonnie boat, like a bird on the wing,


Onward, the sailors cry.


Carry the lad that’s born to be king,


Over the sea to Skye.


—“Skye Boat Song”


I hadn’t intended to write a travelogue and it’s already starting to sound like one. But when a person is breaking out of a rut the way I was trying to do, everything is interesting because it is new.


I drove south beside the shores of Loch Ness and stopped at several touristy places where busloads of people were buying souvenirs and snacks and taking pictures. I hadn’t realized Scotland was such a place for tourists. There were tour buses everywhere. But furry green little stuffed Nessie dolls weren’t the reason I had come, and I moved on.


The little town of Fort Augustus at the head of the loch was fun. I stood and watched, fascinated, as a large boat went through the succession of locks from the higher level of the Caledonian Canal and down, finally drifting leisurely away into Loch Ness.


I stopped at a woolen and tartan store, with tea room, for lunch. I thought it more interesting than the Loch Ness tourist shops. Here I got another taste of what I was talking about before—the tartans and bagpipes and music and history. I wandered about in the shop for an hour, listening to the music, recognizing some tunes but mostly finding myself caught up in new feelings and sensations that were wonderfully haunting and melancholy, nostalgic for a past that was not completely gone. Robert the Bruce and Bonnie Prince Charlie seemed to be the heroic figures most prominently emblazoned in legend, with Robert Burns and sad Mary Queen of Scots following close behind. I determined to learn more about them.


Driving on I found Fort William delightful. I walked the whole length of the town and back, glancing up occasionally at Ben Nevis, Britain’s highest mountain, standing solemn guard several miles outside of town. I had to laugh to myself. They were so proud of this mountain. Yet I was from Canada where the Canadian Rockies would dwarf Nevis to less than a foothill.


Then I realized that another aspect of Scotland’s magic was that very pride. The Scots were proud of everything—every hill, every town, every loch, each little glen, each brown peat-colored stream, every Pictish stone. Everything had a name. There were stories connected with every inch of Scotland. You couldn’t turn around without encountering someplace that Robert Burns or Lady Caroline Nairne or Neil Gow or J. Scott Skinner had written a ballad about.


I perused a dozen or more shops with yet more tartans and kilts and woolens and folk music. Though I was only midway through my first day, I had already begun to recognize some things and know a little of what they meant. In every shop I recognized the bright red Royal Stewart tartan and knew that Mary Queen of Scots, King James who commissioned the King James Bible, and Bonnie Prince Charles Edward Stewart were all of the famous Stewart line of Scottish kings and queens. By now I had heard the ballad of the MacDonalds of Glencoe three or four times in various shops and was picking up more and more details about the clan rivalry between the MacDonalds and the Campbells and why theGlencoe massacre was such a prominent turning point in Scottish history.


I still wasn’t sure who the Jacobites were, or what the Jacobite rebellion between England and Scotland was about—though I was pretty sure Scottish independence, Catholicism, Protestantism, and a dispute over Britain’s monarchy were at the heart of it. I learned that it had culminated in a famous battle at Culloden near Inverness in 1746, led by Bonnie Prince Charlie for the Scots and the Duke of Cumberland for the English. I had been only a few miles from the battle site. If only I hadn’t been in such a hurry to drive south the day before, I might have visited it. But then I had never heard of Culloden. I would have to stop there when I returned to Inverness in three weeks.


The more about Scotland’s past I learned, the more it dawned on me that I had already played probably a third of the songs I was hearing and was even vaguely familiar with their words—Speed, bonnie boat, like a bird on the wing, over the sea to Skye… carry the man who’s born to be king, over the sea to Skye. But I had known nothing of their significance. Now I knew that particular song was a ballad recounting Prince Charlie’s dramatic escape to Skye after his defeat at Culloden.


It was amazing what you could learn from tourist shops and folk music and posters and maps and guidebooks.


In Fort William I bought several CDs and began playing them in the car as I continued my travels. After leaving Fort William, by the time I made my way into the desolate valley of Glencoe, with awe-inspiring peaks rising on both sides of me, I was ready to glean far more from the Glencoe Visitor Centre than I would have been able to even that same morning. Here I was actually at the site of the ancient home of the Glencoe MacDonalds whose ballad I had been listening to since my arrival. I watched the video about the massacre and the history leading up to it, and gradually more of the pieces of the intricate, fascinating, colorful puzzle of Scottish history began to fit together.


The first night of my travels I spent at a bed-and-breakfast in Oban, another memorable town.


I continued to make my way through the mountainous, watery west of Scotland, then east to Stirling, and again north through the middle of the country and the Grampian Highlands. I stopped at most of the tourist places because I thought I should—Bannockburn and Stirling, for instance, and several famous castles. It was good to continue expanding my sense of the colorful history the Scots were so proud of.


I was in no hurry. I stopped whenever the fancy struck me.


At Bannockburn I learned about the Scottish fight for independence led by William Wallace (aka Mel Gibson) and Robert the Bruce, culminating in the famous Battle of Bannockburn in 1314 when “the Bruce” defeated English King Edward. I was progressing geographically backward through history as I went—from Inverness and Culloden in 1746, to Glencoe where the massacre had taken place in 1692, to Stirling and the Battle of Bannockburn of 1314. But somehow the sequence of my travels didn’t matter. I began to feel proud of myself as I was able to connect the dots and understand more and more of this fascinating history.


It was amazing to me how thoroughly the music—the songs of the people—told Scotland’s story. I doubted you would learn much about U.S. history, for instance, no matter how many times you listened to “My Darling Clementine” or “The Yellow Rose of Texas” or “Swanee River.” But if you carefully listened to the words of “Scots Wha Hae” or “Land o’ the Leal” and the numerous ballads about Bonnie Prince Charlie, you did begin to gain a sense of the flow of the history of Scotland. It was folk music that, taken all together, told a cohesive story of a people and their land.


The drive back north from Stirling through Pitlochry and to Braemar and Ballater and Banchory along the shores of the river Dee toward Aberdeen was spectacular in its quiet and desolate grandeur. They were all lovely towns, and the constantly changing landscape was breathtaking. During this whole time, though music occupied such a pivotal place in my learning of the history of this land I was visiting, I did not take out Journey to play. It couldn’t be just anywhere. I was waiting for the right time and the right place. Somehow I had not felt that yet. I was confident I would know when that time had come. I had dreamed of playing on that heathery crag or windswept cliff overlooking the sea, and I was determined that it be the perfect cliff or crag. Even when I was alone in my B and B room each night, something prevented my getting the harp out of its case and running my fingers up and down its strings.


For years this particular harp more than any of the others had been my comfort, my solace. I suppose I would say it was my truest friend, the companion I had known almost longer than anyone, though not longer than the Ring. Especially was that true now that my mother and husband were both gone and my father was half a continent away. I really was one of those people you hear about who are “alone in the world.” It may sound strange, but my harp knew me more deeply than anyone, more deeply, I think, than even my husband had. The melancholy strains that came out of it were more than mere music, they were me. The music was an expression of the deepest places of my being. The music of my harp reflected the pulse of my personality as nothing else could. The first time I had set my fingers to a harp, before I knew anything about it, I knew I had discovered a musical soul mate.


Over the years the music of my harp had come to be one with the invisible undulations of my temperament. I was most completely myself, most deeply in harmony with everything it meant to be “me,” when alone and quietly making soft melodies upon its strings. The music of the harp and my own depths of personhood, were of a single vibration. When they resonated together, I felt whole, complete, and one with life… one with myself.


Now my friend was silent. I didn’t know why.


But I was content to let her remain silent until the time came for her to speak her melancholy mysteries once again into my soul.









Chapter Five


Port Scarnose


I sit on a knoll and I view the ocean;


My bosom is swelling with keen emotion.


And hear the lark trilling it high in cloudland;


The mavis’ notes echoing through the woodland.


—Angus MacEacharn, “I Sit on a Knoll”


A week had gone by when again I found myself in the north, not far from where I had begun. I had driven through spectacular Highland passes and along desolate moors that stretched for miles. I had taken several long walks along rugged hilltops and through forests and along the loveliest peat-brown streams. I had seen numerous Highland cattle and sheep along the way.


But the moment I was waiting for with my harp had not yet come.


A third of my trip was over. I began to wonder if I was expecting some magical moment that was never going to come.


There was no place else I was particularly eager to visit. I suppose I could have gone to Edinburgh and Glasgow and Aberdeen and spent a week in the big cities. I might tour Scotland’s dozens of famous castles and gardens and distilleries and more of its ancient historic sites. Culloden was still on my list, but not much else. I was ready to stop driving about. I had had my fill of being a tourist and going to visitors centers and shops. I wanted something deeper than superficialities. I wanted to connect somehow, though with what I wasn’t sure—with the essence of this land I had come to explore. How could you connect in a tourist shop?


What was it that connected people with one another? Why were some people lonely and others not? Lonely people lived in isolation. But if you were part of a community, there were connections… people connections. What is a community, after all? It’s just a group of people that you care about and who care about you. When I was at school, either in the classroom or with the teachers and other aides, I was part of a little community there, too. Connections.


That’s what I was missing in Scotland, the sense of community. How could a tourist experience that connection when speeding by, observing, taking pictures, buying souvenirs? There’s no time to connect.


I needed to slow down, perhaps stay in one place for a while and just let whatever I had come for sink in. Maybe that’s what you had to do if you truly wanted to know a place. But where? There was no one place, no perfect quaint little village that epitomized the essence of Scotland.


I realized that it wasn’t possible to interact, to “connect,” with a whole country all at once. I had been driving a week but had no sense of place, no sense of belonging.


Perhaps the specific place didn’t even matter. To touch Scotland, maybe I had to touch some real place—it didn’t matter where—and become part of it, for however brief a time. Fairy-tale places didn’t exist in real life. I had driven down the winding road into Pennan where Local Hero was mostly filmed. But there was no connection there either. Local Hero, like Braveheart, was a movie.


But what about real life?


These towns and villages I was traveling through were like towns and villages everywhere. They were places where people lived and worked. They weren’t Hollywood sets. They weren’t plots from a book. They were communities.


I found myself along the coast between Inverness and Fraserburgh the day after leaving Pennan. It wasn’t as desolate and wild as the western coast. But I liked it. Something about it drew me more than anywhere I had been up till now except for Glencoe. As I drove through one after another of its coastal fishing villages, Irealized I was no longer seeing tour buses. The region wasn’t remote but was certainly off the most highly traveled tourist routes. Everything probably looked about the same as it had a hundred years before—gray stone houses, slate roofs, fishing boats in the harbor, little village shops. No malls, no motorways, no tour buses. People were just going about their lives the way people did everywhere.


Most of the sizable towns along the coast were really three towns in one—an old town, a sea town, and a new town.


The sea town usually sat at the water’s edge and comprised small, unassuming former fishermen’s cottages, all of nearly identical simple stone construction. Usually they were arranged in a hodgepodge, as if someone had built his house pointing in one direction, then someone else had built his pointing in another direction, then someone else had built another pointing in yet a third direction, with no planning, no streets, little semblance of order or uniformity, until there were two hundred houses thrown together without a plan. Then all were painted, or partially painted, with different color schemes, creating a random but peaceful chaos of disorder.


Rising above the sea town, statelier houses, often two story, of the same granite block, some of lighter quarried sandstone, rose in more orderly array and along recognizable streets overlooking the sea town. These houses were more varied and were rarely painted except for the stones about the doors and windows. They might be small or large, sometimes elegant, though always stark in the way granite cannot be other than stark. They might be as simple as afisherman’s cottage or have enclosed porches and gables and dormer windows. These were the former schools and banks and homes of merchants and the well-to-do.


Then farther up and away from the coastline were the suburbs, you might say—the newly constructed homes and apartment buildings—all probably nice and cozy inside, but uninteresting and unappealing with their modern plaster walls and orange roofs rather than the blue-black slate roofs of traditional Scottish construction.


From a distance, as you approached, you could usually see all three “towns” as clearly distinct groups of houses and buildings.


The day was advancing as I drove through one such village called Findectifeld. As I left the main road I made my way first to the sea town and along past its harbor, then up a steep street to the larger and more elegant homes of the old town. I think it was the prettiest little town I had seen yet. Gradually I climbed up the hill and back to the main road past the brick and plaster homes of the new town.


For some reason I did not want to continue farther west, and as I drove out of the village I circled back the way I had come.


Two or three miles on I retraced my way through a village called Port Scarnose. Driving now slowly through its streets for a second time, between stone houses of granite, everything clean and bright, most with colorful little gardens or flower boxes, I became enchanted. Blooming flowers were everywhere! Port Scarnose sat on a little promontory that jutted out into the North Sea. Within two or three minutes I emerged onto its coastal promontory called the Scar Nose perhaps eighty feet above the water. I stopped briefly and just took in the scene. The day was clear. Across the widening Moray Firth I could barely make out the hills of Sutherland in the distance.


I made my way on the coastal road along the headland above the harbor and to the end of the rugged point of the jagged promontory, then back and through every street of the village one after another. A girl with red hair scampered by on the pavement.


There sure were a lot of redheads in Scotland!


The girl’s appearance and gait caught my eye. I slowed and watched her a moment. Even as I did, a huge black BMW came creeping along the street toward me. Its personalized license plate arrested my attention… B-U-C-H-A-N.


I did a double take and smiled. The car with the significant plate was bigger than any car I’d seen in Scotland. The sight caught me off guard and I stared at it briefly in astonishment.


Almost as if the car itself had been reading my thoughts, it slowed and stopped. I eased past it along the narrow street, glancing into its windows as I went by. They were tinted dark and I saw nothing. I had the creepy feeling I was the one being watched! As I drove on I glanced into my rearview mirror. The black limo still sat there. Perhaps whoever was inside was watching someone else. I saw the girl turn into a lane and disappear from sight. The next moment, the BMW inched forward, then gradually sped up and moved away in the opposite direction.


I continued to the end of the street and on through the town. I saw no more suspicious vehicles. It was a simple village. Wash hung out on clotheslines. People were walking their dogs. Women in aprons spoke to one another across low stone fences. Old men with ties and coats and caps and canes walked leisurely about or sat talking on various benches positioned at intervals along the headland.


There didn’t appear to be a tourist for miles. Except me, of course.


It did not take me long to fall in love with this town!


I began scanning the streets for a B-and-B sign. Whatever else I was going to do, I knew I wanted to stay here at least for the night. As idyllic as it appeared, how could I possibly know that dark secrets were hidden behind the doors of this peaceful place, and that before I left Scotland I would be drawn into the very center of them?


I continued again through Port Scarnose’s streets, seeing only two B and Bs in the whole village. As I came to the edge of town and was turning around, I saw a sign that read “Moray Coastal Trail” pointing to a walking path leading along the headland out of town. I parked nearby and struck out along the path.


The way led along the edge of the coastline away from the town west toward Findectifeld, which I had driven through twenty or thirty minutes earlier. I was perhaps twenty or thirty meters above the sea. The rocky headland jutting in and out, with boulders and caves all covered with colorful sea grasses and flowers, presented the loveliest picture to the senses that I think I had yet seen. Multitudes of birds flew about. Down in a little hollow halfway to the bottom two rabbits scampered through tufts of grass. The water of the sea was unbelievably clear and blue-green near the shore the way I imagined the Mediterranean. I’d always thought of the North Sea as gray and dreary and practically filled with icebergs. But this was a spectacular coastline.


I reached a little crest along the path. A bench sat overlooking the sea. I stopped and sat down. It was so peaceful and quiet. The sea stretched out in front of me in half a dozen distinct colors. It looked like an artist’s canvas. Rain had been threatening all day. The sky was a menacing gray-black to the west where the sea was dark and foreboding. But as I cast my gaze east, the sky was brilliant, and the water below me many exquisite colors of blue and green, rich and translucent close to shore, fading to deeper shades farther out.


It felt so tranquil as I sat there. If anything could give me the same feeling of oneness with myself as did my harp, it would be the sea. I have always loved the ocean. Just being near it fills me with contentment—whether it is walking along a sandy beach, swimming in the surf where the water is warm enough, walking along a high rocky cliff, or just sitting and staring out at the constant ebb and flow of the tide.


So I sat and sat, taking in the peaceful panorama of the sea and its warm, fragrant breezes.


As I absently gazed about I could see the shadow of the black clouds moving toward me. In fact, the roofs and gray stones of Findectifeld were no longer in sunlight as when I had driven through. They were now engulfed in gray darkness. I looked out in the opposite direction. Port Scarnose was still bathed in sunlight, reflecting brightly off its stone and slate.


Suddenly a gull flew by in front of me. It was so close the motion startled me. As it passed, it turned its head briefly toward me. I almost had the sense that it was looking at me, as if it had been sent to give me a message, to tell me something.


Just as quickly it was gone, arching high then diving down over the cliff toward the water. What a magical moment!


I continued staring out over the sea. I knew right then that this was where I would play my harp.


But I hardly had time to ponder it further. I was jolted from my reverie by a gust of wind in my face. Suddenly it had become very chilly.


Again I glanced toward Findectifeld.


I was shocked to see the black clouds from the west directly over it. Slanting rain was pouring over the town in a torrent.


“Oh, no!” I shouted, jumping up. It was coming toward me, and fast!


I started running back down the hill toward Port Scarnose. Even as I ran the brightness faded. Wind whipped around my feet as I went. Within seconds the whole village in front of me turned dark gray. Offshore, what had moments before been a spectacular blue-green ocean had become a gray-and-black cauldron covered with whitecaps churning its surface into a frenzy.


I glanced hurriedly back, almost as if being chased by some dream-monster. The bench where I had been sitting was engulfed in the downpour!


The storm was coming more rapidly than I could run. I laughed in terror and tried to hurry faster.


Then it came. Rain poured down upon me in buckets. I had known it could really rain in Scotland. But I had never experienced anything like this!


I reached my car seconds later. Already I was soaked to the skin, and laughing in pure delight.


I climbed inside, panting from the run, and tried to catch my breath. Water dripping from my hair and down my face, I started the car and drove to one of the B and Bs I had seen. I parked in front, and went up to the door and rang the bell.


A lady answered, looking a little surprised as I stood there, my hair a mess and my clothes hanging limp all over me.


“Hello,” I said. “I am looking for a room.”


“An’ hoo lang will ye be stayin’, lassie?”


Lassie… I liked the sound of that!


“I don’t know,” I replied. “Maybe a day or two… or maybe even three,” I added, laughing.


“Ah richt. Then intil the hoosie wi’ ye. Luiks like ye’ll be needin’ some dryin’ oot as weel.”









Chapter Six


Journey Comes Home


How contented was my lot,


In the lang, lang syne,


In my cosy Highland cot,


In the lang, lang syne,


When wi’ shoeless feet, I strayed.


—“The Lang, Lang Syne”


The day after my arrival it rained nearly all day. Even the rain could not dampen my spirits. Though I spent most of the time in my room reading a Lillian Beckwith book, I got out for short walks whenever the downpour let up for a while. I thought that everything seemed changed now. Having decided to stay a few days, I looked at people with different eyes. Did they seem friendlier because of a change in me, because I was more cheery? Or was there some other difference here from where I had been earlier?


Maybe both. I didn’t know.


The next morning dawned without a cloud to be seen anywhere. The storm had passed in the night and left not a trace behind except sparkling wet ground. The streets and gravel paths were mostly dry by midmorning.


At eleven the sun was high and warm and I was ready to go out with my harp. I took it out of its case for the first time and tuned it. Then I drove to the edge of town and struck out on the path along the headland, lugging my harp case in my hand. The last time I had been here I had been running for my life to escape the rain. But today I was in no hurry.


I sat down on the same bench as before. I was glad no one was around. Today I needed to be alone. I gazed out on the gorgeous blue North Sea in front of me, so peaceful and fragrant and colorful once more after the stormy tumult of two days earlier.


At last I took a deep breath, then removed my harp from its case and attached its short legs. I set them down on the ground and pulled the top of the harp to me. I set my fingers to the familiar strings and slowly began to play, softly at first, then gradually gaining assurance and allowing the music to come.


I played a few chords and random arpeggios at first, just feeling the music of the moment. Gradually some of my favorite Celtic melodies began to come out through my fingers—“Loch Lomond,” “Will Ye No Come Back Again,” “Road to the Isles,” “Skye Boat Song,” “Wild Mountain Thyme,” “Dark Island”… they poured out in succession as if being drawn from the harp by the land and the sea and the mournful, musical, melancholy history of this place.


Then suddenly as I played, the lonely, shrill cry of a gull pierced the air from somewhere out over the edge of land. Almost the same instant the crash of a wave echoed off the rocks at the shoreline below.


My fingers stilled. The music had entered my heart, and it was enough.


I sat in silence. After several minutes I realized I was weeping.


I almost felt as if Journey were saying through its music, “I am home at last.”









Chapter Seven


Gwendolyn


Gaily through the scented wood


Pass’d a maiden smiling sweetly –


Graceful, happy, fair, and good,


Stole she there my heart completely.


—“Maiden by the Silver Dee”


After the day with my harp on the headland trail, and the release of emotion that had surged from within me, all thoughts of leaving Port Scarnose were gone. I knew where I would spend the rest of my time in Scotland. I had no desire to travel anywhere else.


This was where Scotland’s soul had touched me.


Over the following days I walked the streets and familiarized myself with every inch of the village. I got to know every path along the sea in both directions. I continued past the bench of the rainstorm where I had later played my harp, all the way to Findectifeld and back. I also walked and explored to the east. I discovered Bow Fiddle Rock and the Whale’s Mouth and Jenny’s Well and the Preacher’s Cave and Florimel’s Rock and the Bore Crag and Duncan’s Dune, and eventually walked along the beach past the rocks known as the Three Kings to the neighboring village of Crannoch and back on the old railway viaduct.


The rugged end of the Scar Nose promontory where the village sat was only a stone’s throw from the B and B. I walked along its cliff, looking down on its huge rocks and caves and the little cove at the base of the town, several times a day. I never tired of it. What a spectacular setting for a town—right above the water’s edge. When it rained I played my harp or read in my room, or drove to the headland and sat relishing the view of the tempestuous sea, as beautiful stirred up wild by a storm as it was on a bright sunny day.


I visited more and more with the lady who owned the B and B, and she invited me to have supper, or “tea,” with her for as long as I was here. I greeted neighbors whose faces were becoming familiar as I passed with more regularity on my walks. The lady at the market, whose nametag read Cora MacKay, began to recognize me and asked why I was here and how long I was staying. After that we began chatting like old friends. I suppose I didn’t really know anyone, but I began to feel somehow part of the little community that was Port Scarnose. Whether I was really part of it I almost didn’t care. It gave me a feeling of security, of belonging.


The Doric dialect of the northeast was difficult at first—especially when people spoke among themselves. I couldn’t make out a word of it! But once I opened my mouth and they heard my accent, most people slowed down and spoke “English” to me, though still so heavily accented by Scots that it often took me twice through to understand.


I soon realized that Cora at the market had two distinct modes of communication—the one she used with locals and friends, and the one she used with me. A lady came in when I was looking over the different varieties of oatcakes from the local bakeries—one from Portsoy, another from Huntly, and others. Though the conversation at the counter, as I overheard it, sounded intriguing, even mysterious, I could make out only about one word in ten.


“… sax ’ear syne the day… ne’er forget that day… an ill-end that wis…”


“Aye, peer Maggie… ne’er got ower it…”


“… an’ why for no… as bonnie a lass like her Winny… she was aye ill-fashed ower it…”


“Aye… but haena ony mither the richt tae greet…”


“… tae gang oot ilka ’ear wi’ flo’ers… tis a fearsome place tae gang alane, ken… wadna mysel’…”


“… they say the ruins is full o’ the ghaists o’ pirates wha were ill-cleckit…”


Suddenly they both went silent as the door opened and the bell rang. A woman walked in. I glanced toward the door but couldn’t see her face. All I heard was, “Fine day, Olivia… ,” followed by more Scots I couldn’t make heads or tails of. When the woman who had just come in left a little later, the two women resumed, though in low tones.


“… haena doubt she kens the day weel enouch…”


“… there aye wis bad bleed atween them twa…”


“… Maggie had aye nae eese for the likes o’…”


But then several more people came in and that was the end of my eavesdropping.


I was out on the same bench again with my harp the next afternoon. By then I had taken my harp to play along the shoreline at a number of places. But this would always be my favorite special place.


I hadn’t noticed anyone about, but the path was a well-traversed route and the Scots were great walkers. As I sat facing the sea and playing, I heard footsteps running along the trail behind me. I paused and turned around toward them. A girl of nine or ten, with bright red hair, was running toward me with an uneven gait. I thought she might be the same girl I had seen on the walk the first evening I had driven through the village, but I couldn’t be sure. There were redheaded children everywhere.


She slowed as she saw me look at her, a bashful look spreading over her face. Slowly she continued her approach.


“What’s that?” she asked, speaking slowly.


“It’s a harp,” I answered. “Have you never seen one before?”


“No. You sound funny.”


I couldn’t help laughing. “That’s because I’m not from around here,” I said. “I come from far away. I’m visiting.”


I had already detected, from her look and the sound of her voice, that something was wrong with the girl. I couldn’t tell if she was ill or a bit slow. Her body seemed to move in an odd way, almost as if she had had a stroke and was partially paralyzed, though she seemed too young for that. She looked at me a few seconds, still puzzled by my odd accent, then glanced at my harp. Throughout our brief conversation she had been inching closer.


I played several chords and ended with a big swooping glissando. Her face lit up.


“That’s bonnie,” she said. “That’s rale bonnie!”


“Would you like to try it?” I asked.


Her eyes lit up again. She looked up into my face as if to see if I meant it. I nodded and smiled. Tentatively she stretched out a pudgy forefinger and plucked at one of the strings. The sound of it almost seemed to frighten her. Quickly she pulled away, though never once took her eyes off the strings. I waited. Gradually out came her hand again like the shy head of a snail creeping from its hiding place. This time she reached out and pulled her finger along the strings toward her, creating her own improvised little glissando.


She giggled at the sound and again drew back into her shell. But her face was bright. She was obviously enchanted by what she had done.


More footsteps and a voice interrupted us.


“Gwendolyn, come away!” it said. “Don’t bother the lady—come here.”


I turned and saw a woman about my own age, perhaps a few years older, hurrying toward us with a look of annoyance on her face. As she reached us, she looked me over briefly. She seemed to be looking more deeply inside me than I was comfortable with.


“I’m sorry, missus,” she said. “She’s much too forward. She’s always running off and making a nuisance of herself.—Come, Gwendolyn.”


She took the girl’s hand and pulled her away. The girl made no objection and went with her compliantly.


“It was really no trouble,” I said. “I don’t mind. If she would like—”


“No, missus. She has to learn to mind her own affairs.”


The woman hurried the girl off down the path toward Port Scarnose. I began playing “Will Ye No Come Back Again,” hardly thinking of the significance of it. As the sound reached her, whether she understood the words or not, the girl turned and cast one more glance back toward me. I smiled again. The next moment the path took them round a high bush of gorse and they disappeared from sight.


All that day, and the next, I was haunted by visions of the sweet little girl called Gwendolyn. The expression of joy on her face from the simple motion of drawing a solitary finger across the strings of my harp was testimony both to the magic of music itself, and to the mystery of the harp as mankind’s most ancient instrument by which to express that music.


I dearly wanted to see her again and set her mother’s mind at ease. I continued making my little pilgrimage out to the bench, more frequently now, several times a day, hoping to find them out again.


Finally I saw them. They came walking toward me, hand in hand, this time just leaving Port Scarnose. The moment the girl saw me on the bench, she pulled her hand loose and dashed up the path.


“Hello, Gwendolyn,” I said.


She seemed startled to hear me call her by name. She stopped abruptly and stared at me. Within seconds the woman came up behind her.


“She has been talking about nothing but the harp lady ever since that day we saw you,” she said.


“I hoped I would see you again,” I said.


“May I play your bonnie thing again?” the girl blurted out.


I saw the woman begin to object, but I smiled quickly. “Please,” I said, “I don’t mind. Would you really like to, Gwendolyn?” I asked, turning to the girl. Her eyes were as wide as two saucers.


“Come here,” I said. “Stand in front of me.”


I took her hand and pulled her toward me and made room for her to stand between me and the harp with her back to the bench. I reached my arms around her. As I did, she relaxed back into my embrace. I pulled the harp back to us.


“Now then,” I said, “put the fingers of your left hand here—”


With my own left hand I set her tiny little fingers on the strings.


“—and your right hand here.”


I did the same with her right. With my own fingers I strummed a few strings randomly to show her what to do, then pulled my hands away.


“Now you do it,” I said.


Without a moment’s hesitation, her little fingers began to pluck at the strings. For a minute or two the sounds were random and dissonant. But almost as if there were eyes in the tips of her fingers, she seemed to sense the tones of the different-colored strings of the scale. In all my years of teaching youngsters I had never seen such a thing. She began plucking individual strings, then two or three at a time, making actual chords. Within another minute or two actual melodies and harmonies were vibrating from the soundboard.


I listened awestruck. I wish I could have seen her face. But sitting behind her I couldn’t, and I did not want to disturb the magic of the moment. Even without seeing her, I could tell from watching her fingers that inside she was absorbing the mechanics of the instrument in a way that transcended logic. She wasn’t thinking about what she was doing. It was just happening from deep within her subconscious. Her fingers were finding and playing genuine music.


She played and played, her fingers growing more comfortable all the time, her head gently rocking back and forth to the music she was making. I sat in a trance.


By this time I had all but forgotten her mother where she stood beside us. I can only assume that she was as astonished as I was. When at last I remembered her, I glanced briefly toward her. I expected to see tears in her eyes, but instead she just stood stoically, apparently unmoved.


Gradually Gwendolyn’s fingers began to slow, then they fell silent.


“That’s all,” she said. “The song is over.”


“That was beautiful, Gwendolyn,” I said. “What song was that?”


“I don’t know. Gwendolyn just played it.”


She wriggled out from behind the harp and returned to the woman’s side. The woman just stood, then slowly shook her head but said nothing more and turned to go. The expression on her face was impossible to read.


“I am staying at Mrs. Gauld’s bed-and-breakfast,” I said. “I would like to see you both again.”


The woman nodded but without indication of a smile, then took Gwendolyn’s hand and they continued on their way. I sat for a while longer but did not play again. At last I packed up my things and left. It didn’t seem fitting to play again right then. Gwendolyn’s music needed to linger in the air. I was positively enchanted with the girl!


I took my harp back to my room, then went out for a long thoughtful walk along the coastline in the opposite direction beyond Crannoch. There I discovered the trail I had read about past the pet cemetery to the Salmon Bothy. Finally I returned on the headland, beside the caravan park and along the viaduct back to Port Scarnose.









Chapter Eight


The Man’s the Gowd


Is there, for honest poverty,


That hangs his head, and a’ that?


The coward-slave, we pass him by,


We daur be poor for a’ that!


For a’ that, an’ a’ that,


Our toils obscure, and a’ that,


The rank is but the guinea’s stamp,


The man’s the gowd for a’ that!


—Robert Burns, “A Man’s a Man for All That”


In the same way that Gwendolyn’s fingers seemed to unlock the music in the strings of my harp, listening to her play unlocked something inside me.


Something had happened deep in my soul. I greeted people differently after that, not as a visiting stranger but as someone who had a reason to be here.


That reason, strange to say, was innocent little Gwendolyn.


I didn’t even know her last name. Yet I felt that I had come here for a purpose. And whatever it was she was part of it.


I don’t know how word spread, but gradually people seemed to know about me. When I was out walking, or when I nodded and smiled in the market, they occasionally said things like, “You must be the lady with the harp.”


After returning from a walk, Mrs. Gauld handed me a note with a name and a phone number.
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