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A few words about
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Thomas the Rhymer


	


	A Scottish ballad ("Child Ballad 37A" in the collection by Francis James Child) tells of Thomas the Rhymer, also known as True Thomas.

	


	Thomas the Rhymer was a 13th century Scottish harper and singer. During one of his trips he rested under a tree and met the Queen of the Fairies. Thomas kissed her and followed her to the Queen’s kingdom, where he served her for seven years. During this time he was not allowed to speak. On his return to the human world, the Queen gave him the parting gift of always telling the truth. A gift that - depending on the interpretation - could be seen as either a curse or a blessing. Did he have the ability to tell fortunes, or was he simply unable to lie?

	A few years ago we were driving through Scotland. I asked for a detour to the small town of Melrose, located between England and Scotland. The area lies at the foot of Eildon Hill – a hill with three crests. It was considered the home of fairies in Sir Walter Scott’s day.



Thomas left a trace in the Melrose marketplace. You only have to look at the names of all the little shops. Our destination, however, was off the beaten track. At the end of an overgrown forest and field path we came to a memorial stone with the following words engraved:


	
	THIS STONE

	MARKS THE SITE

	OF THE EILDON TREE

	WHERE LEGEND SAYS

	THOMAS THE RHYMER

	MET THE

	QUEEN OF THE FAIRIES

	AND WHERE HE WAS

	INSPIRED TO UTTER

	THE FIRST NOTES

	OF THE SCOTTISH MUSE




	
	ERECTED BY

	MELROSE LITERARY SOCIETY

	1929




	
	RE-ERECTED HERE

	1970




	


	It had been raining, of course, and we were alone in the quiet forest. Yet from afar, I thought I heard the Queen laugh. 

		Barbara Schinko







	


	



	 

	
Thomas the Rhymer
or 
The Thorny Path



Scotland, 1247

The final golden rays of the sun glistened through the undergrowth, leading the way to where a tempting scent made Siobhan's mouth water.  In a nearby clearing, two men sat around a campfire. One of them was turning a roast spit.

Tom and his sister Mysie exchanged meaningful glances. Siobhan, too, immediately recognised that the two who were camped there must be minstrels like them. 

"Greetings, friends!" shouted Tom to them. 

His words mingled with the growl of Siobhan's stomach. One of the men by the fire raised his flute to his lips in reply and whistled a few jaunty notes. 

Tom stepped closer and asked politely, "May we join you?"

Suspiciously, the piper's companion looked up from his roast spit. 

"Depends. What are you bringing?"

"Hunger and old songs," Mysie interjected before her brother could reply.

The suspicious man snorted. The two minstrels shuffled to make room for the three new arrivals. Siobhan leaned against Tom's shoulder, as Mysie stretched her tired legs.

"Two women? Lucky you." The minstrel who was turning the sizzling hare on a spit clicked his tongue appreciatively.

Tom pretended not to understand what the man was getting at. "Three," he replied lightly, tapping the bag that contained his harp.

They all gave their names: Tom and Mysie Harper, Siobhan NycTavish, and Lachlan MacGowan, and Duff the Piper. 

"You really bring us nothing but old songs?", Lachlan blurted, eyeing them suspiciously in turn. He appeared to be a good ten years older than the rest of them, with long hair like Tom's and a tousled blond beard that made him look rakish. His coat and shirt were wide open at the collar, and his breath reeked of whiskey. "Too bad. You can’t buy anything with that. I’ve heard them all!"

Songs were the minstrel’s coin, and as with any commodity, there were better and worse traders. Tom weighed his words carefully before he spoke. 

"Then perhaps I’ll play something you don’t know?"

"Sing it," Lachlan dared him. "If I‘ve never heard it before, there'll be a piece of bread in it for each of you."

"And meat," Tom demanded.

Duff the piper gave a short, harsh laugh. The tired, haggard eyes in his round, beardless, boyish face looked older than the rest of him. He rummaged some bread out of his pouch, broke off a piece and stuffed it into his mouth. Greedily, Siobhan's nose sucked in the scent.

She wondered if Tom had noticed her hunger. He didn't look up as he unwrapped the harp and gently stroked the strings. Mysie's voice was the best and Siobhan had expected her to sing, but after the first harp notes, Mysie looked at her brother with as much excitement as the two strangers did. 

“True Thomas laid in the grass

He could hardly believe his eyes

There a white lady rode

To him under the Eildon tree

True Tom bowed low

She asked him: 'Know you who I am?'

'The Maiden of Angels!', Thomas cried.

She laughed: 'Nay, the Queen of Fairies.

Come, Thomas, sing and play for me

I shall reward you with a kiss.'“

Siobhan turned pale when she heard that. She wanted to jump up, run into the dim woods, rip the cursed hare from its spit and stuff it, bones and all, into Tom's mouth until he gagged. She wanted to scream at Tom what the hell was he thinking. Stiffening her shoulders, she backed away from him, but she knew no one would notice, not Tom, not Mysie, and certainly not the two men who were listening raptly like children. Siobhan could have pulled the pouches from their belts, and robbers could have snuck up and slit their throats without much care. Such power dwelt in the Rhymer's playing.

The spell faded with the last notes.

Lachlan grinned as he cut up the rabbit and placed a sinewy piece of meat on each of their breads.

"Tom Harper, the Rhymer, you say? Perhaps I should also write a song about all the queens I've stolen kisses from."

"You should sing this one," Tom replied, seemingly oblivious to the mockery. "It'll make you rich." 

The grin widened. 

"Are you a prophet?"

"Maybe."

"And me?" Eagerly, Duff leaned forward. "Will it make me rich too?"

This time Tom seemed reluctant to answer. "No," he replied curtly. 

Lachlan thought he was joking, and Duff joined in his laughter.

Then the piper rummaged out a waterskin full of "relief for my ailing back," as he claimed, and passed it around. Mysie cuddled up to him shamelessly. He finger-combed her curls and gave her an apple from his pouch, which she polished against his shirttail. Siobhan sank back against Tom's shoulder.

"The Elf Queen's daughter, Mhairi, has lips as black as a blackberry," Lachlan warbled in his clear, high-pitched voice as he passed the waterskin to Tom.

Tom froze. Siobhan felt him tense every muscle in his back as if he expected to be struck. It only took a moment. 

"The Elf Queen's daughter, Gail, has on her rump a tail," Mysie's strong contralto voice announced.

Lachlan cackled. Duff picked up his flute and whistled a high, challenging note.

"I don't think either of you should expect a kiss from the Queen anytime soon," Tom interjected mildly. "True Thomas was more polite than that." 


That night Siobhan dreamed of the Queen.

“Consider this: He who has kissed me



Must serve me for seven years“,

the Queen sang out to Tom in his own voice. "My daughters, Mhairi, Gail, Jen, Peg, Sue, and Heather, too, they all long for you. Play one year for each of them, and one for me."

***
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In the morning, they hungrily took their leave, sharin Mysie's apple for breakfast. Tom looked at it for a long time before taking a bite.

"Would you give up all the wonders of Elfland for that?" teased Mysie her brother, as she held the nibbled apple core under his nose.

"No," Tom replied seriously. "Apples are included in the price there."

Siobhan knew he was telling the truth, and yet she guessed he was joking. 

"Come here, you crazy man!" She boisterously wrapped her arms around him. "Let me kiss you."

***
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In one village Siobhan danced intoxicatedly in the tavern while Tom played and Mysie sang. An innkeeper who fancied himself a minstrel had once made a song about the three of them: 

"Thomas plucks the harp so finely

His little sister tapping to the beat

And Siobhan with her red hair

Dances so madly and wonderfully."

The low parlour smelled of ale and whiskey and Siobhan's flaming mane flew in all directions as she spun. Her foot with a band of jingling bells on it stamped in time to the music.

Tom suddenly stopped playing and reached for the cup the landlady had brought him. Sweaty and thirsty, Siobhan had to control herself not to stagger into his arms. She bent over him, embraced his face, hair, and shirt with her wet, red curls and drank from his cup. She kissed Tom with her mouth full, rubbing the sharp, tart whiskey taste on his tongue with her teeth. 

Someone laughed complacently. Tom ducked out of her embrace and started playing again. Dignified as a queen, Siobhan strode into the centre of the parlour. The men's faces blurred as soon as she began to turn.

She knew she could have had any of them.

Afterwards, as she and Tom lay together, he spoke in the darkness: 

"It has its own magic – music. For one night it makes everyone think that we are more than just a harper and a dancer."

A scratchy feeling like thistles rose up inside her. "I could be more than a dancer if I wanted to." 

"For seven years?"

He said it with a smile and at the same time with an expectation, as if she would kiss a handsome elf prince tomorrow and follow him to another realm. Or perhaps as if he wanted to remind her that he himself had been the companion of a queen.

Siobhan wasn't stupid enough to believe that Tom thought himself something better ever since he’d been to Elfland. Tom had always thought himself something better.

"What was it like there?" she had once asked him.

He had hesitated for a long time before finally answering:  "I'll play about it for you. " 

The gentle lapping of his music had made her see a stream, a beautiful bridge, and fine ladies and gentlemen sitting on the meadow at a feast. Suddenly, however, the harping had turned into a scream and she had known that blood was flowing in the stream and that the fine ladies and gentlemen all had sharp, pointed fangs like cats.

***
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Once they met a traveling journeyman-baker in the forest, who was baking beer bannocks on a stone in the fire. When Mysie asked him for a taste, he looked at her as seriously as a child. 

"Do you really like eating beer bannocks?"

Under Tom's half-amused and half-wistful gaze, Mysie shamelessly lied:  "There’s nothing better! I thought of home as soon as I saw you, because my mother baked them better than anyone in the world."

The traveller broke off a piece for her. She chewed and judged without even having swallowed: "My mother didn't bake them any better", which Siobhan suspected was true, but was hardly the praise he had expected to hear. 

"Would your brother like a taste too?"

Before Tom could open his mouth, Mysie quickly replied, "Certainly. He loves eating them as much as I do." 

Tom gave her a grateful look.

They camped in the forest with the journeyman-baker. He had chosen an eerie spot full of dense, dark bushes and once again Siobhan dreamed of the queen. In the dream, the Queen had a face that looked just like hers. 

The queen embraced Tom's shoulders with her red hair and it became a cloak of flame. Tom screamed, but no one heard him. 

"Faithless harper’s heart," hissed the queen. "You have kissed me and become mine. Run as much as you like - you will never escape me now."

Siobhan jolted upright.

Even when she was wide awake, the face remained clear before her eyes, almost like a mirror image, only finer, whiter, and noticeably younger. 

Next to her, Mysie tossed and turned restlessly, muttering sleepily in French in response to Tom's concerned question, 

"Un mauvais rêve", "A bad dream."

Tom and the journeyman-baker sat upright by the dying fire. The flickering flames were reflected in Tom's eyes, and this was the sight that drove the queen from Siobhan's mind.

***

[image: image]


When they got to the coast, Tom stole away.

In a village near the cliffs, Mysie banged on a door. The woman who opened it seemed surprised and not at all pleased to see her. For a moment Siobhan feared the door would be slammed in their faces. 

Already, however, the woman was forcing a smile. 

"Mysie Harper, where have you been?"

Mysie laughed and sang: 

"You wouldn't believe me if you hear, my love ..." 

"Far from here ...", the woman interjected in a sweet angelic voice. 

"Far across the sea..."

"But my heart was always at your breast."

The woman smiled wistfully before her gaze fell on Siobhan. Immediately her face became serious again. 

"Come in - come in," she quickly gestured. "The neighbours are staring."

"Is Tom with you?" asked Mysie.

"Yes, of course."

Siobhan furrowed her brow. Mysie was also perplexed. 

"But what if your father ...?" 

With a quick wave of her hand, the woman told her to be silent.

They entered. From the back chamber Siobhan heard the scolding of an incensed male voice, and in an instant Mysie was at the chamber door listening.

The chamber door flew open. 

"Peigi!" shouted a gruff, grey-bearded man who could only be the woman's father. "At least stick your nosy nose all the way in, will you, if you're going to eavesdrop ..." He trailed off and looked at Mysie. "Who’s that?" 

"Tom Harper's sister."
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