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For Molly












CHANGE





Said the sun to the moon,


You cannot stay.


Change


Says the moon to the waters,


All is flowing.


Change


Says the fields to the grass,


Seed-time and harvest,


Chaff and grain.


You must change,


Said the worm to the bud,


Though not to a rose,


Petals fade


That wings may rise


Borne on the wind.


You are changing


said death to the maiden, your wan face


To memory, to beauty.


Are you ready to change?


Says the thought to the heart, to let her pass


All your life long


For the unknown, the unborn


In the alchemy


Of the world’s dream?


You will change,


says the stars to the sun,


Says the night to the stars.


—Kathleen Raine, “Change”












The Well





MUD SQUELCHED BENEATH GRACE’S RUBBER BOOTS AS she climbed the rain-soaked hillside. Not wanting to slip and fall, she stepped gingerly around the sheep droppings that littered the footpath. In her head she replayed the conversation she’d just had with a local farmer.


“Excuse me,” she’d asked politely, “Do you know the way to the Well of Truth?”


The man tipped his tweed cap and pointed a tobacco-stained finger to the west. “Aye, lassie. Gae doon th’ wee path ower th’ burn tae th’ brae. Ye cannae miss it.”


Struggling to understand his dialect, Grace smiled and waved as she headed in the general direction he’d suggested. She strode across the green turf, exuding a confidence that belied the self-doubt she felt inside. What the hell am I doing in a wet field on a remote Scottish island?


After graduating from college, many of her friends had moved to New York for high-powered jobs in banking and the corporate sector. Though she’d been happy to pursue an art history degree, studying Italian painting and sculpture instead of accounting or economics, it wasn’t easy finding a job, especially a paying one. She decided to postpone the job search in favor of a summer spent traveling in Scotland. With the money she had saved up she would meander through picturesque villages and country lanes, while working on her photography portfolio and researching her Celtic ancestry.


With a plane ticket to Glasgow in one hand and a suitcase crammed with romantic notions in the other, she set off for the mystical land of her forebears. Her heart bore an inchoate yearning to know where she came from in the hope that this might inform her about who she was and what she might become.


Had it not been for her college roommate Barbara, Grace probably would never have found herself in the Outer Hebrides. One evening during their last semester at school, they watched My Dinner with Andre. Barbara, an aspiring chef, wandered out of the room when she realized the movie had nothing to do with cooking. But Grace remained riveted by the on-screen conversation between two friends as they talked about a spiritual community in Scotland.


The next morning, over scrambled eggs and toast, Grace confided to Barbara that she planned to visit that place on her summer travels.


“But, Gracie,” Barbara exclaimed, “what if it’s a cult and they force you to drink the Kool-Aid? We’ll never see you again!”


Undeterred, Grace arrived in Glasgow at the end of June, when the golden days of summer lasted well into the evening. Within a week, she had joined a residence program at the community’s farmstead on a small island off the coast. Although she was a city girl, it didn’t take long for her to get acclimated to the rhythms of rural life:
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On her own until dinner at eight, she got in the habit of taking long afternoon walks. Even though the island was only a few miles long and wide, it revealed itself slowly. By the end of her second week, Grace had clomped through peat bogs and paddocks filled with Highland cattle, seen the white sandy bays in the north and the sheer cliffs of the south. She’d sat in sea caves and found stone cairns in unexpected places. She lost track of time when she was out on the land, which meant that she was often late for dinner. Instead of being annoyed, the other residents were amused when she burst through the back door, ruddy-cheeked and breathless, bringing tales of double rainbows and frolicking seals.


One blustery afternoon, as darts of rain jabbed at the farmhouse window, Grace sat by the peat fire learning how to use a spinning wheel. Her frustration grew as she attempted to treadle and draft at the same time. The local woman teaching her how to spin offered encouraging words: “Don’t overthink it. You’ve got to feel your way into the flow.”


Grace groaned.


“Let’s take a break,” the woman suggested. Sensing Grace’s distress, she deftly changed the subject. “I hear you’ve been out rambling across the island. Have ye come across the Well of Truth?”


“I’ve never heard of it,” said Grace.


With a twinkle in her eye, the woman said, “In the old days, the local people would go to healing wells that were said to be the sacred domain of the goddess. But with the passing of time, people forgot about the ancient ways, and the holy wells fell into neglect.” Lowering her voice slightly, the woman confided, “There’s one here on the island we call the Well of Truth. It’s not far as the crow flies, though there are no signs leading to it.”


Seeing Grace’s eyes light up, the woman continued, “If you follow the dry-stone wall behind the old kirk, it will take you through a pasture. When you cross the stile, you’ll find a footpath leading into the hills. The well is at the top.” Then, with an impish grin on her face, the woman added, “It is said that the reflection will reveal something about your true self. I’d be curious to know what you see when you look inside.”


When the rain stopped that afternoon, Grace went in search of the holy well. Somewhere along the way, she took a wrong turn and ended up at the front door of a small, lime-washed cottage. She knocked lightly and waited, breathing in the perfume coming from the pots of yellow and purple violets that flanked the threshold. An elderly farmer appeared, his eyes rheumy with age. With his thick Scottish accent, he set Grace back on course by pointing to a green mound in the distance that was as gentle and round as a woman’s breast.


Midway up the sodden hillock, she stopped to catch her breath. Inspecting her mud-splattered boots and jeans, she smiled with mischievous delight. The natural world was refreshingly straightforward—earth, grass, wind, rock—a welcome reprieve from the heady academic work that had consumed her in college.


Spurred on by the promise of the well’s revelation, she continued up the steep path.


Over the rise of the hill, she was rewarded with a panoramic view of the wild Atlantic. Rocky outcroppings, fringed by churning white waves, pocked the surface of the vast ocean. In the distance, a slanting gray sheet of rain stretched from the brooding sky to the bottle-green sea. Around her, the hills formed a vibrant patchwork of purple heather and golden gorse. No matter where she looked, she could see no sign of the human hand—not a car, a ship, or even a cowshed. There were none of the manicured lawns and well-behaved hedges she had grown up with in California. Though it was like no place she had ever known, standing on top of that hill felt like a homecoming. With Nature’s wild energy coursing through her veins, she had never felt more alive.


Then, remembering the purpose of her outing, she spun around, looking for the sacred well. She searched among the mossy rocks and tufts of wild irises but couldn’t find it anywhere. Looking past a lichen-encrusted boulder, she spotted a sturdy rowan tree, its branches festooned with small strips of cloth. Beneath the tree was a large puddle framed by smooth, white stones. She had found the Well of Truth!


Her body thrummed with excitement as she knelt, wondering what truth the ancient goddess would reveal to her. The moment she touched the cold stones, she trembled, suddenly afraid of what she might see. She peered over the edge of the pool but did not find her image mirrored back to her. Mystified, she leaned in further, searching in vain for her reflection. On the shining surface of the water, a silvery crescent of moon floated, its presence interrupted at times by passing clouds and birds. A gentle wind crooned through the branches of the rowan tree, “This is who you are.”












The Wedding Crasher





LIKE MANY BRIDES IN ANTICIPATION OF “THE BIG DAY,” Grace hadn’t slept well the night before the wedding. Jittery and unable to settle, she wondered if she’d been served regular instead of decaf coffee at the rehearsal dinner. She lay in bed taking deep breaths, a calming technique she had once learned in a yoga class, but it didn’t seem to be helping. Through the ruffled curtains of her childhood bedroom, she watched a star move slowly across the sky behind the silhouette of a sycamore tree. The star and the tree were her stalwart companions as she held vigil, waiting for the sun to rise.


When the sky brightened from cobalt to azure to periwinkle, she slowly got out of bed. This is the last time I’ll wake up alone … for the rest of my life. The thought made her heart sink. Had she made the right decision to accept Jack’s proposal of marriage? Needing time to think, she put on her running shoes and stepped out into the burgeoning day.


Her feet guided her to the place she had long considered her secret refuge. The front gate of the botanical garden was ajar, giving her entry into a riotous wonderland of fragrance and color. Walking beneath the row of jacaranda trees that dissolved in a blur of luscious purple blossoms, she marveled at the blue agapanthus that nodded their flowering heads as she passed. She touched the trunks of the exotic trees lining the path, calling each one by name: dawn redwood, Surinam powderpuff, Brazilian pepper.


In the perfection of that fine May morning, she swelled with appreciation for her hometown, the City of the Angels. Feeling the warm rays of sunlight on her back, she veered off the trail toward an elegant gum tree perched on a grassy knoll. She sat underneath her favorite tree, her body immediately relaxing, though her mind was still disturbed. Why am I feeling so miserable on the happiest day of my life?


The man she was about to wed was brilliant and ambitious, a free spirit with an enormous appetite for adventure. Life with Jack was fun, but was that enough of a reason to get married? Her heart thudded in her chest, knowing that tying the knot was a gamble, possibly the biggest one she would ever take. It didn’t necessarily mean that Jack would forsake his carousing ways. If I want out, this is my last chance.


Feeling lightheaded, she wrapped her arms around the tree, and whispered beseechingly, “Help me. I don’t know what to do.”


Throughout her life, the company of trees had soothed and comforted her in moments of necessity. With her cheek pressed against the bark, she felt a pleasant, warm sensation, like liquid gold pouring down over her head, sliding down her arms and legs, connecting her to the earth below. Transfixed, she hugged the tree even tighter, grateful for the generous blessing when she needed it most.


“I wish you could be there at the wedding.” she said, looking up into its branches.


Just then, a groundskeeper came stomping down the path in heavy work boots, interrupting her communion with the tree. Grace stood up, a sheepish expression on her face, and moved swiftly toward the front gate. She was ready to face the day.


In the rush of preparations for the wedding, her apprehensions disappeared until she was en route to the church. It didn’t help that the stays in her corset dug into her ribs, making it painful to breathe. Her sister, Maureen, sat beside her, offering mints, lip gloss, a sip of water. Anxious and irritated, Grace snapped at her in a tone harsher than intended.


“I don’t need anything!”


Embarrassed by her outburst, Grace turned her face to the window. What is wrong with me?


When the car stopped at a red light, she was seized with the desire to kick off her satin heels and run barefoot across Wilshire Boulevard. She would flag down the approaching bus and ride it all the way to the airport, where she’d catch the first flight to Glasgow.


Maureen asked, “Gracie, are you OK?”


“Yeah, I just need some time to think.”


When the light turned green, Grace wondered aloud why she was thinking about Scotland. Her sister patted her hand reassuringly, saying “You’ve got wedding day jitters. It’s completely normal.”


At the church, Grace’s father was waiting for his daughters to arrive. When he saw Grace’s pale complexion, he swiftly escorted her into the vestibule. “Don’t worry, sweetheart,” he coached. “Just take this one step at a time.”


She clung to his arm as they walked together down the aisle, not sure if she wanted to laugh or cry. Everyone she knew and loved was assembled in the pews: family, childhood friends, college pals, coworkers, and neighbors. Filled with hopeful anticipation, their eyes propelled her toward the altar where Jack, freshly scrubbed in his new suit, stood waiting. When Jack reached out to take her hand, her body flooded with adrenaline and euphoria. I am getting married!


After the ceremony, the newlyweds hopped into a waiting limousine. Opening a bottle of champagne, they giddily took their first sip of married life. Grace lowered the tinted window and pointed out that both the moon and sun were visible in the sky, which seemed to her an auspicious omen.


Decked with green swags and twinkling lights, the reception hall had been transformed into an enchanted forest. Grace stood at the threshold of the room, sensing the magic in the air.


After dinner, the ethereal mood vanished when the Irish band took the stage, and the dance floor became a wild, whiskey-fueled crush of jigging bodies. Grace watched in amusement as her new husband cavorted across the dance floor, swigging from a bottle of beer. Surrounded by his inebriated buddies, Jack was in his element. He beckoned her to dance, but she demurred, not quite ready to join the bacchanalia.


In husky voices tinged with alcohol, Jack’s friends began to chant, “Come on, come on!”


Grace stiffened, wondering if being married meant that she was expected to do everything her husband wanted. To appease the unruly bunch, she moved toward the dance floor. But just before her foot touched down on the parquet floor, a pair of arms grabbed her around the waist and yanked her backwards. Caught by surprise, Grace spun around, coming face to face with a slender young woman in a green gown.


“Wait a second!” the woman chided playfully. “I’d like to have a word with you.”


Perplexed, Grace looked at the rosy-cheeked stranger whose eyes sparkled like sunlight on water, and who gave off the scent of sweet earth.


How do I know her?


Mayhem erupted on the dance floor as the band played at a fever pitch, but Grace, captivated by the mysterious woman, was oblivious to it all.


“As you begin this new phase of your life,” the woman said, “remember to stay close to the trees and the flowers, the tides, the moon, and the land around you. They will lead you back to your own true nature.”


The lilt of the woman’s voice was comforting and vaguely familiar.


How do I know her?


The woman placed her hand lightly on Grace’s bodice. “The wisdom of your heart will guide you if you can learn to trust yourself,” she continued. “That way, you will never get lost.”


Grace could feel her face crumpling. She did not want to hear about getting lost on the day she got married.


“Stay true!” the woman repeated emphatically before vanishing into the boisterous crowd.


Standing at the edge of the dance floor, Grace wanted to ignore the cryptic message. Even so, on some deep level, she recognized the wisdom of these words all too well.
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