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An Apology
The basis for this story was Storyfest Journey’s seventh journey to Camelot. Individuals quickly became archetypes. Myths supplanted history. Facts became fiction. Any resemblance to archetypes is intentional.
Prologue
Ordinarily, we would pick people up in Exeter at the Rougemont Hotel and drive by coach to Hatherleigh village where we stayed at The George Hotel. For a week Storyfest Journeys would explore Devon, Cornwall and Somerset, looking for the story of King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table. Then, we would drive back to Exeter.
But this was our seventh year, and seven is a number of fullness and completion. We could not have returned so many times to the same places and stories without nudging the sleeping forces.
How shall I tell you what happened?
“Begin at the beginning and go to the end,” said Bob, my husband and The Storyteller.
The Story
Harry, our coach driver, a Devon man, drove into Exeter from Hatherleigh. Harry was tall and fair and looked like he had two small red apples placed on each cheekbone. Harry lived in the village of Winkleigh, his wife’s village. His wife was a cook for a boys school and she looked like a whole bushel of apples formed into a person. Lumpy, she was, and sweet, with a certain tartness.
Harry appreciated women. He would talk to me, giving me his full attention. But when I felt his attention had drifted, I had only to look around to see a shapely young woman nearby. His face would be smiling.
Harry pulled his Jonkheere coach in front of The Rougemont Hotel. He was a careful man, a measuring man, having been a carpenter on Dartmoor before becoming a coach driver.
How many have you this time?” he asked in his soft Devon voice.
“Thirteen,” I replied.
“A right number,” he said. “Be careful, then. And how many women?” he asked, offhandedly.
“Eleven,” I said.
“Oh, aye,” he said. I saw him smile to himself.
Exeter is a very old port city on the River Exe, which empties into the English Channel. The Romans had chased the Dumnonii tribe from this site in 46 AD. The Roman fort and barracks, the baths and the shops lay deep in the foundation of this very modern looking city. For Exeter was modern, having been rebuilt after extensive bombing by the Germans in the Last Great War.
There were many layers of history to be explored in Exeter, but we were too busy. Our Camelot group were scattered about The Rougemont Hotel in the center of the town on top of a hill. We had to gather them. We did not know then what forces were gathering for our Seventh Year in Camelot.
Nicodemus came to us first. “Dr. Wilhelm,” he said to The Storyteller. “Dr. Kelly,” he said to me. “I am Dr. Nicodemus Nimble,” he said and held out his hand.
Dr. Nicodemus Nimble was a slight man who looked like he stepped out of Edwardian England. He wore a navy blue raincoat, with a muffler, and carried a box camera. He wore tiny glasses, had a wispy beard, and he seemed a man with a mission.
“I assume that everyone is here,” he said, peremptorily. “I don’t like to wait.” With that he climbed on the bus and took the best seat, in front, across from the bus driver.
“Our seat, sorry,” I called.
He moved to the other side just in back of the driver and looked out the wide expanse of window. Nicodemus was a traveler, accustomed to moving, to being flexible and easy when on the road. Up to a point.
Nicodemus had walked along the Great Wall of China. He had followed the military route of Hammurabi and his elephants from Africa over the Alps on their march to destroy Rome. He had walked the mountains and rivers of John Buchan’s Scotland. Nicodemus was a brilliant man whose consuming quest was escape from the present time and place to the journey to the far away lands of the Past.
Dr. Nicodemus was by profession a medical doctor. The specialty he had chosen was Pathology. He would bring his intense intelligence to bear upon the mystery of cells and the diagnosis of disease. He was very well known for his deductive powers. He was sent slides from around the world when other doctors were stumped.
This profession gave him a substantial income and left him free to study all his many interests. He played competition chess. Collected amateur radio sets. Studied languages. Read history. Kept tropical fish.
It was the loneliness which drove him. He had never quite figured out, for all his intelligence, how to be at ease with other people. From his earliest days, he had stood outside groups of children on the playground. He did not know the magic words to gain entrance into the charmed circle. And so he remained outside all his life, yet he was fascinated by people, studying them as if they were a slide in his laboratory. He was an only child in a wealthy family. He had never married.
Medical school had claimed his entire attention. And after medical school, he had simply continued on his solitary path. Now in his mid forties, he acutely felt the coming of age. He sensed that he would never be able to find what he was not sure he had lost. So he travelled, now, on the Quest to find King Arthur’s Camelot.
I was watching the good Doctor settle on the coach when Cecelia enveloped me in an embrace. The hairs of her mohair sweater tickled my arms. Her perfume was fields of flowers and filled my senses with memories.
“Kelly, dear, I am so glad to see you,” she said and her voice thrummed.
Cecelia was older, well-to-do, beautiful. She turned from me and picked up a harp. “I travel lightly, except for my harp,” she said. “I will hold it on my lap.”
The harp was, like Cecelia, solid, elegant. Made from a lustrous cherry wood, its only ornamentation was gold scrollwork on the corners. The harp was about two feet high and was the only item Cecelia carried. She had no luggage.
Cecelia held herself erect as if there were wings on her back. She gave elegant gestures, but never exuberant movements. It seemed she held in reserve vast powers of intelligence, grace and wit. She knew many songs, had read many books, had travelled to many lands. But on the whole, she remained quiet until moved by some inner passion.
Harry stood by the coach door. He held his arm out to Cecelia. She smiled at him, touched his arm lightly, and stepped up onto the coach. Cecelia walked quickly past the Good Doctor to the center of the coach. With the harp seated beside her as if another person, Cecelia looked out the window and up at the sky.
I turned from her, smiling, as if I had been visited by angelic hosts.
Running up the street towards The Rougemont Hotel was Anne. “Oh, don’t leave without us,” she cried.
“Well, of course not,” I called back. “Slow down. There’s no hurry.
“But my mother,” she cried. “She’s coming, but this hill is hard for her. My daughter, Miranda, is with her.”
“It’s okay. We won’t leave yet. Slow down. Go tell her,” I said.
Anne turned and waved down the hill to two figures who were slowly climbing up the hill.
“Anne and Miranda and Janet are coming,” I said to Bob. “Now, who else is here.”
Suddenly a loud voice was heard from a thick man emerging from a taxi. “I am a bloody colonial,” he said.
“Indeed, sir,” said the taxi driver. “That will be four pounds, please.”
“We overthrew your kind in a bloody battle in the colonies,” the man continued in a very loud voice.
“Yes, sir, you did that. But you were with us in the last great battle against the Fascists.”
“We were, we were,” said the loud voiced man. “Here is one of your English notes. Will this cover the ride?” He handed the man a ten pound note.
“Yes, sir, indeed it will and thank you very much. You receive six pounds change,” he added, an honest man.
“Keep it. Keep the change,” yelled the loud man. “We won the last war together.” He turned and saw me. Still louder he called, “What a lovely peach you are.”
I blanched. “Peach?! Is he Caesar?” I asked The Storyteller.
The Storyteller nodded, yes.
A big, lopsided man bumbled towards us, grinning. He was talking as he walked, in a very loud voice. We had no trouble hearing him.
“I left my luggage on the train. Do you think it will be returned? Say, you’re The Storyteller. What do you know about the Romans in Exeter? My family is of Italian descent and can be traced back to the Romans. I do not know if they were sent to the colonies here in England from Rome. The tribe here in Exeter were the Dumnonii, as you well know. The Romans created the fort Isca Dumnoniorum here. I know a lot about Arthur. He was descended from the Romans...”
Caesar entered the coach heavily, still talking, his voice ricocheting off the metal ceiling of the coach. Nicodemus placed his box camera on the seat next to him, making sure Caesar would not sit next to him. Caesar fell down the aisle into the seat behind Nicodemus.
“I think he has some sort of brain injury,” said The Storyteller, thoughtfully. We both knew our work load had just increased. We did not know then that our hearts would also be enlarged by this man.
I looked around. I had not yet entered The Rougemont Hotel which looked more like a fortified castle, and aptly called The Red Mountain, than a hotel. A woman leaned on a yellow staff that was taller than herself. Guessing that she was one of our group, I went up to her and said, pleasantly, “You followed my instructions to bring a walking stick.”
“I’m Christian O’Land and I did not follow your instructions. I always carry a staff,” she said with dignity. “I am brain damaged.” With that enigmatic statement, she put her backpack on her back and turned to Tara, her dear friend.
“That’s two people with brain damage on one trip!” I said to myself. I looked at her back and wondered if I had offended her. Christian O’Land was very tall, very thin. She wore a flannel shirt and jeans. She seemed cracked in places, and then put back together, with Barge’s Cement.
Christian O’Land had been working in a small village in Africa. She worked well, but she worked driven. She had learned the language of the African people as easily as she had learned German and Italian and Spanish. Christian O’Land was at home in Africa. She sang as she worked. Christian sang opera in German and Italian and Spanish. . . Sang folk songs in English. . . Sang the long slow syllables in African chant.
But one day, she went on vacation to a sunny island away from the poverty of her African village. Christian was hit by a car there on that isle. And everything was gone in an instant. She slipped into a coma and emerged days later, unable to walk, unable to talk. Christian O’Land had lost everything.
The miracle workers of modern medicine offered therapy for her body, therapy for her speech, therapy for her mind, therapy for her soul. With no other choice except a living death, Christian O’Land had chosen life. Obviously broken, Christian O’Land was full and whole.
The woman who stood in front of me, with her back turned to me, had been recreated. She stood on the outside of a circle of three women. Each woman in the circle wore a hat and scarf, hand knit in bands of mauve and grey and brown. Christian O’Land, bareheaded, placed her hand on the shoulder of the youngest one, the one with rough yellow hair which spilled down her back.
“Tara,” said Christian O’ Land, claiming possession.
Tara stood with her sisters but turned when Christian called. Then they all turned and saw me.
“We are the Waterborne sisters,” the oldest and spokesperson, Naomi, said. “I am a Naomi and I am a poet. My sister, Merline, is a potter. And our youngest sister works the land. She is a farmer. Her name is Tara. We are glad to meet you.”
“Oh, and this is Tara’s friend, Christian,” Naomi added as an afterthought. A bitter afterthought, like absinthe. “She is a therapist.”
“We are so glad to meet all of you. I would love to travel with my sisters,” I said in welcoming them.
“This trip is very important to us. It is a gift from our mother who died recently. She left us a sizeable fortune, with the stipulation that we visit the Celtic lands of Britain together. Curious, isn’t it. She never spoke of England while she was alive.” Naomi paused.
Naomi Waterborne was eldest, and, therefore, spokesperson and responsible. She wore a wool suit with a simple gold pin on the lapel. Small 24 karat gold earrings and a gold chain with a Celtic cross bespoke simplicity and wealth.
The blouse was classic white linen, impeccable cuffs and stiff collar. The cuffs held gold links, and the collar held a straight gold pin with a water opal in the center. The design was turn of the century, filigreed.
Her poetry was well devised with classic allusions. Her poetry circulated within a small coterie, as most poetry does. As a poet, words were her feast. Meaning was meat, and metaphor was dessert.
Naomi spoke well and quickly, filling silences like water covers land, welcoming when the land is parched, flooding when out of control. Words were water to her, life-giving water. She worked with words, sold words, taught words, was easy with words. Words were her stock in trade.
But she sought water. Perhaps her name was her destiny. A certain dryness in her skin, in her metaphor, sought moisture, sought water, looked for pumps and wells and ponds and streams and oceans. She had many words for water, saw the metaphor in many places.
Naomi lived along the Puget Sound where water surrounded her in bays and streams and clouds and constant rain It was as if she sought to be born again, of water and of words. She fingered her water opal pin often, as if it were her touchstone.
“So here we are. And here is all our luggage.” Naomi indicated very large luggage. The Storyteller strained to move it to the coach’s belly. Harry, the driver, struggled with the rest.
Merline, the middle sister, was more quiet. She was attentive to others, now listening to her older sister, leaning towards her. Merline had named herself, intrigued with magic. She had chosen the magic of pottery, the transformation of mud into vessels, for her work. Each pot astounded her.
She looked for other transformations in life. Counted them. Cherished them almost. She watched dough becoming bread, yarn become a sweater, pencil lines become a drawing. She waited as spring came, as the sun rose, as the bird eggs hatched. Creation astonished her.
She lived in Espańola in New Mexico. It was an unpretentious town and she loved it for a peculiar reason. Every summer, along the roadside, men roasted the chile peppers in wire meshed drums. The outer skin fell off the pepper and the soft, full red meat was left. The smell filled the air with incense. How, she wondered, did the capsicum get in the pepper. Where did the incense come from? How had God created this miracle?
Most of all she wondered how people created themselves, changed themselves, transformed themselves. She had just been transformed. She, who had been wife and mother, was now widow. The transformation left her breathless. At times she wondered where the next breath would come from. She wondered if she would breathe when the air came. She longed to die too, the grief was so profound.
Merline wore purple. Was it because it was the color of royalty? Or the color of grief? Or because it was a spiritual color? Or because it looked so good on her, complimented her cloud grey hair, brought to life her water blue eyes? Purple suited her. So her clothing was soft, flowing purple stuff. One could imagine a suitcase stuffed with eggplant, iris, sunset colored fabrics which Merline would drape about her form.
“Hell-o, how are you?” Merline said to me and she sounded so short of breath. “I was wondering, if you don’t mind, what sign are you?”
“Libra,” I said.
“And The Storyteller,” she asked.
“Capricorn,” I replied.
“Thank you,” she said. “You see, I need to know who you are. I hope you don’t mind. I have other questions, too.”
“Of course,” I said. “I’ll be glad to answer you.”
I felt her forming me in her imagination. This must be how she created pots. Hovering over her wheel, breathless, molding, listening, watching, using her whole body to bring forth a pot. Then she would fire the pot in her kiln. If I had to guess, I would say, she was now in the fire, being hardened into something useful, but in great pain.
Tara, the youngest sister, was the quietest of all. Indeed, she rarely spoke. She shook my hand, very forthright. Her hand was hard, strong, firm. The land had shaped these hands. The stones and earth of her Nebraska prairie farm had translated into flesh and blood.
I looked closely. Tara was slight. But I had known slight women before whose strength was iron shavings in their bloodstream. Tara was one such woman. Appearing young, slight and meek, she had stood her ground with her sisters. Tara brought her lover, a woman as broken as she was, to Camelot. Christian’s damage was an historical event. But where did Tara’s brokenness came from? One could not be sure. She did not speak, indeed, barely had words to use. But one did know that her healing and strength came from the land.
Who was the mother of three such unlikely daughters? In her early years, The Mother had been happy and talked a lot. Naomi had received the gift of words. But as the years went on, the weight of life grew and The Mother turned inward. Merline received the gift of beauty. Finally, The Mother was silent. Tara was born into this contemplation. Tara’s gift was strength.
What had been the impetus for sending her daughters to England after her death? The Mother was German, hard working, sensible, a nurse by training. Once, when she was young, she loved a man. It had been a pure, unconsummated love but had born fruits in her imagination. The gifts she gave her daughters were hers to give because she loved this man.
He had been wounded in battle. She was his nurse. As he lay dying, he told her stories of King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table. Such high tales when the world seemed bent on destroying itself in war. His last story had been the story of the death of Arthur. The Mother loved the light in this man and as he slipped towards death, she vowed that she would go to this land of Camelot.
She never did. And so, The Mother insured that her daughters would journey there, through certain stipulations in her generous will. The daughters never knew the story of the young man The Mother had once loved purely. That would take too many words that The Mother no longer had, as she lay dying.
Tara shook herself, as if a spirit had passed by. She picked up her luggage herself and flung it into the boot of the coach. The suitcase was the old fashioned kind, made to take hard knocks. Heavy, hard and square, with leather protection for the edges, the suitcase bumped about in the boot and came to rest beside the tires.
Tara wiped her hands quickly together and then ran her hands along her jeans. She wore mud caked work boots, jeans, flannel shirt. The handknit hat and scarf which Naomi had knit looked incongruous on her head.
Tara leapt on the coach when Harry was busy with Naomi’s and Merline’s baggage. She did not need a hand. Nor did Christian. Naomi and Merline accepted his arm.
Naomi and Merline sat together and whispered. Tara and Christian sat together at the opposite end of the coach. They were silent.
“Anyone else,” asked Harry, chipper and ready to move.
I counted, making mental notes. “Let’s see. Nicodemus -Edwardian. Cecelia - Harpist. And Caesar - Roman. Anne, Miranda and Janet - Mother, Daughter and Grandmother. The Sisters Waterbourne and Christian. That’s ten people. There should be three more.”
“La, la, we’re here,” called a woman from the hotel, waving a white handkerchief.
Three women came from the hotel, arms linked and laughing. I didn’t think they knew each other before the trip.
“We just met in that hotel lobby,” cried one.
“Isn’t that grand?’ said the next.
“And we all like each other,” cried the last.
They looked very different. The first woman was pretty with a long silk scarf, crystal earrings, a medallion of the goddess on a gold chain around her neck. She carried nothing but a beaded bag. The second woman was trim, graying and she carried a square piece of luggage banded with leather. The third woman was big and cheerful and carried a huge flowered satchel.
Michaelangelo, the third woman, said to me in a very cheerful voice, “Hello, I am Michaelangelo Dante. We call ourselves the Damsels in Distress. We have left hideous circumstances behind us and we do not wish to speak of it further. We have shared all as we waited just now. You know, the operation, the tenure track, the divorce. Now we are free, free, free! And we just want to enjoy ourselves for this week.”
“We three are going to have a good time,” said the second woman, Joy, carefully. “Oh I am so glad to be here. You just don’t know.”
I looked closely and saw worn edges of lines about Joy’s mouth and face. Bitter lines. Not enough laugh lines. Michaelangelo had the laugh lines. But this woman had none.
“My name is Joy,” she said. “And this is Betony Laurel. Isn’t that a wonderful name?” Joy smiled at Betony Laurel.
Betony Laurel smiled at me and the scent of lavender flowed from her. She wore a hawthorn blossom in her hair.
Betony Laurel was her real name. The name suited her and she never longed to be Barbara or Susan. Betony was a woodland plant which had the distinction of being named by the Roman author, Pliny, after the tribe the Vettones. Like the plant, Betony Laurel had a long history, although she was still fairly young.
The Betony plant likes acid soil and it was indeed acid soil that had nourished Betony Laurel. She had been indulged as a child, but only as long as she did exactly as her parents wanted. Her rebellion in her teen years took all the permutations she could imagine.
She was sickly and visited doctors who poked her with cold instruments and treated her with professional disdain. She was given salves and tablets. But not one doctor thought to ask Betony Laurel how she felt. Not that Betony Laurel could have put her longing into words.
When her menses came, Betony Laurel felt as if her whole being bled. She had no strength, being anemic. The doctors recommended a hysterectomy and she agreed. But the operation brought even stronger feelings of emptiness. Now she literally was empty inside. Now she thought about children and it was too late. Her womb was gone.
Betony Laurel had spent long days walking through the woods. One day she met a black man in the woods. He had stopped and looked at her. She felt no fear.
The Man said, “You look so very sad. Please smile.”
And she did smile at him then. He returned the smile. He passed her by in the Appalachian woods.
Betony Laurel felt a radical change after that encounter. She felt hopeful. She decided to take a journey and so she hunted for the brochure about the trip to Camelot. She decided to pack lightly and smile often.
Joy’s decision to travel to Camelot was entirely different. Joy was a scholar of English Literature. Her special interest was the Romance of Tristan and Iseult as retold by Joseph Bedier. Bedier had used many texts to create his version of the story but had died before completing his work. This early death had become a myth among scholars. It seemed that any writer who wrote the Tristan and Iseult story died before completing the story.
Joy knew this myth. She wondered if the death could be figurative as well as literal. For Joy felt she had been killed in the academic system.
Joy had been a professor of English in a small Southern college. Tenure had been assured when she had been hired. So, each year for seven years, she wrote a scholarly piece for small journals on Bedier and his primary texts. She presented her publications and other supporting documents to the committee for tenure. And she had been rejected for tenure at a second rate college.
Her friends sat on the committee. They had assured her she would receive tenure. But after the decision, her friends no longer spoke to her. The Department Chairman called her in. The Chairman told her that she would have to find another position within a year, that her scholarly work was thin and that he had enjoyed knowing her. When she left his office all the secretaries were on the phone and looked up at her under hooded eyes.
Joy had become a pariah through no fault of her own. The perfidy that had been perpetrated on her embarrassed each member of the department. They did not speak to her, except to say, ‘O, hell-o, Joy’.
The isolation was unbearable, but bear it she must. Each day for a year she dressed meticulously for work. She especially arranged her face so that no emotion would appear. The strain began to show with downward cracks from nose and eyes and lips. Every feature tightened with the effort to show no pain. No amount of moisturizer erased the lines that formed in that one year.
At the end of the tortured period, Joy had no resources left. She had no work, she had no friends, and most of all she had no joy. But she did have a small inheritance.
With no one to turn to, she turned to the text of Tristan and Iseult. What did Tristan do when all was lost? Again and again, the answer in the text was, ‘He Fled.’ Who was there to tell Joy that Tristan may not have been a perfect model for leading a happy life? Joy decided to flee academia and go to the land of Tristan and Iseult. Joy read again the final words of Bedier:
May all herein find strength against inconstancy, against unfairness and despite and loss and pain and all the bitterness of loving.
“Yes, oh, yes,” cried Joy from her weary soul. “I will go to the land of Tristan and Iseult and find strength.”
Perhaps her decision was not so different from Betony Laurel’s.
Michaelangelo was as generous, as gifted, and as incongruous, as her name. Called Gelo for short, she did resemble a plate of lemon jello with lots of fruit in it and whipped cream on top. For she was golden in color and she was hefty. She wore lots of big, clunky, gold jewelry. She wore a frothy hat, white, with whipped cream veiling. And she laughed a lot.
Michaelangelo was a successful businesswoman in a Northern industrial city. She was fearless in business dealings; understood the market, and was willing to take chances. Most importantly, Michaelangelo was honest and people trusted her.
But her husband, whom she loved madly, had left her for another woman. She raged through their mansion and kicked the hedges. She threw apples into the swimming pool. She walked their Jack Russell Terrier for miles to exorcise the anger. One night, in her fury, Michaelangelo took her scissors to his closet. She cut each of his handsome suits into strips suitable for quilting.
“What am I doing?” she asked herself as she sat on the floor of that masculine closet, surrounded by piles of gabardine and Harris tweed. “Who will sew these pieces into a quilt? Not I!” she declared. “I am tired of taking fragments and making whole pieces of cloth.”
She got up and walked out of the closet, and went to make herself a cup of tea. As she sat in the middle of the night, sipping tea, she remembered her father who had abandoned her family when she was ten. Her mother had supported the family as a seamstress. Michaelangelo did not like these memories, but this night she allowed the memories to stay, sensing it was time to face the past.
Then, after a good cry, she said to the clock on the wall, “I need a new story. The Princess in the Scullery is not working for me anymore. I want to be Queen. I will go far, far away for a year and a day.”
So Michaelangelo packed only the essentials and left immediately for the Continent. When she met Joy and Betony Laurel in the lobby of The Rougemont in Exeter, Joy was talking pedantically about the role of women in medieval literature.
Joy said, “Yes, well, you know of course, that the Damsel in Distress was active in her life, although distressed. She had stepped down from the pedestal.”
Michaelangelo said, “Then let us each be a Damsel in Distress for this week. It is the first step towards regaining our kingdom. And I would like to be Queen.”
Betony Laurel said simply, “Yes. Queen Betony Laurel!”
“So be it,” said Michaelangelo. “Let us go now and play our parts.” And arms linked together, they sallied forth from the Rougemont Hotel, colors flying, handkerchiefs and scarves waving, seeking high adventure.
Anne came with her mother and daughter in tow. “We are here at last. We are the last ones, I imagine.”
“Yes, Anne, you are the last. Don’t worry about it. We each are last at some point during the journey. Welcome,” I said. “ Where is your luggage?”
“In the hotel,” said Anne. “I will get it. Miranda, please come with me. Mom, you stay here with Kelly.”
Mom, whose name was Janet, said to me, “Anne likes to tell people what to do. She doesn’t take after me in that behavior, at any rate. I like to watch what people do, left to their own devices. ”
Janet, her daughter, Anne and her granddaughter, Miranda, each had the gift of healing. The trait had been passed down from one generation to the next. There was so much suffering, so many people in need of healing. Janet, Anne and Miranda seemed to attract suffering people and they offered relief.
Janet was a psychotherapist, an M.D. She had an analytical intelligence that allowed her to act like a surgeon upon the wounded psyches of her patients. Armed with only her words and her wisdom, she guided her patients to a fuller life. She was a firm believer in Freud, despite many attempts by her daughter to dissuade her. She believed Freud who said that the goal of life was to love and to work.
Janet’s husband had died early on. She had her two daughters by him but more than that, she had experienced true love with him. An engineer, he had treated her with courtliness. Kind and considerate, he made her feel loved and able to love. He had kissed and caressed her. He had listened to her. It was too good to last. He had collapsed and died while still a young man.
“Only the good die young,” she thought. “I suppose I will live a long time.” This was her own personal joke to herself and it always made her laugh, a bitter, wise, knowing laugh. Death had nothing to do with good or bad.
She fell into her profession, then, as into the arms of her husband. She gave herself totally to others, listened to them, analyzed them. She loved the hurt and broken people who came to her. They knew they were loved. Her patients healed and went back into the world, prepared to love and to work.
When she got home at night, she had her dog, a Rhodesian ridgeback. They walked for miles through the vineyards of Napa County, California each evening. The Rhodesian ridgeback, stalking imaginary lions, was dedicated to silent movement.
The twilight claimed them as they would walk into the night, between the rows of Chardonnay and Pinot Noir grapes. The grape vines outstretched on wires were like so many people yearning for love.
Janet would look to the golden mountains and thank God for so much beauty in her Napa Valley. She would come home, tired, to her small bungalow and begin to cook. She loved to cook, and she shared her meals with her Rhodesian ridgeback. For this reason, she cooked healthfully, for she wanted her dog to remain healthy.
At night, the dog lay by the side of her bed, and she talked to him. The dog listened, as good as a therapist, and loved her utterly. Then they both went to sleep.
“Mother, you treat that dog like a person,” said Anne. “Really, wouldn’t you be better off with a new husband.”
“I have had a husband, Anne,” Janet replied. “He was your father and a good man.” Janet was accustomed to Anne’s attempts to run her life. Sometimes she did as her daughter wanted. But in this matter of a husband, Janet was adamant. One husband was enough for her.
Janet’s daughters both became medical doctors, as well.
Anne became a pediatrician. As a pediatrician she could tell parents what to do. Parents thanked for her advice and paid her. Furthermore, parents did as she said, unlike her mother, her daughter, or her sister.
The thing was, her advice was always good. Anne knew what was best. She had an incisive vision that allowed her to ignore the peripheral and hone in on the important. Like a tournament chess player, she was able to see the whole picture, the specific issue and the right move.
Anne had at hand all the pills and procedures of modern doctors. But she had also imbibed her mother’s wisdom and she could see a child’s problem in perspective, in light of his or her family. She always practiced in context of the family.
This approach worked as a doctor, but was seen as highhanded in her home life. Generously giving of her talent for advice to her daughter and her husband, to her mother and her sister, to her close friends, she was often surprised when they did exactly as they pleased.
Anne knew it was time for her mother and her daughter to date. Neither of them paid her any mind at all. Her daughter went frequently to her mother’s house, sharing her mother’s strange existence of long walks with a supersensitive dog and meals that could pass for dog food. Anne knew her mother would be better off dating and her daughter should go to the Mall with friends. Most infuriating, when she advised them, they nodded and turned away.
Anne’s life had been straightforward. She had always known she would be a pediatrician, a wife and a mother, a healer. She had studied briefly with a woman in the valley who knew herbs and healing touch. But then Anne had been accepted to UC San Francisco Medical School and she put all that esoteric, moonlit knowledge behind her.
Except that she still knew the old healing ways. Still knew when to collect herbs and how to dry them. Knew how to brew teas. Knew how to make salves. Knew how to touch a place on the body that was sore and hot. Knew how to pray. Knew that she did not heal. Knew that God was the healer. She never spoke this knowledge. But her knowing informed all that she did in her practice and in her home life.
Anne was a good woman and beloved by her family, friends and patients. They accepted her, foibles and all, because she loved. Naturally, the husband she chose, loved her very much. Together, they raised their daughter with care.
Anne watched her daughter, Miranda, and saw that she too had the gift of healing. But her daughter had a gift for healing animals. She wanted to be a veterinarian. “Well, that’s nice, Miranda, but wouldn’t you rather be a medical doctor,” said Anne.
Miranda had turned away, not even bothering to answer. “Well, that’s how I raised you, I guess, to know your own mind,” sighed Anne. “But, really! A veterinarian?”
“Large animal veterinarian, Mother,” said Miranda, turning back towards her mother. “I suppose I will take large dogs, but I really love cows.
“Cows!” screamed her mother. “They are so stupid.”
“Gotcha,” said Miranda, grinning. Her mother was so easy to get. Her mother was serious and focused. It was very easy to tip her off balance.
Miranda was a golden young woman of fourteen years. “You are my Guernsey heifer,” teased her father. Her skin carried golden undertones, her brown eyes had gold flecks in their depths and her hair was pure spun gold that she wore loose and flowing.
Like all teens, her favorite dress was jeans and a tee shirt. Her mother had prevailed upon her to wear a dress for this first day. Her suitcase held six pairs of pressed jeans and six tee shirts. Each tee shirt bore a message about saving an endangered animal species.
A vegetarian, Miranda had refused from childhood to eat the flesh of animals.
It was Thanksgiving of her fifth year. Anne had decided to go to a turkey farm and pick out their turkey. Miranda had picked out the turkey. As Anne stuffed the turkey for the feast, Miranda asked, “Mom, how come the turkey had to die?”
“Because,” Anne had answered shortly, because she was harried.
Anne regretted that shortness. For from that day on, Miranda refused to eat meat. Anne had never planned on having a fussy eater for a daughter. She was annoyed and tried logic with her five year old. But to no avail. From that day on, Miranda ate no meat: only fruit, vegetables, and pizza.
A compliant child in most respects, she balked only when her sensitivity about animals were questioned. She brought home stray cats and dogs. She held funerals for dead birds. She raised goats for 4-H and nursed the tiny kids till they grew smooth and sleek, prize winning.
As she got older she became an animal rights activist and became angry with every fur coat. She boycotted the pet store, claiming they were cruel to the fish in their tanks. She refused to use mink oil on her cross country ski boots.
In other words, she was stubborn about what she believed to be right, and single-minded in her efforts to right the whole world. Like her mother and grandmother, she was beautiful in her own way, loving and lovable to an intense degree, and she would become a healing woman.
Anne decided on this trip. Her mother and her daughter had agreed. Anne made all the arrangements. Maybe her mother would meet an Englishman. Maybe her daughter would notice the people around her, and ignore the cats and dogs. For herself, Anne knew why she had come.
“I came to hear stories,” said Anne to The Storyteller. “I love stories,” she continued.
“Perhaps this time you will be story,” said The Storyteller.
Anne and I gave The Storyteller a questioning look. “Whatever do you mean? Be Story?” Anne asked but The Storyteller was gone.
“Time to go,” I said, practical. Anne and I got on the coach. I counted again, and then again. I tend to be obsessive. Thirteen travelers, plus The Storyteller and me, plus Harry our coach driver. That’s sixteen of us.
I turned to the assembly of travelers seated on the coach and gave my welcoming speech over the loudspeaker. “Welcome to the Journey to King Arthur’s Britain. We will travel through the Devon countryside to Hatherleigh which is on Hatherleigh Moor. We will be welcomed to The George Hotel, by Delores and Dennis. Please relax now and enjoy this beautiful ride. “
We had crossed the River Exe and were now rolling down the motorway. To the right and the left, the Devon landscape unfolded. It was Spring. The Hawthorn was in bloom everywhere, sprays of white flowers on spindly trees. The hillside held sheep with baby lambs and horses with foals and cows with calves, as if the land were Mother. The whole world seemed fertile and blooming. Indeed, the whole world was, there and then, that time and that place, fertile and blooming.
Most of the people slept on the coach and did not see the signs of Spring. We left the Motorway, passed through the market town of Okehampton, and then climbed up onto the moor towards Hatherleigh.
Upon our arrival, groggy people stumbled off the bus, and collected their belongings. They barely noticed The George, a half-timbered coaching inn, our home for the week. Many mumbled hello to Delores, our beautiful innkeeper, and climbed the uneven steps to their respective rooms.
“Dinner is at 6:00,” I called to them as they wandered down the winding hallways of the old coaching inn.
My glasses broke at dinner the first night in Camelot. I was seated at a table for six in that long, dark dining room. Dr. Nicodemus and Miranda, Anne and Janet were at my table. Everyone else was seated, had unfolded their napkins, and had remarked on the choices on the menu.
“Blue Stilton Soup,” murmured Anne.
“Dover Sole,” said Miranda. “Mom, do I like that?”
Anne, startled, said, “I’m sure, Miranda. It’s fish, a very special fish you can only get in England. It’s a vertebrate, but not a mammal.” This was the first time her daughter had shown even the slightest interest in any food except pizza and pasta.
Caesar had not come to dinner yet. I noticed that the only empty seat was directly across from Nicodemus. Caesar would have to sit opposite Nicodemus. Caesar and Nicodemus hated each other already. So, I moved to fill the empty space across from Nicodemus. However, that move left Miranda with Caesar directly opposite her.
Caesar came down to dinner and sat next to me and across from Miranda. I felt I was pawn between the red knight and the black knight in a chess game.
My glasses were in my lap, lightly held. But when I put them on, they were broken. Tension builds and sometimes unlikely objects get in the way. This time, my glasses for seeing distance caught the tension and broke.
Fixing my glasses became a focus of the dinner conversation. Janet, Anne, and Miranda wanted to heal my sight.
Miranda took my glasses to her room, effectively removing herself from the position directly across from Caesar. In her room, Miranda braced the bridge of my glasses with toothpicks. Then she wound duct tape around the split.
“Duct tape,” said her mother proudly when she returned, “will fix anything. Nice work, Miranda.”
The surgery did not work as the angle of the glass was now skewed. I spent the rest of that week blind.
Well, not really blind. I do tend towards exaggeration. I could function. The thing is, though, without my hard edged sight, I began to see differently. My sight was more diffuse. The edges of the real world became blurred. I was able to see what really happened on that trip when the archetypes came alive.
After I broke my glasses, and after we ate pudding, we trudged to the upstairs lounge. Stuffed chairs and sofas, covered in chintz, invited us to settle back and listen to a story. The Storyteller, told the story of Llud and Llwellys, the oldest story of Britain.
Llud and Llwellys
Beli Mawr had three sons, Lludd, Caswallawn and Ninniaw. Lore says he had a fourth son, Lleuelys. And it is of his two sons, Lludd and Lleuelys, that this story tells.
When Beli died, Lludd became the ruler of the Island of Britain. He was a wise and generous man and the land prospered. London was his favorite place in all of Britain and so he made the town a place of security and prosperity.
When the king of France died, leaving only a daughter as heir, Lleuelys came to his brother Lludd for advice. Lleuelys wanted to ask for her hand in marriage, thus bringing honor and fortune to his family. Lludd agreed with this plan and so it was arranged. Lleuelys went to France and married the woman. And Lleuelys became ruler of France.
After some years had passed, three curses befell the Island of Britain. The first curse was this: A people called the Coraniaid came to live among the Britons. The Coraniaid heard every word that was spoken and no harm could come to them.
The second curse was this: On May Eve, a great scream was heard above every hearth in Britain. When men heard the scream, they were filled with fear and lost their strength. Women who were with child, miscarried. Children lost their senses. And all the animals, forest, earth and waters were left barren.
The third curse went as follows: No matter what provisions were made, no matter what the excess of food and drink, it would all be consumed in one night.
Lludd did not know what to do. He called together his advisors. They agreed that he should confer with his brother Lleuelys, king of France. And so, Lludd set forth from Britain towards France with a great fleet of ships.
When Lleuelys saw his brother coming, he did not know why Lludd had such a fleet. And so, Lleuelys met Lludd with an equally great fleet of ships. When Lludd saw this, he set forth in a small boat to meet his brother. And Lleuelys did they same.
The brothers talked in the middle of the sea, as they rocked in their small boats. But still, Lludd worried that the Corianiaid would hear. And so they spoke to each other through a great horn. But the horn twisted their words. So Lleuelys poured wine into the brass horn and the spirits were driven out.
Then wise Lleuelys told his brother what caused the horrors in his land. And he told Lludd what he should do.
Lleuelys gave Lludd some insects. He instructed Lludd to grind the insects with water and to sprinkle the potion on all the people.
Then Lleuelys told Lludd that a foreign dragon had come to Britain and was fighting with the home dragon. The dragons gave the great cries. Lleuelys told Lludd to find the exact center of Britain and there to dig a great hole. Into the hole he was to place a vat of mead. And he was to cover the vat with a silken cloth. If the dragons fell into the vat of mead, he was to take up the corners of the cloth with the dragons in it. Then, he was to bury the dragons in the silken cloth in a stone coffin in the strongest place in the kingdom.
Finally, Lleuelys told Lludd that a powerful magician carried off the food and drink while they slept. Lleuelys told Lludd how to stay awake and defeat the magician.
Lludd returned to Britain. Immediately, he summoned all the people to gather. When the people gathered, with the Coraniaid among them, Lludd sprinkled the water with crushed insects over them. Immediately, the Coraniaid were destroyed.
Shortly after that, near the time of May Eve, Lludd had the length and breadth of Britain measured. Oxford was at the very center of Britain. Here Lludd had a great pit dug. Into the pit he placed a vat of mead and over the vat he placed a silken cloth.
Soon, Lludd saw a great fight in the air between two dragons. When they became tired, they became two little pigs and fell onto the silken cover. They sank on the sheet into the vat. Once there, they drank all the mead and fell into a drunken sleep.
Lludd gathered up the corners of the silk cloth and carried it to the strongest place in Britain. There, at Dinas Emrys, he buried the dragons in a stone coffin. Thus the great screams ceased. And there was no oppressor who would come to the isle of Britain as long as the dragons remained buried there.
Finally, Lludd had a great feast prepared. After much eating and drinking, everyone fell asleep. But Lludd jumped in and out of a vat of cold water so that he would stay awake. An enormous man came into the hall and began to gather up the food and drink. Lludd challenged him to a fight, and Lludd won. The magician promised to restore all that he had taken from Britain and to be his faithful man henceforth. Lludd, the king, accepted this.
And so, Lludd freed Britain from the three curses. Until the end of his life he ruled Britain with peace and plenty. So ends the story of Lludd and Lleuelys.
*****
We listened to the conjuring tale, the beginning story. Strange that the story was being told on May Eve, I thought, but shrugged off my premonition. It was then I realized that there was another person in the room.
Lludd, after whom London was named, entered our company with all his rough ways. No one, of course, saw him. He sat in the corner, on the floor, by the flowered drapes. Lludd was a strange warrior in such a civilized setting in Devon. I think he liked to hear the story. It was not told often any more.
We drank our coffee and tea which Delores, our hostess, had brought to us. We ate our peppermints. And then we said good-night and went to bed. Many of us were fatigued from jet lag. Michaelangelo, Joy and Betony Laurel went to the pub.
May Day. The first of May. At 5:30 am, on Hatherleigh Moor, the birds sang joyously. The moon was half full in the northern sky. Birds, dogs, lambs, and cattle set up a cacophony of sound, a paean of praise. From the top of the moor, I watched the sun rise over the rolling Devon countryside.
I picked wild flowers, blue bells, for my love and I lay them in front of Room 10 in The George where he lay sleeping. That is what maidens across England did on the beginning of that wonderful Spring morning - picked garlands for their true love.
The first person to leave was Cecelia, the harper. Cecelia The Beautiful had the voice of harp strings. Cecelia wore a pink mohair hat, soft with all those goat hairs stretching out. Between the music and the beauty and the mohair, she was probably most prepared to leave. This is what happened to her on May Day, our first full day in Camelot.
As a group, we were to have tea at Lewtrenchard Manor at 4:00 on Monday. We passed through the gates of the manor house, drove down the tree lined drive, and continued alongside the formal gardens. Then we pulled to a stop by the fountain in front of the great manor house. Susan Murray and her Labrador Retriever greeted us.
“O,” cried all the guests as they descended from the coach. “How beautiful!”
Susan Murray led us into the mansion and then to a room painted in the palest of blue. The walls were furnished with decorative pilaster work. From the ceiling hung crystal chandeliers. Lit sconces on the wall shed light on the framed portraits of former owners. A magnificent organ dominated the wall beyond the fireplace.
I noticed Cecelia. Cecelia looked straight at the light streaming in the leaded windows set in stone. Then, Cecelia gazed at the crystal chandeliers. I watched Cecelia swoon onto the parquet floor of the room with the blue walls and white pilaster concoctions.
Cecelia crumpled in a heap on the polished floor. And she was a big woman. Not tiny and slender. Substantial.
The flowers on the table leaned towards her. The fireplace grew bigger, larger, yawning. The organ crashed a huge crescendo and was silent then.
No one but me saw Cecelia fall.
Susan Murray, our hostess, marched straight to the organ, and stared at it, hard. She put her finger to her lips. “Hush,” she said.
“That’s strange,” I thought, “to go to an organ first.”
The maid, dressed in a black serge skirt and a frilly white blouse, stood beside the unconscious Cecelia. She held a cup of fragrant tea. “Black or white?” she asked. Meaning, “Do you want cream in your tea today?”
The Labrador Retriever, whose name, Dumas, means Thunder in an African tongue, came to Cecelia and sniffed her feet.
“Her feet?” I wondered. “Why sniff her feet?”
A wind came down the chimney and out through the fire place, into the room. The wind blew in a vortex around the blue room, widdershins. The wind rushed past the organ, around the tables laid for tea, and pushed against the locks of the leaded windows set in stone. The leaded windows, sun streaming in, flew open.
Everyone was eating their scone and clotted cream with strawberry jam, as if nothing were happening. “Why,” I thought, “they can’t see. How odd!”
Cecelia got up from the floor as I watched. “White,” she said to the maid who poured tawny milk into the china cup. Cecelia took the cup of tea in one hand.
But with her other hand, she extended all her fingers and her palm open to the wind that rushed about the room. One side of her, holding a tea cup, sat down at a table with Caesar.
But the other side of her, with hand extended, following her hand, following the wind, walked around the room, fingers touching lightly, organ, walls, wood, plaster, blue, white, round and round until she came to the open leaded window set in stone, sun streaming in and she moved out the window into the light, towards the gardens and the chapel.
Dumas growled; his black hackles rose from his neck and back. The organ murmured, low bass, very low. The wind died down. There was silence then. For a full moment. Silence. Breathing in and out, the only sound. Cecelia drank her whitened tea. Sound of swallowing. Someone bit into a biscuit. The crunch came loudly and broke the spell.
“Welcome to Lewtrenchard Manor,” Susan Murray said brightly to her guests. “This is a happy place, I like to think. Home of Baring Sabine-Gould. Or was it Sabine Baring-Gould?” Susan Murray hesitated, fell silent. The huge Labrador was at her feet; the organ to her left. Silence. Bees droning outside the leaded windows. Susan closed her eyes.
At that moment, Christian, dear, brain-damaged, tall Christian, spoke in her high loud voice, her voice of moment. Christian spoke African to Susan Murray and her dog, Dumas.
“Thank you,” she said in some long sing-song chant. Drums beat in the background of her voice and tall women met on a dusty road to say, “Hell-o, how are you. I am well, thank you very much.”
Christian stopped speaking. The drums stopped beating. The women passed each other in the strong African sun.
“What is going on?” I wondered. “Where did Cecelia go? To the chapel? To Africa? That sun is much too hot for Devon in May.
I do not know where she went, but I do know why she left us. Beauty called to beauty. Beauty released Cecelia’s beauty from its bonds. The room had set her free. The wind had taken her.
I sat at the table with Cecelia and Caesar. Silence at this table. Not much said. The real Cecelia had gone - out the windows, through the gardens, past the chapel. I drank my tea, black, and wondered what would happen next.
The Storyfest group went to Fowey, a fishing village in Cornwall, on Tuesday. The Storyteller planned to tell the story of Tristan and Iseult and King Mark on location where the story was said to have first happened. However, every time The Storyteller began to speak the story, the sky changed. Clouds moved in from the sea and hovered over our small group. Winds blew from all directions: north, south, east and west. The rain fell slantwise. Hail hurled itself at us.
Each time The Storyteller tried to tell the story - at Tristan’s Stone, at All Day Field above Readymoney Beach, at St. Roche’s - the weather interfered. The story Would Not Be Told.
We nearly lost Merline Waterborne at the Well at St. Roche’s. St. Roche’s was a fragment of a church which perched high on a fantastic rock in the rural Cornwall land. St. Roche was an Italian saint and why there would be a devotion to him in this Celtic land of saints was not known. Perhaps because the church had been built on such a rock, it was felt that it should be called St. Rock’s. Tristan and Iseult were said to have slept in the recesses of this rock as they fled the wrath of King Mark.
We reclined against the rock as The Storyteller attempted to tell the of Tristan and Iseult, but he hesitated. The beginning had been lost, so The Storyteller told, instead, about The Well.
There was, people said, a well in the land here, lost among the rocks. The Well was said to have water with healing properties.
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