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“The world is full of mystery & magic.

We just need to look, listen & believe

that wondrous things are still possible.”

Vonnie Winslow Crist




The Greener Forest

 

Leave all iron, red thread, bells,

and four-leafed clovers secured

in your cozy house.

Then, cross the yard and unlock

the gate in the out-of-the-way

corner of the fence.

 

Walk between its posts 

into unruly grasses 

who mutter with each stride.

Tug though the brambles and briars

who grip, grasp, attempt to 

dissuade you from moving forward.

 

Next, stroll past gnarled vines 

heavy with grapes,

step beyond abandoned apple trees, 

crouching low, 

their elongated limbs burdened with fruit,

and enter the forest.

 

It will be greener there,

and smell of pine, moss, wild flowers, 

mushrooms, earth, and decay.

 

From the corner of your eye,

you'll think you spy acorn sprites 

swinging on oak branches.

You'll tilt your head,

certain you hear the voices of dryads

harmonizing with bird songs.

You'll lift your hand,

brush at the spiderweb touch

of something finer than an eyelash

against your cheek—

but do not tarry.

 

Instead, follow the butterfly-filled path

that winds to the banks

of a stream rich with trout and sprites.

 

But tread carefully—

stray-sods, bogles, goblins, and such

skulk nearby waiting for the careless,

giants sleep below the moss,

and kelpies, eager to drown the unwary,

paddle just below 

the water's silvery sheen.

 

Kneel down, but don't wade in.

Scoop a handful of cool liquid,

take a sip, close your eyes,

and proclaim your belief in Faerie.

 

At that moment,

should you spot an unusual pebble

or should a feather drift down

or a most colorful leaf scamper by—

grab it, hold it tightly,

and count yourself lucky.

 

For They have heard you, 

and send bright blessings.




Birdling

 

Before going outside to pick up the branches that had snapped off her maple tree, Cora checked the weather report to confirm there were no more thunderstorms heading her way. Thankfully, the radar was clear. So she slipped on a pair of old sandals, slogged across the lawn, and bent down to gather some of the storm debris. It was then she spotted the bird's nest. 

The nest had been hurled to the ground and ripped into two wads of tangled twigs, grasses, embroidery floss, and hair. Cora suspected it was her hair and the left-over threads from her sewing that had been woven into the nest. She always tossed hair and floss into the garden for the birds to use. 

Cora gasped. A trio of baby birds were scattered to the right of the nest. Ants had swarmed to the potential meals and now covered two of the nestlings. Both of them were obviously dead—but the third bird was alive and struggling.

“No!” whispered Cora as she scooped up the newly-hatched bird and plucked red ants off of its naked skin. The ants, angry at the loss of fresh food, bit her fingers. Nevertheless, she persisted and soon found herself cradling a nestling who needed food, warmth, and constant care.

She carried the bird inside, spread a scrap of flannel in a shoe box, placed the creature on the soft fabric, and gently swaddled it. The hatchling's eyes were closed, but its tiny beak opened every now and again. It needed food.

Cora searched through her kitchen drawers until she located an eye dropper, a cutting board, a paring knife, and a plastic container. Next, she hurried to her bathroom medicine cabinet and grabbed a pair of tweezers. Finally, she snatched her gardening trowel from a hook by the backdoor and went outside.

The soil in her herb garden was still wet from the rain, so it was easy to dig a shovelful of worm-laden dirt. Cora dumped a little of the earth and several wriggling worms into the storage container. Then, she went back inside to tend to the hungry birdling.

Mincing worms turned out to be more difficult then Cora imagined it would be, but she continued chopping, and soon had a gelatinous mash ready to feed the baby bird. By trial and error, she found it took a combination of eyedropper and tweezers to get the worm mash and a little water down the nestling's throat. And as the helpless bird-child responded to her warm hands and careful feedings, Cora felt a spark of mother-love ignite deep inside her.

“You need a name,” she told the birdling. Without the benefit of feathers, Cora had no idea what sort of bird she had saved. And so many names depended on feather pattern or color. As she ever-so-softly stroked the hatchling, she thought how blessed the nameless creature was to still be alive.

“Blessed!” Cora smiled. “Blessed is the perfect name for me to call you.”

After the first few days, Cora replaced Blessed's shoe box home with a box she had picked up from the grocery store. Using a box-cutter, she cut large windows in three of the box's sides. Next, she scissored three rectangles of sheer netting and duct-taped them over the openings. Then, she taped one of the box's top flaps down. The other flap allowed for easy access, and both Cora and Blessed seemed satisfied with the more spacious bird-child residence.

As the hours turned to days and the days added to weeks, Blessed thrived. His eyes opened, he grew pinfeathers, and his cheeping grew louder and more varied. Cora learned to detect the differences in tone and urgency in his voice. Sometimes Blessed called for food, sometimes for warmth, sometimes for company. And Cora looked forward to taking breaks from her work to tend to Blessed’s needs.

Once Blessed was able to hop onto her finger, Cora took him outside early each morning to play beside her in the garden while she tended her plants. He never went far from her side. And if Blessed strayed more than an arm's length away, all Cora had to do was whistle. The bird-child would squeak and hurry back to her hand.

When Blessed's true feathers came in, Cora saw he was a robin and realized it was time he learned to survive on his own. Robins didn't winter over in her part of the country. If Blessed was to live the life of a wild bird, he had to find his own food, strengthen his wings, and join those of his own kind on their flight south.

Cora tried every technique she could think of to teach Blessed to find his own insects and berries. He'd cock his head, watch her with a puzzled look, then cry for her to feed him. After a weekend of failed attempts, Cora sat crossed-legged with Blessed in her lap on a rock flanked by a rosemary plant and a pot of lemon thyme and cried. Her head was bent, and her eyes still blurry from tears when she felt someone tap her shoulder.

“I will take him now,” said a deep, raspy voice.

When Cora saw who had spoken, she couldn't suppress a small scream. The wrinkly-faced man who had addressed her did not seem surprised at her reaction. He waited ten or twelve seconds for her to scrutinize him before speaking again. And scrutinize him she did.

He stood about two and a half feet tall and was clothed in short britches stitched from a rough fabric similar to burlap. Moss, leaves, and twisted roots adorned his pants and were twined into his straggly copper-colored hair. His muscular arms ended in over-sized hands with stubby fingers. His bulbous nose overhung a wide, thin-lipped mouth. And though Cora was startled at the size of his pointed ears, it was the man’s faintly glowing eyes which caught her gaze and refuse to let it go.

“Who are you?” Cora managed to ask.

“Acorn Cap Brown Man,” said the hairy, little man as he reached for Blessed. “And you can do no more for the robin. He must learn the ways of the wild from the creatures of the woods.”

Cora nodded at Brown Man. She knew he was right, but she wasn’t sure she could bear the quiet emptiness of her apartment without Blessed.

“He has been such company for me,” explained Cora. “I work from home.” She gestured towards the ground-level door behind her. “I’m not supposed to have pets, so I feed the birds and squirrels. Of course, I have my plants, but…”

“He must learn the ways of the wild from the creatures of the woods,” repeated Acorn Cap as he extended one of his hands towards her.

“Wait,” Cora begged. She held Blessed at eye level, then brushed his feathery back with her lips. “I know it’s for the best, but…”

Blessed looked at her with his shiny black eyes, tweeted, then flew from her hand to the leathery palm of Acorn Cap Brown Man.

“Child,” began Acorn Cap. “You have saved and nurtured a hatchling. Your kindness deserves reward, but I have no treasure.”

“I didn’t adopt Blessed for reward.” Cora pulled a tissue from her pocket and blew her nose.

The Brown Man nodded. “Which is why you deserve one!” He spit on his thumb, and then swift as a lizard’s tongue, swiped Cora’s eyes with the spittle.

“What are you doing?” Cora rubbed her eyes with the tissue. “I can’t believe you just—” 

The words she meant to utter next vanished from Cora’s mind. She suddenly was able to see who lived in her garden. Amongst the butterflies flitting from lavender blossoms to sage blooms were tiny fairies with shimmering wings and twitching antennae. Several piskies sat on the edge of her birdbath, sailing leaf boats across the surface of its water. And not only did a toad squat beside a wide, shallow bowl of water she had placed under the rosebush for the chipmunks, but a chubby gnome with a red stocking cap sat beside the amphibian.

“You’ll be lonely no more,” said Acorn Cap as he placed Blessed on his shoulder. “Though perhaps, you will come to regret my gifts.” 

With the swiftness of the wind, he stepped forward, reached up on either side of Cora’s head, and clapped his palms over her ears. When Acorn Cap removed his rough hands, Cora was able to hear the singing and chatter of the Fair Folk that surrounded her. And she heard fiddling, drumming, and flute trills coming from the gnarled oak behind her garden.

“Now, go child. Dance for a few minutes with them,” urged the Brown Man. “The robin will return to you for a visit before he wings south.”

Cora stood. She felt light-headed, like she'd sipped some champagne. “Thank you for helping Blessed and for…”

The whirl of movement all around her lured her eyes away from the smiling Brown Man and cheeping Blessed. The piskies, gnome, fairies, and several Fair Folk who Cora had not spotted before beckoned to her as they skipped, twirled, or fluttered towards the oak tree. Her feet began to nimbly move in time to the rhythm of the drum. She laughed and polka-stepped towards the oak with a last glance over her shoulder at Acorn Cap and Blessed.

“Remember to step from the ring before you get dansey-headed, child” warned Acorn Cap Brown Man. “And when you think of your own backdoor, you will be able to return to it.”

“I’ll remember,” breathed Cora as she stepped into the center of a circle of red-capped mushrooms amongst a throng of joyous Fair Folk. 

As she began to spin and whirl to the staccato pulse of the tune, a swarm of winged creatures zipped around her head, and the fat toad from beneath her rose bush frolicked at her feet. It occurred to her as the fast-footed reel grew wilder, that she had already forgotten what Acorn Cap had told her to think of to return home. 

She tilted her head side-to-side, giddy with music, and danced even faster. For a split-second, Cora fought through the euphoria and realized, now that she pondered it, she wasn't sure where home was. But the intoxicating notes of the pipes and fiddles filled Cora's ears until her head throbbed with music, and she closed her eyes. When she opened them, she noticed a hairy Brown Man grinning at her from beside a towering tulip poplar. On his shoulder perched a robin. 

The bird chirped, fluttered its wings, and stared at her with dark eyes. There was something familiar about the robin, something she couldn't quite recollect.

“Cora, come dance. Cora, come dance,” chanted the throng of Fair Folk as they led her hop-skipping towards a sparkling stream at the edge of the forest. 

With footfalls lighter than dandelion puffs, she discovered only the soles of her feet touched the chilly stream water that rushed and tumbled over fallen tree branches and smooth rocks on its way to the sea.  And as she glided into its vine-tangled, thickly-leafed, too-green depths with the Fair Folk, Cora heard the distant laughter of a Brown Man.




Shoreside

 

"What do you need, Will?"

"Suntan lotion."

"I've got it," Hiromi said and picked up a plastic bottle that was leaning against her beach chair. She feinted a toss, paused, tossed the lotion to his ready hands.

"Thanks." Will unscrewed the lid, dumped a creamy glob onto his palm and slathered his shoulders and arms with the liquid.  

Hiromi scanned the surf. Their children were diving under the incoming waves. She saw their white teeth and heard their laughter over the swish of surf. Perhaps the blood was thin enough they did not feel the tug of the Ningyo.

"Did the kids put any suntan lotion on?" asked Will.

"Mm-hmm."

"What?"

Hiromi turned her head and looked at Will. "Yes, but they're not happy about being slimed." She smiled. He grinned. For a moment, she relaxed.

"What’s the protection rating on this stuff?" he asked, reaching for the bottle again. "Only fifteen?"

"Well, not exactly," Hiromi explained. "See, I had part of a bottle of SPF-15 and half a bottle of SPF-30, so I dumped them together. I figure it's probably about a SPF-22 now." 

Will shook his head.

"William, I have a new bottle of SPF-35 maximum protection if you need some," offered Mother Barrett.

Hiromi straightened her shoulders. She lifted her eyes from the book she was reading and concentrated on her children as they played with the water.

Will shrugged. "Thanks, but I'm fine."  

Even though Hiromi felt her husband's eyes studying her, she refused to look in his direction. She sat rigid with her hands clutching a copy of Essential Fables. The sand, the beach bag, a thermos, a cooler, and an umbrella pole separated them. She knew there was more.

"I'm hot," her mother-in-law proclaimed and pushed hard on the aluminum frame of her beach chair. The chair groaned. "Come down to the water with me, William."

Will nodded. "Going to wade in today, Hiromi?"

"I don't think I'm up to it," she answered without facing him. "Go ahead; your mother is waiting."

From the corner of her eye, Hiromi watched Will remove his sunglasses and fold them. Next, he slipped the glasses into the pocket of the freshly-ironed, plaid shirt hanging on the back of his beach chair. Finally, her husband tugged his towel from the beach bag, shook out some stray sand, neatly folded the terrycloth, and placed it on the seat of his chair.  

Will walked towards the waves, paused, turned back to face her. "You sure?"

"Yes, go on.  The kids will love having you in the water with them," Hiromi replied.

Hiromi brushed the rebellious strands of black hair that had escaped her braid from her eyes. She rarely went into the water. When she did, the fairy part of her yearned to shift into turtle or merrow form and drift into deeper and deeper blue. It was getting harder to control the Ningyo blood. Harder to refrain from transforming, diving beneath the shimmering surface, and swimming until she reached the deepest ocean. 

She wasn't sure how many generations ago her father's side of the family had mingled with the Ningyo. Her father, like his father before him, captained a charter fishing boat. Wealthy clients hired the vessel and her captain for extravagant outings. Weekend fishermen, birthday parties, college students trying to impress girls—The Manami was always booked.  The other charter boat captains thought Hiromi's father extraordinarily lucky in finding the best fishing waters. But Hiromi knew the real reason had nothing to do with luck.

Hiromi's mother came from an Irish-immigrant family. Three generations ago, they had abandoned their seaside village in Northern Ireland not far from Giant's Causeway and set sail for America. So, her mother understood a waterman's life and the strangeness of the ocean. Nonetheless, she remained suspicious of rivers, lakes, and the sea. Years before she birthed Hiromi, before she married a Japanese-American fisherman, her mother had gone to a boardwalk fortune-teller. Madam Zora had foretold her mother's career, marriage, daughter, and more. The last words of the gypsy had been a warning. "Deep water," Madame Zora had hissed. "Deep water will take a loved one." 

Hiromi's mother still feared a family member would be taken by water. Hiromi suspected the gypsy might be right.

As she studied her husband, Hiromi wondered if Will knew how difficult it was for her to remain land-bound. She loved him and their children, but the tides beckoned to her blood in a voice that grew more urgent by the year. 

She had spoken to her grandfather once about the longing. Papa Kenshin had pressed his forefinger to his lips and made a shushing sound. “Do not draw the attention of the Ningyo with such talk. You are strong. You must ignore this thing.”

Hiromi's gaze returned to the surf. Their daughter, Aimee, raced out of the foam as Will approached. She grabbed his hand and led him into the waves. Her sons swam to their father like salmon returning to their stream. These four were the anchor Hiromi was tethered to, and for their sake, she must remain in womanskin.

Mother Barrett scowled at Hiromi from the water's edge. Her arms were folded across her drooping breasts, and her darkly patterned swimsuit's skirt fluttered in the breeze. Hiromi shook her head. Mother Barrett's over hair-sprayed locks remained unmoved by the shoreward wind just as her cold heart remained unmoved by her daughter-in-law's kind gestures. Truth be told, she knew her mother-in-law suspected there was something different about Hiromi and resented her for it.

The corners of Mother Barrett's mouth turned down even further as a half a dozen gulls swooped past her. Neither her mother-in-law or the nearby sunbathers paid much attention to the gulls. If they had, they would have noticed each bird carried a small gull-rider on its back.  Dressed in white, gray, and black feathered garments with bright orange eyes and beak-like noses, the gull-riders guided their mounts using pressure and nudges from their legs, feet, and hands.

Hiromi laughed at the gulls and their riders merrily bickering over a discarded bag of potato chips.  

Determined to keep the scavenging seabirds from the chips, Mother Barrett clapped her hands. The gull-riders shook their tiny fists at the dour woman, then wheeled their mounts back up into the sky.

Hiromi studied her mother-in-law. Mother Barrett's upper arms were larger than Hiromi's thighs. Hiromi looked around her at the dozens of well-oiled bodies stretched out on mats and chairs and beached rafts. Obesity was common, but Mother Barrett's upper arms bothered her.

She imagined those arms in twenty years when the fat was gone. She supposed they would be great sacks of wrinkled flesh draped on thinning bone. Perhaps then, her mother-in-law would be able to fly if she raised her hands, spread her skin, and ran through the froth searching for a landward gust. But such a thing required magic, and Mother Barrett did not believe.

Suddenly, her mother-in-law squealed a harpoon-sharp squeal. People put down their books, and some seemed ready to render aid if needed. But there was no emergency, just a woman reacting to the water's chill. Mother Barrett beamed at the people looking at her. 

Hiromi slid lower in the folding chair and tried to read Essential Fables. The sunlight bounced off of the book's white pages. The wind snatched her bookmark and sent it skipping across the sand towards the dunes and scruffy beach trees. She closed the volume. There would be no reading today. She stuffed the anthology back into the beach bag and glanced once more at the water.

Far from shore, a small head bobbed in the waves. Every few seconds, the child waved an arm in the air. Hiromi stood. To her left, she saw the nearest lifeguard was chatting with several girls in scant bikinis. The mom and Ningyo in her knew time was short, so Hiromi shouted for help as she tossed her hat on the sand and raced towards the drowning boy.

As soon as she got to waist-deep water, Hiromi dove beneath the surface. She called forth the water fairy in her genes and felt her legs merge. 

Gulls flew above her head as she swam. “Hurry. Hurry,” screeched the seabirds and their riders.

A few flaps of her tail later, she reached the struggling swimmer. The boy was no more than ten and barely able to hold his head above the waves. He tried to say something to her, but only managed to groan as he swallowed a mouthful of water.

“Don't talk,” urged Hiromi. “I'll have you back on the beach in no time.”

Hiromi vanished beneath the foam, then quickly popped up behind the child. She circled his upper chest with her arm and began the swim to shore. 

The lifeguard with his brilliantly-colored flotation device met Hiromi and the boy before they reached shallow water. She gladly turned the now-laughing child over to the lifeguard, but lingered in the surf. 

Hiromi's blood pulsed in rhythm with the ebb and flow of the cool liquid that surrounded her. Her hair escaped its bindings and black tresses spread out around her shoulders like a dark cape. She turned her face to the distant horizon, took a deep breath of moist air, and swam seaward. A flock of gulls soared above her head, their riders cheering her on. Then, a small pink shovel bobbed by.

Hiromi grasped its brilliant plastic handle, looked shoreward, and saw Will and her children standing in the shallows, foam swirling around their land-born legs. Her eyes locked with her husband's, and she knew she could not abandon him. She witnessed the fear on her children's faces, knew she could not leave them.

Without another glance at the horizon line, Hiromi allowed the human part of her to surface. She swam towards the beach and its dunes and grasses and trees. Willing her legs into being, she did her best to climb unnoticed out of the surf. But the parents of the boy she had rescued waited for Hiromi on the shore. Despite her assurances that any good swimmer would have done the same, they proclaimed her a hero, hugged her, and thanked her profusely. A few other people nodded and waved at her as she trudged across the sand towards her belongings.

One look at her mother-in-law's face told Hiromi the praise ended here.

“Whatever possessed you to swim so far out to rescue
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"For Grimm lovers; a darkly ;;ﬁégihétive' book of modern fairy
tales." --Laura Shovan, editor Little Patuxent Review, and
author of The Last Fifth Grade of Emerson Elementary -
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