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Introduction

[image: break]

by Kate Wolford 


She’s tall and elegant, or tiny with a dowager’s hump. Maybe she’s dressed for a soirée at Versailles or she’s a tired-looking poor old woman who asks nothing more than to have a drink of fresh water from a well. She has many faces, and is often not even a “she,” as men are sometimes cast in this role.

This fabled creature is, as you’ve already guessed, the fairy godmother. We remember her best as the generous fairy who dresses Cinderella and handles transportation while she’s at it. But that’s just the most famous fairy godmother’s tale. Baba Yaga is a fairy godmother with a sense of rough justice, rewarding good heroines with what they need to prevail. The fairies in “Diamonds and Toads” and Mother Holle stories are in the vein of Baba Yaga, as they punish unkind young women as equally as they reward their kindly sisters.

With just a little more imagination, you’ll find that fairy godmothers/fathers abound in other tales in a less obvious way. I consider Rumpelstiltskin to be a highly misunderstood fairy godfather. He wants a child, and we don’t know that a baby wouldn’t be better off with him or the baby’s actual parents: A terrified mother who was willing to bargain away a future child to save her own life and a greedy father who was willing to kill a hapless miller’s daughter if she couldn’t produce the gold he wanted. 

Then there’s the fairy in “Beauty and the Beast,” who ultimately creates a beautiful future for the haughty, vain young prince she makes a beast. You could also argue that the little fellows from “The Elves and the Shoemaker” are fairy godfathers, as they create a prosperous future for the very grateful shoemaker, who, in turn, gifts them with clothes.

The appeal of the fairy godmother/father lies in our wish that someone might appear, and, with a tap of a jewel-encrusted wand, transform our lives with money, status and great clothes. Better yet, the stories appeal to our sense that someone might notice our own good deeds and reward them, as far too many of us do feel that in this tough old world, no good deed goes unpunished.

Yet I think that there is greater appeal in being the magical godparent. What a joy to transform the lives of others with a simple gesture. What a thrill to know you’ve helped make someone’s dreams come true. The good news is, most of us have fairy godparents of a sort, even if they aren’t truly magical, for many people transform our lives with simple generosity and kindness.

Perhaps you’ve been in the position to give a neighbor kid the chance to build a lawn care business. Or, you’re the teacher who saw through a sullen student’s mask and suggested books that made her really think for the first time. Or you’re the aunt or uncle who allowed a nephew to stay with you for his senior year of high school so he wouldn’t have to move away from friends. Maybe you’ve befriended a lonely senior citizen who’s now part of your extended family. 

In any case, the magic of transformation and support is interwoven throughout our lives, and we usually don’t even realize it. Luckily, the authors in this anthology have channeled magic and found gold, and you’ll see that these dozen stories will enchant you and inspire your dreams.

In “Wishes to Heaven,” Michelle Tang mixes a fairy godmother in truly unusual form with a pregnant woman who loves her husband and her life with him, but is in dire need of help in the most basic ways. The path Tang takes to manage the story is fascinating and, frankly, unique in my reading experience.

In “A Story of Soil and Stardust,” Kelly Jarvis takes us to snowy Russia, and interweaves fairy godmothering, family dynamics and justice, with a special doll and an appealing protagonist to make for a delightful read that sweeps you away. And the dynamics between sisters is riveting in Jarvis’s story.

“Real Boy” by Marshall J. Moore is another sweeping story that takes a familiar fairy tale and spins it into a saga of creation, flight, loss and confusion with a satisfying ending. The best thing I can say about this engrossing story is that it was inspired by my least favorite fairy tale. That Moore could overcome my antipathy to the inspiration for his work is testimony to the quality of the story.

Lynden Wade takes us into what it’s like to be a fairy godmother in “Returning the Favor.” You’ll fall in love with the fairy godmother in this story, who is wise and loving. And you’ll get a peek into what happens to a fairy godmother’s charge after the “happily ever after.” Most of all, you’ll be startled by the form of the fairy godmother. It all works.

Elise Forier Edie brings wit, adventure, humor and exasperation in “My Last Curse.” The ambitions of a too-hopeful and overly controlling Queen make this story great fun to read. And our protagonist is a delightfully sassy fairy in a very unusual form. (Fairy godmothers in unusual forms is a terrific theme in this anthology.) It’s all good fun. Forier Edie’s work has appeared in other anthologies I’ve edited, and you’ll see why when you read “My Last Curse.”

“Face in the Mirror” by Sonni de Soto explores “Beauty and the Beast” from a surprising vantage point, with engrossing results. I don’t want to ruin the story for you by saying which other fairy tale it reflects, but I can say that making friendship rather than romantic love the basis for this entertaining and heartwarming story was the best choice.

Vivica Reeves weaves loss, love, snow and warmth together artfully in “Forgetful Frost.” The pain of loss and the intensity of true love and parental dedication made this an unforgettable story. Reeves’ words get you in the gut in the best possible way, and the protagonist is an especially touching character.

Carter Lappin’s “Modern Magic” is a candy-colored slice of fun involving lattes, smart phones, garbage and bunny slippers. Sounds fun, right? It is fun. You’ll enjoy the modern fairy godmother and her protégée as well as the many charming touches that make this story a light and entertaining read.

“In the Name of Gold” by Claire Noelle Thomas, takes us through the deep pain and sacrifice of one of the most beloved fairy tales. The power of ink and quill and true love and friendship make this story shine like gold, and in the end, you’ll feel you know the story Thomas’s work is based on in a new and unforgettable way.

Maxine Churchman’s “Of Wishes and Fairies” spins elements like a lost princess and a loving foster mother with the trials and errors of a brand-new fairy godmother to create a sweet and satisfying tale with a happy ending—which is just the ending it should have. You’ll enjoy the fun and lightheartedness of this story.

Kim Malinowski’s “Flick: The Fairy Godmother” blends struggles with anxiety with household chores, serious battles and a titular heroine who is always doing her best despite the challenges she faces. You’ll remember Flick, and the brews she ingests to make herself feel better long after you’ve finished reading her story.

“The Venetian Glass Girl,” by Abi Marie Palmer rounds out this delightful dozen with a story of exquisite craftsmanship, envy, skullduggery and bigotry into a highly readable and satisfying story that takes you to Venice and its canals as well as a glassblower’s workshop. You’ll be swept away.

Before I sign off, there are some people I’d like to thank: Sarena Ulibarri, editor-in-chief of World Weaver Press, who is gracious in the face of the challenges that beset me during every book I edit. Amanda Bergloff, who is essential to my sanity at Enchanted Conversation: A Fairy Tale Magazine, was a great help with editing and formatting the manuscript for this book, and I am most grateful for that.

My husband and daughter, and her family, are always great sources of inspiration and love in every creative endeavor I take on, and this book is no exception. My grandson Ben gives me a great incentive to put together books that he will someday enjoy. I thank them all.

Finally, the readers and writers at Enchanted Conversation make me want to do my best because their love of fairy tales and folklore rivals my own, and they have my gratitude.

May this book bring you as much joy as a tap of the wand from your fairy godmother.












Wishes to Heaven
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by Michelle Tang


Far downhill from Mei-Jin’s small house, near the docks, the townspeople celebrated the lantern festival. She stood alone on the hilltop, shivering and wistful. The noise drifted up to her cold ears. Firecrackers snapped and voices sang, and every window in the expensive houses and shops blazed with light.

The crowd released the lanterns together. Hundreds of paper parachutes floated upwards as their reflections sank into the sea. There were so many that their light seemed to lift the shroud of night from the sky; they rose so high Mei-Jin imagined they might become stars. Mei-Jin held onto hers a moment longer, rubbed a finger against the plain rice paper wrapped over the thin bamboo frame. She couldn’t spare the expense to buy the one she’d wanted—the one that glowed with colors like flowers beneath the sun. 

“I wish my child to have a blessed life,” she whispered, a hand on her belly. She threw the lantern up. It teetered for a moment in the air. Her breath caught. Wind righted the paper globe and it ascended, carrying her hopes with it. 

“That was an expensive wish.” Jun came out to drape a shawl over her shoulders. 

“It will be worth it.” The small sphere floated upwards, towards the heavens, until the flickering flame disappeared from sight. She prayed her ancestors would hear her amidst the hundreds of other pleas tonight.

Mei-Jin opened her back door and gasped as something swooped near her face. She ducked her head as a moth flew inside. It landed on the worn kitchen table, almost blending in with the faded brown wood. 

“Pest.” Jun took his slipper off and raised it in the air.

“No. Wait.” She took a cup and approached the winged creature. It turned towards her, not moving even an antenna. “It’s cute.” She placed the cup over its round, fuzzy body and slid it towards the edge of the table onto the flattened palm of her other hand.

“If our ancestors hear you, tonight of all nights, they will make our baby come out with wings.” Jun laughed and kissed her goodnight before bending to do the same to her stomach.

Once the moth felt the night air, it fluttered its wings and flew away. Mei-Jin took one last look at the sky before she went to bed.

Two months later, in mid-April, a blight struck her young vegetables. Mei-Jin kneeled on the cool ground, the withered plants limp between her fingers. She wept until the soft soil became wet. The fish Jun brought home, the ones too small to sell for a good price, was barely enough to feed them. They needed the greens she grew—they couldn’t afford the produce sold in the market. Something soft touched the back of her neck, feather-light, and she shook her head in irritation. 

“I can help you,” an old woman’s voice said.

Mei-Jin leapt to her feet and looked around, but there was no one in sight. 

“Here.” 

She followed the voice to her shovel. On the handle, a brown moth sat, antennae waving as though in greeting. 

Perhaps I have heat stroke. Or maybe it’s the pregnancy. Mei-Jin went inside to drink water. When she looked out the kitchen window and saw brown earth instead of green leaves, she began to weep again. 

“Let me help you, child.” 

Was it a ghost? Mei-Jin stood and backed out of the room, shrieking when something moved in the corner of her eye. It landed on the table: the moth had followed her inside.

“Is it you talking?” she asked, feeling silly.

The moth bobbed up and down. “Of course. Sit down, please. No need to be so formal with me.”

“Why—” Mei-Jin swallowed and tried again. “Why are you here, talking to me?”

“I told you. I want to help. I will grant you three wishes.”

“But why do you want to help me?”

The moth’s voice sounded surprised. It spoke slowly, as though worried the woman would not understand. “Mei-Jin, you asked for help.”

The lantern festival. Hope, long buried, sprouted within Mei-Jin. “I didn’t expect a moth.”

“What better creature to find floating lights in the night? Think of me as your Fairy Godmoth.”

“You mean Fairy Godmother.”

The insect fluttered its wings. “Godmoth.”

“Were you the one that Jun almost killed?”

“Indeed, and had you not saved me, I would not be here to save you.”

Mei-Jin’s mind considered dozens of possible wishes. Should she wish for a healthy baby, for her garden to grow, or for enough cloth to sew new clothing? She wanted to choose wisely.

“Will you guide me with my first wish, Fairy Godmoth?”

The moth waved two front legs wide. “I have never been asked that. I would be happy to. What do you think you’d like to ask for first?”

Mei-Jin looked out the window again. “I would like my child to always have enough food and money, starting from now until the end of her days.”

“Well-worded, child. Tonight, after you finish your dinner, I want you to bury the fish bones in the garden, and some beneath the fruit trees.” The brown insect flew away then, shaking iridescent powder from its wings as it did.

She told Jun about the three wishes when he arrived home, smelling of fish and seawater. He stared at her, brow furrowed, until she finished, and then he said gently, “Perhaps we should have you visit a doctor, for a checkup.”

For the rest of the night, Jun continued to glance at Mei-Jin in concern, but she refused to speak again of the moth, or the three wishes. Her mind was made up, and she would not be dissuaded. When she went out to dig up the dirt, he took the shovel from her hands. “You point, I’ll dig.” 

He dug deep holes in the soft soil of the garden and in the hard earth at the base of the fruit trees, grunting as his shovel blade caught blades of grass, blowing on his hands as blisters formed.

She scattered fish bones in each hole and shooed her husband back into the house, using her own hands to push the dirt back where it belonged. 

The next morning, Jun, who awoke each dawn to go fishing, shook her out of a deep sleep. “Mei-Jin, Mei-Jin, you have to see this.” 

The plants were visible even in the dim light of the rising sun. They ran outside, exclaiming at each discovery. The tree branches were bent with fruit, each one large and ripe and flawless. Mei-Jin took a bite of crisp pear and gasped as the cold, sweet juice spilled down her chin. Her garden teemed with vegetables: snow peas and their tender leaves, vibrantly green; potatoes, large and heavy with starch; zucchini, as large as her arm, their skin shining and unblemished. 

“I’m going to send Wan Ran and Wan Lu to help you harvest everything,” Jun said as he left. “Keep what we need and try to sell the rest.” 

The neighbors, twin sisters, came by an hour later. They worked until the late afternoon, until their shoulders and backs ached from bending and reaching. Finally, all the ripe fruits and vegetables were in baskets.

“Please, when you go home, tell everyone that we have produce to sell.” Mei-Jin gave each girl a full sack to take home.

Soon, a line of people snaked its way up the hill, all clamoring to buy her harvest. Jun returned home, holding three small fish, and ran to wash and change his clothing. Together, they sold all the vegetables and fruits. They held the coins in their hands, more money than they’d ever seen in their lives, and spent the rest of the night dreaming about what they could buy. 

“The fish bones must have fertilized the soil. If only we’d known about this earlier, Mei-Jin. We could have been well-fed years ago.” Jun tucked the bag of coins safely under a floorboard. 

“It wasn’t just the fish bones. It was my Fairy Godmoth.” He hummed a neutral sound, but Mei-Jin knew he didn’t believe her.

The next morning, Jun crowed with such delight Mei-Jin thought it was a rooster. She went to the window to find that all the fruits and vegetables they had picked yesterday had regrown, as ripe and as perfect as before. 

He sent the two sisters to the house again. The day was spent like the last, with townspeople coming in droves. 

Mei-Jin and Jun soon had to find new hiding places for their money, and they no longer worried about food. “Thank you, Godmoth,” Mei-Jin said each morning, before she went out to harvest the garden’s riches.

***

Months later, Mei-Jin woke in the middle of the night. The wind carried strange voices from the hill into their open windows. There were men nearby, men with deep, hushed voices and breaths that huffed with exertion. She crept to the front window to peek. The six strangers wielded metal blades that gleamed in the cold light of the moon.

Mei-Jin went to shake her husband, but stopped when she saw his peaceful sleep. She couldn’t tell him about the armed men—it would be sending him to his death. Instead, she slid open the window screen and whispered into the night air. “Please, Godmoth. I have a second wish.”

The brown moth flew in a moment later, over the heads of the men. They had neared the front door. 

“I wish that no harm will come to us in our home.” Mei-Jin held her swollen belly with trembling hands. 

The insect shook its small wings, and powder fell onto the window sill, glittering like powdered gold. “Take the two pebbles stuck in the bottom of your shoes, and throw them outside. Hurry now, before they come in.” 

Mei-Jin did as she was told. As she watched, the two tiny pebbles began to shift, growing until they stood as high as the men’s shoulders. 

“What magic is this?” one of the men said. He backed away. 

“They’re just stones. What can they do?” The largest man shoved his broad shoulder against the closest one and tipped it over with a ground-shaking impact.

The boulders, for that is what they had become, roiled and strained, rolled and stretched, until they took on the form of lions. The giant cats stalked towards the robbers, reflecting the moonlight with their alabaster skin. The animals pounced and swiped, so fast Mei-Jin’s eyes couldn’t track them—one movement blurred into the next in streaks of white-grey. The beasts opened their mouths wide and roared challenges at the intruders, but no sound escaped from their airless bodies. The largest man struck out at one with his knife, cobra-fast, but his blade shattered against the solid stone of its chest. 

The intruders abandoned their plan and fled, some of them tumbling down the hill in their haste, and the two lions moved towards Mei-Jin’s front door, settling their haunches onto the ground and becoming stone once more.

“These guardians will remain here and will come to life at the first sign of danger to your home,” the Godmoth said. 

Mei-Jin turned on a lamp. She fell on her knees before the moth, bowing deeply with respect. “You saved our lives, Fairy Godmoth. How can I thank you?”

The insect ignored her, bumping against the lampshade again and again. 

“Fairy Godmoth?”

The brown moth turned away from the light and returned to the window sill. “My apologies. Sometimes I get distracted.”

“How may I repay you for these three wishes?”

The moth moved slower than the last time Mei-Jin had seen it; its wings seemed to lack its old lustre. The old woman’s voice remained bright with energy, however. “There is no debt to repay. You made a wish during the Lantern Festival, and I am here to grant it.” It turned this way and that, as though taking in their small, sparse bedroom. “You know, you should fix up your house a little bit. Make it nice for the baby, and spare no expense. For you, money grows on trees.”

Jun stirred, turning in his sleep to reach for his wife. The moth crawled through the open screen. “You have one wish left, Mei-Jin. Think on it carefully. And you should close this screen. You wouldn’t want any insects to fly in.” 

The moth took wing, soon swallowed by the night’s darkness. Mei-Jin rubbed her eyes; she turned off the lamp and slid back into bed. The baby began to hiccup inside her, and she fell asleep to the gentle tapping from within, dreaming of winged old women riding lions that gleamed like knife-blades.

***

Mei-Jin grew bigger as the weeks passed. The August sun made her dizzy with heat, and so she sat and watched the workers tend to her trees and small plot of land in the morning, and then she sat and watched as the produce was sold off in the afternoon. Every day, at least once, she thanked her Fairy Godmoth and wondered what her third wish should be. She had everything she wanted, and more. 

“You don’t need to go fishing anymore, Jun.” Mei-Jin yawned and cracked open an eyelid. “Come back to sleep. The garden will feed us.”

“What happens when autumn comes, dear wife?” He finished dressing and leaned to kiss her goodbye. “When the leaves fall and the earth slumbers, the fish sellers must remember me.”

The morning passed without event, but in the late afternoon, heavy clouds rolled overhead. It became as dark as dusk, except when lightning flashed across the purple sky. The thunder cracked so near that the ground seemed to tremble, and the sisters Wan Ran and Wan Lu clapped their hands over their ears and sought shelter beneath the trees. She sent the two girls and the other workers home; this was no passing summer storm that would blow over in minutes.

Inside her house, Mei-Jin bit her lip as the wind blew fruit from branches. She stared out the front window, watching for Jun to come dashing up the hill, ducking his head from the rain, but he didn’t appear. She worried and paced until her back and swollen feet ached, until she could no longer see through the deluge of rain against the window. 

Then, she pushed open her front door, fighting against the howling wind, and waited there. Her eyes strained to see past the furious storm and the gathering dark. She stood for hours, heart in her throat and prayers on her lips. The rain drenched her, the wind chilled her, yet still she stood, as if Jun’s safety depended on her keeping vigil.

Night fell. Mei-Jin, chest heavy with fear, decided on her last wish. Suddenly frantic—why had she waited so long?—she screamed into the raging tempest for the moth. The wind snatched away her words. The drumming rain drowned out her voice. Blinding lightning mocked her small lamp. Mei-Jin screamed until she was hoarse, and then screamed some more.

The small brown moth flew in, collapsing in a puddle by her feet. Mei-Jin gasped and scooped it up with her hands, as gently as she would a flower petal, and rushed inside. She blew on the wings and the furry body to dry it, chastising herself all the while. How could she be so selfish? Of course an insect couldn’t fly in this weather, and yet here her Godmoth lay, movements weak and few. 

“I’m so sorry, Fairy Godmoth,” Mei-Jin wept. “I didn’t think of your safety. I was so scared for Jun.”

Its voice creaked with age, but it held no anger. “That is your third wish, child? The health and safety of your family?”

Mei-Jin swallowed hard, to push her shame and guilt down her throat. She didn’t want to ask this of her Godmoth, not when it was so frail, but she pictured Jun lost at sea, and her child growing up without its father, and she steeled herself. “Please, Fairy Godmoth. Save my husband, and keep us all healthy and safe.”

The moth twitched a wing. “I…cannot fly in this form. My wings are too damaged.” The old woman’s voice paused, and when it spoke again, it did so gently. “Mei-Jin.”

It was the first time the insect had used her name. “Yes, Fairy Godmoth?” she whispered. It was going to tell her that Jun was gone, that it couldn’t help her, that she was a widow. She clenched her eyes shut as if that would protect her from the truth.

“Mei-Jin, you have to kill me.”

“Wha—? Fairy Godmoth, how can I do that?”

“I am dying already, child. Look at me. If you want your last wish to come true, you must kill me.”

“If I… Jun is alive then? There’s still time?” She opened her eyes, but her vision was blurred with tears. 

“Not much time left. We have to hurry.” The moth crawled closer towards her. “There. Use the cup near your hand, and be quick about it.”

It was the same cup she’d used to save it, three wishes and a different life ago. Mei-Jin pressed her lips together and shook her head, clenching her eyes shut once more. “I cannot. Please, you’ve done so much for us. There must be another way.”

“There is no other way, Mei-Jin. But do not worry. This is a mere vessel. You will see me again, and know that I am still helping you.”

“But why? How can I see you again if I crush you?” Time was running out, yes, but this was her last chance to get answers. Already her trembling hand gripped the mouth of the cup and raised it in the air. 

“The lanterns you release are not only to carry your wishes up to the heavens, child. They guide visiting spirits home. And if a spirit should hear a wish and desire to grant it, they must take a physical form to remain. Now, quickly. You must choose. Questions, or your husband’s life.”

“Thank you for everything, Godmoth. I’m so sorry.” Mei-Jin brought the clay cup down so hard it cracked. She wanted to be sure the insect did not suffer. 

She waited, mind racing, heart heavy with fear and hope. Time passed, the minutes distended and pregnant with expectation.  The baby kicked once as though to reassure her. Mei-Jin’s hands pressed flat against the fine dark wood of their new table; she stared at Jun’s empty chair and bit her lip to keep it from trembling. Was the last wish made too late? Had she killed her Fairy Godmoth for nothing?

From the wildness of the storm, a voice howled her name. She ran to the door, shivering as the night’s air chilled her sodden clothes. The voice called again, louder than the drumming deluge, carried by the furious wind. Mei-Jin screamed her husband’s name, her words stolen from her mouth by the tempest before it reached her ears. Then, like a fish leaping out of the sea, he emerged from the wet night. She embraced him, noticing with alarm how he shook, and rushed him into the house to give him hot tea and warm clothes.

“Mei-Jin, I thought I was going to die. My boat broke apart in the storm—I was hanging onto stray boards for hours.” Jun held the teacup in both hands to steady it enough to bring to his blue-tinged lips. “The sky was so dark and the waves so high. I couldn’t see the way to land.” 

Mei-Jin shuddered at the thought of him swimming further away from shore, until his arms failed and his legs became anchors. “How did you come home? What happened?”

Jun shook his head, eyes so wide she could see white all around his brown irises. “A glowing light appeared in front of me. It spoke to me, and I followed it to safety.”

“That was my Fairy Godmoth.” Mei-Jin glanced away from the cracked cup, still on the table where she’d left it. “I told you it was real.”

She understood the expression on Jun’s face now: she’d never seen it before, but he was awestruck. His voice was reverent. “Your Godmoth—the light that saved me—had my grandmother’s voice!”

***

Mei-Jin screamed again. This time, another voice joined her, the weak cry clinging to the strong. The midwife checked the newborn as Jun hovered, his crushed fingers still gripped in Mei-Jin’s sweaty grasp.

“She’s so tiny.” He cast a worried glance at the woman cleaning his child. “She came out too early.”

“Aye, and her lungs are frail. But the baby comes when it comes.” The midwife thumped the tiny back, much harder than Mei-Jin thought necessary. The mewl that rose from the baby’s pink mouth had a wet, strained sound. 

“She is born too close to all soul’s day. This is a bad omen,” Jun moaned, his voice low and mournful.

The baby was placed on Mei-Jin’s chest, and she met her daughter’s dark eyes. Mei-Jin traced loving fingers over the baby’s dark hair, the perfect shell of her ear, and down the soft fuzz of her back. She paused, wiped tears away and looked again. 

Her laugh startled the midwife and Jun out of their furrowed brows and furtive whispers. “She’s going to be just fine, our baby. Look.” 

In the middle of the newborn’s back, between her two little shoulder blades, was a birthmark. It resembled a brown moth spreading its wings.

They named her Fei, which meant “to dance in the air.” On her one hundredth day of life, Jun invited the townspeople to their renovated house. 

“The house is so much bigger. I can’t wait to see what you’ve done on the inside,” one of the fishmongers said.

“The two stone lions don’t look so out of place now,” teased another.

“Her one hundredth day celebration falling on the same night as the lantern festival—what luck!” The lantern seller handed Mei-Jin her finest work as she entered.

“They don’t need any more luck. It’s February and still their garden grows fresh vegetables every day.” The merchant clapped a large hand on Jun’s shoulder and laughed.

After they handed out red-dyed eggs, devoured the banquet, and everyone had greeted the baby, the townspeople made their way back outside. The stars blinked overhead like a waiting audience. Mei-Jin held out Fei’s lantern, colors as vivid as flowers in the sun, and bowed until her forehead pressed against the bamboo frame.

“Thank you for making all my wishes come true, Fairy Godmoth.” She let her baby touch the rice paper, once, and then set the glowing globe aloft. It rose into the dark sky alone, a second moon, before the others released their lanterns. The rising ceiling of flames made the night bright as dawn, and Mei-Jin lifted her face to marvel at the sight. Jun leaned over to kiss his wife and daughter.

A brown moth flew by, landing on Fei’s thick blanket. Mei-Jin held her breath, but the insect didn’t speak. After a moment, it flew upwards, high enough to bat against Fei’s lantern.

“There are so many moths, Mei-Jin. Imagine how many spirits are being guided to heaven tonight.” 

There were dozens of the winged creatures, in different shapes and sizes, attracted to the floating balls of light. Some, like the brown moth, seemed to stay around a specific paper lantern; others danced from one to another before flying back down to earth.

“I hope all your wishes are fulfilled.” Jun said to each of their guests as they left. 

“If you find a moth in your home, be gentle with it,” Mei-Jin called out, snuggling Fei close. Her daughter slept, safe and healthy and loved. The baby’s soft hair tickled Mei-Jin’s cheek, like a moth’s wings fluttering against her skin.

***
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