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Part I
 
Once upon a time, in a small rural community called Dogwood, there lived four children. The eldest, Amelia, and her younger (and only) brother, Finn, loved to play outside in the wheat field by their home. During early spring, the grass was green and thick and the verdant stalks sliced their arms as they played hide and seek within the grain. Their father, known as Pop, had put up two swings in the pecan tree, right on the edge of the wheat field. There, they would swing so very high, and then jump to the ground, feeling the freedom of flight for the briefest of moments. A rock outcropping lay behind their two-story log cabin and it was one of their favorite places to hide from their younger sisters, DeeDee & Samantha. Their mama had said it was part of Stone Mountain, but Amelia and Finn didn’t really believe that. To their young minds, Stone Mountain might as well have been a million miles away.
Amelia and Finn were both blessed with vivid imaginations, thanks to the many books their mother had to read to them, or asked them to read. A book was a great thing to become lost in when the weather forced them inside of the house. She read fairy tales of the Prince, atop a strong stallion, sweeping in to rescue his Princess. He read educational stories about deadly Asian snakes, massive African elephants and sub-Saharan camels. They both read about the sleuthing skills of Nancy Drew and the Hardy Boys. How the siblings yearned to have an adventure, like that of their paper-bound heroes.
One Saturday afternoon, just after the children had lunched on grilled Cheddar cheese sandwiches and tomato soup, Pop came in from the March cold to find Finn & Amelia trying to play Monopoly. Though their younger sisters wanted to play, all they really did was move pieces (that didn’t even belong to them) around the board and scatter the carefully organized Monopoly money. After several whines of “Mama, make them stop!” DeeDee and Samantha were sent upstairs to their bedroom to “take a nap”.  Since their mother had spent the majority of the morning corralling her four rambunctious children, she headed into the sanctity and sanctuary of her own bedroom to “rest her eyes”.
 Knowing that the time for Monopoly had passed, Amelia and Finn racked their brains trying to figure out a way to pass the remaining daylight hours. Should they play on the rocks? No, it had rained the day before and the rocks would still be damp. Should they swing? No, it was cold and the extra wind whipping through would chill them. Should they read? No, their books were upstairs and they didn’t want to awaken DeeDee nor Samantha. As their father finished his bowl of soup, he watched their debate with a twinge of amusement. He quickly decided that what these two really needed was to have an adventure! As quietly as he could, Pop told the pair to grab their jackets. “What for?” they asked. “Because we’re gonna take a little horseback ride through the woods,” responded their father.
Neither Amelia nor Finn were particularly fond of horses. They had each had a misadventure from a saddle and they weren’t looking to repeat the experience. However, the chance to get out of the house, to break the regular routine, was too exciting.  Jackets and stocking caps were grabbed and as they headed out the back door, Finn slipped some leftover Christmas candy into his jacket pocket.
It didn’t take long for the brother and sister to realize this adventure was going to be a cold one. Fortunately, they were stuffed in and on the saddle behind Pop, who had covered his long sleeved pullover with a denim work shirt. Amelia felt safe and protected in the middle. She said to Finn, as the horse began its descent into the valley, “I’ll let you sit in the middle on the way back.” Her brother only half believed those words.
 As the horse cautiously maneuvered his iron-shod hooves on the tire ruts in the red and sticky Georgia clay, the sun was shining so very brightly in the sky and the light reflected off the bare tree limbs. The only green was behind them, in the wheat field. All of the tall grasses by the road had been brown since October. There were birds flitting about, so swift and small they could have been fairies. Thankfully, there were no biting flies nor gnats. There were no little sisters making noise. As they made their way down the embankment and closer to the copse of sweet gums, there was just the chestnut horse, the three humans, and the quiet, sleeping forest. Or so it seemed.
No one spoke. There was no need. The children were warm enough, they were out of the house, and Pop seemed to know where he was heading. The horse stepped carefully on the path, which was now covered with a fine layer of pressed grasses. Amelia broke the silence by asking “How does he know where to step?” Finn replied “He’s following the deer path.” Pop chomped on his cigar. Finn pointed to his left, the movement of his arm altering his balance, and said “Pop, is that a maple tree?” Amelia dared to look over her shoulder and whispered through clenched teeth, “Don’t move like that again!” Pop merely replied “Nope. That’s a white oak.” And he returned to chomping on his cigar.
They rode for a while, not caring about the passage of clock time. Questions were asked and answered, but Finn didn’t move his arm again. Amelia had discovered that if she scooted up far enough, the smoke from Pop’s cigar flew over her head and Finn was able to sit inside of the saddle instead of on top of it. The briars had grown taller as they journeyed deeper into the woods, but because spring had not yet officially sprung, the sunlight was unimpeded. The horse’s reins were pulled to the right, where another path was noticeable to the children. Pop stopped the horse and said softly “Do you hear it?” His children heard the whinny of the horse, the caw of a crow, then a sound unlike anything they had heard before. Pop said “Do you feel it?” The children had grown warm for their body as well as solar heat, but they detected a cool dampness in the air surrounding them. As if stumbling into an unknown world, Finn querulously asked, “What is it?” As Pop prodded the horse, he answered, “It’s a stream and we’re going to find it.” Amelia briefly thought of her favorite Robert Frost poem and she had a gut feeling that the road they were travelling was about to make all the difference.
Between puffs on his cigar, Pop set the scene for them. “Remember when Dr. Patton had all that wood cut over this way?” Well, the loggers found this stream that wasn’t on the survey plat, near the edge of the property line. It was too expensive to try to build a little bridge over it so they cut as far as they could.” He turned to the left and the children could see the discarded trees piled unceremoniously. “When they tried to get in on the other side of the stream, that property owner, who wouldn’t even meet with Doc, declined right of access; so Dr. Patton has all of these hardwoods just across the water that he can’t get to.” Amelia and Finn nodded in unison, not having a clue where this monologue was going. Pop continued, “The reason the stream didn’t show up on the survey is because it starts underground, up that way about a hundred yards. At first, everybody thought it was part of the creek where y’all swim in the summer, but it’s not. It’s on its own, feeding into the Apalachee River, a mile or so from here, as the crow flies.” Finn and Amelia didn’t understand how a crow flying had anything to do with the way a river runs, but they replied “Oh. Wow.” As the trio rounded another pile of downed trees, the noise of the stream grew louder. The damp and cool increased exponentially. The trees here actually had green leaves growing on their branches! They had been brought to the cusp of a magical land.
At first, they could only hear it. Amelia realized suddenly that the phrase “bubbling brook” was utterly accurate. They were walking now, beside the horse (never behind it!) and Pop had loosened his hold on the reins. “Watch him. He’ll find it quicker than we will.” The horse, relieved of his burdens and sensing the presence of refreshment, pulled Pop to the right. The equine sniffed the ground, jerked his head up, which almost caused Pop to lose control of the reins, and whinnied. Another pile of logs was skirted and there it was.
Had Amelia been able to read her brother’s mind, she would have agreed 100% for they were, indeed, in a magical land. It was one of the finest things the siblings had ever seen. There were graceful rock ruins, pushed together by years of running water that created the smallest of waterfalls. There was lush green moss growing on those rocks, the kind Pop said it was OK to walk on when they were swimming at the Turnhole, down at the river. And the small willow trees seemed to bow reverently over the stream, which was several yards wide in places. Finn looked upstream, but the briars were so thick that he couldn’t see the shadowed beginning of this aquatic anomaly. Amelia looked downstream, her eyes following the broken line of an old fence, but the brook twisted and turned on itself and became so shallow that it looked just like the forest floor. The air seemed to shimmer in the crystalline mists and their bodies quickly cooled. Pop had practically been pulled to edge of the stream by the horse who sidestepped a rotting fence post to dip his head and drink like a thirsty camel.
How long did they stand and gaze at the majesty of Nature? Could have been a few seconds. Could have been millennia. They had no idea. The beauty of the pristine forest in front of them was overwhelming. The tinkling brook serenaded them. The waterfall was so craftily made that a stone mason would have been envious of the technique. The interplay of light and shadow tickled their imaginations. Only the lapping of the horse interrupted the silence.
The spell was finally broken when a waft of cigar smoke hit the children. The wind had shifted and they were now downwind of Pop. Even the horse seemed to be disgruntled at the interruption. As Pop gathered the horse’s reins, Amelia and Finn had the fleeting thought that their journey was almost over. It was not. In fact, their adventure was just beginning.
While the horse had been filling up on cool, fresh water, Pop had let go of the reins. He knew the meek gelding wasn’t going anywhere until he was freshened. The father had also been mesmerized by the splendor and serenity of the magical forest. The whinny of the horse was the sole thing that brought him back to the present moment. As he gathered the thin leather straps into his hands, he took measure of the stream. He pondered the dilapidated fence row still strung with barbed wire that time and neglect had left looking sad and beaten. He reached out to pat the musculature of his horse. Then he had an idea; but would it work? Only one way to find out. “Y’all go stand over there by that pile of trees”, he said as he put one boot in the stirrup and one hand on the saddle’s horn. With a powerful leap, Pop pulled himself atop the horse and turned it around. His children were looking at him with awe and a bit of fear. Their thoughts raced. Did he mean to leave them in the forest like Hansel and Gretel? WHY had they not dropped breadcrumbs? Mrs. Patton had gotten lost in these very woods yet fortuitously found the next day, after having slept in the hollow of a tree, under a coverlet of leaves. What if there really was a wicked witch in the forest? Would Mama be sad? Would DeeDee and Samantha miss them?
Pop’s grin and subsequent puffs on his quickly dwindling cigar gave the children pause, but for just a moment. Because the very next words he spoke struck dread into their tween hearts. “I’m gonna jump the stream.” Amelia and Finn just looked at each other, wondering if perhaps they had heard that statement incorrectly. Did he say JUMP THE STREAM? Finn attempted clarification: “You’re gonna jump the stream? With what?” Images of the rope swing down at the creek came to mind. Pop’s smile widened and he blew a smoke ring. “I am going to jump this stream on the back of this here horse.” He puffed again as he smoothed the dark mane. “See, the stream is a bit wide here, but the other side is lower than this side of the stream. Yet and still, it’s wet from the rain. So I’m not one hundred percent sure my horse is gonna stick a landing on all four feet. That’s why I want y’all to stand over there.”
Where there had been peace, there was now chaos. The magic that the children had felt in the forest had been replaced with sheer panic, and a little bit of amazement. Pop was going to jump a stream! No, wait . . . Pop was going to ATTEMPT to jump a stream. (He’d made that clear.)  A stream that started underground and nobody knew where. Pop was going to accomplish this feat on horseback and God help him, his children hoped he would make it!
Like fans at a high school football game, Finn & Amelia wanted to climb to a higher vantage point so they ran over to the tree pile. They were only a couple of feet off the ground but they felt as though they were in the stadium press box. Pop had ridden the horse around in a few circles “just warming up his legs”. He returned to the clearing, twenty yards out, that had brought them into the presence of the running water. Looks were exchanged. The children held their breaths. Pop puffed on his cigar, and then tightened his teeth around the tobacco leaves. With a look of sheer determination and a shout reminiscent of his days as a counselor at Rock Eagle’s 4-H camp, horse and his rider shot off towards the bank.
The hooves sounded like a rumble of thunder. “Heyaw!” was the roaring yell of their father as the horse’s flanks were lashed. Five yards were eaten up in a second. The edge was approaching. Amelia couldn’t bear to look while Finn couldn’t tear away his gaze.
Then there was silence. Amelia looked up at the right time because in the very next second she saw something she would never be able to un-see. The horse had come to a sliding stop at the rim of the water, his front feet displacing part of the downed fence, but since the duo had gathered so much energy on the wild ride, when the horse stopped, their father DID NOT. Sensing the momentum gathering upon his back, the regal horse lowered his head, as if to drink yet again. There was nothing to stop Pop from going right over the horse’s head. Perhaps there was a flicker of hope, as he was airborne, that gravity would set him safely upon the far side. That hope was quickly doused as their daring father unwillingly flipped over completely before being consumed by the unseen depths of the cold and uncaring boundary between water and earth.
To say the children were shocked would have been an understatement. Their train of thought had been derailed. Too many questions fought to be spoken.  The splash they had both witnessed had been terrific in both its intensity and volume. Pop had quickly surfaced, his face covered in shadow. In slow motion, he turned towards the light of his children. They saw that his ball cap was askew. His shoulders were hunched. Pop was utterly drenched. The horse stood behind him, innocently chewing on the mouth bit. Finn was the first to break the spell of silence, his voice cracking with fear, “POP!?!?! Are ya dead?” As the stun started to wear off, Pop took his wet cigar into his wet hands and merely replied “That didn’t go quite like I thought it would.”
Hearing his voice calmed them and so they scrambled down the wood pile, still expecting the worst, yet began to pepper him with questions: Are you OK? Are you touching the bottom of the stream? Gees, it’s deep! Are your legs broken? Wait, don’t walk out if you think you have a broken leg. Your legs aren’t broken? Are your arms broken? Why did the horse stop? You are soaking wet! Oh, Mama is going to KILL you!  He finally raised a hand to halt the interrogation. The children stopped dead in their tracks, much as the horse had done. Pop reached into his soaked outer wear and found his silver zippo lighter. He also found his extra cigar, broken in two but still mostly dry. The lighter was shaken a couple of times, then a blue flame jumped and burned to a steady orange. Pop pondered that flickering light for a while before speaking. “I can’t ride home wet, not in this cold weather. I’ve got to get dry.” Amelia and Finn wondered how Pop was going to get dry, seeing as they didn’t bring any towels. 
His next words provided the solution: Find some dry sticks and some dry leaves. We’ve got to build a fire. And we’ve got to do it fast. Finn remembered the tree pile. There would be some dead, dry sticks in it that would burn. Amelia remembered the sunlit path and ran back to hand-rake the top layer of sundried leaves. When they returned to Pop, they noticed he had placed several river rocks into a ring formation. It looked like a campfire! The siblings continued to bring twigs and leaves until they saw Pop hunch down on his knees and get the fire started with his zippo and one part of his broken cigar.
Amelia was glad for the fire and held her hands out over the small flames. Finn pulled up a log that was too big to burn, but just the right size to sit upon. Pop stood, looking down into glowing embers. Finn asked if the fire should be bigger but Pop swiftly said no to that question. “We’ll have to put it out before go home and we only have our hands to carry water in.”  Settling in for what appeared to be the long haul, with no food nor fresh water (Pop said not to drink from the stream, even though the horse had already done it), Amelia and Finn expected to be stuck in the woods overnight, just like Mrs. Patton. But at least they had Pop and at least they had a fire.
Clock time was again non-existent to the weary travelers. Wood and leaves were brought to the fire as needed. Pop turned in circles, trying to get warm and trying to dry his wet clothes. Neither goal was being accomplished. The sun was sinking and daylight was slowly fading. The chill in the damp air seemed to be more pronounced. He HAD to get his children home, but wouldn’t risk getting their clothes wet in the process. He couldn’t recall how long the ride to the stream had taken. His watch had quit working once it got wet. His clothes were not drying quickly enough. He had to think . . . how do I get this stuff dry, and fast? Pop walked over to his horse, who was passing the time pleasantly napping, not concerned at all by his rider’s tumble nor current trouble. He looked at the saddle, at the stirrups, at the reins. And then he had a good idea. One of the reins would be long enough to string between two trees and make an impromptu laundry line. He’d have to brave the cold while his clothes hung on the line, but it was better for him to be cold for just a little while than his children to be wet when he got home to his beloved wife, Sandra.  “That does it,” he thought to himself. “Now, what are my babies gonna think about this latest development?” A stiff breeze swirled around him, as if chastising him for his follies.
He sat down next to Finn on the log. For once in his life, he stumbled over what to say. “Uh, y’all, uh, I have got a real problem here. My jeans and my shirts – they have to be a lot drier before we can head home. So uh, I’m gonna string everything up on the horse’s reins and get ‘em as close as I can to the fire, so they’ll dry fast.  And just as soon as that happens, we’ll head on home.” The children had zero experiences that prepared them for what happened next. After setting up the single rein that he’d taken off his horse, he took off the denim shirt, then the pullover and laid them over the leather. While the rein wasn’t directly over the fire, it was a whole lot closer than he’d been able to get while wearing them. Next came his belt with the silver buckle, then his socks. “That’s a good idea!” thought Finn. “But how is he gonna dry his britches?” As his mind computed the answer, his sister saw a crazed look pass over her brother’s face. “What in the world Finn?” she asked. “Oh, nothing. Just that Pop is about to sit in the woods wearing nothing but his underwear!”
They were country folk, but they were genteel country folk.  Manners were fundamental. Silverware was formally set out at the dinner table and properly utilized. The three sisters were not allowed in their brother’s room as he was dressing in the morning or preparing for bed at night, and vice versa.  Bathroom time was private time (unless it was Mama in the bathroom; then it was OK to go on in). Amelia and Finn had seen their mother in a one piece swimsuit just the summer before and they still laughed about it. (Mamas don’t wear swimsuits!) They had never, EVER, seen Pop in even so much as a pair of shorts! And now, their father, THEIR FATHER, was going to sit out in the cold woods wearing nothing but his skivvies?
That is just what he did. It was what he had to do. Pop would have rather walked on those burning leaves for twelve miles than sit around in his briefs. He just had no choice. The horse had decided at the very last possible second to keep his front hooves on the ground instead of making that jump over the abyss. No way to know what spooked the blasted beast. It was done. They had to get home. They had to get home fairly dry. Nothing to do now but wait within the growing shadows and stay within the warm light of the fire.
The stream continued to babble and they were all glad for the noise. From time to time, Finn would look at Pop, who would nod his head, and another twig would be consumed by the fire.  Amelia decided she was going to die from hunger long before they got home. She tried to remember poetry. She tried to create poetry. The rumblings in her stomach distracted her. She hated the horse, who at that moment was the only contented member in the group. At least he had food and water! As Finn leaned over to stoke the fire, she noticed something red sticking out of his coat pocket. “Finn, what’s in your jacket?” Her younger brother stuck his hand in, felt around and then pulled out the fun sized candy left over from Christmas because nobody but Pop liked it: three Almond Joys and two Mounds. As they tore into the candy, the pair realized that while Snickers was still the best candy bar around, Almond Joy & Mounds had certainly saved the day.
Pop took a single Almond Joy and let his children divide the remaining candy bars. He felt his jeans. Dry enough. He felt his jacket. Practically dry and warm to boot. While his children scooped cold water from the stream over the fire, their father had the feeling that they were not alone. A quick glance around the forest allayed his fears only slightly. It was time to get back to the real world. The reins were still damp from holding the wet clothing, but the horse wouldn’t mind. Pop seated himself and went to grab Amelia’s hand. She paused. “No Pop, I promised Finn he could ride in the middle on the ride home.” Her brother’s smile nearly broke her heart. As she settled into her place on the back of the saddle, Amelia put her arms around Finn’s waist and held on for dear life. Heaven only knew what kind of stunt Pop might try to pull on the ride home!
 
 


 Part II 
“John! What kind of stunt have you pulled this time?” Wrapped in a thick, patchwork quilt of red and blue, Sandra had arisen from her rocking chair on the front porch when she saw the crew crest the embankment.  Her nap had been pleasant and the little girls, who had also awakened in good moods, had enjoyed helping her make hamburger patties for supper.  Her husband and two of her children had been gone all afternoon, out on horseback, and every possible dire scenario had played through her mind in the last hour, as she had waited and watched and nearly froze to death.  Well did she remember Mrs. Patton getting lost and the community-wide effort it took to get the woman home.
Finn’s arms now hung loosely around his father’s waist. Pop’s jacket, dried and warmed by the fire, had protected the front of his body. His sister had kept her pledge to ride behind him and so his back was shielded. Pop’s attempts to get his broken cigar to draw had been in vain, so they were smoke-free on the swaying ride back to the log cabin. Finn didn’t realize how tired and stressed he had been until he saw Mama on the front porch.
The horse clippity-clopped down the rock road until he reached the inclined driveway. Knowing that his barn was near and that a bucket of sweet feed awaited him, the horse stretched his legs and started to trot. Amelia’s yelp caused Pop to rein in the horse, who was none too pleased. For her part, Amelia was just glad to be off that deranged four-footed devil and no sooner did her feet land on the solid ground, she began to tell Mama the story of their adventure. Finn joined the storytelling as the group moved inside and he regaled the rest of the family with the reason for the laundry line and what went on it. Oh, that Samantha was scared and bawled (not unusual for a child of her young age). During supper, DeeDee sat at the table looking back and forth between her older siblings and her parents. She thought she must be hearing a tall tale. They were pulling her legs! Papas don’t sit in the woods in their underwear!
Mama had been a good listener. She had listened to her children because her Sugar Plum remained uncharacteristically quiet during the evening meal. He’d had a long hot bath after putting the horse up for the night in the barn and she could tell he was weary. Dear God, if even half of the children’s story were true, then he had every reason to be exhausted. She tried to stifle a laugh as the part about the blue jeans on the leather rein was told once more.
Once everyone had a bath, the family sat in the living room to watch television. Though he usually did the chore himself, Pop had asked Finn to build a fire in the wood stove. Finn took great care to get the fire going and brought in extra wood to keep it burning for a while. With sunset, the temperature had dropped dramatically. Pop lounged on the sofa, with Mama’s quilt covering him. Samantha balled up on his lap, DeeDee sat under his feet. Finn & Amelia, on the opposite sofa, had on their thickest flannel pajamas and socks; yet and still, they were chilled. Mama walked in from the kitchen, wiping her hands on a dish towel, to ask “Who’s up for some hot cocoa?” Pop flashed her a million dollar smile. The youngest girls clapped and squealed with glee. The oldest children couldn’t wait to scald their tongues with the hot water and chocolate mix. Once the hot cocoa had been delivered, all four children promptly burned their lips. They were reminded by both parents that they had to blow on the special treat first. The children paid no heed. Who had time to blow on hot cocoa? They intended to savor every last gooey, sweet drop.
Mama sat down beside Finn, a cup of hot tea in her hands. She appraised the picturesque scene in front of her. The family was safe and sound, after having a rather adventurous day. They were fed, clean, warm and enjoying the cocoa. Perhaps now would be a good time for a story, a fable, a parable.
She covered her beloved son’s shoulders with her arm and began with “Do you know why the horse didn’t jump the stream?” Pop offered no reply, his eyes focused on the Lawrence Welk Show. The children were still mesmerized by their cocoa. “Because he had not been extended an invitation.” That one comment got the attention of Amelia and Finn. “What do you mean Mama? Why did the horse need an invitation? It’s just a horse and it was just a stream.” And then Mama spun her tale.
“That is just what the Woodland Fairies would have you to believe. Just a horse. Just a stream. But there is so much more that goes on the forests than what we see. Did you know your father is actually a Chief? A great Chief of the Muscogee tribe. He was crowned when we were both counselors at Rock Eagle. Finn, that makes you a prince and your sisters are princesses. You three were riding into the realm of the fairies, and were allowed passage through the first part of the journey because your father is royalty, as is his valiant steed. But tell me, when the path parted, which way did your father go?”
        	Amelia knew this answer and she excitedly told her mother “He took the road less travelled!” “Ah, the Woodland fairies expected that,” explained Mama, “since Pop is an enterprising Chief. However, they also expected him to recognize and honor the boundary of their kingdom, into which no mortal, man nor beast, may enter without an invitation.”
        	Finn questioned “Boundary? But Mama, the fence was all busted. Nobody cared if we walked on that property.”  To which Mama counter-queried as her left eyebrow arched, “Did you not see something that had to be crossed?” Finn and Amelia looked at each other with wide eyes and simultaneously exclaimed “The stream! The stream was supposed to be crossed!”
        	“Yes, children, the stream is the boundary. It is the primary source of energy for the fairies’ kingdom. You see, the trees in their forest, the trees in which they live and play, the leaves that they eat, need water. Lots of water. The stream provides water to the roots when the sky does not.” Amelia and Finn had to ponder that for a bit. Pop had told them that the stream began underground and tree roots lived underground too.
        	“But Mama, how do you know the fairies didn’t give Pop an invitation?” “Oh my precious children,” she sighed, “a Fairy invitation is a beautiful thing! Written in blackberry ink upon the dried bark of a white oak, stamped with the Fairy King’s royal insignia, which is a willow tree, wrapped in a honeysuckle vine and sealed with mica. Trust me, if your father had received such an elegant invitation, you would not have missed it.”
        	Amelia and Finn mulled this bit of information over in their minds. Pop kept all of his important papers on the top of his dresser. They retrieved their lunch money (and sometimes an extra quarter for ice cream) from there every morning before school. Certainly, a Woodland Fairy invitation would have been prominently placed there. And they had seen nothing of the sort.
        	DeeDee, who was nearly asleep with her head propped against the back of the green couch, but still listening inquisitively, asked the question that was at the forefront of three little minds: “Mama, why didn’t the Fairies give Papa an invitation?” Mama got up to spread the red quilt and cover DeeDee’s legs, which were now snuggled under Pop’s. A small pillow was placed under her curly blonde hair. Samantha had long ago fallen fast asleep, her head rising and falling with her father’s every breath. “That question has a very simple answer. He didn’t ask. He just jumped.”
        	Finn looked over at Pop, who was putting out on his last cigar of the night.  Pop had to sit around in the cold, with no blue jeans, with his children hungry, because he didn’t ask? That didn’t make any sense. So he said just that. “Mama, that doesn’t make any sense.”
        	Now was the time to deliver the moral of the story, to bring this story, and this glorious day, to a close. “Listen to me closely little ones. I want you to remember what I am telling you for a long, long time. After you are grown, I want you to remember this. Are you ready?” The two tweens, the last two awake with Mama, because DeeDee and even Pop had drifted off to sleep.
“There are boundaries all around you – some you can see, some you cannot. You have your very own boundary, your personal space, your aura, that is yours and yours alone. You can invite someone you care about into your space, like me or Pop or your grandparents. We know we have your permission to give you a hug or wipe off your face because you love us and we love you. Access granted. Amelia, how do you feel when DeeDee borrows your colored markers? You feel mad because your sister crossed your boundary without asking. That is how the Woodland Fairies felt when Pop tried to cross the stream. Pop didn’t pick up on their angst, but the horse did. That is why he stopped. We must all strive to be respectful of what we can see with our eyes as well as what we can feel with our hearts. The dimension in which we live, the one where you go to school, where you play outside on the rocks and in the wheat, is just ONE dimension. Where you see light, there will always be a shadow as well.  To cross into another dimension means you have to break through the boundary, and just like your sister taking your markers, just like Pop trying to cross the stream, if that’s done without permission, feelings get hurt and access is denied.”
Mama took a long breath, then slowly exhaled.  “There is a great, endless energy flowing through all of us, through our community, our world. It is the very fabric of the Universe. We call it Love. That energy is a part of you and you are part of that energy. One would not exist without the other. Some people, like Granny Jacobs, access that energy when they pray. Some people, like Granny Sue, access that energy when they play music or paint like Aunt Locke. Some people access that energy when they meditate or focus deeply. It doesn’t matter, really, HOW you do it, but it must be done respectfully, from a place of love, joy, peace, compassion. You must have grace. There will be times in your life, many times, when you will FEEL the boundary long before you see it, if indeed you ever DO see it, because where there is shadow, there must also be light.”
Amelia and Finn had been lulled into a deeply restive state as their mother spoke. Her voice had always been soothing to them, since for many years her voice was the last they heard before entering dreamland. Her words seemed to come from a realm of fantasy, yet there was a part of them that knew she spoke truly. Feeling very tired, they made their way upstairs to their respective bedrooms. Pop brought up Samantha, then DeeDee. As their father extinguished the overhead light in the girls’ bedroom, he smiled briefly. The Woodland Fairies were here, in his very own house, and they would cause much mischief. Of this, he was sure. He crossed the hallway to turn Finn’s light off as well. “Pop?” asked Finn. “Yeah?” “We had a good day, huh?” “We sure did, son. We sure did.”
Mama met him in the kitchen, as he was pouring a cold glass of milk before bed. His eyes twinkled as he challenged, “Woodland Fairies? Blackberry ink invitations?” His wife simply smiled. As she reached across him to turn off the kitchen light, she gently kissed his cheek. “Oh Great Chief of the Muscogee Tribe, would you have them believe anything else?”
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