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      MANHATTAN

      West 19th Street shivered in a frosty blast of cold air that sneaked through people’s jackets and nipped their ears. Peter hurried down the street and stood on the corner of 7th Ave, waiting for the traffic signal. His feet kicked against each other in an effort to try and encourage his circulation not to come to a total stop.

      He looked in astonishment as people queued to get into the dance theater on the street corner. Everyone was huddled together as close as manners would permit in an attempt to escape the vicious cold wind.

      The light finally changed to green and Peter shuffled across 7th Ave and down the last few feet to his home. His hand searched all the corners of his pockets even though he knew he had forgotten his key. Silent prayers bounced around Peter’s head all the way to the front door in futile hope that Chris had not popped out for a minute, as was his habit.

      He leaned his head against the door with his finger on the bell. No one came. He rested his head on the door not knowing what to do. “Maybe Chris has just gone out for a couple of minutes,” thought Peter, “he often does that.” He put down his briefcase and sat on it.

      “I’ll wait five minutes then go to the bar.” The frost nipped his lips as he spoke out loud to the door.

      Peter was very firm with himself. He sat looking up and down the street. It was empty. Only he was stupid enough to be out in this terrible weather. He put his nose into his gloved hands and breathed heavily in an attempt to warm his face up.

      It was then that he saw something moving out of the corner of his eye—a strange silent shadow moving quickly past him. It was not small. Startled, he looked around quickly, but there was nothing there.

      Almost immediately, the frost bit his nose. He had just buried his face back into his gloves when he heard someone call his name. He looked up, thankful and expecting to see Chris, but no one was there. His eyes scanned the street in both directions. Nothing.

      He had just begun to worry that the cold was beginning to affect his mind when Chris strode around the corner waving to him. Peter stood up and looked at the tall man approaching him. He knew better than to tell Chris that he thought he was going nuts. Chris worried about everything.

      Later that night, as Peter wrapped himself in the eiderdown, he thought he saw something move across the bedroom. A shadow flitted by and Peter sat up in bed, trying to see what was happening. The eiderdown moved with Peter as he sat up, creating a cold inrush that caught Chris and awoke him. Chris groaned against the cold.

      “Sorry, I thought I saw something move, like a fast shadow.” Peter lay back, looking at the ceiling. Maybe he was going nuts.

      “This is Manhattan. It’s full of fast shadows, now get to sleep before I put a pillow over your head.”

      Peter smiled into the darkness and turned over. Sleep pulled him quickly and before long he was snoring in chorus with Chris. He sank deeper and deeper into the blackness until someone whispered in his ear.

      “Would you play for us Peter? Play, so that we may dance.”

      Peter dreamed he was playing his harp and that creatures were sneaking out of all the nooks and crannies of the city to come listen to his beautiful music. The dream became stronger and stronger as the faery beings danced around him while he played.

      They were of so many different shapes and sizes. Some were dressed in eighteenth-century dress; some were clothed in bark and feathers. Others were part animal / part human looking.

      One of the biggest, which looked like a large bear, came and sat beside Peter as he played. The faery being hummed along with the tune and began to cry. All the other faery beings stopped dancing and began to cry too. Soon, they were all weeping and Peter became very distressed.

      “Why are you crying? What is wrong? Have I hurt you in some way?”

      Peter was distraught with the thought that he may have done something to hurt these beautiful creatures. A faery woman, clothed in the dress of a settler and sporting bright red hair to her knees came and sat beside Peter and put her arms around him.

      “No, Knight of the Music, you have but given us memories of a better time and place. See, watch, listen.”

      The woman placed her hands over Peter’s eyes and she closed her own eyes. She started to tell him a story and Peter watched as he listened.

      Peter began to see a scene unfold before him: Ocean mist clung to his face as he looked out to sea. Trees bent in the sunshine and the sand moved, shifting beneath his feet as the tide clung to the shoreline. Tall ships dipped as the waves welcomed the strange visitors. Small white faces peered over the shipside while some waved banners and ribbons.

      The land around Peter was forest. Deep, thick, sensuous forest that smelled of fresh earth and dew. Hiding in the forest were many faery beings clothed in twigs, bark and leaves. They looked at the ships with astonishment and wonder.

      In among the people on the ship were faery beings darting from place to place, trying to see the approaching land. They were dressed as the humans were, but were shaped differently. Some were tall and thin; some were little and fat. Some glowed like the sun and some were chaotic like the wind. Others had the ocean in their eyes and some brayed like a donkey.

      The faeries of the forest were excited. One by one they carefully crept forward out of the trees, once they were sure that the humans could not see them. They waved to the faeries on board the great ship, and the strange faeries waved back.

      That evening, deep in the forest, the faeries held a gathering, making friends and exchanging gifts. They danced through the night and slept through the day, warmed by the sun and protected by the creatures of the forest.

      The faeries of the forest were grateful to the humans for bringing these new friends, so they helped the humans learn about the seasons, the forest, the trees and the powers of the land. But the people were wicked and selfish. They stole more and more of the forest and did not heed the signs that nature sent as a warning of impending disaster.

      They built and built until the forest was no more. The faeries were becoming homeless. They were forced to reside with the faeries of the Underworld who were good friends. But the Faeries of the forest missed the green and the dew.

      Eventually the forest vanished under concrete, and the underworld was damaged by poisons and by the strange powers that the humans used for energy. The faeries wandered the streets of the city, tending to any remaining trees and bits of grass that they could find. But the faeries were poor and in bad health.

      The humans seemed to have put aside a little nature for the faeries, for in the city was a large park with water. But the humans had poisoned it by spraying things on the plants and adding death to the soil. The faeries could not bear to be there.

      Peter thought his heart would break. He loved the city, but he had never realized before what a terrible price others had to pay for that. He wanted to do something, anything, no matter how small, to redress the balance.

      He asked the woman if there was anything that he could do.

      “Yes,” she said and cupped her hands around his face. “Weep for us. Weep all you can and gather your tears in a chalice. Mix your tears with spring water and pour it into the cracks of the pavement. Water the land with your tears and you will give strength to the earth to fight back.”

      Peter began to weep. He wept as though his heart would break. Every pain he had ever suffered both physically and emotionally flowed through him as he wept. Something shook him. Something called his name.

      Peter opened his eyes and realized he had been dreaming. Chris was shaking him and calling to him to wake up. Peter sat up in bed and looked around.

      On his mantle shelf was a glass chalice that Chris had bought him when they first met. Peter sprang out of bed, still weeping, and grabbed the chalice. Chris sat up in bed in confusion asking him what on earth he was doing. Peter wiped the dust from the chalice and held it to his face. His tears dripped into the chalice and Peter wept.

      Chris got out of bed and gently placed his hand on Peter’s shoulder, looking at him in sorrow. Peter tried hard to catch each tear as it tumbled out of his eyes. He felt heartbroken, and could not stop crying. He tried to explain what was happening but it just sounded weirder and weirder, and after a while he grew silent. Chris padded out of the room and into the kitchen to put the kettle on. Tea always calmed Peter down.

      A few moments later Peter came into the kitchen. He had stopped crying and was now hunting through all the cupboards while holding the chalice.

      “Peter, what are you doing? It’s three in the morning, and I’m freezing. What are you looking for?” Chris was hopping from foot to foot. The heating had failed again and his feet were like ice.

      “I’m looking for spring water.”

      Peter did not look around at Chris as he spoke, his head buried in a cupboard.

      “Dare I ask why you bounce out of bed, cry into a cup and then tear the place apart in the freezing cold at three in the morning looking for spring water? Or should I just go back to bed and pretend none of this happened? And by the way, there is a bottle of Evian on top of the fridge.”

      Chris stepped to one side as Peter dived for the water. He poured some into the chalice where he had wept and mixed the water with his tears.

      He turned to look at Chris and smiled. “Just don’t ask; really, you don’t want to know.”

      Chris held his hands up in defeat and turned to go back to bed. Peter opened the coat cupboard and took out his boots and coat. He pulled a pair of jeans out of the dryer and struggled into them while trying to find a sweater.

      “Peter, what, where are you going, what are you doing? Please, for God’s sake!”

      Chris was becoming alarmed. His partner was often strange: a visionary, a poet. But going out at three in the morning in this cold was just plain nuts. Peter put his arms on Chris’s shoulders and looked straight into his eyes.

      “There is something weird that I have to do. It’s crazy, and I don’t know why I’m doing it. But I am, so go to bed, and I will be back in a few minutes. Please, just let me do this, then I can get a good night’s sleep.”

      Chris nodded and went back to bed. Peter, wrapped against the cold and holding on to the chalice, quietly crept out into the night and the cold. He walked down the street, looking at the pavement. He knew what he had to do. He poured his tears and the spring water into the cracks of the sidewalk up and down his street, a precious drop at a time. When the chalice was empty, he looked up and down the street before scurrying back to his warm bed.

      He did not see Chris holding back the blind and watching him. He also did not see the bag lady hidden in the shadows as she smiled and nodded to him. She stood; her coat half open, oblivious to the cold as her eyes followed Peter’s every move. She whispered something on the wind as he turned his back to her and climbed the steps to his apartment.

      The following morning, the alarm shot though his head like a nagging mother, coaxing him out of his dreamless delicious sleep. When he had finally managed to get to sleep after his adventure, he had fallen down a hole of blackness that blocked out everything. Chris did not mention the night’s madness and Peter decided it was best not to bring up the subject.

      Peter was deep in thought as he stepped out onto the cold street that early spring morning, and had walked a few yards before his thoughts faded and his eyes focused on the sidewalk. Usually, it was covered with litter and feet, but no nature. This morning, little shoots of green poked out of the cracks in the concrete stretching towards the spring sun.

      Peter looked around to see if anyone was watching. He squatted on the sidewalk, looking at the green close up. There it was, jutting out of the concrete sidewalk, in the middle of Manhattan: a green army standing to attention in its infancy.

      Nobody seemed to notice. Nobody pointed and looked at the little miracles being birthed in their midst. Everyone ignored them except Peter. He wanted to scream at people not to stand on them, not to destroy them. But he did not want to be hauled off for therapy, the ultimate torture, so he just stood and looked in astonishment.

      The image stayed with him all through the working day and by that evening he knew what he wanted to do. He dashed home. Ignoring the fact that it was his turn to make dinner, he pulled out his harp and opened the window wide, letting the spring enter in all its cold glory. His fingers wove music that filtered out into the street below as he played to the green shoots that had dared to surface in the cold.

      He wanted them to experience music before they died in the frost and songs surfaced in his thoughts as he played at random to the little miracles. He played and played until his fingers stiffened and his teeth began to chatter.

      That night, as he drifted into sleep, he heard someone call his name. The voice was unearthly and he knew they had returned to him. As he fell deeper into sleep, the call became louder. He found himself on a grassy plain by a tall standing stone.

      He sat down with his back to the stone and drank in the beauty of the landscape. The green grass lit the land rather than a sun or moon. Trees grew down from the sky, their branches lightly touching the grass below them and their roots dug into the dark sky above. Peter could hear people moving all around him, but he could not see them. He called out, but no one answered.

      Something brushed against him and he spun around, but saw nothing. The frustration built within him as he called and called for someone to appear.

      “You have to find us by day, handsome bard, look for us by day...”

      The words swirled around him as he stood up, leaning his forehead on the stone. “But how? But how?”

      He shouted out across the empty landscape that he knew was full of faeries. Something tapped his shoulder and his eyes sprang open. Chris lay on his side with his head propped on his arm.

      “You were shouting in your sleep. Are you feeling okay these days? Want to talk about it?”

      Peter looked at Chris’s concerned face for a moment and then shook his head. “No, it’s okay. It’s nothing, just the pasta.”

      Chris frowned. “What do you mean the pasta?” Then his face lightened into a smile. “Are you trying to tell me that my cooking is driving you nuts?”

      He threw his pillow at Peter who dived under the eiderdown while trying not to laugh so loudly.

      FOUR MONTHS LATER

      Peter sat on the steps of his apartment looking at the weeds growing out of the cracks in the sidewalk. He was smiling widely as he held his newspaper. On the back page, in the local news, was a report about city cutbacks and the sidewalk clean up being cut back. It meant that no more chemicals would be sprayed across the sidewalk to kill the weeds.

      An old woman shuffled down the street, pausing at every trashcan so that she could look through them for tidbits. Peter did not notice her until she was almost at his feet. He did not look up. The street people frightened him—not in a danger sense, but it was just something that he did not understand. He felt sorry for them but he was not sure how he should react to them.

      She looked up at him and caught his eye. He was trapped. He smiled and looked away.

      “You miss them, don’t you?” she rasped. “Once they touch you, that is it. You can spend the rest of your life searching for them.”

      She shuffled on, not pausing for a response or a reaction. Peter thought for a moment and then realized that she was talking about the faeries. She must have been, what else would fit with such a comment?

      He looked back down the street in the direction she had gone. He wanted to catch her and ask her how she knew and what did she mean. But the street was empty. There was nowhere else for her to go, and yet she was not there.

      He ran to the end of the street and he breathed out in relief when he saw her waiting at the end of the next street, looking away from him. He ran towards her and she vanished around a second corner without looking back. He followed. She led him this way and that until he finally found himself in Union Square.

      He stood on the corner and looked in all directions. He spotted her in the distance, standing outside a Buddhist restaurant. Once she saw him, she turned and vanished into the restaurant and Peter quickly followed. Now he was certain that she knew he was following her.

      He got to the restaurant and climbed the stairs into the main part of the building. A quiet and peace descended upon him as he entered and he began to feel rather foolish. This was not the sort of place that a bag lady would enter; maybe he had been mistaken. He looked into every corner until it occurred to him that she might have sneaked into the rest rooms. A waiter stood and looked at Peter as he stared at the ladies’ restroom.

      “Would you like a table, sir?” The man asked politely.

      Peter looked around him. There was a table that gave him a view of the bathrooms and the entrance. He went and sat at the table and the waiter gave him a menu. Peter did not know what to do. He felt embarrassed and realized he would have to order something. He asked for tea and a simple dish before settling with his eyes fixed on the restroom door. No one came in or out.

      At first, he did not see the old man sitting at the next table. The man had long white hair and a thick beard that he constantly pulled. The man watched Peter with interest as Peter watched the door. Finally, the man came over to Peter’s table and sat beside him.

      “Young man, there is no one in there, I can vouch for that. I have been here for fifteen minutes and no woman has been in or out.”

      Peter looked at the man and realized he had made a fool of himself by staring at the restroom door.

      “Are you sure? I mean, did you see an old lady, a street lady, go in there? A woman with a red scarf on her head and red gloves?”

      The man pulled on his beard and smiled.

      “Aha, that is why you will wait a long time. She will not come out of there because she is not in there. Funny how she led you here.”

      The man’s voice was strange, with a foreign lilt to it.

      Peter frowned. “How do you know? Do you know that woman? Who is she?” The man laughed and rubbed his hands together.

      “I cannot tell you here. But I can tell you that you will want to hear what I have to say. Have you had strange dreams in the past few months? Hmm, thought so. Eat up, let me finish my soup and then you can come with me.”

      The old man returned to his seat, leaving Peter to stare at him in confusion. After they had both finished their meals, the old man stood up and put his coat on. Peter had been debating whether he should go with the old man or not. There were some strange people in the city and it would be just his luck to get picked up by a pervert or a maniac.

      But there was something good about the old man’s face, and he was very frail. Peter could snap him in two with his fingers if he wanted to. That finally clinched the decision for him. He was in no real danger.

      Peter got up and left, walking as slowly as he could so as not to hurry the old man, who obviously found walking a problem. They moved at a snail’s pace to a door around the corner. It did not look like a house or an apartment, but more like the service door of a shop or warehouse.

      The old man fumbled with his keys and finally got the door open. Before them was a steep stairway which they climbed slowly, floor after floor, until Peter’s legs grew tired. He marveled at the old man who slogged away without complaint, climbing up what must have felt like a mountain.

      They emerged in a small apartment that looked as though it had been fashioned out of offices. It was full of books and clocks. Everywhere that Peter looked, there were books, dust and clocks. A loud noise came from the corner, which made Peter jump.

      “Yes, yes, I’m back with your treats. Not so loud; you scare the natives.”

      The old man’s voice seemed aimed at the noise, the source of which Peter was trying to see. In the corner, perched on a bookcase, was a large dark crow half hidden in the shadows.

      “Peter, this is A.E. A.E., meet Peter.”

      The bird said hello and Peter nearly fell over in shock.

      The old man laughed and the bird instantly imitated his laugh.

      “I found him on the streets years ago, with wire around his leg and his wing half torn off. He has healed well, but he will never fly, so we two old farts live together. He loves his treats from the restaurant.”

      The old man unwrapped two steamed dumplings, which he put up on the bookcase. A.E. tucked into them with gusto, making lots of kissing and sucking noises as he lost himself in an orgy of Zen food.

      Peter browsed the bookshelves, which were stuffed with every imaginable subject that would delight an inquiring mind. His fingers stopped at an old leather-bound volume on Faeries.

      He opened the book and wandered through the text. The hairs on the back of his head pricked when he came to a passage marked “Faery Queen.” He read the text under his breath as though his lips must echo the words that rolled around his brain.

      “And though she be terrible, with her staring eyes and sharp teeth, and though she be fearful in her anger, the faery folk do delight when her heart is stolen. For then and only then dost she wear the clothing of a human form. But take heed, for when her love is a burning passion that draws man into the flame, then she does wear the look of an old and bended woman. And if the young man looks into her eyes and does recognize her, he shall fall with her to faeryland, never to be seen again. There he will reside in the land of richness and plenty.”

      Peter thought of the bag lady and then shook the silly thought out of his head. He put the book down and browsed some more. The old man watched him like a hawk, and A.E. watched him like a man.

      “So, you be having some interest in the wee folk then young man?”

      The old man’s voice sang in the strange accent and A.E. mimicked his sentence.

      Peter was going to deny such a thought, but then he realized that this man knew something and might help him. After much soul searching, Peter sat down, drew the chair near to the old man and started, slowly, to tell him the story that began that cold spring night last March.

      A.E. inched closer to listen, making crunchy noises with his beak and fluffing his feathers every so often. At the end of the story, which came to a close at the Buddhist restaurant, Peter sat back waiting from a comment from the old man. He realized at that point that he did not even know the name of the old man, let alone anything about him. And yet here he was, spilling out his secrets to him.

      A.E. leaned back at the end of the story and shook out his tail. He looked straight at Peter and decided to hop down to be at his side. Once he was a feather’s breadth away from Peter’s hand, A.E. put his head down and made little squeaky noises.

      “I think he wants you to scratch his head. He must have liked the story; he usually bites anyone who ventures up into my castle.”

      Moving slowly, so as not to frighten the bird, Peter started to scratch the bird’s head. A.E. closed his eyes and groaned with pleasure. He turned his head this way and that so that Peter could scratch just the right places. The old man started to laugh.

      “You are definitely a hit. I think he is in love with you.”

      When Peter eventually withdrew his hands A.E. fluffed himself up and sat in a contented heaven. The old man leaned forward to Peter and looked straight into his eyes.

      “So, I gather you want to know how to get into the faery realm then, without going to sleep?” Peter became excited. He had thought that any mention of the faery realm would end up with him classified as a madman. He nodded to the old man and then looked around him.

      “Don’t we have to go and find a forest or something?” said Peter.

      The man looked at Peter blankly for a second and then started to laugh.

      “Oh, Gods no, young lad. The faery realm is here, it always has been, always will be. The city is just a temporary scum on the surface of the land. Civilizations come and go; the faeries just wait for all the concrete to vanish back into the forest. It always happens; you mark my saying.”

      “These days, you get into the faery realm through vision, through the imagination. Your mind is like a car that carries you there. The pictures you see are from the imagination, but what you experience is real. The beings are real and are there whether you exist or not. Your mind just gives you a window through which you can talk to them. That is why they made contact with you through your sleep. But when you go in vision, it is always good to have someone from the animal world to go with you.”

      “That is why A.E. hangs out with me. He makes sure I don’t end up in outer Bolivia or somewhere. So, are you ready, young man? If you are, close your eyes and listen to my voice.”

      Peter sat back and got himself comfortable, but not too comfortable. He did not want to fall asleep. He felt A.E. edge his way closer to the chair, and now that Peter had his eyes shut the power of the bird felt stronger than before.

      Listening to the old man’s voice was like listening to beautiful ancient music from a distant land. Peter tried to concentrate on the voice and not allow his thoughts to invade. He found himself feeling as if he were falling down through the building, down through the concrete, the sewers, then the rock, and into the earth.

      Down and down they fell, and Peter was aware of A.E. flying alongside him. As they passed through the rock and earth, Peter felt as if he was being filtered and cleansed. Old stuff, emotions, poisons, and worries fell away from him as he passed through the solid rock, leaving him feeling clear and light.

      He landed on top of something and he felt around to try and find out what it was. After stroking the surface, he realized it was bark. Confusion set in until he realized that it was a tree, and that he seemed to be climbing down the inside of an inverted tree.

      He climbed and climbed, down and down, until he arrived at branches. Jumping out of the branches, he landed heavily on grass. A.E. plopped down behind Peter and waddled over to him. Peter sensed the old man land beside him and almost immediately he felt surrounded by many beings.

      He remembered the landscape from his dreams; the grass that lit the world and the upside-down trees. The old man set off walking across the landscape and Peter ran to keep up. A.E. gave up trying to walk and flew onto Peter’s shoulder, playfully pulling on Peter’s ear as they went.

      Peter could hear many whispers around him, but he could see nothing. Not until they came to a field full of beautiful red poppies. He wanted to lie down among them: the urge was almost painful. Peter could not resist it and A.E. jumped off his shoulder, landing among the flowers as Peter fell to his knees.

      He lay down, drinking in the pleasure of the flowers as they wrapped him in a sheet of happiness and tranquility. Whispers and giggles echoed around him and he started to see shadows out of the corner of his eyes. Something moved behind him and he rolled over lazily to see what it was. He lay on his side, staring, with his mouth open.

      “Shut your mouth,” called out A.E. as Peter gazed upon the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. If he was ever going to fall for a woman, it would be this one.

      Her eyes fixed on him and he became uncomfortable. Her eyes bored into him, searching his soul and Peter became frightened. Her eyes ripped him apart, exposing all of his deeds for her to see. Peter cried out in fear and terror. Then he saw a vision of himself crying into the chalice and his fear subsided.

      She spoke. “I am the Woman of the Earth and these are my people. When they thirsted, you gave them to drink. When there was danger, you sat and kept vigil. When my children sprouted, you sang them lullabies. Peter the Bard, I give you three wishes. Guard them well.”

      “I wish I could see the faeries.”

      He blurted it out before he could stop himself and the old man groaned behind him. Peter turned around to find out what he had done wrong. The old man told him in no uncertain tones. “Fool. You have just wasted one wish. You will be able to see them anyway; they were just hiding. They wanted to see that you had a good heart before they came out of hiding.”

      Almost immediately hundreds and hundreds of beings of all shapes and sizes surrounded him. Some looked human, some looked like animals, some looked like flowers and trees. Some looked like things he had never seen before.

      They all circled him and stared before laughing and clapping. Peter was not sure how to react. He did not know what they were laughing at. A.E. hopped over to him and looked up at him.

      “They are laughing and clapping because they have just recognized you as the man who played the harp. They will want you to play for them after the meal. Will you do that?”

      Peter looked at A.E. in astonishment. He was not sure what excited him most, a conversing crow or a host of faery fans.

      They all tried to grab him by the sleeve, and together they led him across the grass and into a forest. They danced through the trees and in and out of the bushes, coaxing him ever deeper into the woods.

      They reached a clearing where animals were seated around the periphery as if waiting for a show to start. The faery beings bounced in holding large tureens of food that seemed to have materialized from thin air. The lids of the tureens were taken off with great relish and the platters placed before the animals for approval.

      The platters were piled high with fruit, berries, leaves of all different colors, apple pies, breads, and a large dish of red juice. One of the faery beings offered Peter a cup and pointed to the juice. He nodded politely and scooped his cup into the juice. The faeries all slowed down to watch and see if he would drink it. Their lips smacked and their tongues wiggled as they waited with bated breath until the cup had reached Peters lips.

      The first sip tasted like wine. The second taste was like strawberries, the third was like dewdrops and the fourth was of honey. He smiled and tipped the cup back, drinking deeply with his eyes shut in pleasure. A.E. looked away and groaned.

      The old man puffed into the circle, coming in last just in time to see Peter drink of the faery juice. He clapped his hands to his forehead and sighed.

      “Oh, by the way, don’t eat or drink in the faery realm.”

      The old man’s feeble voice did not reach Peter who was rolling around the floor giggling like a baby; the faery beings were rolling with him, laughing. One of the faeries held out a fruit to him and Peter bit into it. A strength and vitality flowed through him causing him to jump to his feet and dance like a madman. He danced and danced until he came to a full stop before a harp.

      It was the most exquisite harp he had ever seen. The wood was carved with many faces peering out around the directions and each of the faces had eyes of rubies and pearls. The harp was covered in gold leaves and the strings felt like silk.

      He sat on a tree root and laid the harp to his breast. The harp seemed to move under his embrace, like a lover newly awakened. His fingers ran across the strings, emitting an unearthly sound that brought each being to a stop.

      All the animals, all the faeries, the old man, and A.E. sat at Peter’s feet with their eyes turned to his hands. Peter closed his eyes. He wanted to play his favorite song, but his fingers seemed to have lost the memory. Instead, something started to push into his thoughts, something from deep down within him.

      The song rose up from his heart and expressed itself through his fingers. Music of the forest spilled out of the harp and all the collected audience sighed. His fingers painted a vision of a time long gone, a time before humans started to build.

      Visions of ancient trees touching the sky, flowers large enough to sleep in, a forest floor moving with life, a man child curled asleep in a tree beside a large cat. His heart sang through the harp until the song reached his lips.

      In a language as old as the oldest tree, Peter sang of the brothers and sisters of the forest and the mountains. He sang of the union between underworld and overworld. He sang of love between the worlds and of children born under a peaceful sun.

      Because he sang with his eyes closed, Peter did not see the ladies of the trees one by one appearing between the branches. Their hair was of leaves and their skin of bark. Eyes that seemed to hold the light of the stars looked upon Peter in wonder.

      One of them tiptoed up to Peter as he sang and put a golden acorn at his feet. Another placed a green leaf at his side, and another propped a branch beside his tree root. When he had finished his song, he opened his eyes to see the audience sitting in silence, many pairs of large eyes fixed on him.

      Something made him look down. He saw the golden acorn and picked it up. Before he knew what he was doing, he ate the acorn. A.E. shook his head and clicked his beak in despair.

      The acorn grew inside him, bubbling up every ounce of mischief that was in his bones. His hands returned to the harp and he began to play a jig. His fingers danced across the strings as the faery beings danced with the animals.

      The old man was swirled around with A.E. hopping in and out of the foray, squawking at the top of his voice. The dance got faster and faster as Peter’s hands flew across the strings in frenzy. He hummed and sang along, as the feet of the faeries seemed to make the ground shake. They danced through the night until Peter felt he could play no more.

      He fell asleep, still embracing the harp, which snuggled up to his warm body. A.E. was laid on his back with his legs in the air, snoring his head off with a profusion of sleeping faeries all around him.

      As Peter slept, he dreamed of the surface world. He walked down the streets of Manhattan and saw for the first time the pain and fear in people’s eyes. He saw the faery beings huddled around a blade of grass like street people huddling around a fire. He heard the sad songs and the weeping. He saw the poisons trickling down the street: the death, the hatred, and the anger that the people had built around themselves.

      The empty nighttime streets were full of faeries forlornly sitting on steps, trashcans, and litter, their faces tired and worn from the everyday struggle of survival in a hostile world. The pain was more than he could carry. He cried out to the wind to tell him what he could do.

      The wind swirled around him in answer. The answer got louder and turned into a chant that awoke him. All the faeries that had been sleeping around him sat up and joined in the chant. The ladies of the forest, the birds and the animals all joined in until it was deafening.

      
        
        
        Eat of no creature, nor steal of her milk.

        Take of no flower not petal nor scent

        Drink not of liquor

        Nor poisons thereof

        And you will see faerie and nature within.

      

      

      

      The non-rhyming rhyme rang around his head until he thought he was going to burst. The gathered clans shouted out to him,

      “Peter, do you agree to this vow, which will bind you as our brother?”

      Peter nodded slowly. All of the faeries put their hands to their ears in a comic gesture. They wanted to hear the words from his own lips.

      “Yes!”

      He shouted the single word from the top of his voice. They all stood still and silent for a minute. Then, instruments were pulled out of jackets and from behind trees. A frenzy of wild dance music exploded out and Peter’s feet took off, carrying him along in a fast energetic dance that led through the forest and back to the grass. Everyone followed, with A.E. having to fly to keep up. They emerged out of the forest and danced across the grass to the upside-down trees. The old man was already there and waiting impatiently. He kept looking at his watch, and many of the assembled faeries copied him, looking at imaginary watches on their wrists. Peter danced up to a tree and jumped up trying to catch a branch. The faeries copied, laughing as they fell over in their comic efforts.

      Peter managed to grasp a low branch, hauling himself up into the tree. The faeries and animals became still and silent. One called his name and handed him the branch and leaf from the forest ladies. He put them in his pocket and started to climb.

      A.E. and the old man were already climbing and Peter was half way up the tree before he realized that he was leaving the faery realm. He wanted to stop and jump back down. He did not want to go back to the surface world. But the tree that he was climbing pleaded with him to continue. “You will be our brother who watches over us, who protects the animals, birds, flowers, plants and trees. You will ensure that we will still have a world on the surface to play in.”

      Peter was full of sadness, but he understood that he could do things that they could not, just as they could do things that he could not. Surely, between them, they would be able to make a difference in the cold decaying world on the surface.

      A.E. transferred over to Peter’s tree and sat on his head as they ascended to the surface world. Peter became aware of the old man telling him to think of the room in which he first started, to remember the books and the chair upon which he was seated.

      The faery realm faded away. The tree withdrew from his vision and Peter felt heaviness on his lap. He opened his eyes to find A.E. sitting there.

      The old man smiled at Peter. It took Peter a while to reorient himself. The old man told Peter that now he had been there, he could find his own way back by seeing the roots of the tree in his own world and that if he climbed down the tree, he would access the faery realm.

      There were many questions that Peter wanted to ask, but the old man held up his hand for silence. “No more, I’m too tired. Come back tomorrow and we will talk. Let yourself out, I’m going to sleep.”

      There was so much that Peter wanted to say. Thank you was the least of them. But he respected the old man’s wishes and left, walking carefully down the steep steps. When he got out onto the street, he looked at his watch.

      He looked again and tapped the glass. Only ten minutes had passed since he left the restaurant. But that was impossible! He had talked to the man for nearly an hour before doing the vision. He put his hands in his pockets and set off to walk home. His fingers played with something for a few moments before he began to realize what it was. Carefully, he pulled out a tiny leaf and a twig from his pocket. He remembered the gifts given to him in the faery realm and he stopped walking and looked at them carefully.

      The leaf was much smaller than he remembered but its colors were not like the dull brown they had been in the faery realm. He turned the tiny leaf this way and that to try and count the colors that sparkled off the surface of this tiny fragment of nature.

      Reds, gold, yellow, blues that were deeper than anything he could imagine flashed and changed with the dull light that was around him. The colors changed as he moved the leaf. Greens, brighter than the loudest sweater that Chris had bought him, flashed through the blue as Peter rested the leaf in his hand. Then the gust of wind came. It was too quick. The leaf blew out of his hand, and Peter was left standing on the end of 6th Avenue, his heart broken.

      The following morning, Peter told Chris about his experience. Chris sat in silence with one eyebrow raised. He did not know what to make of what Peter told him. He had always known there was something unearthly about Peter and he also knew that Peter did not lie. He was a bright and honest soul, which was why Chris had fallen in love with him in the first place.

      After breakfast in the Village they set out to Union Square to search out the old man. He had promised to speak with Peter today, and Peter was sure that he would not object to Chris coming along. They arrived outside the door that led to the old man’s apartment. Peter knocked loudly, but no one answered. They both knocked and knocked until the door opened and a security guard emerged with a trashcan.

      “Excuse me, do you know if the old man is in?” asked Peter. The security guard looked at Peter in confusion.

      “What old man?”

      Peter frowned and replied, “The old man who lives up there.”

      Peter pointed up the stairs to the attic room beyond. The security guard looked at Peter as if he was crazy.

      “No old man lives up there. It’s empty, and has been since, oh jeez, forever. There was an apartment up there but as far as I know it hasn’t been used, not as long as I have been here anyway, and I have been here for thirty years.”

      Peter was beside himself. He knew it was the right place and he knew he was not crazy. “Please, I know this is a strange request, but can I go up there and look, please?”

      The security guard looked at the two men. Now, he knew people, and he knew that these two weirdos did not want to do any harm. He knew that he shouldn’t, but the young man looked very distressed. Maybe he was searching for a relative or something.

      He nodded his head and looked up and down the street. He hoped that his judgment was not wrong, although there was nothing up there to steal.

      He led the two men up the long flights of stairs to an attic room. It was empty, dusty and dirty. No one had been up there for years and Peter looked around in despair. Something caught the corner of his eye, and bending to the floor he found a crow’s feather, long and black. The guard looked at the feather and then at the roof.

      “They get in during the winter and warm their toes here. OK, that’s it. Out you go, there is no old man here.”

      The guard herded them both back down the stairs and Peter fought hard to keep his emotions in check. When they got back down to the street the guard stopped Peter.

      “There is someone you can ask. Two blocks down, there is a small cafe. The old woman behind the counter, Eddy, has always lived around here. If anyone would know about your Grandpa, she would.”

      Peter smiled through his sadness that the guard would presume he was searching for his grandpa. He thanked the guard, offering to buy him breakfast some morning, and the guy shouted back to Peter as he walked down the road that he would keep him to that promise.

      Chris and Peter found the cafe with the old woman in it, and decided to stay with the idea of Grandpa. They described the attic apartment and the old man with the crow. The old lady screwed her face up in thought. She was sixty-nine, but remembered from when she was seven years old her mother telling her about an old man and a crow that she used to bake bread for.

      Peter guided the old woman to a table and sat her down with a cup of tea. The old woman shouted to her assistant to take over while she had a break and Peter tried hard to focus the woman without pushing her.

      “Please tell us what you remember, it’s very important to me.”

      The old woman frowned suspiciously at Peter and Chris. But there was something in Peter’s eyes that told her she should help him.

      “I remember my mother baking bread every Tuesday for the old man. He would have no milk or egg in the bread, which made it very hard to bake. I never did learn what she put in it, but she made it for me when I was little and it always tasted good. She used to tell me that the bread would help me see faeries.

      “There was also a crow that the old man cared for and his place was full of books. Everywhere you looked it was books. I think the owner of the building let him live there for free. Now this was back in the thirties, mind you. But she started looking after him in the twenties before I came along. I think she said he was an Irish poet and writer but I cannot remember his name.

      “So that was your grandfather. Well, looking at you he must be your great-grandfather.” Peter nodded excitedly. This was the same man.
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