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...but the problem, you see, is the window.

No, that's not right.  It isn't the window, not the actual window. No. I mean to say that the problem is what's outside the window....and looking at it all the time...and how it never changes. Well, not very much, anyway. 

I know all about Being a Bother and why Being a Bother is wrong, but I really, really, really do wish that if I must be in this chair for all of each and every day, and always at this same window, that the view could be more.... something. I don't know. More.  I don't know how to explain it. Different? Interesting? It's true, anything different would be interesting at first, but then, I worry that it might become boring again.  Do you see?  I suppose that any change might be nice for a start.  But it would have to be deeply different, you know, because I'm awfully familiar with what's out there now.  I really do mean the "awful" part of "awfully familiar."  I'm very familiar, and it's very awful!  I've heard grownups say that Familiarity Breeds Contempt.  I don't know about that, but you may take it from me that it definitely breeds boredom.... and since I'm very, very familiar with every changing shadow of every speck out there, you can be sure that I'm also wretchedly bored with it all.

In case you should think I'm exaggerating, let me tell you a little bit about my view.

I am on the third floor of the Hartford Wing for Children, and my room is on what they call the western face, though it's really more south-southwest, and so the sunsets are hard to see (Nurse says they're "more inferred than witnessed") but there's still plenty of light if one cares about light. (actually it's there whether one cares for it or not, isn't it!)  Straight down from the window is a small gravel road, they call it an Access Road, and I only ever see hospital vehicles on it.  Linen trucks and like that.  I don't really see them, at least, not all of them.  If Nurse rolls me right up to the window so my nose touches, I can just see a part of their roofs as they go by.  

Past the road is a field, pretty wild.  It probably belongs to the hospital.  Nobody does anything with it, there are no animals or anything.  I mean, of course there are wild animals, but I mean no cows or sheep or such.  And the wild animals are very small and hard to keep track of.  (I thought about asking you for binoculars or a telescope and was very excited until I remembered that such things must be held to the eyes for use, and Nurse already has too much to do to stand holding a pair of binoculars so that I can see if the hedgehog has had her babies yet.)  There are rabbits, and I imagine there are a great many mice.   There are always a great many birds, but I can never tell if they're the same ones. There are butterflies and dragonflies when it's warm.  There's the hedgehog I mentioned.  

The field slopes upward , and at the hilltop there is a line of trees.  I do not know if they mark the edge of a wood or if they are simply there to divide one side of the hill from the other.  I do not think that much of anything goes on in those trees. If it does, I haven't seen it.

It sounds as though there are all sorts of things about my familiar view that I don't know much about, doesn't it? But those are the limits of my eyesight.  Let me recite for you a few of the things that I can see, which I see so often as to know them as I know my own name:

The trees: There are eighty-seven of them visible on my side of the hill.  They have a total of four thousand two hundred seventeen visible branches.  Today it took two hours and eleven minutes for the trees' shadows to stretch out and touch the big rock on the hillside.  Tomorrow it will take just a bit less time, and soon that will reverse and it will begin taking longer again.  The longest it ever took was three hours and twenty-one minutes.  I have said I cannot tell which birds are regular customers and which are newcomers, but if I treat them all as one-timers, there have been a total of nine-thousand, six hundred and fourteen birdish visitors to the field.  Two days ago it rained, and the puddle on my window sill contained two hundred thirteen drops of water before it began to flow down the side.  Left-side drops won races with right-side drops seventy-two of one hundred twelve times, which seem rather more than coincidence, I think.

Shall I go on? Nurse says "no" and as she's doing the writing I shall trust her.  

So anyway.   I hope you can see how a bit of something new to look at would be nice.

Of course, it would be even more lovely if I could just get up and have a stroll about the grounds, choose my own view and change my choosing as often as I like... but I know it can't happen, and I don't want to think about that because when I think about that is when I start feeling like Being a Bother....but if I must stay in the same place every day, do you think you might arrange something about the view?  A different window won't do, I'm afraid, since all the windows on this ward look out on exactly the same bit of field, and I don't think I'd find much novelty in a slightly changed angle.  

I hope you understand, and that you'll forgive my asking.  I know it must be an awfully difficult request. I can't even really think of what you or anyone else could do.  But Nurse told me that it's a time for wishing, and as long as I'm wishing, I may as well wish for what I truly want, don't you think?

Thank you very, very much for whatever you can manage. And if you can't manage anything, thanks at least for trying.  Merry Christmas.

love,  Eliza Cross

***********************************************************************

He reads the letter, not for its information-- he knew all the particulars long before the letter ever reached him-- but simply to marvel at the girl's precocious spirit.  Even allowing for Nurse's quiet adjustments to Eliza's explosive text, there was no doubt that the words were Eliza's own, which revealed her to be quite a girl for any age, much less for eleven.

He smiles at that, wondering at the rarity of an eleven-year-old who still wishes to write him anything at all... and not alone, for at the bottom--certainly a secret to Eliza--Nurse's own thought, in her careful script: "PS from Nurse: She really is a wonderful little girl, though I expect you know that already."  Indeed, Nurse.... none more wonderful, save perhaps the remarkable woman who tends her and gets her letters written..... yes, a merry Christmas for both of them, certainly... but how to go about it?  Eliza's infirmity both tragic and fixed, no cure looming, and no Christmas miracles in which the lame and halt do rise and walk, for that is not his province.  There is a very finely controlled monopoly upon miracles, and when lesser saints seek to work them on their own, the heavens echo for weeks afterward from the trouble such errors in judgment bring.  No, Father Christmas may not simply heal the girl.

Then what?

His eye falls upon the small trunk he keeps next to him at all times.  The special gifts? Yes, perhaps... certainly there could be no one more deserving.... but none of them are really the right sort of thing, not for--... and he pauses in mid-thought, and it comes to him,  in a flash he knows immediately which one, and he laughs his famous laugh, a resonant, rumbling thing, rolling, warm with spices, sharp with frost, a laugh that carries 'round the world, leaving smiles in its wake. The special gifts indeed! It shall require only a simple modification.....he crams the letter into his jacket and fairly hops round to open the trunk.

*************************************************

A word about this trunk and its contents:  The trunk's owner-- Father Christmas, Saint Nicholas, Santa Claus, as many names as there are children to care for-- keeps it close by, and locked, though not with any mortal contraption of tumblers and steel.  It is instead secured with layers of magic, and should the wrong person approach the trunk, he would open it with ease, and then view with disappointment its utter emptiness. Should he try to take it for its own sake, it would be impossibly heavy.... and should his disappointment give way to anger and he attempt to harm the trunk, his every blow would be turned back upon himself threefold.  The trunk fairly sparkles, so heavily is it warded and shielded with magicks of every sort, and deserving it is of such protections, for its contents are perhaps the most precious treasure in the world, and in many ways far more magical than the spells which surround them. 

He calls them the Special Gifts.  How special they must be to warrant such distinction! for 'tis in his nature to hold all gifts special.  He is someone for whom the merest length of ribbon on the simplest doll must be unique and perfect, and when such a man sets certain things aside and locks them with magic and calls them Special-- why then, even the golden apples of the sun must seem pale by comparison.

None but Father Christmas knows the trunk's true and total inventory, but some of its contents are at least part known by their stories; the treasures are not clever constructions, as his other gifts are. They are relics, and remnants, and remembrances, each with its own unique history and its own special power.  There is, for instance, a string from the lyre of Orpheus, crudely stretched between two ends of a stick.  Hold that stick to the ear of a sleeping child, and pluck the string but once, and the child shall master music with an ease that sweeps the globe.  He has used the gift over only four children, the most famous of whom had been fated to lose his hearing and wanted more than anything to be given just a bit more time, a bit more time.... 

There is a small pouch of four or five of the seeds from the many dropped by Hansel when he and his sister were led into that fateful Bavarian wood.  Pass this pouch beneath the nose of a sleeping child so that its scent may penetrate his slumber, and the child shall never be lost in his whole life, shall forget his own name before he loses his way home.  There is a small bottle of ink, pressed by Thalia the muse Herself... it can never be emptied, and touch but a dot of the ink to the sleeping face, and it shall become more beautiful, and its owner possessed of a bountiful, constant and contagious joy.  

There is a candle, made from the same wax that helped form Icarus' wings..... there a finger from the missing arm of the Venus De Milo.... there is a preliminary sketch of the Mona Lisa in which she is grinning outright....and many dozens of other things besides which can be only guessed at.

And there was, of course, the pane from the portal of the Chariot of Helios.

**************************************************************************

"I just don't know......"  Blaine, Saint Nick's Chief Maker, back-pedaling, buying time.

The Saint Himself, doing his best to look fierce and commanding: "Can you do it or can't you?" 

"Master, I beg you, it is not so simple as what one may or may not be capable of doing, it's a question of the margin for error, when materials are so priceless and contain such unpredictable powers, how might one control one's craft with any certainty, why, anything could happen and the glass could be destroyed and what then?"

No more fierceness, too tight a grasp shall wring the resolve out of him, soft then, flattery: "Blaine, you are a Master Maker, the finest of the age,  is what I ask so far beyond your powers?"

Blaine is no one's fool, not even a saint's.  A couple of hundred years ago, such tricky praise may have puffed him full of himself, but one does not become a Master of anything by going down the same mistaken road time and again.  He blinks up at his master, waiting, watching the saint's brows climb in expectation until at length he answers softly: "Toys."

Little codger is getting too clever, neither command nor coddling shall work, what then, more time, stall: "I beg your pardon?"

Blaine is patient.  "Toys," he repeats, "that's what I've mastered, it's all I've mastered.  I'm a Master Toy-smith, an Expert Game-wright,  but sadly, I am not an Optician."

Fine.  Straight ahead then.  If the ancient rascal wants to play at being a mule, then let us find a way to move him.  A big smile, and a show of understanding. "Ahhhhhhh, I see, well then, why didn't you say so, I see what you mean. A toy is not a tool, is that it, no more than that doll there is a real person, is that where your feelings lie?"

Blaine relaxes.  "Just so, master."  

Nick nods, all sympathy and agreement. "Of course. She's new, isn't she, that doll there?"

Happy to be on more familiar territory.  "Indeed, and my very own work, too."

The saint moving closer, "Yes, and nicely thought of, not a baby, is she, part of a family of dolls, then, a Mother doll?"

"A Grandmother doll, actually..." why is the saint so interested.... 

"Yes, yes, I should have known by the fine details...."  The saint, inspecting her closely and Blaine knows something is amiss, alarm bells inside his head, a trap, tightening! and the saint continues his show of admiration: ".....the perfectly greyed hair.... the wizened face... and, I'm not wrong am I Blaine, aren't those spectacles perched on her nose?"

Blaine knows he needn't answer.  Checkmate is clear. The saint doesn't even bother to turn and acknowledge this latest in a long line of victories.  As he exits the shop: "Make them, Blaine.  Exactly as I explained, the whole pane is at your disposal but please return whatever you don't use, even the shards, and my deepest thanks as ever," and he is gone.

Blaine shakes his head.  Perhaps in another couple of hundred years he'll have learned his lesson. "Probably not," he mutters, picking up the pane of glass carefully, allowing its weight to enter at his hand.  To work.

***********************************************************

A word about the Chariot of Helios:

Legend has it that the chariot was pulled by seven horses, one for each day of the week, and that it was thus The Sun made his way round the earth each day.  What is less known are the details of the chariot. It was no simple platform astride a single axle, for what god would bother with such a workaday conveyance?  No, the chariot was an extension of Helios himself, wrought of the most precious metals and gemstones, everything burnished to magnificence, its every feature given to the casting of light.  It ran the same circuit each day and so had no need of any driving; the steeds knew their route by heart, and Helios often reclined within, as though chambered in a shooting star.  The chariot had a glass portal on each side that he might view the world he circled, and it is worth noting that the nature of glass is not so fixed as it might appear on casual glance. Glass remains in a state of change, ever settling, flowing like a kind of glacier made from heat instead of ice.  It may be truly thought that a piece of glass never allows the same view twice, for the glass itself is forever changing.  The changes are too slow to mean anything to you or I under normal conditions, but there was nothing normal about Helios, nor his chariot.  The presence of the Sun Himself and the purity of the light and heat that radiated from his every pore had the effect of fixing the portal's views within the glass; it flowed in its own circle, and every reflected feature of the passing world was flashed onto its very atoms.

At length, the chariot was lost, and the glass cooled, and passed from hand to hand until landing in that special trunk.... but the wondrous circuits of the world still live in the heart of that glass, and it may be truly said to be a tiny window upon time itself.

********************************************************

Blaine has allowed himself only the briefest direct glimpse at the glass, when making his measurements to cut.  Some time later he was pulled away, and told he had been standing still, swaying, and smiling.  He thanked his worried friends for "rescue from a daydream" and then briskly cut a small piece of felt and placed it over the glass, that it might not capture him again.

He had, after all, a great deal of work yet to do.

**************************************************************

Christmas morning on the Hartford Wing for Children.

Nurse pushes Eliza to her usual spot at the window, and how it breaks her heart to see Eliza attempting to control her thin thread of hope, trying so hard not to peer, not to crane her neck, for surely nothing is different, fairy tales are for children and a girl shouldn't get her hopes up and she wouldn't want to Be a Bother but, oh, what a joy if Father Christmas has managed something, even the tiniest of somethings......

... and oh what a desperate moment it is to see her shining face fall as the girl catches sight of her eighty-seven trees and their four thousand two hundred seventeen branches and nothing is the slightest bit different.  She does her best to get through the moment with brisk professionalism. "There we are then Eliza, comfortable? Good, now, I'm to check on the others, call if you need me?" and as if the poor dear has answered Nurse turns to move away but then there is an answer, a call, and something is wrong with the girl's voice:

"Nurse?"

"Yes child, what is it?"

"You've got something here," and the excitement in that voice now begins to make a little sense as Nurse follows her eyes to the small package on the sill, with the tag that says simply "Nurse."  And if her heart had been breaking before, it is positively bursting now, however has this girl managed this, she couldn't even have placed it there, she must have had someone else do it, and the wrapping, and-- oh, how could one little girl be so sweet? 

Eliza is looking at her curiously, and what a minx the girl is, what a perfect show of mystification! "Don't you think you'd better open it?"

Nurse manages not to dissolve in sobs, and wipes away one tear and says "Yes, I suppose I had," and then reaching for it, playing along, "I wonder who on earth put this hear?" and Eliza, and still, such well-studied innocence: "I'm sure I don't know!" 

Nurse notices the tag. "Hold on, there's more here..." and she flips it up to read the tiny handwriting, stunningly inked with perfect hand. She reads aloud: "Dear Nurse: I know that you will see that Eliza receives this on Christmas morning.  Please see to the enforcement of moderation in the use of the enclosed, for Eliza shall have no such power, nor would any mortal.  Tell her, please, that it was the best I could manage and I hope she'll be pleased. Fondly, Saint N."  She looks up and repeats it. "Saint N.? I suppose he ran out of room...."

And now the girl is looking at her with mock reproach, and the roles and reversing and Nurse knows that something very strange is afoot, for now it is Eliza who is amused by Nurse's ignorance, certain that it's a sham, happy that anyone would concoct such detail on her behalf. "Nurse! What a perfectly sweet thing, how on earth did you slip it onto the sill without my seeing?"

"But, Eliza, I truly did no such thing, you saw my every move, how could I--"

"Very well, you may have your fun, do you think you might open it for me please?"

"Of course my dear...." and fingers fumble with the wrapping, and who has ever seen such paper, and then she holds it, a small velvet pouch, as might hold fine jewelry, and something inside. "Should I open it?"

"Yes, please!" 

Pulling at the drawstring now, and letting slip out..... 

"Sunglasses? Oh, Nurse, they're lovely, they look so grown-up, thank you so much, and I didn't get you a thing, you really shouldn't have."

"But Eliza, truly, on my life, I never--"

"You're the dearest friend a girl could have and I love you with all my heart."  And whatever mystery is afoot her feelings are true, and truly spoken, and Nurse can only hug her tight.  Then she asks "Put them on me, please, could you?"

"Of course," and she opens them, preparing to slide them onto the girl's face, noting the fine frames-- could those be real silver?-- and the dark, smoky lenses.......

..... and she has the queerest sensation of the world tilting away from her, and colors, and time rippling like a curtain, and she shakes her head sharply, her eyes shutting... too much coffee, too little sleep, mustn't alarm the girl, give her a big smile, "....here we are..." and slips them gently onto Eliza's face where they perch lightly on her nose.  She steps back. "There now!" she says approvingly. "You look every inch a film star!"

Eliza is motionless.

"Eliza? How do they feel? Do you like them?"

A faint sound, light as breath from Eliza, Nurse isn't certain, but it sounds like "Look."

*********************************************************

Inside the glasses-- for that is how they felt, as though she had entered a new place-- Eliza watched the world go by, saw it all and drank it in, every fleeting detail. She flew past dinosaurs, and icy plains that melted and re-froze in her wake.  She saw them build the pyramids and Stonehenge. She began to perceive that her vision occurred in a kind of cycle, and she was able after a time to place herself in the cycle, to understand that the boy she flew past was the infant she had glimpsed before, and she began to feel a kinship with every thing and every creature that she saw.........

.........and then she was suddenly back in the ward, Nurse's worried face in front of her, the glasses in her hand at her side. Eliza feels a moment's intense anger at her having taken them, but Nurse's anxiety is so clear that the anger fades.  

In Nurse's head is a stream of fears, epilepsy, seizure, temporal lobe, pressure, tumor, but she simply asks "Eliza, are you all right?"

Eliza's eyes are wide with wonder, and she shakes her head, and Nurse takes this as answer and says "I'm going to fetch a doctor" and Eliza calls out "No!" and Nurse stops. Eliza shakes her head again. "I don't need a doctor, it's nothing in me. It's something in them," and she looks longingly at the glasses in Nurse's hand.  

Nurse holds them up. "These? What about them?"

Eliza smiles. "He got my letter."

*********************************************

She tells Nurse what it's like, and her descriptions fall understandably short, and Nurse tries to steal another look at the lenses and has the same feeling of the world slipping from under her, and they decide that Nurse cannot try them, for who would take them off of her? And they re-read the tag, with its admonition of moderation, and they understand that they really are magic and they really are from Saint Nicholas, and that he really did understand that Eliza would need help with them.

And so Nurse and Eliza devise a kind of schedule, taking care not to let her wear them for more than half an hour at a time..... and still, she is noticed, as the doctors make their rounds and see her in her chair, so still, and they mutter words like "atrophied" and "catatonia" and cluck about what a shame it is, and perhaps it is, I cannot say.

But the view is fabulous.

