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Helen's Mirror

Christmas, 1999

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

I am called Blaine. I am an Elf.  
I imagine that you require some clarification on the subject of Elves. I'll oblige you.  
First: We are not all rolly-polly, ruddy-cheeked, jolly little craftsmen.  We don't live in picturesque little villages, brewing potions or mining gems from secret caves.  Nor are we wispy, pale, winged things flitting about the woodland creatures and carrying out the poetic commands of jealous lovers.  We are neither Dwarven nor Faerie, and you'll do well to remember it. We are Elves. We know things. That's first.
Second: among the things we know are the basic rules and ideas of what you call magic.
Which is not to say that we can turn princes to toads nor straw to gold (the fellow who did that was a dwarf, and in any case used no more magic than some sleightest-of-hand as is used for fooling millers' daughters)  Magic is more simple, and more honest.  It is the knack of allowing things to become the things they truly--perhaps secretly-- wish to be.  It can work upon a block of stone, freeing the shape that it hides within its center, and it can work upon living creatures, allowing a frog to sing like a bird, or allowing an aging widow moments of youthful beauty.  Magic is the art of seeing and allowing wishes, and we Elves are its master practitioners.  
Thus, it should come as no surprise that a great many of us labor in the service of Saint Nicholas, whose annual business is wish-filling.   
You are doubtless familiar with the Saint's habit of circling the world each year, leaving a trail of gifts in his wake.  You must understand that it isn't usually the gifts themselves which fulfill any particular wishes.  That is achieved by the event, the 'eve, and the morning after.  Hope, kindled; mystery, heightened; faith, rewarded-- these are the wishes which dwell in every human heart.  So, when the child hopes that Santa will come, and wonders how he possibly could, and then sees the next morning that somehow he did... then the truest wish of the season is granted.  The toy soldier or new shoes are simply the happy by-product of the deeper, truer wish-- the wish that magic be real, and that it visit each house in the night.
Those among you who have lawyers' eyes will note that I said it isn't usually the gifts themselves that fill the wish.  There are, occasionally, those gifts which are in direct fulfillment of a very particular, deeply held need-- those which my fellows and I call, simply, the Special Gifts. 
I must stress that I don't actually know very much about the Special Gifts. I know that there've not been many of them.  Indeed, in my entire time as a Maker I have only known of a handful of occasions for which Special Gifts were fashioned, two of which I did myself--a pair of spectacles, and the other, the concern of this narrative.  
The Special Gifts are special because of the materials from which they're wrought, and of course, this is the source of their mystery.  The materials all have some innate magical power,  stemming from their own particular origins.   I have heard stories of a magic box in which the Saint keeps them all hidden, and this may be the truth.  I have heard that the box holds such wonders as a quill made from the feather of a phoenix, which may only write a single story, but which story would live forever in the mind of every man.  I've heard further that there is a single seed from the apple Eve offered to Adam, and that this seed, when clutched, compels the holder to speak all that he knows.....a seashell, once the property of Neptune himself, through which one may eavesdrop on the parliament of Atlantis... a paintbrush made from the hairs of Cassandra, with which one may paint pictures of a future that shall always come true....  a small roll of papyrus with glyphs providing simple instruction for the erection of a pyramid of any size.... another small roll, this of parchment, onto which Shakespeare scribbled three truly filthy limericks, using the unlikely key words "scabbard," "topsail," and "rickets".... 
But these are only rumors, and no one knows the truth, except for the Saint himself, and he is reticent on the subject.  I can speak with certainty only about the glass from Helios' Chariot, from which I fashioned the spectacles I mentioned earlier.... and about Helen's Mirror.
Mirrors.  They are tricky things, even ordinary ones.  You may or may not have ever wondered what makes a mirror do what it does.  You've almost certainly looked in a mirror, perhaps even spent time totaling into the weeks regarding your own image in the various mirrors of your life, but after all that you may not have given any thought to what it is that allows a mirror to do its work.  As with most questions of interest, this one has many answers; I'll confine myself to but two-- the technical and the emotional.  
In technical terms, mirrors do what they do through the careful manipulations of sand and heat into layers of glass, and the interspersing of a layer of polished silver, until light is sent doubling back on itself, every photon rebounding to its source, "return to sender" flashed in its path. The sciences of optics and of physical chemistry provide us with every necessary technical answer.
The emotional answer is more simple: You.  You make a mirror work. Glass, and Silver, and You-- these are the three ingredients necessary for any mirror. For mirrors are magic, too.... and Helen's Mirror is the most magical of any age.
**********************
Away from Blaine, across the ice and snow and sea, over ancient forests and timeless mountains, lies a comfortably-sized town. It is the sort of town that never gets bigger or smaller-- not exactly on the way to anywhere else, but not too far out of the way, either.  Year after year it stays the same, comfortable size, providing homes and jobs for its people, all of whom are happy to be there.
Except for Helen Milton. Helen Milton is decidedly unhappy. 
This is not her usual state.  It is so unusual that she is not quite certain how to behave. Other children, more experienced with unhappiness, might come home from school, slamming through poor, abused front doors, stomping up weary staircases to their room, flinging themselves onto their beds, alternating between pouting silence and screams of anger.  But not Helen.  Helen stands, just inside the front door which she has gently pushed shut, taking care not to jostle the Christmas wreath, and wonders what she ought to do. She is surprised to feel that her cheeks are damp, from the tears that have been slowly tumbling from her eyes. She is at a loss.
She is at a loss because she is usually the happiest of children.  She can find fun in even the simplest of activity, making games out of things like which raindrop which reach the windowsill first, or finding out whether she can hold her breath all the way from one green light to the next on the traffic signal at the corner. She has friends throughout the neighborhood, and now that she is nine she is allowed to cross the street by herself if she is very careful, and this is good because her friend Sara--
No, strike that, wrong, her ex-friend Sara. Lives across the street.  And she can play with her friend Sara any day she wants. Except that now she will never play with Sara again because Sara is now an ex friend and everyone knows you don't mix with exes. She knows the rules about what she shouldn't do from now on. 
What she doesn't know is what to do right now, this very minute, with this strange, unhappy feeling.  She knows that it's all wrong, that this is not a day for unhappiness, last day of school, Christmas Vacation, evenings of caroling and hot chocolate and whispered conversations about presents and who's getting what.... but instead, nothing could be further from her mind. Everything is different today.  Today, Sara has said Helen is ugly... and what's worse, the children on the bus heard her say it, and laughed, and said that Sara was right, that Helen was ugly, "I'm tellin' Miss Helen she's so ugly that she's smellin'!" was what they had chanted, with Sara, the ex, starting it and then leading them on. It was a shock to Helen that so many children to whom she had never done any harm would suddenly turn on her with such excitement.  "U! G! L! Y!  Helen's got no alibi! She's ugly! Helen is so ugly!" 
It had hurt her. It hurt her still.
It hurts worst of all because Helen wonders if they aren't right. Is she ugly?
She is used to people staring at her, because of her skin.  She is an albino, which her mother has explained means she had no pigment, none of the stuff that gave other children's skin its color, from rosy peach to rich chocolate brown.  She has heard people talk about how someone is "white" or "black" or some other color, but those things never turned out to be true. "Black" people were never really black like coal, and "White" people were usually pink, or tan, or somewhere in between. Except for Helen. Helen is as white as a piece of paper. As white as a glass of milk, a ghost, a cloud.  Her mother has always smiled, and said that this makes her "special" but after today's bus ride, she doesn't feel special.  
She steps now into the bathroom, and flips on the light switch, and studies the face that looks back at her from the mirror.  The cheeks are streaked red from crying, and she wipes at the tears, struggling to remain objective.  Is she ugly, or is she.... not ugly? She isn't especially worried about being  pretty, for she understands at some level that this is beyond anyone's authority, and so, pointless to hope for... but it shouldn't be pointless to hope that you're not ugly, should it? If it's all you hope, shouldn't you be given that, to be Not Ugly?  She wonders all of this as she stares in the mirror, wishing answers would come as easily to these questions as they do for her arithmetic or geography homework.  Is she Ugly, or Not? 
And, perhaps more importantly, who gets to say? If today's bus ride is any indication, it would seem that it's everyone else who gets to say, and all you can do is wait for the verdict and then live with it. Or move.  Maybe if her father were a salsesman like Kim Watson's dad, and they moved every few months, maybe then no decision would ever be reached, maybe her uniquely pale skin would delay the decision until she was gone again and then it would be too late to matter.
But Helen's father works in a bank and the only time he goes anywhere are the two weeks every year when the family goes to the lake and Helen has to wear big floppy hats and long-sleeved shirts and gunky sunscreen everywhere to keep from burning.  So she is stuck here, and apparently stuck with whatever decision the other kids come to, which seems pretty clear after today.
But is it true? Somehow, that seems terribly important to know.  Helen knows she'll be sad either way, but should she be sad about the great injustice the other children have done to her, or should she be sad about the awful truth at the core of their actions?  Perhaps she senses that if it really is true, she will be sad forever, but if it were a mistake her sorrow might someday give way to distance, or disdain.  It seems to her that her entire future hangs in the balance, swaying atop this question: Am I Ugly, or Not?
***************************************
Although I am an Elf, I know quite a bit of human events and history; indeed, as the world changes, it often seems that I know more of human affairs than humans themselves.   For instance, there was once a time when it would be safe to assume that any schoolchild would know at least the rudiments of the story of Helen of Troy, but such time has passed, and I cannot tell you of Helen's mirror without first telling you of Helen.  
It is said that she was the most beautiful woman who ever lived. It is claimed that the entire Trojan war was fought as an extension of a rivalry for her love. It was believed that she was the daughter of a human and a god; her mother, the woman Leda, was tricked by the god Zeus, who appeared to her in the form of a Swan, and convinced her to love him in this form, after which he quickly left, which was often the way of the gods in those days.  
I recite these bits of fable simply so that you may have some understanding of who Helen is supposed to have been, so that I may return to my real point of interest, which is the relic called Helen's Mirror. Was it truly the mirror of the actual Helen of Troy? I have no way to know for certain.  The Saint says that it was.
I can say, because I am an elf and have a sense for such things, that Helen's Mirror is certainly more magical than other, everyday mirrors. all of which have at least the beginnings of some sort of magic in them, whether for good or ill.  You'll recall that I said that magic is about the granting of wishes.... and you'll also recall that I said a mirror requires a viewer in order to work.  This is because mirrors always show some version of whatever the user is looking for; in their own way, mirrors run on wishes.  There's an old saying, that A Mirror Doesn't Lie, and of course this is rot. Mirrors lie as a matter of course, depending upon what the user wants to see.  A poorly made mirror might insult, or a splendidly wrought mirror might flatter, but in neither case will there be reflected anything a scientist might call "truth."  
(This does not make them any less magical. Wishes needn't be granted with truth; they need only be granted with faith, which is always truer than scientific truth. This is why scientists make such poor magicians)
Helen's Mirror does not stop with simple tricks of curvature or thickness of glass. Its very materials are shot through with magical energy, fairly crackling with its readiness to show you whatever you truly wish to see.  For instance, its glass was formed from the desert sands which once hid Aladdin's Lamp.  When the lamp was uncovered, the sand was saved, its every grain warmed by the wish-granting powers of the lamp's resident.  This sand was later sold, then bought, then sold again until the day that it was melted and remade to form a pane of glass a cubit square.  The silver which would lay beneath this glass was formed of the coins from a dozen different wishing wells, each coin holding a piece of some private yearning, melted together and poured and pulled to the thinness of paper, polished until it shone like the sun.  The glass and the silver were wed in a frame of ironwood, cut from a tree near the Black Sea called The Tree of Hope, beneath which women would breathlessly await the return of their husbands and brothers and fathers from the cold, dark water.  The great tree was watered with both tears of joy and tears of pain, as happiness and loss suffused its very sap, until the night it was struck by lightning, a bolt some say from Jove himself, the energy of which still races within the wood. The pieces of the tree were salvaged, and one was eventually carved to make the mirror's frame.
So: Helen's Mirror is special indeed.  
It was created out of great need, for Leda's daughter was not always beautiful.  Surely you remember the tale of the ugly duckling, who grows up to have the last laugh when he is revealed to be a handsome swan? Remember further that Helen's father took the shape of a swan, and you need use only a little imagination to understand that Helen herself, who would someday become "the face that launched a thousand ships", went through a period when she thought herself horrible to behold.  When her sorrow at her own appearance became so great that she thought her heart might break in two, her stepfather, a mighty lord named Tyndarus, petitioned the finest craftsmen of his land to create a special mirror, and some time later, Helen had her gift, and her beauty as well.  
Did the mirror make Helen beautiful,  transforming her according to her wish? Or did it simply let her see a hidden beauty that had been there all along?  You should be able to answer this yourself, for I've already explained to you how magic works. 
And that is what the Saint came to see me about on the day in question.
******************************************
Helen Milton cannot make her face behave. The red streaks from her tears won't vanish, and rubbing at them simply seems to make them worse.  The light over the mirror makes strange shadows beneath her eyes, and makes her nose look longer than it is, or at least, longer than she ever thought it was. No matter what part of her face she tries to look at, it seems to blur, and become difficult to see properly, until at last, her frustration brimming over inside her, she reaches up to smack the offending glass, shouting "Stupid thing!"
The mirror cracks beneath her hand, and a sliver slips out, falling and breaking upon the porcelain sink.  Helen, always a well-behaved girl, is somehow not bothered by this.  Her reflection is no longer there, and this seems to her a distinct improvement. She doesn't feel ashamed; on the contrary, she feels pretty good.
In fact, she'd like to do it again.
By the time she is finished, the only mirror left in the house is the small one over her parents' dresser, which Helen has reasoned she'll have no cause to see anyway, as long as she's careful.  
Now, lying on her bed, only two things bother her: She has been wondering when she will be punished, for she cannot imagine being allowed such wanton destruction... but she doesn't let it bother her for long. Whatever the punishment will be, it won't be as bad as what happened on the bus, and it won't stop her from remembering how good it has felt to do away with the offending reflections.  (What she doesn't know is that her mother has been ready for something like this ever since Helen first started mingling with other, "normal" children.  Her mother decided long ago to let an initial wave of anger, in whatever form, pass unremarked before attempting to make things right again.)
The other thing that bothers her is that she was not able to decide for herself the answer to her question before her frustration got the better of her.   She still cannot decide whether she is truly ugly or not, and while she doesn't mind this new absence of mirrors, she would like an answer to that question from a source she can trust. She loves her parents, but she knows that parents never tell you the truth about what's wrong with you, and so she shall have to look elsewhere.
Her eye falls upon her desk, upon a note that was begun last night, in happier times. She can still read its salutation: "Dear Santa."  She rises, and crosses to sit at the desk, reading quickly through what she wrote, smiling bitterly at the innocent child who had written to ask for such unimportant things. She crumples the paper and tosses it into her wastebasket and begins again.
*********************
I don't quite know how to put this without it sounding somehow insubordinate, but I really do believe that the Saint enjoys being in charge of the whole operation.  He's perfectly chosen for his work and he does the precisely correct job that is expected of him by the entire world and those of us in his service would labor for no one else with half the pleasure and none of that keeps him from, well, put frankly, exercising the latitude of his authority.  Enjoying the perks of the office, s to speak. The wearily gruff "I'm-terribly-busy-and-isn't-it-clear-to-you-what-ought-to-be-doing?" voice.  The "I-know-something-you-don't-know" twinkle in his eye.  
That laugh.
The laugh is part of how he's made, it's part of what he's supposed to be able to do, laugh with such warmth and good humor that you can't help but feel happy, until you're laughing right along with him.  It's a part of his particular magic, finding the part of you that wishes you were laughing, and putting it in charge of you for a minute.  All of which is a wonderful thing, but don't think for a moment that he doesn't use it to get 'round us whenever anything gets a little sticky. 
And anything involving the Special Gifts is always a little sticky.  
It's a question of the value of the materials.  Almost always, we Makers are engaged in the creation of what I've already explained are essentially souvenirs of magic that has visited them in the night.  Our work is exceptionally well-crafted, but there is no real invention, save nuance.  I am a ninth generation Gamesmith and a fourteenth generation Toywright, but even I am usually working on more or less the same sorts of things as everyone else.  But when there's something special needed, there begins to be a certain expectation of superior performance, a pressure which we expect, and welcome. 
But in the case of the Special Gifts, that pressure becomes almost intolerable, for the materials are not just one-of-a-kind, they are once-ever​-of-a-kind, more unique than any snowflake, and frequently as fragile.  Yet the Saint acknowledges none of this, demanding works of highest art as though he were picking up luncheon meats.  
He also tends to want everything immediately.  There is a misunderstanding about our work, that we have the summer months off and then work slowly and steadily up until Christmas Eve, at which point the Saint makes his deliveries. This is not the case. The reality is that we work almost every day, and often in near-frenzies of demand.  I must try to explain something that may be difficult: the Saint is busy making deliveries for most of every year. He never arrives with the gift until Christmas Eve, but he's making departures with gifts almost all the time.  It's the only way he can get the job done.  He does it with some slippery trick of time that saints know. He can work it so that no matter when he leaves The Pole, he always arrives at his destination on Christmas Eve, and then he works his way back to us and to whatever date he left.  I don't know the details except that part of it has to do with the importance of where you start and finish, and magnetism, and it's why we have to be based at The Pole. At any rate, it's the reason that he always needs things to be done quickly, even when Christmas is still several days away.  With the Saint, or at least a part of him, it's Christmas every day in a very real sense, and so he always needs the next gift right away.
It was no different with the mirror.  He came into my shop, two of my fellows behind him carrying something that I thought must be a painting or wall hanging of some sort, wrapped in furs that were bound in a loose criss-cross of leather. When he stopped, they stopped, resting whatever it was very delicately between them.  "Blaine!" he cried out, as though seeing me were the nicest surprise he'd had all year. As though he'd had no inkling that I might be found in my own workshop.  
But he was smiling, which meant of course that I was immediately smiling back.  I managed through an act of will to season the smile with a wry twist of the mouth, and he noticed immediately. His smile grew to a laugh, and his head cocked slightly as his eyes narrowed, twinkling like mad, and he gasped, through his laughter, "You know why I'm here, you old rascal."  
And I, laughing right along with him, wry accents gone for good, nodding, "I'm not going home tonight, am I," and him, quieting now, shaking his head. "No, Blaine, I'm afraid I'll need you to work straight through on this."  Since we're finished laughing, I simply wait, so he continues, briskly. "There's a letter on its way to us from a young lady who doubts her beauty."  
I blink. "Surely, master, that is a sorry thing, but it cannot be so exceptional among the humans."
He nods, agreeing. "It is one of their chief areas of production, this self doubt. But in this girl's case, there is more than her happiness at stake.  She is clearly one of them and yet just as clearly different. She is a confusion that begs resolution.  If it could be given to her to understand beauty.... nay, simply to be given faith that it is, then she would soon see it everywhere, and her example would lead others. In time, they might move toward the life they were once given."
I blink again. "If I understand you, this would eventually result in our unemployment"
He grunts a quick smile, but he knows the laugh is unnecessary.  He points to the bundle behind him and says "That's a bit of Helen's Mirror. I assume you know its story."  He pauses to allow my silence to prove him correct, then he continues. "I want you to cut a piece of it and fashion a smaller mirror, fitted for the hand of a girl of nine."
My first volley is an obvious one: "There's a chance that the entire mirror might crack and be lost."
It is a familiar caveat to him, and his reply is almost ritual: "That would be true in anyone else's hands, Blaine, but not in yours."
I bow slightly. "What of the handle," I ask, "of what shall it be made?"
A wave of his saintly hand. "I trust your judgment, it's entirely up to you. Do you happen to still have any of that length of ship's rail from the clipper ship, I'll wager a lot of powerful wishing goes on at the rail of a ship, use a bit of that."
You will have noted the lack of any need for me to answer or participate in any way with his final statements.  I must also point out that his instincts are flawless. Because of all of this, I simply nod, and he nods back. "I'd best leave you to it then, Blaine. And thank you."  He turns to leave, and then turns back, where he sees me waiting for him to turn back the way he always does, and so he smiles before he says "Best have it ready in the next few hours, eh?"

It's always difficult to work for someone whose concept of time is different from your own.

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

Blaine begins crafting the mirror.  Halfway around the world, Helen finishes crafting her letter, the substance of which is "this letter feels stupid because I don't know anything. I don't know whether you are real, I don't know if you bring presents, and I don't even know if what I'm asking for is the kind of present you bring. But what I want is this: to know how I look.  I hope you can give me the present of knowing. Thank you."  
After sealing the envelope, Helen feels better. Not all the way better, but no longer filled with the wild need to do something.  She has done something, and now she must wait. As she waits, Blaine works.

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

Of course, I did as instructed and made the mirror. And, if I may say so without sounding immodest, it was beautifully done.  I had some help from the original glass (indeed, as I have tried to explain, I almost always receive some sort of help from the materials with which I work.)  The full pane of glass, it seemed, didn't truly want to exist in such a large shape; it would have preferred, I think,  for me to cut a dozen smaller mirrors from it, because in cutting it, I relieved some sort of.... I suppose "pressure" is the most apt idea.  Too much magic in one thing can be difficult over time, and I could sense a relief that a bit of the magic was being taken away.  
I was careful to work with the silver mostly away from me, so as not to become distracted with what I might see, but I caught a glimpse a time or two, and I needn't have worried. It was not at all captivating or enthralling; in fact, it was rather what I would expect to see in any mirror-- a wise face, warm with humor and compassion, time having left its mark in the form of handsome lines that bespeak boundless patience.  I smiled at myself in easy recognition, and of course myself smiled back at me, a welcoming smile that only improved the visage that wore it.  I sighed contentedly and returned to the work of smoothing the glass's new bevel, that it might fit snugly in the ship's-rail handle, which had indeed welcomed the glass, almost liquid in its easy acceptance of its new shape.  
I was soon finished, adding a final dab of stain to the wood when the Saint re-appeared, glanced at it, patted my shoulder and murmured "excellent, Blaine, as always," and then picked it up and, with a last smile, was gone.  My shoulder was still warm from his touch and my face from his smile.  People can be mirrors, too.
****************
Christmas Morning.
The Milton house has returned to something approaching normal since Helen's mass execution of the mirrors. Helen's mother and father talked gently around the subject, but since Helen had seemed calmer, they assumed it had been a brief fit of temper brought on by some insult from without their home,  and in the absence of further such fits, they hoped their daughter had returned to her sweet self. They noted her quiet, and the increase of time spent alone in her room, but she was not so far from adolescence, and her parents shrugged as if there was nothing to do but keep going and make ready for more of the same in the coming years.  They had frankly been surprised it had taken this long; they certainly knew of the cruelty of children, and they had been ready for Helen's appearance to spark this cruelty for many years. It had been a kind of tension in them, like waiting for bad weather when the forecast insists it is coming, and now that the first squall had arrived, they feel a curious relief: everything is as they had always thought it would be, and now they need only batten the hatches and hope to survive.
Helen, of course, is interested in things other than survival.  She is interested only in knowing the truth. What she'll do when she knows it is something she doesn't care to predict, but if she know that if Christmas passes with her no closer to her answer, she'll have to decide for herself. Either way, she feels as though she stands at a fork in the path of her life, and the uncertainty of which path to choose fills her with quiet dread. That is why she spends more time in her room: feeling the horrified fascination of someone who knows that something unstoppably big is on its way.
The Saint is on his way. Perhaps that is what she has felt. 
And now that it is Christmas morning, she cannot stay in her room any longer. She must go downstairs to be among her parents, to open gifts, feigning pleasure at what she receives and happiness at her own parents' pleasure, when all she really wants is the one present that may or may not be there.
And after the bathrobes and bedroom slippers and too-sweet perfumes and video games and spooky story books have all been unwrapped to something less than authentic delight, her parents share a glance, wondering why their daughter keeps checking and double-checking under the tree, wondering what must-have gift they've forgotten, knowing full well that every present has been found and unwrapped.... but then they hear her say "Oh, here, there is one more!" and she pulls a smallish gift from far behind the tree. Her parents exchange looks, each querying the other: Did you, no, did you? And then they exchange doubting smiles and shrugs and urge her to open it, see what it is...
But she is careful. This is it, she thinks, and suddenly she is afraid, afraid to know. But they're looking at her, smiling, not understanding that even a gift freely given might wound, insisting, prodding her to open it, open it...... her fingers search the paper for a seam. It is unlike any wrapping paper she has ever felt, with the rich thickness of velum, boasting beautifully small, ink-brushed renderings of winterland scenes, and she does not want to tear it. She finds a seam, cleverly hidden  beneath a fold, the whole thing held by only three dots of something sticky; when unstuck, the paper opens naturally, like a flower blooming.  
Her parents crane closer.
Inside the paper is a beautifully crafted wooden box, atop which is a small card. Written in the Saint's immaculate script is the inscription "Seeing is believing."  There is a murmuring from her parents-- her mother, wondering what the card means, her father, musing on who might have given her so fine a box. Helen barely hears them, for she knows that the real gift is within the box. When she opens it, on smooth and silent hinges, she sees crushed velvet, cushioning a dark wooden teardrop shape that tapers to a handle.  She carefully grasps the handle, marveling that it feels warm, that it seems to welcome her hand as the clasp of an old friend, and she lifts it, turning to view the other side.
She looks squarely into Helen's Mirror.  And feels herself looking back at herself, feels herself smiling at all she sees in herself. For the face in the mirror is hers, of this there is no doubt.... but this mirror plays no trick of light or shadow, no unjust warping of noses or darkening of eyes. This mirror makes everything simple and easy to see.
She sees first, as she always does, the whiteness of her skin--a quality which, she now realizes, she has always thought of as some sort of absence, a lack of something normal people have. She is now amused at the narrowness of that vision, for she knows with sudden certainty that this is no absence, staring back at her, but a singular rarity.  She sees that she radiates soft and steady purity, that she is the color of weddings and new snow and angels' wings.... she sees a mouth that wants to smile, and sees it smile in agreement with that thought. She sees eyes that welcome every sight, including the sight of themselves... hair that spills and reforms about her shoulders, sweet and thick and white like ice cream.... a fair nose, neither too large nor too pert, taking in every nuance of scent.... she fancies she can even see her pores, a magical arrangement of dots that somehow come together to form this face, this face going suddenly red with shame that she could ever have doubted it, and she turns away from the mirror, letting it gently down.... her parents are concerned, has her melancholy returned so soon, but she smiles and wipes her tears and explains that she is happy again, and that she cries in relief rather than sorrow..... 
... and in explaining this to them, she notices with some surprise that her parents are beautiful, too-- her mother, with her eyes as warm as the fire heating their eggnog.... her father, with his artificial toughness masking a nature as sweet as candy... and her eye roams further, to the tree, how could it have escaped her, how splendid a tree it is, every ornament a tiny work of art.... and their wallpaper, yellowing with age, how fondly it holds all that has happened within these walls, and the beautiful flickering of the fire and its dancing light, and the shimmering colors of the tattered paper all over the floor, "Can't you see it!" she cries to her parents, "How lovely it all is!" and she leans in to be taken in their arms, and they hold her, surprised, but happy, and look at each other, snug in their home, and reflect that yes, she's right, it really is so beautiful, so perfect.
And as they gaze into her happy face, they feel themselves changing somehow, and it seems that Blaine was indeed correct: people can be mirrors, too.
Sometimes, people are the very best mirrors.
