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He was an old man, and he didn't sleep much anymore.  He wasn't certain how old he was, but he was surely older than eighty, and at his age, why spend time sleeping?  In the old country, he had found himself awakening earlier and earlier, until he could be counted upon to be up before the sun each morning. Not that there was any great point to these early risings, for there was nothing for an old man to do with his days-- or a young man either, for that matter.  There was no work in the village, and no money, and even if there had been, he could no longer perform the delicate carvings so simple for younger fingers.   He could not even sit and grow fat, for there was little to eat, and what food could be obtained went to his grandchildren, so slender and large-eyed.  So he rose every morning, and sipped a cup of hot water and stared at the graying sky, as empty as his own dreams.  

Then his daughters and their husbands had convinced him that they must make new lives for themselves, and they had packed their old lives into a few bundles and made their way to the sea, where they had boarded great ships-- giant things, they seemed to the old man-- filled with hundreds of other families from other villages, all determined to make a new start in that magical-sounding place, "America."  The old man had heard of America, of course-- who hadn't?  America, an impossibly large country brimming with riches of every description-- but the stories were like stories about the moon, exotic and enticing and utterly irrelevant to his own life.  Yet now, here he was, riding aboard a giant piece of cold and rusting steel, steaming to the moon.  

The journey had been difficult; food as scarce as in the village they were fleeing, water often limited to a few foul-tasting sips per day, and a piercing chill that seemed to take up permanent lodging in the very center of one's bones.  Yet the old man did not complain, nor did his family, for difficulty was to be expected; to cross an entire ocean, to trade one life for another, who would expect such things to be easy?  They bore their trials, and they counted the days and the weeks, and began to grow more excited and more nervous about what would happen when they reached their new life.  The old man found that on this ship he was not the only one who didn't sleep, and as they moved nearer and nearer to their destination, more and more passengers could be found above decks early every morning, some wearing every scrap of clothing they owned against the steady salt wind.  Their morning assemblies were, for the most part, silent, but if one listened closely, one could detect a kind of sound, the sound of held breath and pounding hearts, and the old man came to think of it as the sound of hope.

There came the morning when they knew their voyage was near an end.  Rumors had flown throughout the ship the night before that the city called "New York" was but a few hours away, and that Lady Liberty would be visible with the dawn.  No passenger had slept that night, with mothers dressing children in as many clothes as they could wear, and fathers nervously rehearsing their stories of families coming to meet them, jobs awaiting them and no, no sir, absolutely no illness, never sick a day in their life, for it was said that admitting any sickness was the surest way to find oneself barred from the future that now lay just a few miles west.   In the midst of this anxious flurry, the old man had simply waited, with the patient skill developed by few save the imprisoned and the aged.  Whatever would happen would happen, and then more things would happen, and what could an old man do except follow his family and try not to slow them?

That morning's sun had seemed to positively leap into the sky, and the entire day had continued to occur with a similar, dizzying speed.  The old man had experienced them before, these days of great haste.  It had been his experience that lives changed at one of two speeds.  They either changed very slowly--so slowly that one barely realized the change was occurring--or they changed very quickly, usually as part of some great calamity-- fire, or flood, or avalanche, or the savage sweep of vandals riding down from the mountains.  This day surely felt like the second sort of change, as calamitous as anything he had ever experienced, loud and confused and oh, so fast! 

There had been the shouted cries of delight at the sight of the great copper statue, holding her torch to the heavens, faint streaks of green and white standing as testament to her strength as she stood mutely against wind and time and tide.  Children had been hoisted so that they, too, could view this strange and wonderful sight, and many had asked whether the giant lady was alive.  But all too quickly, these pleasant sounds had been overcome by harshly shouted orders which seemed to come from every quarter at once.  The passengers had been rounded up into groups of thirty, and tags had been affixed to their clothes and baggage, and there began an endless shuffling from one place to another, a special kind of waiting which seemed always to move but never to make any real progress.  

They left the ship and stepped onto a small island dominated by an enormous building, into which they were herded almost immediately, before they could even have a look around.  Once inside, the experience continued to resemble that of cattle being herded from pen to pen (and would they eventually all be carved into steaks and chops? the old man wondered darkly.)  Here, questions shouted in different languages until answers were possible; there, rough and cursory medical examinations; move along! Over there!  No, not there, here!  Men in uniforms who seemed to have awakened already angry; other men, in less formal attire with ancient, predatory gleams in their eye, offering to "help" the newcomers with money exchange or train tickets, accepting various forms of payment and then managing to vanish in the great human tide, stealing hopes and futures as casually as they might steal an orange at market.  The old man's family managed to avoid such disasters, and after many hours were found by the friend of one of his son-in-laws, who had arranged a place for them to stay… and before sunset, they were off the noisy island and walking along the cobbles of a place called "The Battery."

Through it all, the man had not minded the shouting, nor the crowds, nor even the thieves (for thieves are surely a fact of life and one must be on one's guard.)  He had not minded the doctors looking under his eyelids, nor had he minded being tagged and re-tagged as though he were an overstuffed chair being marked for sale.  No, he had borne all of this with his usual patience, and he had not minded any of it.  What he had minded was the total absence of any sort of greeting.  

He was no aristocrat, no dandy to concern himself with complex rituals of manners or custom.  Yet he believed that a few simple rules were to be followed, always. To thank someone who acts on your behalf,  to beg forgiveness for any trespass… and to always, always, welcome any newcomer into your home.  Without welcome, without greeting, how might a visitor know he has arrived at the proper place?  In the absence of greeting there came the doubt of one's self and one's circumstances; with greeting came confidence and a belief that even though things might be difficult, one was still on the proper path.  A polite greeting, even a simple "hello!" could make all the difference in the world… and in the absence of such a greeting, it had been impossible for the old man to truly believe he was where he ought to be.  All around him had been fear and confusion and dread in the eyes and voices of men and women and children from a hundred different lands, all believing that they were welcome here yet never hearing even a syllable of proof that such a welcome had ever been extended.  It had disturbed the old man to his very soul.

And now, awakening each morning before the dawn in the tiny apartment, it bothered him still.  As he gazed out the grimy window across the sea of tenement roofs, he  imagined boatload upon boatload of anxious people, eager for a simple word of greeting which would go unspoken day after day, judged wasteful and unimportant in the hugeness of the work of herding and processing.  It was December, and it was cold, and the thought that a few warming words went unspoken drove the old man to fits of restlessness.  Surely there was something that could be done! Was it so great a thing to hope, that newcomers be offered a word of welcome?

Lately, he had taken to riding the ferry with the friends and families who went to claim their beloved from the cold machinery of the island.  He would disembark from the ferry and find a spot to stand among these receivers, resolved to do his best to ease the anxieties of the newcomers.  He would try to catch their eyes, and smile, and try to let them see that all would be well.  He would call out, in the language of his village, "Hello!" and "Welcome!" but he saw little by way of response to his efforts.  

After a few days of this, he concluded that he was standing in the wrong place, that the people to whom he spoke were too absorbed in trying to recognize a cousin's cousin or a friend's friend.  He understood that in this spot, a welcome was actually an interference, and so he managed to slip quietly to the other end of the gigantic building, closer to where newcomers first set foot on the island.  Again, he tried calling his simple words of welcome, but he began to understand that too few of these people spoke his language, that his was simply another voice calling something in a strange and alien tongue.  His heart sank lower each day as it became clear to him that he could serve no purpose in this new land, not even as small a thing as a simple "hello."  

*********

Far to the north of the islands of New York is a land of crystal and light, perfect and serene and never viewed by the eyes of men.  Deep within these crystals lives a particular Saint, whose legends have been told again and again at this time of year--a magical creature for whom gifts and giving are an instinct akin to breath and heartbeat, an ancient being whose smile chases away all mourning and whose laugh banishes pain and heartbreak in a twinkling.  The Saint's special talent, and his special task, are knowing what a person needs, and knowing how best to get it to them, and then seeing that it happens exactly as it should.   He does not decide, nor deduce, nor judge in any thinking way--he simply knows, and acts according to his knowledge.

Even such perfect knowledge, however, cannot produce the ideal gifts for an entire planet all by itself, and the Saint enjoys the expert help of a race of smaller creatures who live in happy service of the Saint's unique talent.  To call them "elves" is as imprecise as to call a phoenix a bird, or a sapphire a stone.  Better to call them Makers-- master crafters, artisans of extraordinary ability.  Smiths and wrights and alchemists of every sort, and nothing is beyond their skill.  However, there is occasionally a gift which demands so fine a touch that only one among the Makers can be relied upon to provide the perfection for which they are known, and at such times the Saint turns to a particular Maker called Blaine, who has been the Saint's most trusted artists for his past eight worlds.  

Blaine now found himself outside the Saint's private chambers, having been summoned just as he was finishing breakfast (Makers have a special fondness for breakfast, for it is a first thing, and Makers love firsts of every sort.) 

"You wanted to see me, sir?" Blaine asked, as unfailingly polite as he was skilled.

"Blaine!" the Saint roared happily at the sight of his Master Maker.  The Saint enjoyed adopting a rough-and-tumble tone with Blaine, because Blaine's insistence upon proper manners made it very difficult for him to know how to respond.  Blaine knew of course that the Saint enjoyed inflicting this discomfort (in a friendly, prankish way, of course) and so he made it his business to never seem more than vaguely bored when the Saint tried these tricks.  

"Well done, sir, I'm glad to see that your eyes are as sharp as ever."

The Saint mock-frowned.  "You wouldn't be calling me 'old', would you Blaine?"

Blaine was not flustered.  "You are old, sir.  There were, last I checked, some four dozen star systems younger than yourself, sir."

The Saint grinned "And not half as attractive, either!"

"You do gleam, sir."  Blaine feigned interest in an imaginary smudge on his cuff as he continued.  "Is there something you'd like me to do, sir?"

The Saint's grin, already a thing of epic proportions, grew.  "Yes, I do, Maker.  I find that once again I am need of your unique talents to fashion another of the Special Gifts."

****

Much has been written about The Special Gifts, (and most of what's been written has been read, as well) and so it would be unfair to bore the reader with a detailed re-telling.  Suffice to say that in the Saint's private chambers there is a small chest, thoroughly protected by layers and layers of charms and magicks. Within the chest are objects and artifacts more rare than any single snowflake, more powerful than any sun.  Among the objects of the chest are such things as three seeds from the apple Eve tasted, a piece of Merlin's wand, a vial of sand from Apollo's hourglass, the charred remains of the stick Coyote stole from the sky, a half-finished draft of a love letter from Helen of Troy to someone named Phillip, and on and on, dozens and dozens of rare relics of power.  

There are times when the gift a particular person needs cannot be fashioned from ordinary materials, and at such times, the Saint opens his chest and chooses exactly the right object, and the gift which results is known as one of The Special Gifts.  They are gifts which last forever, and a casual glance rarely reveals them to be as powerful as they are.  They are handed down, father to son to daughter to niece, through the ages, and whenever an aging relative makes you a gift of something from their own lives, something they term "very special," you would be advised to take them at their word, for even simple-seeming gifts may be very special indeed.

**********

The Saint bent over the small chest, muttering to himself while Blaine waited a few steps back.  Blaine didn't fear the chest, exactly, but he had a common-sense caution about exposing himself to any box in which dragon scales might brush against a flask of Cleopatra's brandy.  At length the Saint turned to Blaine, holding what appeared to be a fragment of white rock in his hand. Blaine pointedly did not extend his hand to accept the object without first asking "Is there anything in particular I should know before I handle it, sir?  I'll need both my hands for the next several weeks, I'm certain of it."

The Saint rolled his eyes.  "That was hundreds of years ago, Blaine, and I've apologized at least once a year since then."  The Saint's eyes twinkled at the memory of how Blaine's hand had grown when the Saint had thoughtlessly dropped two of Jack's beans into the maker's outstretched palm.  "And anyway, didn't it do wonders for your ping-pong game?"

Blaine wore a practiced deadpan expression as he agreed "Yes, and if I ever played ping-pong I'm sure I would have held a different impression of the whole affair.  May I ask what the stone is, sir?"

"Certainly.  It’s a piece of the Tower of Babel."  

Blaine's studied boredom could not quite hold as his eyes widened.  "Babel? And so it holds…."

"That's right, my magnificent maker.  This bit of stone gives the One Tongue to any who holds it.  There's a splendid gentleman in lower Manhattan who would do much good in the world if he had just a scrap of language."

Blaine nodded, doing his best to frame the problem in his mind.  "And so how much of a scrap…?"

The Saint waved his hand dismissively.   "Whatever you think best, Blaine. The merest formality should do it, something as simple as 'Hello' or 'How are you?' and so on, that sort of thing.  Whatever you think best, I know it'll be exactly right."

"Very well, sir, I'll get busy right away," said Blaine, accepting the piece of rock

(and then swaying

for a moment

as he heard clearly how the stone whispered to the ice

and how the Saint's dreams were murmuring to his thoughts

and far away, a seal scolding its pup)

and then shaking his head and placing the stone carefully on a scrap of paper and folding it into a makeshift envelope.  "I'll let you know when it's done," he said, preparing to go.

"Blaine?"

"Yessir?"

The Saint was smiling.  "Make sure the old fellow gets 'Merry Christmas' in the mix, all right?"  And then he began chortling, and the chortle built to a chuckle, and Blaine's "very good, sir" was lost as the chuckle became the roaring Ho-Ho! of a laugh that  made beds warm and dreams sweet all the world 'round.

*****

Blaine held up his finished work and smiled with a tiny glow of pride at his work.  It had been simple, really, once he'd cracked the problem of dosing.  After a great deal of worry, he had hit upon the idea of grinding the stone to a fine dust, which could be blown over the man while he slept, with the appropriate words to be whispered to the man as a dreaming charm, so that the dust and the sounds would enter the old man at the same instant. 

Now he held the pouch of dust up, marveling at how so slight a thing could offer so much.  Blaine didn't claim to know all of the Babel legends, but he knew that they all agreed on certain things-- that there had been a time when all men spoke the same language, when One Tongue had been all anyone had needed… but the One Tongue had been lost, along with a tower the men had been building. The tower had been destroyed and the language of men broken into as many pieces as the stones of the tower… yet it had long been legend that any true stone from that tower would contain the essence of the One Tongue… and now Blaine held proof of it in his hand. 

"And soon, old fellow," murmured Blaine, smiling, "you'll have your wish and spread it to everyone you see."

*****

On Christmas morning, the old man awoke as early as he always did, aware of the particular hush that came over the city on Sunday's and holidays.   As he moved about the apartment, he sneezed several times, his nose tickling madly, and he wondered whether he might be catching cold.  He'd certainly had strange dreams the night before…. but they hadn't felt like the dreams of a cold or a fever.  He couldn't recollect them, but he felt sure they'd been happy dreams, and he smiled in contemplation of them.  The smile was shattered by a series of several more sneezes

"There, you see?"  It was his daughter, Maya.  "You go on that boat every day and stand out in that cold, and now you have a cold, did I tell you?"

The old man shrugged his frail shoulders.  "If I have a cold, then at least it’s a change."

Maya went to her father, smiling, and embraced him  "Good Christmas, Papa."  She stepped back and surveyed him critically, troubled as always by the sorrow in his eyes.  "Stay home today?  It is a holy day, you should be with your family."

He smiled at her, a very small smile.  "What will I do at home, hey?  What work do you have for me, to what uses will you put me?  Hmm?"  When she said nothing, he continued. "I need to keep trying.  Someone should make the effort.  Even on a holy day.  Especially on a holy day."  And with that he began wrapping himself in the layers that he donned each day for his trip to the island, and with a small wave, he was gone.

******

The ferry to the island had been less crowded than usual, and the stout boatman at the ramp had waved him aboard, saying "No charge today, it's Christmas."  The old man nodded his thanks, smiling inwardly at today's excuse, for the boatman never charged him, offering reasons from "It's Friday" to "It's too sunny to make you stay home" or any number of similar justifications; in fact, the boatman seemed to understand that the daily visits were an odd kind of quest, and being a sailor, he had a romantic sympathy for such things.  Upon arrival, he waved the old man off with the same advice he had every day: "Stay well out of windward, and don't miss your return trip!"

Thus instructed, the old man made his way to the place where the barges unloaded, finding a place not too exposed to the wind off the Atlantic.  He gazed as he did every day toward the neighboring island on which stood the Statue of Liberty.  He had known no Frenchmen in his life, but he thought that they must love America very much to make such a gift.  He often wondered whether the great lady was not herself greeting enough, but he also decided that as magnificent as she was, she was no replacement for the voice of a human host, calling a sound of welcome.   Of course, the old man's presence was hardly any better-- was there no one among the newcomers who spoke the tongue of his village?-- and he wondered, not for the first time, whether there was any fool like an old fool.  

"But I must try! They deserve for someone to try!" a voice in his head said fiercely, and he nodded at this reminder.  Yes.  Someone should try.  Someone should tell them "hello" even if they could not understand.  Perhaps just the sight of someone waving would be enough to ease them for a time.  And now, with a new barge about to unload, he would try again.

As always, the old man was intrigued by the way a large group of people seems to be a single thing, 

moving like syrup, spreading and flowing in every direction.  As this group of newcomers were herded toward him, he searched for one particular face.  He did this every day--he always started by trying to find that one person who looked especially in need of a welcome.  Today, it was easy to decide, for he caught sight of a young woman with bewildered eyes, trying desperately to be cheerful for the sake of the four children who huddled close to her, looking so frightened.  The old man couldn't be sure where they were from, but he called out to them anyway:  

"Hello! Welcome!" 

And a wonderful thing happened.  All five of them, the woman and the children, started sharply and stared at the man and then their faces broke into great grins, and they called his welcome back to him, moving quickly closer.  The children were suddenly bold, coming to stare up at the old man and tug on his coat and babble excitedly, all four at once, with their mother close behind, also talking in an excited rush.

The man didn't understand what they were saying-- he spoke no German, didn't even know it by sound-- but he spoke up again, smiling and saying what to his ears sounded like "Hello! Welcome! Welcome!" and what they heard as "Guten tag! Wilkommen!  Wilkommen!"  Then, stuck for something else to say, he added, as an afterthought, "And Merry Christmas!" which they heard as "Freuliche Weinachten!" and they laughed in delight.  Feeling that he should quit while he was ahead, he pointed toward the line they should be in, nodding and smiling to let them know that everything would be all right.  The woman gripped his hand tightly and said "Danke. Vielen Dank." and then gathered her children and moved onward, no longer afraid.  They had been welcomed and knew that things would somehow work out.

The old man pondered as they moved away-- how had they understood him?  Why should they know only a few words of his village's tongue?  He had not, you see, yet realized that something magical was at work.    But before long, he knew that there was more happening than could be explained.  He knew, for instance, that when he said "Hello!" to a teenaged boy (who heard "Zdrasvstvuite!") that the rush which came back at him was Russian because of a Russian tinker who had passed through his village often when he had been a boy.  When he greeted two men dressed in flamboyantly bright colors, they heard "Zdravo!" and while the old man did not speak the tongue of Serbian Gypsies, he knew that there was little chance that two men who dressed in such a way would have any reason to know even the simplest words in the old man's native tongue.  Something was different.  Something was strange.

One of the wisdoms available to old men, however, is the understanding that a gift is a gift, and that we are none of us here for long, so gifts should be used and enjoyed, and never suspected or interrogated-- especially when it is a gift which gives as much pleasure as the old man's greetings.  Again and again throughout the day, he saw frowns turn to smiles, he saw brows smooth and unfurrow, he saw the pleasure which comes from recognition, and the honor that travels hand in hand with every welcome spoken by one person to another.  He did not know why they understood him today, only that they did.  To his own ears, he simply said what he had been saying every day, but the Spanish heard "Ola!" and the French heard "Bonjour!" and the Greeks heard "Geia Sou!" and the Jews heard "Shalom!" and the syllables of dozens of different season's greetings floated in the cold air above the island.  As much pleasure as the old man saw in the faces of those who heard him, it was nothing to the pleasure he felt within himself at this chance-- finally!-- to be of some simple service, for it is the feeling of being useful which is the very greatest of gifts.

The old man did not return home until the last ferryboat was leaving, and upon arriving, his worried family covered him with kisses.  Their panicked inquiries of "Why did you stay gone so long?" and "Don't you know how worried we were?" died quickly when they saw a look in the old man's eyes they had not seen in many years.  It was the look of contentment, of a deep and abiding satisfaction, and while they didn't understand what had happened, they were happy that he was happy, and allowed him to go to his bed without further questions, and he slept more soundly than he had slept since he was a little boy.

The old man continued his daily travels to the island, and soon the officials there recognized that whatever he was doing, it seemed to help, and they began to treat him as a colleague, making for him his own welcome among the men and women who helped these latter-day pilgrims to their new home.  He went about his simple duties for many more years, and to this very day, there are still a few great-grandmothers and grandfathers who remember their surprise and delight at hearing, from the mouth of a simple old man, a word of greeting in their native Czech, or Sicilian, or Finnish.  And they have always remembered the relief that flooded through them at the feeling that yes, indeed, they were finally and truly home.

******

And while these memories play within the minds of those who lived them,  a Saint raises a glass to his most trusted Maker and friend and says "The very best of the season, Blaine," and Blaine does his best not to let the Saint see him blushing, and murmurs back "And to you, sir."

******

This story is for Kathleen Barnes,

who was recently greeted as she arrived in a better place,

and we all look forward to seeing her again when we arrive on those distant shores.  

