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Long ago, when stories could only travel as quickly as the people who told them, there was a place called Alexandria, through which all goods and peoples passed on their way from east to west.   At the Eastern Gate of this vast city there was a large, spring-fed pool, perfectly circular and wonderfully clear.  It was customary for travelers to toss a coin into this pool as they passed through the Gates, wishing a silent wish to themselves as their gold or copper or silver winked through the air to land with a soft splash, sinking quickly into the white sand at the pool's bottom. 

And what happened to these wishes, do you suppose?  The people who did the wishing often forgot them within moments of tossing their coins and moving onward… but a wish forgotten does not simply vanish, any more than the moon ceases to be when it moves below the horizon.  The wishes lived on in the burnished metal of their coins, and when the coins came to rest at the pool's bottom, the wishes often continued moving as though pulled by gravity itself, into the warm white grains of the sand which lay waiting beneath them, ready.  

One night in these ancient times, beneath the full moon of a winter solstice, a boy came to the pool, and stood for a time, watching the moon's twin shining up at him from the pool's surface.  The boy was 'prenticed to an ancient traveling glassmage who was whispered to be older than the eastern deserts themselves.  The glassmage had mastered many secret arts in his years upon the earth, but it was glassmaking which he prized the most, and he knew everything there is to know about glass.  He knew that glass is special.

This is a truth known to few, understood by even fewer, which is why the talent to work well with glass has been so respected for so long.  The glassmage remembered its grainy origins, midwifed its molten birth, and felt in his fingertips the pressure of its pulse, spreading from its liquid heart… for glass, you see, is never truly solid, never completely hard.  This is one of its secrets, part of what makes it special, the way it flows slowly beneath its own seemingly smooth surface, moving more slowly than any glacier and with that selfsame inevitability, forming itself over centuries, strangely adaptable for all its fragility. Unlike most things (including, of course, most people), glass never stops becoming itself, and it takes in the whole world along the way.  If you watch it for long enough you might feel that it's looking back at you, taking in the light of you, and the dark of you, and perhaps even your thoughts themselves.  

The mage and the boy had traveled far to reach the Eastern Gate, because the mage knew that the sands at the bottom of this pool would help him to make glass with powers and a life all its own.  "The sands within this pool are wish-heavy, and the glass I'll make from it will be unlike any the world has ever known."  He instructed the boy that he should go to the pool, wait until the moon was directly overhead, say a wish of his own and then collect two half-sester phials of the sand.  

The boy must have looked dubious about gathering so small an amount, for the mage had then said in his raspy whisper that even one grain from this pool's bottom could convey its power to a hundred grains of normal sand, and that a half-sester phial might last him for as long as he cared to live.  The second phial was simply insurance against unexpected loss. 

And so it was that the scrawny lad stood beneath an indifferent moon, murmured his own wish ("that I might one day know this power") and began filling the first phial and then the second,  wrapping each in its own strip of burlap and placing them in his sack. When he had done he crept away, a muffled clinking at his hip and his long shadow sliding over the sand as he made his way into the future

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

Centuries later, the boy had indeed come to possess and to make use of many of the powers taught to him by that long-ago mage, length of life being but one of many.  Now, he stood in his doorway, a wrinkled, leathery fixture as old as the stones of the skyscrapers around him, and he gazed into the swirling snow.  It was his favorite time in his adopted city,  this annual holiday season, with people bustling hither and thither, their excitement as sharp in the air as the weather's icy tang.  He would watch them from his tiny shop, a shop which bore no sign nor did any apparent business which might be divined by passers-by… but his single window never failed to arrest their hurried pace, dragging at them like a child's hand on a coattail, until they would come to a stop, and gaze into it, and smile.

The window was not a huge, spectacular affair like the ones in the corner department stores.  He had no battalions of decorators to lay hundreds of feet of model railroad track, nor robotic reindeer wagging their slow heads back and forth, nor snow machines, nor, in fact, anything at all.  Just the window itself.

Which means, of course, the glass of which the window was made.

This glass, this window, was his reason for being here, and for loving this season above all others.  The window was made of wish-glass, formed from that same long-ago sand he had gathered as a young 'prentice boy.  When his master had eventually moved from this world to the next, the apprentice-no-longer had gathered the remaining sand and used every lesson the mage had ever taught him to form a perfect square of wish-glass.  To look through this glass was to see your heart's desire, even if your heart had never whispered it to you until that moment.  More importantly, the glass didn't stop at simply showing you your heart-- it made you feel that somehow, you had already achieved it, or could, or would.

This was his business, now-- this last of the great glassmages.  The business of shaping wishes and of leaving his customers feeling deeply satisfied, as though something impossibly important had been achieved, leaving them at peace.  In fact, it would be truer to say that this feeling of peace was his business, although no coin ever changed hands.  There were some, who issued from darker places, whose business was the opposite.  The dealt in what you might call Un-Peace, feelings of dissatisfaction and yearning and despair.  The old mage had taught him that they would always contest one another, these merchants of Peace and Un-Peace, until either the world became once more a place of peace, or else fell into desolation.

There were days when he himself felt discouraged, and felt that the Un-Peace was growing, was winning.  There were periods when no one would even spare a glance at his window for days at a time, hurrying with their heads down, shouting into cell phones, perfect missionaries for the other side.

But when December came along, old memories awoke, and people dared to wish once more, and they would see his window, and slow, and smile, and he would know that the question was far from settled.

The children were the quickest to arrive, of course.  The holiday season kindles the wish-fire in children so that it burns high and bright for the world to see, and when they passed his little window they would laugh and clap at whatever they saw.  He never knew what they were seeing of course, but sometimes he overheard things which helped him guess.  They might see a toy, or a bicycle, and in some way they would actually feel these things, feel the wind in their hair as they pedaled or the delight of the final puzzle piece snapping into place.  Sometimes they saw friends who had moved away, and felt they had enjoyed a visit, and caught up on all their stories. Sometimes they saw themselves performing a difficult task well, a ball caught or a race won, and they would feel the glow of congratulation and pride, all without having taken a step.

Adults were not always as simple to please, nor did they always wish for themselves.  Some did of course-- a man in an expensive suit might believe that his greatest wish was a promotion and a raise in salary, but upon glancing at the window, he might see a not-yet-born son or daughter, and the fist within him would unclench a bit.  Some would cross the street lost in their own worries, wondering how they could meet the season, how they could buy what they knew they could not afford, but when they looked in his window they might see the joy available in a hand-written poem, or in the simple time of one's company, and they would move along secure in the knowledge that they, too, had worthy gifts to give.  .  

The window left no one empty.  

So it was that the last of the glassmages stood in his doorway, watching the swirl of the flurries and the head-down, collar-clenching trot of the few people on the sidewalk. It was early yet, and most of the few people on the streets right now were either late for work or even later getting home, and none of them wanted to be caught out in the weather.  As lunch hour approached, there would be more of them, bundled against the weather, eager to make use of the few extra minutes they might have after lunch to search f--

"HEY!"

The glassmage squinted in the direction of the sound, and across the street a boy came racing around the corner, looking over his shoulder at some as-yet-unseen pursuer before loping out into traffic, causing a sudden burst of horns and outcries, brakes locking, wheels skidding, as the boy somehow kept his life and cut diagonally across the street, directly toward the shop.  

It was only luck-- bad? good? who can say?-- which led the boy to risk another look backward just as he made the step up to leave the street and regain the sidewalk.  His balance and his vision were both compromised and the dusting of snow on the walkway sealed the bargain, and the boy began to slide, flailing his arms, one of which held something which was apparently heavy, hard to control…

….and which landed against the mage's window with a sickening !CRACK! as the boy fell to the cement below.  

The boy instantly tried to scramble to his feet, but the glassmage had reached down to fasten his hand to the boy's collar.  With a gesture which seemed almost casual, he flung the boy into the shop and when the boy looked up, wild-eyed, the man stilled him with a single glance, a glance from eyes which had seen pyramids erode and seas dry, eyes which knew the boy in an instant and promised him a lifetime of woe if he did not stay still on the floor where he had been tossed.

And then the glassmage gently shut the door, remaining on the sidewalk.  

The boy crawled across the floor to listen as the two big Italian guys came trotting up, out of breath, asking the old guy (how could someone that old and teeny be so strong, the boy wondered) whether that had seen a kid run by.  The old dude muttered something that sounded to the boy like Arabic or Syrian or one of those languages with all of those k's and throat-clearing sounds.  Then one of the Italian guys says "Don't nobody speak English no more?" and then the two moved away.  After a moment the door opened again and the old guy came inside and shut it behind him.  

He stared at the boy for a long time.  The window was broken.  Anyone who looked at it in its current state would see nothing but a cracked window, another broken thing in a city of broken things, another failure, another reason to keep moving.  In the blink of an eye, whatever the boy was carrying had turned things upside down, and without even knowing it, he had recruited the window for the forces of Un-Peace.  

Perhaps it could yet be made right.  First things first.  He stared at the boy a moment more and then asked, quietly, "What did you take?"

"Man, I didn't take nothing, them guys is crazy, man, all they ever do is--"

The old man was shaking his head softly and the boy feel silent, remembering the power in the old man's hands.  He asked again: "What did you take?"

The boy looked around, but there was nowhere to hide, nothing further with which to stall, and so he simply extended his arm, holding it out.  It was a simple snow-globe, about the size of a baseball, a thick glass orb (glass into glass, the mage thought fleetingly) enclosing a tiny cabin around which swirled white flakes in some sort of liquid suspension.  Such a simple thing.  The mage cocked an eyebrow at the boy who lifted his chin in a show of defiance.  "They got about a hundred of em, nobody ever buys em anyways!"

The mage simply waited, and in a moment, the defiance had fled the boy's face, and he let his arm drop to his side, the snowglobe still clutched in his hand.  "You took it for yourself?"

The boy laughed, a short bitter bark.  "Naw man, why would-- look it's my sister, arite?  We went by there yesterday and she saw these things and she don't know no better she got all excited and like 'lookit the snow!' and holding one and shaking it and laughing, she kept saying "I make a snowstorm!'  An then that fat greaseball guy, he come and snatches it out of her hands, he scared her, y'know?  and he's like 'tell your monkey to keep her hands to herself.'  To me he says that.  About my little sister!"

"She is how old?"

"Three years old, man."  The boy's anger mounting, genuine this time, not just an attempt to deflect suspicion. "Guy calling her a monkey, man, a three year old girl,  and it ain't like she's playing with some diamond or anything, she just-- I mean, you know, it ain't like she's some spoilt kid or nothin, we ain't getting Nintendo for Christmas, right, last year the lady from the service office gave us some socks, but she so little she don't know better, she just--" he paused, and again the anger seemed to leave him.  "She liked it.  I wanted her to have a Christmas present."

There it was.  A hope.  The faintest glow, to be cupped, breathed upon…. He regarded the boy with what he hoped was a grave expression, and shook a finger slowly at him. "You must not steal."

"Man they got a thousand of them things, they--"

"You must not steal."

A deep breath, and a reluctant nod.  "I know. Okay."

The mage gestured toward the window, which seemed thinner somehow, less there.  "You have done damage."

"Man, I couldn't help that, you were standing right there watching, I slipped, man, the snow, it--"

His hand up, cutting the boy off:  "You have done damage."

Another deep breath as the boy tried to fit himself around the truth of things.  "Yeah.  I know.  I'm sorry, arite?"

The glow brightens, and a tiny flame licks upward.  Hope.

The mage waits a moment, wanting to seem as though he is considering things.  "What shall you do about it?"

The boy shrugs.  "I don't know.  You want me to do something, you say, arite, if I can do it I will."

He nods. "It is good."

The boy looks startled, as though discovering he has signed something in his sleep.  "Whatchoo mean, what's good?"

"Wait here."   The mage vanishes to the back of the store and waits for a moment.  If the boy runs, all will be lost and he will have no choice but to move on.  He counts ten, but there is no sound.  The boy is waiting.  Hope grows, its heat, its light, spreading.  The mage's fingers find the ancient phial, and he returns to the front.  

The boy watches him approach, leery… but interested, too.  Whatever is happening, it's not how he thought he would spend his day, and in the boy's world, novelty is as rare as gemstones.  The mage speaks slowly: "What do you know of glass?"

The boy shrugs.  "What's to know?"

To the boy's surprise, the mage laughs, the briefest of sounds, but without question a genuine laugh.  The boy smiles uncertainly, and the mage says "Would you like to learn?"

"Learn what?"

"The ways of glass.  Perhaps other things, too.  The ways of the heart."

"Man, you got some way for me to fix your window then cool, let's do it, but I don't know about the w--"

"What do you know of how glass is made?"

The boy shrugs again.  "Nothing I guess.  Some kind of factory."  

The mage holds up three fingers, ticking them off as he lists:  "Sand.  Heat. Skill.  I have here the perfect sand for our task."  He holds up the phial and continues. "I have here the skill."  He points to his head.  "You," he says, pointing, "you will provide the heat.  You and your desire. Come!" and he sweeps past the boy, moving outside, and he is so certain that the boy will follow that the boy has no choice but to do so.  

Out on the sidewalk, they stand before the thin, sad pane of glass, regarding the crack which runs across it.  The mage gestures: "Hold out your right hand."  

The boy is mystified, but his curiosity is greater than his doubt, and he does as he is told.  The mage extends the phial and sprinkles a few grains of white sand into the boy's palm.  The boy looks up, startled, smiling "Yo, man, it's warm!"

The mage nods.  "It will be warmer yet.  Place your hand flat on the glass, here."  He points at the crack. "Hold the grains against the glass, but not too hard."  Slowly and gently, the boy does so.  The mage now leans forward, his voice a harsh whisper.  "Close your eyes."  The boy ponders for a moment, but nods and closes his eyes.  Now he can feel the old man's breath at his ear, he's so close.  "Your sister.  Think about her."

"Man, what about her, what do you--"

"Everything.  Her eyes.  Her smile.  The sound of her laughter.  How you imagined her when you gave her this gift.  What you hope for her life.  Your best dreams for her.  What you would give her if you could give her anything."  

The boy tries, squinting his eyes shut tightly.  He sees his sister's face looking up at him, that's how he always pictures her, her face tilted up at him like he's king of the world, like he can do anything, and for her he would, he would do anything, everything, to keep that smile on her face, anything to make her happy….

Beneath the boy's hand, there is a shimmer, a ripple in the glass as though its molecules themselves were re-negotiating their positions, and more, the glow of sunsets and of banked fires on a winter's night. "Hey!" the boy calls out, alarmed. "This is getting really warm, this ain't no sand, what are you--"

The mage's hand comes down upon the boy's holding it in place.  "Stayyy….." he hisses.  "Keep her in your mind.  You hold her beating heart right now, if you pull away, it falls and no good may come, stayyyy…. hold her here, in your hand, everything about her, the way her eyes dance when you tell her a joke, the look on her face when you watch her sleep and the way she curls into you when you pick her up to put her in her bed, stayyyyy…." and as he rasps these thoughts into the boy's ear he guides the boy's hand over the glass, the way you might guide an iron over a stubborn wrinkle….

… and in the wake of their hands' passage, the glass begins to knit itself, filling, clarifying, re-asserting itself to the world.  Slowly, steadily, their hands move along the crack leaving only smooth, unscarred perfection as they pass, until the crack is no more, the entire piece wish-welded and dream-sealed, strong as ever.  

The mage steps back, suddenly weary, and says "It is done.  Behold what your heart has wrought."

And the boy looks into the newly-healed wishing window, and he is transfixed as anyone who glances its way.  He looks into its depths and sees…. Everything.  Everything he wished for his sister and more, unfolding before his eyes, a loving husband, a warm and simple home, children who care for her, a spare room for visiting brothers, and everywhere the tinkling of her delighted laughter.  

The boy looks for a long time.

When at length he looks away, he sees the old man, who suddenly seems no different than any of the other old men on the street.  "What'd we do?"  he asks.

The old man shakes his head.  Some questions are too big.  Instead he asks one of his own:  "Would you like to learn the ways of the glass?"

The boy looks at the window, looks at the snowglobe still in his hand, and then at the old man.  What's to know about glass, he had thought only a few moments ago, but now… He looks at his hand, still warm from whatever they just did.  Can he really accept this, is this really even happening, can a person just decide to keep living inside a moment as strange as this one?  They are both surprised when he nods.  Yes.  He'd like that.  

A  moment of pleased stillness in which they each behold their new and unexpected futures, and then, a flurry of instructions.  The boy must return the globe and he must pay whatever penalty the Italian men require.  He starts to protest, it's for his sister, he can't just give it back, why, but the old man shushes him and gestures to the window. "You have seen?" he asks simply and after a beat the boy nods, suddenly sheepish to be concerned about a two dollar snow globe compared to the happiness he has seen in store for her.  

"I'll be back tomorrow," the boy promises, and then he is gone, with one last glance backward to confirm that it's all really there, that it all really happened. 

Tomorrow, thinks the old man.  Tomorrow a new apprentice, the first in more than an age.  Another to join us .  Another to help bear us away from the un-peace, toward our hearts' true destinations.

He watches contentedly as the streets slowly fill with the lunchtime shoppers, the midday wishers, and he watches his window catch their eyes, and he watches their dawning smiles as they move away, joy and peace radiating from them.  What is it they say?  "Merry Christmas."

Yes.

