A Day in the Life of Celebsul

By Celebsul

Late January - after Bloodstone

I love to see the dawn arrive, in whatever guise she chooses. No matter the myriad occasions I have watched her, the beauty is as manifest as ever.  Each time she comes, there is a subtle difference, something that was never there before. I search for this: be it the mysterious mountains formed from dark clouds on the horizon; or a wisp reshaping like a poem as it passes; a first flash of sunlight burnishing the bud of a wild crocus; or a new, heady mix of sounds and scents. I seek the difference, then the similarities. Thus, after a night of wandering in random dreams of the past, I order my endless memories by dawns gone by. 

This morning, seated alongside my silent canine companion on a bank of dewy grass, I gazed as the sky lightened from dark purple dusted with points of light, to bright sapphire in which only the crescent moon and dazzling morning star could endure. I recalled many such dawns; one in particular came to me, that of the day on which my wife, Rowan, died. I had looked then through a window, knowing that as the sun rose, darkness was about to fall. 

Unlike men's shadow memories, those of elves remain as clear and close as present reality. So too then are our past emotions ever with us, unfading even over centuries. Maybe in this men are blessed; their sorrows eventually dim into distant dreams. But so does their happiness, and each new event diminishes the one before. Every elven memory is as true as the next. Thus I cast my mind back further and recalled another morning when Rowan and I laughed up at the sickle moon and lost ourselves in each other. I have many more recollections of our love than of our pain, and I will never regret that she endures immortal in my mind.

Having given the past its due, I returned to the present. A blackbird awoke to his duties, singing the dawn in and calling for the lazy thrush to rise to his challenge. As pink began to stain the sky, a speckle-throated bird in a nearby branch threw back his head and sang the blackbird to shame. Thus the two birds had sparred throughout history, the first against the best. 

Shyly, a family of rabbits emerged in the distance, sniffing the air and nibbling the grass. They could smell the warg, my canine friend, but she was familiar to them now. Long since had they ceased stamping the ground and scurrying back to their burrows when she was about. Warg did not hunt this close to home, though she sometimes chased away those creatures that dared venture near the kitchen garden.

I turned to look at her; the large, sentient creature who shared my early morning walks. She lay flat on her belly, head on the ground between her front legs, eyes closed. She seemed fast asleep, but a slight twitching of her wet, black nose suggested otherwise. Warg was observing the world intently, and had probably noticed the rabbits' scent before I saw them appear. She would also be able to smell the smoke rising in the distance, a sign that the kitchens of the Burping Troll Inn would now be a blur of hobbits cooking masses of breakfast. Maybe I licked my lips, for the warg suddenly spoke. "Ah, the elf thinks of his belly at last."

Exchanging a look of agreement, we both rose to our feet. Warg shook herself to full alertness, sending scurf and fur flying, then we set off running towards home. This was something we loved, the stretching of limbs in carefree speed, a celebration of the physical after a time of still reflection.  She raced a few paces ahead of me, glancing back occasionally to ensure I was not gaining ground. While I could have increased my pace to catch her up, Warg no doubt also had energy in reserve. Besides, it was an unspoken rule that she arrived first; I had never felt any inclination to try to break it. Thus the warg pelted up the steps of the inn and skidded to a wood-scratching halt at the door. As I was the one with the ability to open said door, Warg waited for me. Not that she saw this as a lack in her skills, rather she gazed at me, regal as a queen awaiting her servant's duty. I duly obliged and she snaked through the door before it was half open.

Warg now padded from table-to-table looking for leftovers. I walked into the kitchen. Three hobbit lasses with curly, blonde hair were bustling around amid the seeming chaos of food preparation. They were not so distracted as to ignore my activities. It took some dexterity to elude the stabs and slaps of their wooden spoons and spatulas as I piled bacon upon slabs of buttered bread. "You are not going to breakfast upon such a morsel again," Meri exclaimed.

Erin and Camellia both tried to drag me out to a table in the hopes of bringing plates and dishes laden with food. But what I had in my hand was sufficient to get me as far as my workshop and deep into what I had planned for the day.  "Please, my friends," I entreated the hobbit maidens, recalling that they could be as formidable as an army of orcs, "There are more important things than stomachs."

Erin stood stiffed-backed. She thumped her fists into the sides of her waist and demanded, "Such as?"

"Sevilodorf's jewellery box," I ventured.

"Oh." Her mouth formed a little circle then drooped into a thoughtful frown. But a hobbit is not that easily distracted. "You can still finish that after breakfast."

Knowing that I could not win by fair means, I dropped to one knee to look directly into my hobbit friend's eyes. "This is my first breakfast." I held out the bacon and bread. "If you would be so kind, please bring my second breakfast to the workshop and then tell me what you think of my work so far. I will be forever in your debt."

Erin stared at me for a moment, then turned questioningly to Camellia. While the two hobbits exchanged perplexed expressions, I stood swiftly and headed for the door.

Soon I was in my workshop and absorbed in my occupation; the half-eaten snack lay forgotten beside a half-drunken tankard of water. I had promised my friend Sevilodorf, trader and healer, that I would use her amethyst to decorate a jewellery box. The raw quartz had been given to her as a Yule gift. I had sent it away to a lapidary with instructions as to its cutting. The results were returned to me two weeks ago. 

Since then, I had worked, on and off, making the box. It was of red rosewood, rippling with deeper veins. The wood was from a rare specimen brought from distant lands. It had a distinct scent, almost floral, but with overtones of nutmeg, a calming aroma. Kept by her bedside, the box would aid Sev's sleep. I ran my fingers over the polished surfaces of the sides. Yavanna had done herself proud when she first planted such a tree; her husband, Aule, would not disapprove of my treatment of it, for he taught me the working of wood, and he taught well. The tree had not been felled by cruelty; I knew that at the first touch, it had succumbed to the elements. Though its life had ended, still it could bestow gifts to other beings, a fate to be envied. 

Once the amethyst pieces arrived, I was able to select the cuts of wood that would match them. The design was five-sided, connected with 'secret' mitre dovetails. The joints were cut only partly through the thickness, leaving a shell of solid wood to hide the seal, thus the box had strength without blemish. The surface was sanded to a satin sheen, but would not be varnished, for that would diminish the scent of the rosewood.

Now, I took a sharp blade and began to pare slivers off the surface of one face of the box.  Five perfect, circular hollows were needed. Into these I would inlay the delicate discs of amethyst, shades of glistening purple set amongst the pale and dark red wood. I had studied the patterns of both for hours and fashioned the sides and lid with immense care. Once in place, the ripples in the polished amethyst would align perfectly with the grain of the wood, seamless waves washing over the surface, indistinguishable but for the change in colour, light and texture. The lid, also five sided, had grains sweeping together at the zenith where a polished globe of deepest purple amethyst would form the centrepiece and handle.

I worked with intense concentration on my delicate task. The hollows must be so perfect that the inlays would fit with hardly need of glue. There must be no hint of a join. I loved this work and could labour so for many hours, even days on end, were it not for the ministrations of hobbits or other distractions, as now; a pair of young elves stumbled through the workshop door, laughing and pushing at each other. Aerio and Gambesul, my apprentices, had arrived from their gluttonous breakfasts. It reminded me that I had yet to finish my own hard-won snack. I picked it up and took another bite. Part of me resented the intrusion of the youngsters; they would delay me. Yet I knew that I owed them what had been given generously to me - the knowledge and skills that brought meaning and pleasure to life.

"Are you still working on that box?" Aerio enquired innocently, peering at the bench.

I knew a smirk was lurking behind his bland expression. He had yet to learn the full extent of patience that an elven craft master could invest in his creations. And Aerio was ever more practical than I. He once again proved it by saying, "Would not a rectangular box have been less arduous? After all, it is only a container."

Gambesul, having a love of woodwork akin to my own, answered for me. "But it isn't only a container, it will be an ornament in its own right."

"I know that." Aerio briefly closed his eyes in exasperation. "But it could be rectangular and still attractive. Why make so much more effort by deciding upon an irregular number of sides?"

Shrugging, Gambesul turned his gaze on me as if to say, 'He's got a point.'

With an inward sigh, I attempted to justify my design. "So every box in existence should be rectangular? That would be a boon to the lazy craftsman and a poor diet for hand and eye."

Aerio peered more carefully at the box. I could almost hear his thinking as he mulled on the argument and calculated how many sides were practicable. Knowing his delight in mathematics, I guessed he would also be working out mitre angles for all eventualities. Sure enough, he murmured to himself, "Twenty two and a half."

"Huh," Gambesul exclaimed. He understood Aerio well enough to have also surmised he was thinking about how many sides were possible. "Twenty two and a half sides?"

With a tsk, Aerio explained, "An eight-sided box would need a flat mitre of twenty two and a half degrees, for ten sides it would be …" his brain whirred, "… eighteen, and for twelve it would be … fifteen."

"I doubt you could make a durable box with twelve sides," Gambesul challenged.

Inwardly, I blessed him. Watching Aerio's face I knew my apprentices had an occupation for the day, and one that would teach them some worthwhile lessons. They murmured together as they turned and walked away, their hands gesticulating geometric shapes.

Within the next hour I tried the first amethyst disc. A precautionary smear of glue was growing tacky on the inside of the hollow as I manoeuvred the circle of crystal into the correct alignment.  It slotted into place with a satisfying click. While I polished the finished side, I saw Erin approaching with a basket that emitted a thin trail of steam and the aroma of apple pie. I hastily retrieved the remains of my snack and hid it in a pocket to avoid another confrontation. Smiling broadly, the hobbit maiden walked in and hauled the basket up onto a clear portion of the worktop. "You start eating your way through this," she ordered cheerfully, "while I look at what you are making for Sevi."

Gazing around, she spotted the box and exclaimed with glee, "Oh. It is absolutely lovely, the colour, the shape … the smell." After a few moments of careful examination, she asked, "What are the circles for?"

I had marked out the areas for the other four hollows, but the side with the fitted disc faced towards the wall. With the hand that was not currently occupied with pastry, I reached out and turned the box around. 

"Ah," Erin sighed, "the amethyst." Then she suddenly frowned and peered closely. "Serendipity! The veins in the crystal exactly match the wood-grain. It looks as if a perfect circle of purple sunlight has illuminated the box. Sevi must always ensure this side is turned outwards."

I smiled gently down at the hobbit. "All the sides will be like that. It is not serendipity."

"You planned it?" Erin gazed at me wide-eyed, then looked back to the box. "It's like magic. No wonder it is taking so much time. Sevi is so lucky."

"Don't you go telling her anything about it." I waggled a warning finger at Erin. "I want it to be a surprise."

"Oh it will be. She was only saying the other day, 'How long can it take to stick a chunk of nmad quartz on the lid of a box?'" Erin mimicked Sevilodorf to perfection then fell into giggles. 

I laughed so much I almost dropped the pie. When we recovered from our mirth, I asked, "Do you think it will be too ornate for Sev? I know she doesn't like things fancy or pretentious."

Adopting a stern expression, Erin protested, "It is not ornate, or fancy or pretentious. In fact it is deceptively simple. She will adore it."

I smiled with relief, then grinned. "Do you know of anyone who would like a very ornate jewellery box?" 

Erin stared blankly at me for a moment. Then a twinkle came into her eye and she beamed. "So, Aerio has another project planned." 

Once the basket of food was completely empty, the hobbit maiden went contentedly on her way, probably to start preparing the next repast. I was fairly sure that the number of meals per day was gradually increasing. But rather than try to count them, I returned to my task.

I don't know how much time passed, but as I placed the fifth disc, Aerio and Gambesul came in complaining that they had missed lunch because they had been, in Aerio's words, 'absorbed in trying out different strategies for constructing the dodecahedron'. They had subsequently received a scolding from Meri and Camellia for neglecting their stomachs (a bad habit apparently picked up from me). Now my apprentices were under strict instructions to make sure they and I appeared at supper.

"So where is this lunch-depriving many-sided box?" I asked. 

"Unfinished," Aerio replied. "You do not think we could observe you toil painstakingly for weeks on that jewellery box and then confront you with our half-day experiment. When it is completed or we are in need of your advice, master, then we will bring it to you."

I nodded. My apprentices were becoming wise and considerate, as well as highly skilled.

Examining the rosewood box from where he stood, Gambesul asked, "How did you manage to do that?"

Knowing he referred to the grain alignment, I reminded him, "We have talked about 'reading the wood'."

Gambesul nodded. "I try to do so, but I could never do what you have done there."

"Never?" I grinned. "I had a very long time to learn the skill. Persevere and you will eventually be able to visualise every twist and turn of grain throughout a piece of timber."

"Will I? Sometimes what you do seems more like magic than skill." Gambesul echoed the words of Erin.

"Not magic, but if you will, maybe art; an art that seems impossible to those who do not have centuries in which to develop their talents; an art that will become increasingly meaningless in a world of men's practicalities. Aerio's gift with gadgetry is of more significance to the future. Though the care and time he takes to make his work fair as well as functional will be appreciated by few mortals."

"Why?" Aerio asked, a frown creasing his young brow.

I turned my attention to him and tried to explain. "Mainly because their lives are hard and short. The wealthy may want fine things to adorn their homes, but most men simply struggle to survive. They crave devices to help them now, and would not see the sense in waiting a week or a month while something was made more handsome. Some of the creations of elves took longer than mortal lifetimes to complete and served no purpose other than perfect beauty. To a man struggling to feed his children, that would seem folly in the extreme."

Aerio grimaced. He could follow the logic of the argument, but it grieved his elven heart, as it did Gambesul's and mine. "Then the world is not changing for the better, not if the pursuit of perfection is to be devalued," he concluded.

"To us it might seem like unwanted change," I reflected, "but we have no right of yeah or nay any more; the power of the rings is gone. We must accept the changes or … leave." Looking at the sad expressions on my apprentices' faces, I thought a change of subject might be called for. "Meanwhile, we have mortal friends here who do appreciate our efforts. I suspect Erin might like a jewellery box of her own, if you can manage to make your dodecahedron into something she would treasure."

Rediscovered his smirk, Aerio declared, "It will be an object sublime." Then taking Gambesul by the arm, he urged his friend back to their venture. 

As they exited the workshop, I called out after them, "Maybe Erin would prefer pretty to sublime."

Their spirits were young; sadness would not overshadow them for long, not when Aerio had an idea and Gambesul a chance to work his craft. I returned to mine, and the rest of the day passed almost unnoticed as I communed with crystal and wood.

Finally, the globe of polished amethyst was in place, the jewellery box complete. I looked at it and felt content. There was a time, long, long ago when I would have been reluctant to part with such a thing. Now my greatest pleasure would be passing it on to its intended owner.  Aerio, Gambesul and I had many debates as to the ownership of our artefacts. The young elves were sometimes as possessive as I had once been. But after hearing the full story of Feanor and his sons, they understood the danger of loving too much the creations of one's own hands. As with Feanor who captured the Light of the Trees when he made the Silmarils, I did not own this box that I had fashioned, for at its heart was the quartz stone which belonged to Sev. Indeed, since the Kinslaying in Aman, I have never made anything of grace for myself, except necessities such as bows and arrows. And I have been much the happier for it; the smugness of possession is a sorry thing compared to the joy of giving.

Emerging from my musing, I realised it was nearly suppertime, and my hands were rough with wood dust. Snatching up the bag of clean clothes that I always kept in my workshop, I made my way down to the river to bathe. The weather was pleasant enough and the thought of cool, fresh water appealed. 

In the early twilight, I stood naked upon the steep riverbank, surveying the gurgling water rushing past below. The river was high after so much rain, and in this section, it ran deep. I inhaled till my lungs were full then dived in, letting my momentum take me down to the riverbed. There I lay for a while, my eyes adjusting to the new medium. Fat brown trout that had fled when I burst through into their world were now watching warily from amongst the smooth boulders and rippling waterweeds. As I stared back at them, I freed my braids so that the river could run through my hair, washing away the debris of the day. A shoal of tiny silver sticklebacks sparkled past, able to progress safely downriver while the trout hid from their own potential predator.

My long breath exhausted, I rose to the surface and let the clean water rush by me. When I felt the last mote of dust gone from my skin, I waded out at a shallow point and sat on the grassy bank to dry. Now I listened to the voice of the river while plaiting a different weave into my hair, one that spoke of completion of a promise. The language of braids was confined mainly to the Calaquendi, though honour braids had been adopted into Sindarin tradition. The message I wove would be unreadable to most elves, and all mortals, but such things are still important to me, anachronism that I am.

Dressed in clean clothes, I walked back to the workshop. Then, with the jewellery box wrapped in a soft cloth and hidden inside my bag of laundry, I entered the inn just in time for supper. Aerio and Gambesul were duly present and, as Sevilodorf was busy chatting to Anoriath, I headed upstairs. After ensuring Sev's room was indeed empty, I entered quickly and left the jewellery box on top of her bedside table. In my own room, I discarded the laundry into a basket provided by the hobbits for that purpose, then I went downstairs hungrily contemplating the evening meal.

Sitting between Aerio and Bob the ranger, and opposite Gambesul and the elf couple, Carcharien and Pippin, I reached for my tankard of cherry-b. After drinking deeply, I surveyed the room and nodded to various friends. As the food began to arrive, Aerio asked, "Have you finished the box?"

"Yes," I replied. "But only just."

"Have you given it to Sev yet?" Aerio took a chunk of fresh bread and began to butter it. "Only I wanted to see it when it was completed."

"Sev has it. I'm sure she will let you look."  

"Did she like it?" Aerio enquired, then he bit into the bread.

"She hasn't seen it yet."

Putting down his bread and scowling, the young elf painfully swallowed his mouthful. "Sev has it … but she hasn't seen it?"

"Exactly," I smiled and drank more cherry-b. Aerio still scowled at me so I added, "I placed it in her room when she wasn't there. She won't see it until she goes to bed."

This did not dislodge the scowl; in fact it deepened it. Aerio's question was incredulous. "You are not going to learn what she thinks of it until tomorrow? You are content to go to your own bed not knowing how the work of weeks has been received? Master, I sometimes fail completely in my comprehension of you."

"Good. For when you do fully comprehend me, you will have learnt as much as I can teach, and be my apprentice no longer." 

I reached to get myself a slab of bread while Aerio merely stared down at his. It would probably be a long time before he understood that the giver could distract from the gift. Sevilodorf should be able to indulge her senses in the box without seeking words to offer me in return. And I needed no thanks, having received countless gifts from Sev, from all my friends here. 'This food for a start,' I thought, buttering the bread, 'and having my laundry done.' 

The words 'food' and 'laundry' suddenly clashed together in my mind like sword blades. I dropped the bread on the table, pushed back my chair and made a dash for the stairs. "You forget something?" Bob's amused voice drifted after me. A nod of my retreating head was all the answer he received. Once in my bedroom, I pulled out the most recent laundry, retrieved that which I sought, then returned the clothes to the basket. 

Sauntering calmly back down the stairs, I wandered between tables, enquiring as the health and happiness of various people, eventually reaching my destination safely. Warg was half asleep, but her large, golden eyes opened as I approached. She yawned gapingly then asked with uncalled-for suspicion, "What do you want?"

"I've brought you a morsel to eat."

She yawned again, lowered her head and closed her eyes. "I'm full."

"It's only small. A bit dry and dusty, I admit."

Without a flicker of her lids, Warg muttered, "For some reason, that doesn't tempt me." 

"Warg," I whispered my appeal, "you would be saving my life."

One eye opened slowly. "What's it worth?"

My charitable mood was becoming slightly frayed. "What do you want?"

"Scratch my back, that bit I can't reach. It's driving me to distraction."

Laughing, I knelt alongside her and vigorously rubbed the fur along her spine. When she yawned with pleasure, I surreptitiously took the incriminating evidence from my sleeve and popped it into her mouth. It didn't even dignify a chew. She swallowed the remains of my morning snack whole.

"Thank you," I said as I rose to leave.

"And thank you," Warg replied politely.

Seeing Meri's expression as I walked back towards my table, I made a detour to the kitchen to wash my hands. Hobbits' rules of hygiene could tax even the most fastidious elf, but that was nothing compared to their rules regarding food. Had they found that stale snack at laundry time, I would have been in utter disgrace.

Returning to my seat, an assortment of enquiring expressions greeted me, but I just raised a nonchalant eyebrow in return then concentrated my attention on supper. This was the meal that I most enjoyed - a time to be with friends as they relaxed after the working day. The food was delicious, and all the better for being washed down by ale or cherry-b or one of the fine wines that Sev brought back from her trading expeditions. As I ate, I listened to the various conversations throughout the room, learning how this day had passed for the residents, neighbours and guests. 

Later, in my bed, wrapped in night, I lived elven dreams. My feet trod softly on glittering paths as I walked the terraces of Tirion. Silver and gold radiance bathed my way and dappled the alabaster walls as the leaves of Telperion and Laurelin stirred in the warm breeze. I felt immense happiness, not knowing then that the trees would be destroyed and that no such lights would ever again shine in the world; not sun nor moon nor star would ever match their resplendence.

I ran down crystal steps into the courtyard of Mindon Eldaliova, a garden of jewels in which the white tree grew. Here my parents awaited me with fond smiles. We embraced and exchanged news then took a long stroll to the foot of the hill. Here, thanks to the thoughtfulness of the Valar, deep shadows allowed an undiminished view of the stars beloved to my mother and father who had awoken to life beneath them. 

Bliss. To live again in Aman with no knowledge of what is to come, to love again with no recollection of loss. Elven dreams, unlike our memories, are the past, without knowledge of what follows. So when the shifting scenes finally changed to the time when I heard the doom pronounced on my departing Noldor brethren, I grieved, but I did not grieve as much as I would later. Nevertheless it was enough to awake me in the hour before dawn. 

Dressing silently, I went downstairs in search of Warg so we could walk away the remains of the night and greet another day.
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