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CHAPTER ONE


I was eight years old when I saw my first elf.


It was a Monday evening in July or August: school holidays, I’d just been watching Star Trek on the box, and Mummy let me out in the garden to play. I was being Captain Kirk in the secluded patch between the spuds and the compost heap, and I’d just phasered next door’s cat into oblivion through a gap in the fence when I looked round and there, quite suddenly, he was.


If I close my eyes, I can see him yet. He was at least a foot high, maybe thirteen or fourteen inches, with sharply upswept pointed ears, short black hair and a slight but noticeable greenish tinge to his skin. As I recall, he was leaning against a nascent iceberg lettuce (God only knows why my stepfather grew the loathsome things; none of us liked them, him included) and he was rolling a tiny cigarette in a wrapper of withered spinach leaf. Stuck into the dirt directly in front of him were a miniature pickaxe, crowbar and shovel, like something you might expect to find among the accoutrements of a pre-Glasnost Soviet doll’s house – Heroine of Agriculture Barbie, or My Little Comrade. He was wearing a cute little yellow top, black tights and big clumpy boots, and when he’d finished rolling his fag, he gave his nose a quick ream-through with a tiny black-edged fingernail before lighting up.


I crouched there, staring, for at least fifteen seconds, which is a very long time indeed to hold perfectly still, especially when you’re eight. Quite possibly I could’ve stuck it out even longer if a wasp hadn’t materialised out of thin air a few inches from my nose, triggering an instinctive flinch-hop-skip-swipe procedure. By the time I’d landed and looked round, the elf wasn’t there any more, understandably enough; but that was OK. I’d seen him, which was all that really mattered.


‘Mummy, Mummy,’ I yelled out as I ran back into the house. ‘Guess what! There are Vulcans at the bottom of our garden!’


Mummy and Daddy George (my stepfather) were sitting out on the patio, glugging some kind of amber booze from small glasses. It was what they usually did in the evenings.


‘What the hell are you talking about?’ Mummy said.


‘Vulcans,’ I replied, too preoccupied to point out that she’d just used a Bad Word. ‘I just saw one, down by the compost heap. He was only little, about this big, so there must’ve been a transporter malfunction, probably a misaligned EM coupling in the plasma conduit, and he was wearing a yellow shirt, so he was probably bridge crew, though I didn’t see his rank insignia—’


‘Hang on,’ Daddy George interrupted. ‘Where did you say this was?’


‘Down the garden,’ I replied impatiently – I’d already covered that point in my initial report, why was it that grown-ups never listened? ‘He had pointy ears and everything, just like Mister Spock. But then a wasp came and when I looked round again he’d gone, so he must’ve beamed back to his ship . . .’


‘Michael,’ said Daddy George, in his extra-quiet-meaning-real-trouble voice, ‘go to your room.’


Well, you didn’t argue with him when he used that voice; not if you had even a faint residual trace of a survival instinct. So I did as I was told: no arguments, no protests, no it’s-not-fairs, just a slump of the shoulders and a slow trudge up the little wooden hill to HM Prison Bedfordshire.


(Show me an eight-year-old kid who wants to go to bed at seven o’clock on a summer evening, and I’ll show you a clear case of demonic possession, alien abduction or both.)


As I went, I could hear them talking; Daddy George was saying something like, I thought I told you never to let him something I didn’t catch; Mummy was coming back at him with the old don’t-you-talk-to-my-baby-like-that-you-pig line, but I could tell it was very much a rearguard action and her heart wasn’t in it. For my part, I couldn’t see what all the fuss was about; but ten minutes or so later I got a Class One Official Warning from Daddy George, all flared nostrils and eyebrows meeting in the middle. A quarter of a century has slipped by since so I can’t give you the exact words, but the general idea was that smart cookies don’t go around seeing small green-faced people in gardens; and even if they do, they keep very quiet about it for fear of being classified as dangerous loons and taken away to places with high walls and handles on one side of the door only. He added a few choice remarks about wicked children who made up silly stories just to get attention, coupled with a reminder that that part of the garden was (a) out of bounds and (b) infested with poisonous snakes, spiders and scorpions (and if that wasn’t making up silly stories, I remember thinking, I’d love to know what was) and left, slamming the door behind him. After he’d gone I climbed into bed and studied the ceiling thoughtfully for a while; there was a little wisp of cobweb in one corner that’d been there ever since I could remember, and focusing on it helped me drift into a state of deep and insightful meditation. Just before I fell asleep, I distinctly remember thinking about something he’d said: small green-faced people in gardens. Small, yes; I’d said small, also pointy-eared and yellow-shirt wearing. Not green-faced, though. I hadn’t mentioned that aspect at all.


About Daddy George, my stepfather. From the above you may have got the impression that he was a grumpy, miserable little man who shouted a lot and was no fun. This isn’t entirely accurate. He wasn’t little. Quite the opposite: at the time I formed the impression that he was at least twelve feet high and about the same across the shoulders, with a shout they could probably hear in New Mexico, wherever New Mexico was. In reality he was no more than six foot five, six six at the very most, and it wasn’t the shouting you needed to worry about; it was when he turned quiet and looked at you for two or three seconds without saying anything at all. That was definitely a cue to leave the area, change your name and if possible your species, because Daddy George had a temper you could use to generate electricity.


He’d come on the scene when I was about four, four-and-a-half. My other daddy had slung his hook for some unspecified reason and I wasn’t to talk about him any more. About the same time we moved house, from a town or city I can barely remember to a big, way-cool house in the pseudo-country, a few miles on the quieter side of the M25. That was extremely good; likewise the fact that Daddy George ran a big, successful shoe factory, which made lots and lots of money and (better still) occupied most of Daddy George’s time. As I got older, it became easier for me to be out of the house when he was in it, an arrangement that seemed to suit all of us pretty well; and just before my fourteenth birthday I was sent away to boarding school. This took a certain amount of arranging, since (as Daddy George made a point of informing me) I was far too thick to get into this school by the conventional route of passing the entrance exam, and Daddy George had to build them a new science block before they’d take me off his hands.


Boarding school wasn’t perfect, by any manner of means – looking back, I get the impression that the bunch of misfits who ran it had drawn on ancient Sparta, Rugby in the reign of Victoria and Wormwood Scrubs as their main sources of inspiration in figuring out their operating philosophy – but it did have the overwhelming advantage of not being Home. True, this was a quality it shared with a whole lot of other, warmer places, but nobody was going to let me go to any of them, so at a fairly early stage I resolved to keep my face shut, my head down and my nose clean, and make the best of it. And it wasn’t so bad, at that; it was far enough away that the risk of my parents dropping in while they were in the neighbourhood was reassuringly negligible, and I did manage to learn some useful stuff, most of which concerned keeping warm and staying hidden. One piece of advice I brought from home that did stand me in very good stead was Daddy George’s warning about the danger of having seen elves. I quickly realised that in the basically carnivorous culture of a boys’ school, any kind of aberration or difference from the norm quickly marks you out as being on the wrong side of the predator/prey divide. Admitting that you’d once seen an elf would’ve been blood in the water for sure, and in consequence I gave the topic of elves, fairies, brownies, pixies, goblins and little people in general a very wide berth whenever it came up in conversation. Nonetheless: the more I didn’t talk about what I’d seen that evening and tried to forget all about it, the more it became part of me, something unspoken and therefore fundamental, like the British constitution. So I’d seen an elf when I was a kid. So what? Big deal.


Thus my first elf encounter stayed dark and buried in my heart like a tiny plastic aeroplane at the bottom of a skyscraper-sized cereal packet until the day after my sixteenth birthday, when I happened to be doing something very unusual, very out of character and, as far as I was concerned, very scary indeed. I was talking to a Girl.


We had them at our school, in the sixth form; about two dozen of them, as against two hundred and fifty adolescent males. This was supposed to be a good thing; and all I can say is that whoever dreamed up that idea was either fundamentally misguided or else had originated on the planet of the Plant People, where sex is a typo for a number between five and seven. What it was like for the girls I can’t really begin to imagine, though I’ve always tended to assume it must’ve resembled those primitive cultures where the king is treated as a god for 364 days of the year and gets ritually eaten on the 365th. For the boys – Oh, go on. Guess.


Consequently, from the age when I first started to be uncomfortably aware of them, girls to me were exotic, almost mythical creatures; more outlandish than Klingons and Romulans, way more outlandish than elves. And yet; on 10 September (day after my birthday; first day of term), there was I, alone with and actually talking to one. Bizarre? Yes.


Her name – well, that was part of it, I guess. Many parents name their children after fictional heroes and heroines, and little tangible harm results. Some parents call their kids after their favourite Disney characters, and still get away with it. It’s amazing how resilient young people can be. Once in a while, however, you get a truly appalling act of nomenclature whose repercussions last a lifetime.


‘Sorry,’ I repeated. ‘Your name, I didn’t quite catch it.’


‘That’s because I didn’t tell you,’ she replied, scowling. She had a face that looked like it was built around a scowl, to the point where two hundred and forty-nine teenage boys had taken one look and headed in another direction. ‘Where’s the science block?’


‘This way,’ I replied. ‘I’ll take you there if you like.’


‘Don’t bother.’


‘It’s no bother,’ I replied, quick as lightning. ‘I was going that way anyhow.’


Which was, of course, as barefaced a lie as you’ll ever find in the wild outside the Houses of Parliament; and she knew it, and so did I. But, for some reason, she didn’t tell me to push off, with or without extreme prejudice.


Instead, she simply grunted, ‘Yeah, all right,’ like a shy, freckled warthog, and allowed me to lead the way.


‘I’m Mike, by the way,’ I said. ‘Mike Higgins. So, this is your first day, is it?’


‘Mm.’


‘It’s not so bad,’ I went on, ‘once you get used to it. Like Stilton cheese,’ I added.


‘What?’


‘Not so bad, once you get used to it.’


‘What’s cheese got to do with anything?’


‘Nearly there. Actually, my dad built it.’


‘Built what?’


I tried to sound nonchalant. ‘The science block. That’s why it’s called the Higgins Science Centre, actually.’


‘Oh.’


I never met a human being who could invest the word oh with such a wide range of eloquent meaning. On this occasion, oh clearly meant, ‘Even if I believed you, why the hell would I care?’, a definition that for some unaccountable reason is missing from most popular dictionaries. In short, I was striking out; and it says quite a lot about the aura of pure unsullied miserableness that she radiated that, at that precise moment, I didn’t really mind. If this was a Girl, I said to myself, you can have ’em. Give me plastic model aircraft every time.


‘Cru,’ she said suddenly.


‘Sorry?’


‘Cru,’ she repeated. ‘My name.’


‘Ah.’


‘Aren’t you going to ask me what it’s short for?’ The way she said the words was equivalent to a slap round the face with a glove from a professional duellist; soon, it told me, we’re going to fight, and you’re going to die. ‘Well, aren’t you?’ she added.


‘It’s short for something, is it?’


‘Yes.’


‘Oh.’


Well, indeed. I may be stupid, but I’m not thick, and when someone says, ‘Come over here so I can bash you’, just occasionally I have the common sense to stay put. Besides, once in a while I like to do the unexpected.


‘Aren’t you going to ask, then?’ she said, a tad louder this time.


‘Let me guess,’ I replied. ‘Crudence?’


‘No.’


‘Cruese?’


‘Cruella,’ she said, ‘after Cruella de Vil.’


I frowned. Genuine bafflement. ‘Who?’


‘Cruella de Vil. You know, in 101 Dalmatians.’


I shrugged. ‘Never seen it. Here we are, it’s the big grey building on the left, the one that looks like a giant shoebox standing on end. Probably deliberate,’ I added. ‘My dad’s in shoes, you see.’


‘I couldn’t care less if he was in black leather and frogmen’s flippers,’ she replied, but it was obvious she wasn’t putting her weight behind it; just a token left-arm prod, for appearance’s sake.


‘You’ve never seen 101 Dalmatians?’


I shook my head. ‘Or Bambi,’ I said, ‘or Jungle Book or any stuff like that. We didn’t go to the pictures when I was a kid.’


‘Right.’ She stopped, and I stopped too. We were outside the science block, and there was no call for me to go any further, or for her to stay. ‘Well,’ she went on, ‘here we are.’


‘Yes.’


‘You said you were on your way here.’


‘I lied. Have a nice day.’


She twitched her nose, like a rabbit. Not many people can do that. I can. ‘Be seeing you,’ she said.


Suddenly I grinned. ‘The Prisoner?’ I asked.


‘The what?’


‘Doesn’t matter.’ Didn’t, either. It was still love at third sight, even if she hadn’t been quoting from my favourite TV show. ‘Be seeing you,’ I repeated, and I did the little gesture, just in case. She didn’t remark on it, and I went back to the main building, where I was now seriously late for double history.


And what, you may very well be asking, the hell had that got to do with elves? Well, I guess it depends on how you like your relevance: immediate, tangential or with lemon. I’m taking the line that it’s because of that initial encounter that Cruella Watson and I gradually slid in love – a long-drawn-out process that started with a grudged and wary non-aggression pact and slithered sideways into an unspoken acknowledgement that, when the teams of Life were picked, we’d always be the ones left over at the end, and therefore some kind of alliance was grimly inevitable. She was sullen, razor-tongued and miserable as sin, having a father who lived behind a desk in a solicitors’ office and a mother who despised her because her hair didn’t go with the curtains. I saw elves. Who in God’s name else would want either one of us?


Ah, you’re saying, how sweet, and probably you’re right. Sweet, though, wasn’t a term you’d ever use to describe Cru, except together with the words she isn’t at all or not the slightest bit. She crunched a path through life like a small, steady ice-breaker. As regards the chicken/egg issue, opinions differ; I take the view that she’d have been pretty much the same if she’d been christened Jane or Fiona, while she maintained that her parents’ act of thoughtless whimsy had wrecked her entire life and therefore she wasn’t to blame and could do what she liked. It was, according to her hypothesis, the defining incident of her life, and there at least I could see where she was coming from. Her Cruella was my elf.


That being the case, it was only a matter of time; indeed, it was as if I was under some kind of obligation in that regard. She’d told me her name. Honour demanded that I tell her about my elf. So, one wet and wretched Friday afternoon between last lesson and compulsory optional swimming, I did.


‘You did what?’ she said.


‘I saw an elf,’ I repeated. ‘Years ago, when I was just a kid. It was leaning against a lettuce in our garden, smoking.’


She was silent for five, maybe six seconds. From my point of view, very long seconds indeed.


‘That’s bad,’ she said eventually.


Didn’t like the sound of that. ‘What’s bad?’ I said. ‘I really did see one, you know.’


‘I didn’t mean that,’ she said. ‘But I thought everybody knew: smoking can damage your elf.’


Completely deadpan, too, which made it worse. ‘I knew I shouldn’t have told you,’ I grumped. ‘It’s just—’


‘Oh, I believe you all right,’ she interrupted. ‘Let’s see: about so high, with pointed ears, sort of yellowygreeny skin, a bit knobbly round the knees and elbows.’


She was right. I’d forgotten the knobbliness, or rather it had always been there in my mind’s eye but I’d never noticed it. ‘That’s right,’ I said, ‘how did you—’


‘There was a picture of one,’ she said, ‘in my Little Blue Fairy Book; and even though I was only six, I remember thinking, God, what an ugly little runt, they must be real because nobody would make up something as ugly as that. Did yours have a pointy nose, like someone’d been at it with a pencil-sharpener?’


I nodded. ‘Come to think of it,’ I said, ‘it did. Are you really telling me you believe—?’


She shrugged. ‘Depends,’ she replied. ‘In the Peter Pan sense, probably not. In the sense of not actively not believing just because everybody’s always told me not to, quite possibly. Did I ever mention that my mum and dad had the fireplace bricked in when I was seven, just to prove conclusively there was no Father Christmas?’


I frowned. ‘Proving nothing,’ I replied. ‘He could just as easily get in through a window.’


‘Not in our house. Not unless he’s got an oxyacetylene torch and a jackhammer, not to mention Dobermann-proof trousers.’ She smiled bitterly. ‘But that’s why I never needed to believe or not believe, you see. If there really had been fairies at the bottom of our garden, Dad would just have got a court order and had them slung out.’


‘I see,’ I replied. ‘What you’re saying is, there may be elves and there may not, you just aren’t particularly interested either way.’


‘I suppose so. I mean, it’s no harder believing in little men with sharp ears than it is believing in God, or relativity, or film stars; they’re all weird, and nothing to do with me. If you feel you want to believe in them, go ahead. If they’re ever relevant to anything, be sure and let me know.’


I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. It had all gone rather better than I’d expected, and now it was out of the way and we’d never have to go there again. A great weight off my mind, let me tell you.


Hah. As if. But there, I’m getting ahead of myself, like a derailing train. At the moment I’m talking about, everything for once seemed to be working out. I’d told her about It, the great big enormous issue in my life that made me screwed-up and defective, and she didn’t seem to mind. I was sorely tempted to ask her to marry me, but fortunately I did no such thing; even someone with a name like Cruella can only stand so much weirdness in the course of one day.


After that momentous dialogue, however, things did seem to move a bit more easily, as the WD40 of openness and trust seeped its way into the rusted-up threads of insecurity and self-loathing. To put it another way: I stopped creeping round like I had some unspeakable secret disease, which probably made me slightly more fun to be with. Given that Cruella’s choice of people to hang out with was limited to those who were prepared to put up with her moods and snippy fits – all one of me – the burgeoning of our relationship was probably not nearly as remarkable as I thought it was at the time.


Excuse me if I’m getting philosophical; it’s a fault of mine, I know. Basically, I’ve always tended towards the view that life is just a bowl of cherries told by an idiot, as the sparks fly upwards; I accept the hand life has dealt me with passive, sullen resentment and get on with it. Back then, of course, it wasn’t all unalloyed hatefulness. People were mostly a pain, but things were pretty cool; whatever else Daddy George may have been, he wasn’t tight with his money, and when you’re a kid you tend to look no further than the next cool thing, whether it’s a skateboard or a Walkman or a better skateboard or a computer or an even better skateboard with carbon-fibre dampeners. As far as things were concerned, it was always pretty much a case of ask and ye shall receive the cash equivalent, plus the bus fare so ye can go and buy it yourself – Mummy and Daddy George believed very firmly in the time-is-money equation, and invariably opted to let me have the money and keep the time for themselves.


Wonderful, as far as your average kid is concerned; except that, when you’re that age, at least half the fun of having some really cool thing is being able to wave it under the noses of your friends and bask in their jealousy and resentment. In my case, nobody ever seemed to care. If I had the latest model BMX bike straight from the factory gate or a pair of trainers so overwhelming in their coolness that I lost at least one toe to frostbite every time I put them on, nobody ever seemed to give a damn; I could even leave them lying about and nobody would deign to steal them. Accordingly, round about the time I first cut myself shaving, I stopped caring terribly much about mere artefacts and the kind of stuff I could have if I wanted it. Unfortunately this left a hole in my life about the same height, width and depth as me, and I was pretty well at a loss to know what to plug it with. True, that was about the time Cru came along; but I didn’t make the mistake of turning her into my new hobby. Like I said, I may be stupid, but I’m not thick.


Even so . . . thanks largely to Cru and the opportunity she’d afforded me for the first full confession I’d ever made of my elf-seeing tendency, I was gradually working my way back out of the pit I’d managed to tumble into eight years previously. It was as though I’d finally found the courage to go and see a doctor and find out that the symptoms I’d been fretting about for so long were just a slight cold, and not terminal cancer after all. If it didn’t matter about elves, I could start again; and gradually, day by day, that inner elf of mine started to fade. He was still there, but I didn’t have to go there any more. Instead, I tried to find something to like; and since Cru had made up her mind, on evidence as slender as the finest surgical suture, that she was naturally artistic and destined to create wonderful things out of bits of old junk, I reckoned I might as well be artistic too. This was, of course, a load of what mushrooms grow in, but fairly harmless as misapprehensions go, and if I’d carried it through and made it my life’s calling, I’d probably have turned out no worse than the average screw-up. As it was, I never got the chance.


Enter the second elf. 


That particular end of term was hard for me. As if going home wasn’t bad enough in itself, being parted from Cru for the whole of rotten Christmas and wretched New Year was going to be torture (and if it wasn’t, every agonising, angst-crammed second of it, I’d want to know the reason why).


Our parting was such sweet sorrow –


(‘Well,’ I said, as my train pulled in to the platform, ‘bye, then. See you next term.’


‘Yup,’ she replied.)


– but not so sweet or so ostentatiously sorrowful as all that. To look at us, you’d think our relationship was something quite other – pedestrian and lollipop lady, for example, or stockbroker and not particularly affluent client. Then, at the very last moment, for the very first time, she grabbed at where my hand would’ve been if I hadn’t moved it to scratch my nose. I reciprocated by putting my arms around her neck and carrying out a manoeuvre that would probably have ended with her head popping off her shoulders like a champagne cork if she hadn’t snapped, ‘Stop it, you’re pulling my hair,’ in a tone of voice you could’ve shaved with. Personally, even after all these years, I don’t think you could get more romantic than that without a general anaesthetic.


‘You’d better get on your train,’ she said. ‘You’ll look bloody silly if it goes without you.’


‘All right,’ I said. ‘Bye, then.’


‘Bye.’


The train pulled away. I leaned out of the window and waved for as long as I could. She didn’t exactly wave back, but she didn’t exactly not wave either. I guess you had to have been there.


By the time the train reached my home station it was as dark as a bag and just coming on to rain, which suited my mood so perfectly that I decided I’d walk the mile and a half back to our house rather than take a taxi. After all, I wanted to arrive feeling weary, footsore, bedraggled and desolate, as a way of striking a theme note for the coming holiday. I put down my case, which was suitably heavy and cumbersome, wrapped my handkerchief around the handle, and set off at a deliberate slow trudge.


Half a mile into the mile and a half, I was beginning to feel that maybe gestures weren’t everything. A fold in my sock had rubbed a patch on my right heel that was as raw as Parma ham, and in spite of the improvised padding the handle of the case was cutting into my hand like a cheese-wire. My trudge wasn’t quite so deliberate any more, and it was also quite a bit slower. In addition, I was also going to be late for dinner, which would lead to a certain amount of ritual umbrage-taking and Force Two melodrama. Sod, I thought, and tried to pick up the pace a little.


Well, at least there’s no better cure for a broken heart than a blistered heel and the prospect of a family row. I hadn’t thought about Cru even once since the folded sock started to make its presence felt, and that was surely a good thing, considered objectively. All I was thinking about at that precise moment was how much more of this ill-advised and rotten hike remained, and how very much nicer and more sensible it would have been to get a taxi.


The very, very last thing on my mind right then was elves.


It happened suddenly to say the least. One moment I was slouching along, thinking unhappy thoughts; the next I was nose down in a muddy puddle, feeling a sharp pain in my right knee and the palm of my left hand.


‘Aaaaaa,’ said a voice.


It was a curious sound – loud, but small, if you know what I mean, like the frantic buzzing of a wet bumblebee – and it seemed to be coming from my navel. At first I assumed I’d fallen on my Walkman and somehow simultaneously ejected the tape and switched it on, the Aaaaaa sound being the resultant white noise. I revised that opinion when something wriggled under me and jabbed me hard in the solar plexus.


Two theories; either I was pregnant and the baby was kicking, or I was lying on something small.


Call me unscientific, but I rejected the first hypothesis out of hand without even reviewing the evidence. The obvious thing to do was to get up and stop squashing whatever it was into the mud-coated tarmac, but that proved to be easier thought than done. For one thing, the mud I’d landed in was extra slithery plus, now with 20 per cent added slither. For another, my right leg seemed to be out of order.


‘AasaaaaaaAAAA!’ said the voice, pointedly.


As it so happened, I was pretty well used to that tone of voice, since it was one of Cru’s favourites, and I had a fairly shrewd idea of what it meant. ‘Hold on,’ I snapped back. (Silly, of course, to talk to a rabbit or a duck or a baby deer or whatever it was, but that was just instinct, you know?)


‘Aaaaaaoffme!’ shrieked the voice; and it was like when you’re twiddling with a radio dial and the signal suddenly becomes clear enough to understand. Who/whatever it was, it was talking to me in English. With a slight Welsh accent.


‘Eek,’ I replied, and rolled over onto my back. From my point of view, this wasn’t a good idea, since it meant I was now soaked to the skin and covered in runny mud the consistency of thin Bisto both front and back. But it shut up the little shrieking voice, so it was worth it.


And that was the moment when I thought, Elves. Or, to be precise, Elves, shit, not again.


‘Hello?’ I said. ‘Who’s there?’


‘Arsehole.’ The same voice again, this time with the gain turned up or the tweeter tweeted or whatever you call it when the signal’s cleaned up and made easier to understand. ‘You fell on me, you bastard.’


Swift and fleeting as a half-glimpsed Perseid, the thought crossed my mind that this probably wasn’t the same elf that was featured in Cru’s Blue Fairy Book. Well, maybe in the director’s cut, but not the version that made it out on general release. ‘Hello?’ I repeated.


‘Hello to you too,’ the voice snapped back. It was much louder now, and perfectly in tune. ‘Now fuck off and die, and leave me alone.’


‘Are you all right?’ I asked.


‘Am I all right?’ the voice repeated. ‘Oh sure, couldn’t be better. Apart from the broken leg and the broken arm and the three broken ribs, that is. Oh, and I think you’ve trodden on my hat, too.’


I sat up and looked round, trying to figure out where in all that wet dark the voice was coming from. ‘Are you serious,’ I said, ‘about the broken bones and stuff? Where are you?’


‘Serious?’ jeered the voice. ‘Me? Nah. That’s not our way, being serious. Smashed bones? Ho, ho, ho. Of course I’m serious, you tall git.’


Something in the way he said it suggested that tall was the worst possible epithet in his vocabulary. ‘If you’re hurt, we’ve got to get you to hospital, quick – Why are you laughing?’


More than that, though of course I didn’t mention it; every time he laughed, I could distinctly hear air whistling, like a plastic bag with a tiny hole in it. Not just broken ribs but a punctured lung as well. ‘Where are you?’ I yelled.


‘Where you can’t find me, traitor.’ The sudden bitterness in the voice made me shrink back as if I’d just been slapped across the face. ‘So this is as far as I get, after all that work; it’s still out. Death is freedom too, tall bastard.’


‘What the hell are you going on about?’ I shouted.


‘And will you bloody well stop playing about and tell me where you are? Please?’


More laughter, getting steadily more ragged and frightening. ‘You’d love that, wouldn’t you? Wanted, dead or alive – isn’t that what you people say?’ I’d found a bit of old stick and I was poking about at random, trying to locate the owner of the voice by touch. Well, you do some pretty dumb things when you’re all rattled to hell. ‘You won’t find me, tall person. Oh, don’t worry, I know who you are, I know you’re able to see me; but I’m outside the limits, remember, I’m actually me again, even if it’s only for as long as it takes to—’


Funny, I thought, why’s he stopped talking in mid-sentence like that? Then I felt something soft and sort of padded under the point of my stick, and looked down. Odd that I hadn’t seen it before, when I’d been looking at that exact spot just a second ago, or so I’d thought.


An elf. A palpable elf. Dead, but palpable.


Now that was a moment of great weirdness, let me tell you. I’d never seen a dead person before, but I’d seen plenty of roadkill, muddy corpses of foxes and rabbits and badgers. But what it – he – reminded me of most strongly was a doll or a teddy bear, pitched out in the mud and trodden on; more upsetting, in a way, than any dead life form.


Zippy, I thought, absolutely bloody fantastic. Seen two; killed one. And what in God’s name was I supposed to do with a dead elf?


(Hey, said a nasty little voice inside me, wouldn’t that make a great one of those little Christmas joke books, a hundred and one uses for—)


Real-life instinct cut in, and I spun round, staring into the gloom in case anybody’d seen me. As far as I could tell, I was on my own, unobserved. The sensible course of action, needless to say, was to run away as fast as possible.


One of these days, I may actually do the sensible thing, though most likely only by accident and coincidence. One of these days.


As I stood there, like a life-size statue of an idiot, several distinct trains of thought were chuffing chaotically through my fuzzed-up little brain. Elves aren’t human, one of them whispered seductively, so therefore killing one can’t be murder, because surely it’s only murder when you kill people. Nothing to be afraid of, proclaimed another, because after all, it was an accident, you didn’t do anything wrong, you’re innocent; and if you’re innocent, well, what have you got to be scared about? A third one was saying, Don’t listen to them, you’ve got to hide the body right now before anybody comes past, sees you and calls out all the coppers in Surrey. Furthermore (continued the third tempter) it’s such a wee tiddly little body, surely it’s not going to take all that much cleverness and ingenuity to find an equally wee and tiddly little coffin-shaped hole to stuff it into? The fourth voice, which was just plain dead miserable, was warning me in a dull mumble against getting so much as a single elf hair or flake of elven dandruff on myself, because all modern forensic science needed to nail my bum to the floor was just a quarter of a molecule of misplaced DNA. There were fifth, sixth and seventh voices too, but even I wasn’t gullible enough to take any stock of what they said; my guess was that in their spare time they wrote the leader columns for the newspapers with the small pages, they were that implausible.


While I was busy listening to all these bloody stupid voices, I guess I got so distracted I didn’t realise what I was doing; because the next thing I knew, I was dragging the snuffed elf by its little ankles off the road and onto the verge. I’ve never had what you’d call outstandingly good night vision, but by a weird chance I did actually know precisely where I was; namely, five yards or so short of a field gate, on the other side of which was an old cracked cattle trough that ought to have been, according to my best guesstimate, just about long and wide enough to stow an elf in. I knew this spot so well because I’d fallen off my bike there about three years earlier and the surrounding area had well and truly impressed itself onto my mind, as well as other parts of my anatomy.


Of course, I was navigating entirely by dead reckoning and touch, and I’m still amazed and really quite proud of the fact that I found that damned trough, and it was more or less where it ought to have been. It was more of a job than I’d anticipated, hefting a dead elf over a gate and then trundling it over sticky mud and up into the trough; I’ve never been your barrel-chested village-blacksmith type, and I have an idea that elf-meat is heavier, cubic centimetre for cubic centimetre, than the ordinary human kind. Also, slipping over backwards and sitting down in the mud two or three times didn’t help matters. Eventually, though, the moment came when I let go and the slimy green trough-water went ‘glop’ over the pathetic little body, the side of the trough and the front of my trousers, in that order, and I straightened my aching back and breathed a ragged sigh of relief. Job done, I thought. So that’s all right.


I’d retrieved my case and was a mile closer to home when the flaw in my logic hit me like a wrecking ball. HORROR OF MIDGET DROWNED IN TROUGH, shouted my mind’s eye’s tabloid headlines: police are searching for the crazed killer whose ruthless hands thrust itinerant circus artiste Thomas Thumb, 46, down into his watery grave. ‘This unspeakable crime,’ said Inspector Fang of Surrey CID . . .


Yes. Well. Hysterical melodrama aside, it wasn’t exactly the smartest thing I could have done under the circumstances. A dead elf lying by the side of the road is one thing; the same, face down in a watering-trough, is an entirely different kettle of piranhas.


I stopped dead in my tracks and tried very hard to figure out what I should do next. Go back, fish the little bugger out, put him back? Yes, but that’d be begging Providence on bended knee to line me up with one or more eyewitnesses; and even if, by some miracle, I got away without being seen, even the dimmest of coroners was going to wonder how a body found in the road came to be all covered with green trough-sludge. Besides, for all I knew the horrible thing could already have been discovered and the whole place crawling with fuzz; and what was that statistic I’d heard about the vast proportion of malefactors nabbed and incarcerated because of their lemming-like urge to return to the scene of the crime?


Short of finding a tree with a conveniently placed overhanging branch and hanging myself with my school tie, I couldn’t see any way out of it at all. On balance, however, going back would be marginally more suicidal than pressing on home. Groaning aloud, I squelched the last mile and was welcomed home with the most eloquent and forceful telling-off I’ve ever had the bad luck to get in the way of. Water off a duck’s back, of course: when you’re facing the prospect of thirty years in jail for murder, even a level six tongue-lashing from your Mum dwindles instantly into perspective. I kicked off my shoes, muttered something like, ‘Yes, you’re absolutely right,’ and pottled sadly away to have my last-ever bath with the door shut.


But the night passed, and the following morning, and still the SWAT teams hadn’t come for me. I sat and watched my formerly green-slimed trousers whirling round and round in the tumble-dryer, each evolution purging my sin a little more; I cleaned and polished my shoes to the point where light fairly ricocheted off them; and while I was at it, the radio news and the TV news didn’t say a word about little men drowned in watering troughs. Eventually, on the third day (can you say unconscious symbolism?) I dredged up enough nerve to go and take a look.


When I got there, the trough was completely empty. Not a trace of elf to be seen. A Happy Easter 2.0 to all our readers.


As I stood in the mud staring into a tank of elfless green goo, I can honestly say I was more freaked out than ever before. A silly little voice in the back of my mind was saying, Maybe it was foxes, or badgers, but I didn’t dignify it by taking any notice. As far as I could make out, there were only three possible explanations, and that was destruct-testing the tensile strength of the word ‘possible’.


– either the little bugger had risen from the dead and climbed out; or


– he hadn’t been dead, only stunned; or


– someone had come along, fished him out and disposed of him tidily in the manner advocated on the sides of beer cans without seeing fit to mention a word of it to anybody.


Yeah, I thought, right; and will passengers waiting to board the 12.41 British Airways flying pig to New York please have their travel documents ready for inspection? There was, of course, a fourth possibility, namely that there had been no accident, no elf and no death, nothing more to it than me slithering one notch closer to total insanity. For sure, that’d have to be where the smart money would go, because for starters there’re no such things as elves –


Of course not. Everybody knew that.


Everybody, that was, except me.


I went home and sat looking out through the French windows at the garden, at the spot where the rose bushes obscured the view of the place where I’d once seen a little man with pointed ears smoking a roll-up. The garden was looking particularly neat and crisp that day, which I took for a nice bit of irony; the lawn tidily trimmed and edged, the flower beds as straight and precise as Pythagoras’s Greatest Hits. Then again, I reflected, when hadn’t it been thus? In winter, the bare earth was always impeccably groomed and levelled, in summer the grass was invariably immaculate, the flowers colour-coded, the vegetables smartly lined up on parade and presenting leaves—


Which was odd.


Which was bloody odd, since I’d never known Daddy George to get his hands dirty, Mummy was allergic to outdoors and we’d never had a gardener.




CHAPTER TWO


That was a long, hard holiday, believe me.


It has to be said that my view of Christmas is quite like those of the unregenerate Scrooge and fifty billion turkeys. It’s not so much about the crass materialism that I object to (fact is, the crass materialism is the best thing about Christmas, and don’t let anybody tell you otherwise) as the depressing convention that, at a season of the year when it rains non-stop throughout the severely truncated hours of daylight, it’s somehow desirable for families to gather like condors around a dying llama and pretend to like each other. This notion would be daffy enough in midsummer, when you could at least escape outdoors and hide in the shrubbery until they’ve all gone home. In the deep midwinter, of course, there’s nowhere to run to. You have no choice but to turn and face them, like a bear baited by a hundred poodles, and do your best to endure.


That year, though, my mind was elsewhere most of the time. Instead of cowering in nooks and trying not to scream every time some aunt falsely accused me of having grown, I blundered through the festive season shrouded in a cloaking device of preoccupation that in the event earned me far more privacy and freedom from intrusion than I had any right to expect. Unfortunately I was too wrapped up in my long, strange thoughts to notice, let alone enjoy.


Stuck in my mind like a haddock-rib in an unwary throat were some of the things the elf had said, just before he died. Something about death being freedom; also about knowing who I was and why I could see him, and something else about it not counting because he was outside the limits, whatever that was supposed to mean. And hadn’t he called me a traitor at some point? I wasn’t sure; after all, I’d been in a state of mild shock at the time and I certainly hadn’t taken notes. But: the point I’m trying to make is that if none of it had made any sense I could’ve ignored it, filed it under ‘miscellaneous’ in the shoebox of memory and moved on. Unfortunately, there were one or two minuscule twinkles of sense winking up at me, like the eyes of Dutch paintings following you round the room.


Freedom, the poor little bugger had said, and outside the limits, and knowing who I was; and there was a garden out there, somewhere under all the rain, in which nobody ever worked but which nevertheless boasted a flower every 3.75 inches and lawn edges you could do trigonometry by. A garden where I’d seen an elf and then been firmly told not to.


Maybe there’re people in this life who can bring themselves to ignore world-altering facts and events when they tread in them or trip over them. Maybe back in the twelfth century a man sat under an apple tree, looking up at the branches and rubbing the top of his head resentfully, and suddenly out of a clear blue sky the truth about gravity swooped down on him and gate-crashed his mind. But he looked the other way and hummed a tune loudly to drown out the voice in his head, knowing that it’d be far better for all concerned if he didn’t get involved. After all, discovering and inventing isn’t compulsory. You have the choice to look the other way when the coastline of the undiscovered country suddenly looms at you out of the mist; when you spill your bathwater, you can turn a blind eye to the physics and just mop the floor with a towel until all the evidence has gone.


Could you, really? It’d depend on the circumstances, such as whether the Inquisition was likely to drag you out of your kip at three in the morning and set fire to you, or whether there was good money to be made. But nobody was going to barbecue me for discovering elves, and nobody was going to pay me for it either, because there wasn’t a lawyer’s chance in Hell that anybody, with one possible but largely irrelevant exception, would ever take me seriously. So it stood to reason that if elves couldn’t be true, neither could the disturbing little theory that was starting to coagulate in the back of my mind, since there was nothing for it to be true with.


So there I was on Christmas Day: Columbus with his hands folded behind his back, whistling perhaps a tad too nonchalantly and saying, ‘New World? Nah, sorry didn’t see anything like that, squire.’ No wonder even my cousin Eileen and my cousin Derek left me alone and went and hassled someone else. By mid-afternoon, in fact, I’d reached the point where the effort of not reaching the only logical conclusion of my discoveries was starting to give me cramp in my spine, and I knew that if I didn’t find someone I could explain my theory to and who’d tell me, That’s the stupidest thing I ever heard, go and sleep it off somewhere, I was either going to burst or have no choice but to face up to that conclusion and have the whole world change shape all around me.


A day or so before the end of term, I’d asked her: Cru, would it be all right if I phoned you a few times during the holidays? And she’d looked at me and said, Well, for just long enough to make the rest of the reply unnecessary. This, however, was an emergency. I slipped away from the mob scenes in the drawing room, crept upstairs to Daddy George’s study, where there was a telephone and a good thick door, and tapped in her number.


Needless to say, I’d never spoken to her parents or heard their voices before. From her descriptions of them, I was expecting either incoherent drunken giggling or something that’d have been perfectly at home announcing that it could smell the blood of an Englishman. When her dad answered and turned out to sound – well, normal – my immediate assumption was that I’d got the wrong number.


‘Yes, of course,’ the voice answered pleasantly when I chirped my is-Cru-there-please routine. ‘Who’s calling?’


‘Um,’ I said. No fooling, I had actually forgotten. Fear’ll do that to you. ‘Um, it’s Mike.’


‘Just a tick,’ replied the very nice man at the other end of the line; and a very long thirty seconds later, Cru’s voice jabbed into my ear. ‘Mike? Is that you?’


She sounded annoyed. ‘Yes, it’s me. Look, I’m really sorry to dist—’


‘So you bloody well should be, you pig. I’ve been waiting by the phone for days and you couldn’t be bothered to spare me five minutes.’


Really sorry to disturb you like this, when you made it clear you’d rather I didn’t call, was what I’d been about to say. Just as well this wonderful language of ours is so delightfully flexible.


‘I’m really sorry,’ I repeated.


‘It’s fine you saying that,’ she snarled at me. ‘Only goes to show, though. Just one lousy call would’ve done, just so I’d have known you were still alive and not dead in some ditch somewhere.’


I managed to choke back the ironic laugh before it escaped from my throat. Sure was funny, though: me being dead in a ditch would’ve been a slice of luck and a piece of cake compared with what I seemed to be up against. ‘Well, anyway,’ I said, ‘I just wanted to, um, wish you Happy Christmas, and all that stuff. If it’s OK, I mean.’


‘Yes, all right,’ she said, as if grudgingly conceding a point in a particularly fraught session of peace talks. ‘Happy Christmas to you too, with brass knobs on. Well, is that it?’


At that point I realised that I wasn’t going to be able to tell her about the dead elf and our beautiful garden after all. ‘Pretty much,’ I replied.


‘Oh. Oh well, then, I won’t take up any more of your valuable time.’


‘That’s OK, really,’ I said quickly as I could get the words out. ‘I mean, I wasn’t doing anything else at all.’


‘That’s such a weight off my mind,’ Cru growled ominously. ‘It’d really wreck my day, probably the rest of my life too, if I thought that maybe you’d had to sacrifice ninety seconds of your day just to phone silly old me. I could have got ulcers worrying about it, you know?’


There’s an old Australian proverb: the left foot of a man with a hangover makes an infallible mine detector, even if only once. In the same vein, I guess I could write an etiquette book listing all the things you must never ever say on the phone to the girl you love. All I’d have to do is tape my own phone calls and transcribe the result. ‘I didn’t mean it like that,’ I said, and I think I just managed to get the word that out in time before she slammed the phone down on me.


I sighed. Yes, I could call her back; and she’d tell her dad she didn’t want to talk to me ever again, and he’d have the embarrassment of relaying the message, and I’d have the embarrassment of saying, Well, thanks anyway. (Because you’ve got to be polite, haven’t you?) That’d be bad, and not calling her back would probably be even worse. I was toying with the idea of writing her a letter (‘Dear Cru, You’ll never guess what happened, I was just about to ring you back when an asteroid landed in the lane outside and smashed the telegraph pole into matchwood . . .) when the door flew open, and there was Daddy George, looking like Grendel after a hard day at the office.


‘What the bloody hell are you doing in my study?’ he said.


It was one of those questions you wish people wouldn’t insist on asking, since it’s obvious to all parties that anything you say is going to make matter worse, even if it’s only ‘Um . . .’ Which was precisely what I did say, as it happens.


‘I thought I told you,’ he went on, giving me a look you could’ve carried out surgery with, ‘never to come in here without my permission. Well?’


‘Yes,’ I said, feeling I couldn’t really go wrong if I stuck to the plain facts. ‘Yes, you did say that.’


‘So what in God’s name do you think you’re doing in here?’


Facts. Tell the truth and shame the devil. ‘Using the phone,’ I replied. ‘Only, I couldn’t use the one in the living room because everyone’s in there, and I can’t hear . . .’


He’d quickly gone from angry to intrigued. ‘Who’re you phoning, then? You never use the phone.’


Which was mainly true. ‘Oh, just a friend,’ I replied.


‘Bullshit. You haven’t got any friends.’


Also mainly true, except for one, assuming she was still talking to me, which was by no means certain. ‘Someone from school,’ I said.


‘Really? Someone from school.’ His monstrous swathe of eyebrows swept together; on a still day you could probably have heard the rustling in the next room. ‘And this call to this someone from school’s so bloody important that on Christmas Day you’ve got to sneak away from our guests and break into my study—’


‘Um, yes,’ I interrupted. ‘It’s my girlfriend, you see, and—’


He blinked five times, very rapidly. ‘You’ve got a girlfriend?’ he said, making it sound as if I’d just claimed I’d found the holy grail at the bottom of a cornflakes packet. ‘Since when?’


‘Since the start of last term, actually,’ I replied. ‘Her na—’ I caught myself just in time. “I promised I’d ring her today, just to, you know, say Happy Christmas. But I didn’t want to call from downstairs, with everybody listening . . .’


He scowled thoughtfully at me for two seconds, then shrugged. ‘Well, fuck me,’ he said. ‘Wonders will never cease. So what’s she like, then, this bird of yours?’


He was letting me scramble past him onto the moral high ground, of course, but I don’t suppose he cared. ‘She’s not my bird,’ I said huffily. ‘And that’s a rather derogatory expression, if you don’t mind me saying so.’


He grinned. ‘Get stuffed,’ he said. ‘Go on, I’m interested. What’s wrong with her, then? Fat? Spots? Embarrassing body odours?’


No, but she’s got a really freaky name. ‘Nothing’s wrong with her,’ I snapped back, trying to sound bitterly offended and upset. Which I was, of course, but I was also profoundly grateful to have seen the back of what-are-you-doing-in-my-study, and it’s hard to work up a fine lather of righteous fury when what you really want to do is breathe a long sigh of relief and bust out grinning. ‘Why must you assume—’


He laughed. If offensive laughter was a martial art, he’d have been the little wizened Grand Master with the bottle glasses who can beat up all the heavies without breaking into a sweat. ‘Whatever,’ he said. ‘Now get your useless arse out of my study. Your mother’ll be wondering where you’ve got to.’


So that was that; I’d escaped, but I hadn’t found anybody to share the burden with, or to absolve me of it, so it looked like I was stuck with it. I spent the rest of the day hiding in the lee of the Christmas tree (we always had something that looked like an undercover giant redwood. Conspicuous consumption? Us? Nah . . .) with a box of someone else’s Ferrero Rochers and a notebook, trying to figure out a properly scientific approach to the next phase of my research – it was research already, you’ll have noticed. Well, when you’re that age and for the first time in your life you happen to trip over something that actually engages your attention, there’s a slight tendency to obsess.


Boxing Day was good, because the entire household could be relied on not to stir out of their pits until the nausea died away and the light stopped hurting their eyes, which gave me till noon at the very least, probably longer. I’d set my alarm for 7 a.m. – before you start revising your opinion of me I’d just like to point out that I’m not normally a morning person, but extreme circumstances justify extreme measures – and it turned out to be one of those bright, cold, brittle late-December days when it’s deceptively easy to forget what a screw-up your life is, because everything looks so calm and relaxed and meant, if you see what I mean. I made myself a coffee, mummified myself in long scarves under a thick coat and let myself out into the garden.


I’ll be honest with you, I don’t know how all the Attenboroughs and the nature-documentary people hack it, unless the whole thing’s a set-up and they’re using stop-animation and stuffed animals. Ten minutes huddled motionless in a bush and I’d already checked my watch twenty-seven times, on several occasions shaking it vehemently to see if it’d stopped. Not a trace of any elves, of course. I drew the logical conclusion – that I was simply in the wrong place and that just the other side of the loganberry entanglements was a seething mass of elves – crawled out, stretched my apparently permanently mutilated spine and relocated. Ten minutes later, though, the new spot was just as elf-free. The only conclusion to be drawn was that my fieldcraft was at fault: I was making too much noise, or they could see me, or I was either upwind or downwind or at-right-angles-wind of them and they were scuttling back into their lairs with hankies pressed over their noses muttering, ‘Coo, what a pong!’ in Elvish.


I thought hard, trying to remember something I’d heard or read years ago about some bloke who hunted tigers by sitting up in a tree; tigers don’t tend to look up much, apparently, so they don’t see you so easily if you’re twelve feet off the ground. There was, of course, absolutely no logical reason why a tactic that held good against huge stripy psychotic moggies should work with elves; I guess it was just one of those intuitive things, a sudden reprise of a million-year-old predatory instinct, linking me for one brief telepathic moment with my hunter-gatherer ancestors.
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