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Chapter 1
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Mysterious Boxes and the Vanishing Elf

It was the day before Christmas Eve. A crisp Sunday afternoon, after a great day out with their parents, Nathan and Milly were now admiring the Christmas decorations in the large shopfronts of the city. Hands pressing on the glass and mouths wide open, they didn’t feel the cold.

“Look at these big penguins,” exclaimed Milly, laughing, “they’re dancing along to the happy song while the elves are making presents.”

“I like the bear ringing the bell, on top of the moving train,” said Nathan.

Each shop had its own display, so the children were soaking in all the magic from each window display before moving to the next. Christmas really was a wonderful festive season, and the children enjoyed spending time with their parents at the weekend. 

The family walked slowly home, eating warm chestnuts from a street market, and before they realised it, they had arrived at the bottom of the block of flats where they lived. A large delivery van was blocking the entrance, with wooden boxes stacked up at the rear of the van. Milly, the slimmest, managed to squeeze between the wall and the boxes and reached the entrance double doors.

“This is really tight,” moaned Nathan, trying to walk past next, pushing the boxes to one side.

“Be careful, kid!” yelled a loud manly voice at the rear of the van. “You nearly knocked these over.”

Nathan turned and realised with horror that the loud voice belonged to The Scaretaker, who managed the building where they lived. He was a very imposing character, mid-length dark hair, 6 foot tall and XXL muscular build. A deep, threatening voice, and a prominent scar running from his left eye to his chin, earned the manager the nickname of “Scaretaker”, since nobody knew his real name. All the children in the building were afraid of him, as he was always grumpy. He never had a pleasant word for anyone, and today was no exception. He was obviously busy unloading the van full of the mysterious, unlabelled boxes and didn’t like the interruption. Still, this was very peculiar on a Sunday.

“Sorry, Sir,” said Dad, “but you should clear the access so that people can enter the building!”

“Argh,” replied The Scaretaker, calming down, realising that the children were accompanied by grown-ups. “I will move them, but do not touch the boxes.”

“He’s weirder by the day,” mumbled Dad.

“What did you say?” shouted The Scaretaker, furious again.

“I said Have a good day,” replied Dad, who didn’t want to antagonise him further.

The family smiled and hurried inside the building, away from the irritable character. In the hallway, they met Tommy’s dad, so they stopped for a chat. Tommy was Nathan’s best friend and lived on the fifth floor. This was the highest floor with opening windows. Above this, it was impossible for safety reasons. So, Nathan often came down from the 23rd floor, where he lived, to play in Tommy’s bedroom. They would open the window and throw paper planes as far as they could. If they hit someone, they would dive down on the floor, hiding and laughing until they were in tears. But this was mostly a summer game when there wasn’t too much wind. In the autumn, the boys would revert back to their best behaviour, to ensure they would get their most wanted Christmas presents.

“Where is Tommy?” asked Nathan to his dad.

“He was here a minute ago,” answered his dad. “We’re going to the shop to buy some more mince pies. We’re running low, again!” he smiled, rubbing his large tummy with a smile.

“I’m coming!” exclaimed Tommy, showing up from around the corner, walking past The Scaretaker, who was now dragging his boxes across the floor, from the entrance towards the elevator. “I was just looking at a lost elf toy, left on the floor by the lift. But I left it there in case its owners find it when they come back.”

“Good idea,” said his dad. “Come on, we haven’t got long before the shop closes, let’s go.”

“Goodbye, Nathan, goodbye, everyone,” said Tommy, following his dad to the door.

By the time the family walked from the reception, along the corridor to the lifts, The Scaretaker and his boxes had gone. Nathan pressed the call button of the elevator, and they waited patiently except for Milly, who was turning around like a dog chasing its tail.

“Keep still, Milly,” said Mummy. “What are you doing?”

“I’m looking for the elf Tommy told us about,” replied Milly. “He said it was lying by the lift, but it seems to have disappeared. Very strange!”

“Strange indeed,” agreed Daddy, “but the lift is here now, let’s go.”

The lift took the family up to the 23rd floor, where their small flat was located. The children have lived in this tower their whole life, so it was natural for them, and they didn’t mind the city or living in a flat. This was one of hundreds of similar apartments, in this eighty-something storey building, making up the skyscraper towering over 
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the city. They had a nice family dinner and played a couple of games before bedtime, a weekly treat before their dad returned to work on Mondays.

The next morning, Nathan woke up very sleepy. Once again, he had gone to sleep too late.

Nathan and Milly’s mum prepared their breakfast: chocolate rings cereals for Nathan, and honey crunchies for Milly. Milly was very excited this morning. It was Christmas Eve! They had finished school now, and they would have a week off to enjoy late mornings, yummy food and playing with their new toys. It had only been around three years now that Milly fully understood the meaning of Christmas and she remembered the last one as the best day of her life.

“Remember Mummy,” she started, “last year Santa brought me my wooden doll’s house with the tiny furniture! Perhaps I will get the shop to go with it this year!”

“I don’t think you’ve been good enough,” teased Nathan.

“Of course, I’ve been good, haven’t I, Mummy? At least I don’t get into trouble at school like you and Tommy,” replied Milly, hurt.

Nathan wasn’t naughty as such, but he had the habit of chatting and laughing during class. Teachers had to separate the two best friends regularly, sitting them at opposite corners of the classroom. 

“Stop squabbling at once,” said Mummy. “And remember that we have to go to buy flowers for the Christmas table and a wreath this morning, so please finish your breakfast quickly.”

Mummy got the children’s clothes out of the wardrobe and laid them on their beds, so that they could get dressed in coordinated outfits. Within half an hour, both children were dressed, combed and wrapped up warm, ready to go out.

The family walked to the next block, where the nicer independent shops were located. As they approached the florist shop, Nathan noticed a familiar van parked on the other side of the road.

“Look, Mummy, isn’t that the van we saw yesterday, outside our building?” asked Nathan.

“It does look like it, but there are many vans that look alike, you know,” replied Mummy.

“Here he comes,” said Milly, pointing her finger towards the van. “The Scaretaker is loading more of those large boxes into the van!”

“I told you it was the same van. What can he be carrying again?” wondered Nathan.

“Natural Yarn Importer,” read Mummy on the red brick building, as The Scaretaker was going back inside, looking left and right as if to check that nobody was watching him.

“So, this is what he’s been bringing into our building,” commented Nathan. “What can one do with that much wool?”

“I have no idea,” admitted Mummy. “Another eccentricity from our dear building manager!”

They walked past the van unnoticed and continued on their way to the flower shop, which was full of wonderful Christmas decorations. The family walked slowly, commenting on the shiny baubles, wooden ornaments, tissue angels, sparkly stars, and nutcrackers. Further along was a huge selection of wreaths. Some were real, some fake, but all were very tastefully arranged. Milly liked the holly ones, with red berries and a red bow, but Mummy preferred the spruce ones with snowy pinecones. Nathan was looking at the elves, seated on the shelf next to the wreaths. 
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