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“Christmas is the best time of the year for ghost stories.”


Ambrose Spellman in Chilling adventures of Sabrina
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Translation into English: Vera Violeta
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Elf on the shelf

A lot of people loathe dolls. It’s a phobia they don’t get over; they seem terrific to them. I know people that cannot sleep in a guest room if there is a doll staring at them from a rocking chair or from above a chest; they cannot sleep a wink, they feel uneasy all the time. They see in them an evil quality, not to say devilish.

I won’t be the one contradicting them. After some unpleasant personal experience with one of those critters, I can understand their prevention. Mine is that type of stories that you never forget. I was a child back then, although I was on the verge of leaving the childhood behind: I was twelve to thirteen years old, I remember well. It was December, it got dark soon, and it was very cold. The only thing encouraging me was to know that there were a few days left at school before the Christmas break. I used to entertain myself by playing with my mist on the glass: I would fog them up with my breath and then I used to draw faces, hearts, words, or messages to the girl I fancied in my class window, in my room, on the bus... Sometimes I also drew landscapes with palm trees. 

It was an evening of those early December days. Mom appeared through the door loaded with bags; she came home after doing her Christmas shopping. Among the things she was bringing, there was one she was very excited about: she took a cardboard box out of a bag, laid it on the table and opened it. My little sister, Linda, and I looked inside: it was a doll. A Christmas elf. Mom had brought it as a present to the house to be part of the Christmas decorations. She was quite excited when she showed it to us:

“Don’t you just love it? What a little funny face he has, hasn’t he? It’ll be our mascot for this season.”

“Where have you got it from?”, Linda asked.

My mother shook my little sister’s hair with her hand and fondly told her:

“I’ve bought it in a shop, where they get them this time of the year. They come straight from the North Pole — my sister opened her mouth and eyes in bewilderment; she was impressed —. And do you know why they’re taken to houses where there are children?”

Linda denied with her head.

“So that they watch if they behave well”, mommy explained, holding it in the air. “That’s their main task, be Santa’s eyes and report whether the children deserve their gifts or not, according to their behavior.”

After a pause she went on speaking:

“So now you know, don’t you, my dear?”, she told Linda, touching with her finger the tip of her nose. “You better behave, as the elf will be watching you. Well,” she added, also looking at me: “he will be watching you both, so be careful what you do.”

Mom included me in the fantasy, and I played along. It was fun to see my sister’s face, believing it to the core. I, of course, was no longer a deluded child who thought he could hear Santa’s sleigh bells on Christmas Eve, but I joined in the joke so as not to spoil the moment.

Mom put down the elf on the mantel above the living room fireplace.

“He’ll be warm here”, she said.

She made us promise that we won’t touch him, or the Christmas gnome would lose its magic properties. She instilled great respect in my little sister, who was very naive. To me, on the other hand, there was something about that puppet that repelled me. I didn’t know how to explain it, but it was a strong feeling. He gave me a very bad vibe. A sixth sense prevented me against him and put me on guard.

To be honest, the elf was very cute. There were a lot of pointy things about him: the big ears, the funny little shoes on his feet or the conical cap on his head. His body was fluffy, rag-like, although his arms and legs were reinforced with wires. His face was made of shiny, polychrome plastic, with blond bangs, huge blue eyes, a round nose, blush on his cheeks and a somewhat grotesque gesture on his mouth like a forced smile that also had something of a sardonic grin.

His clothes were plush and combined the typical Christmas colors. He wore a red suit, with green and white striped tights and a white collar trimmed in spikes, typical of elves. Cheerful and charming, at first sight. Frisky looking... And it turned out that he was. Mom ended up confessing to us that, when they sold it to her in the store, they told her to be careful because it was a young elf who liked to play and do naughty things. What we didn't know yet was to what extent... That Christmas elf turned out to be a real mess. Soon a series of small disturbances took place in the house at night that seemed to be related to him. At first, it must be said, we found his antics endearing, especially my sister Linda. In the mornings she would wake up excited and run to find out what new mischief the elf had been up to. Her reaction, with that excited face, clapping her hands, was worth a million dollars. Linda reacted this way to typical elf pranks, such as finding the water in the toilets dyed green. Or the underwear of all the family members pulled out of their drawers and strewn all over the house. One morning we found the elf in the sink: he had prepared himself a bubble bath, accompanied by all of Linda's Barbies... naked.

Dad laughed and said:

“He seems to have thrown himself a very particular party. This elf is a rascal.”

A rascal he was indeed. At the beginning, as I say, his night adventures never ceased to amuse us. Until they began to take a more alarming turn. More than a mischievous elf, he was a devilish gnome. 

Some mornings, when we went down for breakfast, dad seemed to be quite upset at me, telling me not to move the furniture around late at night making such a big noise. Looking positively surprised, I made clear to him that I hadn’t left my bedroom at any time. He scolded me anyway, but deep down I was pretty sure who was really to blame: the elf, who I hated more and more every day. My intuition, that had already warned me, was not very misguided. That elf in the shelf was more wicked than mischievous. Despite his innocent appearance, he didn’t deceive me. I was the only one at home that seemed to realize, though. 

The elf, of course, continued to do his business. When no one could see him, he could be sensed moving and walking from the next room. They were tiny footsteps, but they could be heard. As we could also hear a macabre laughter through the walls that made our hair stand on end. He kept scaring us. Dazed, we would peek into the living room with our hearts in our fists, to check that no intruder had entered and that everything was still in its place, including the elf on the mantelpiece... Who seemed not to have moved from there. But he wasn't fooling me; he was my number one suspect.

The elf was a good disguiser. There he was, as usual, sitting on the shelf with that face of him of never having broken a dish. That was a sly elf; he knew how to cover himself up. Despite eveything, he had something in his expression that made me suspicious. It was more malicious than ever. His smile had distorted into a perverse grimace. He seemed to laugh at all of us. Or so it looked to me. Truth was that the elf has become a daunting presence that was testing the entire family’s peace of mind.

There were several unpleasant incidents related to him and his disturbing presence. Some nights I would wake up startled, with the strange feeling that somebody was watching me. And indeed, it was so: there, at the foot of the bed, I discovered the evil goblin staring at me. I covered myself with the duvet, terrified. When I finally dared to uncover myself, minutes later, the elf was no longer there; he had disappeared. When I told my mother about it the next day, she tried to comfort me by saying:

“It’s been a nightmare. Don’t make it a thing.”

She didn’t sound very convinced, though. One could tell she was deep down disturbed, unable to rationalize what was going on; perhaps she was also feeling a little guilty for bringing the freaking elf home. Just in case, and for all of us to forget the matter and sweeten our bitter existence because of the damn elf, she decided to make some gingerbread cookies, to which she gave the shape of a little man thanks to a mold. After taking them out of the oven, she put them on a tray, covered them with a cloth and left them to cool down. Linda and I were smacking our lips in anticipation; they smelled delicious. 

“Come on, refrain yourselves”, mom told us. “You’ll have to wait.”

The following morning, we got out of bed willing to devour them, but the scene we found in the kitchen can only be described as appalling: all the gingerbread biscuits in the shape of a little man have been decapitated, their heads bitten off. The teeth marks were clearly visible, and they seemed to have torn the heads apart with a keen animosity. A little agitated, mom berated my sister and me, convinced that one of us have done it. But it wasn’t a deed of ours... but of the damned gnome: I went to the dining room to scout and I could check it by myself: around his mouth and on his chest there were still crumbs. On his face, the same wicked expression as usual. It gave me the creeps. 

Some days later, alone at home, playing with the Xbox in my room, something worrying happened to me: coming from the living room, I listened again to the sound of footsteps, as if someone would be strolling so easy going as he was whistling a popular Christmas tune. I soon recognized it: it was Mariah Carey’s All I want for Christmas is you... I was startled, thinking a thief has broken into the house. I was home alone, and I was very frightened. Still, I summoned up my courage and went out of my room, walking down the hallway with great stealth till I reached the main room. My heart was thumping in my marbles like war drums. Bracing myself for the worst, I flung open the door quickly switching on the light, hoping to surprise the intruder... But when I peeked into the room, I saw no-one inside. I breathed a sigh of relief. I had not only surprised a stranger there, but everything seemed to be in order. Including the elf on the shelf... Or he simply could move very fast, I thought rather suspicious. I didn’t trust him one single bit. That was a crafty goblin. Although he tried hard to pretend otherwise, I knew he was guilty. His evil expression, not at all innocent, confirmed it to me.

Soon a muted, low-intensity duel was established between us. He knew that I knew and could not forgive me for it. In our particular war the elf did not play fairly. The same day they gave us Christmas holidays at school, we got our report cards. It was a huge disappointment to me. I’ve gotten a F in two subjetcs: history and physics. I didn’t want my parents to find out whatsoever. It was going to make them very upset — I will be grounded, most likely —, so when I got home, I played the fool and did not show them; instead of that I left them in my school bag. I didn’t take the freaking gnome into account, though. He pulled them out of my school bag and displayed them on the table. Mom was the first to see them there. She later showed them to dad. Both of them, as I feared, got very angry with me, not so much because of the poor first trimester grades as for my dishonest and cheating attitude. I got a good scolding, which I endured with my best poker face while throwing murderous glances at the nasty elf. He, on his part, gave me his usual smile, treacherous as ever. I came to loathe him with all my might. Full of resentment, I began to plot my vengeance against him.

I didn’t have to think too hard, the elf made it easy to figure out. He had a soft spot: marshmallow clouds. He would steal them from Linda or me, or he would take them by handfuls from a large bowl of candy that my mother had put on the dining room table for the holidays season. More than once, he would eat way too many marshmallows after roasting them in the fireplace. He sometimes would stock up on the marshmallows and would hide them in different spots, like squirrels do with chestnuts and nuts. Knowing this, I acted accordingly.
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