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 “You are not really here, are you?”

“Well,” he said, pulling
at his long beard with a gnarled little hand, small booted feet
barely reaching the edge of the seat and showing dark leather soles
scratched and patterned by years and miles, “that depends on who’s
looking.”

He didn’t exist, of course.

“That would be me,” I told
the little mirage.

“Then I’m here,” he
said.

No, could not be. Still,
as if to humor my hallucination, I said, “Do you mind if I touch
you? Just to verify.”

He hesitated, but after a
heartbeat or two answered as if he had not, “Of course.”

So, surprised and not a
little fascinated that this illusion insisted on being real, I
walked across to where he sat in my reading chair. What was it we
called the gnomes back home in Sweden? Tomte. Yeah, that’s right.
Tomte. This one looked exactly like one. And so
lifelike.

 


I’ve had them before,
these gnome hallucinations, but not for a while, and never this
vividly.

And now to make him
vanish.

The detail, though. I
marveled at it as I approached him. His long, gray beard slithered
down his chest like a frosty river all the way to his knees where
it came to curly rest. He was probably all of three feet, if
that.

And look at those little
hands, back in his lap now, keeping each other company. They struck
me as miniature cabinet maker hands, tawny, knotted, strong, able.
I’ve seen fully grown ones. The old cabinet maker I’m thinking of
had been in his early nineties then. Amazing hands, capable, proud.
And they had looked just like this, though in 1:1 scale.

I should have been
terrified, and would have been had I been new to this, but I had
seen them (or him) before, and I knew that this one would, just
like the others, vanish before I could reach him. Just like the one
atop the boulder, back in Sweden. The first one. All those years
ago.

Sitting on top of the
large boulder near the marsh.

:

The spring sunshine made
the gray of stone and the white and gray and black of lichen blend
and shimmer. And there he was, sitting on the boulder, still as
anything. Just like this one right now, in my apartment, sat there
watching me approach. Not friendly, not unfriendly, just an old
gnome: pointed cap, white hair, and so very small. The wind played
with his long, gray beard and tried to rob him of his cap. At one
point he grabbed it with one hand to make sure the wind didn’t get
away with it, all the while watching me. Amazingly real.

This first time I was too
young (or too dumb) to be scared and instead made straight for the
boulder to take a closer look. What I actually meant to do was to
talk to him (to hear my mother tell it, I would talk to anyone and,
apparently, anything). I waded through the marshy grass and soon
reached the foot of boulder where the gnome still sat, watching
me.

I glanced down at the
lower part of the boulder to locate a crevice I had used many times
for foothold in order to scale the big rock. I found it easily
enough and then looked up for the usual hand-hold to grasp and now
there was only air where the gnome had been. A fast and bright
April cloud shot out over the edge of the rock—so very white
against so very blue that gnomes couldn’t possibly
exist.

I’ve always been told that
I had fantasy to spare—a vivid imagination, that’s what I had, and
that’s how my parents explained me and my many tales to others
(especially teachers).

Just imagination. And the
air was so fresh and the trees were just budding and you could
smell the entire world as the wood rustled and sighed and the last
of the snow, gray now instead of white, lingered in the
shadows.

It was a wonderful,
gnome-less spring-world.

I then scaled the boulder
and took my seat on top of it. From there, as a king views his
lands, I viewed the marsh benevolently.

I was the ruler of marshes
and forests.

:

I’ve thought about that
morning on and off over the years, and there are times I’m certain
the little guy had actually been there, on top of that stone,
looking down at me. Impossible of course, but you have to go with
your senses. I know what I saw, and I don’t think the wind knows
how to play with hallucinations’ caps, does it? Those memories told
me he had been as real as the trees, just as there and just as
alive. At other times, of course, I shake my head at the sheer
power of my overactive imagination.

That was forty years ago
now, and half a world away.

Ten years later. This was
in New York City, two days in a row. Same gnome as on the boulder
(or a brother or other close relative) hiding behind a tree (same
tree both days) in Central Park, peeking out at me as I jogged by
at about six in the morning. The cap, the face, the beard, tilted
to take a look at me (or, as I’ve come to believe later—when I
believe at all—to give me a good look at him). Other joggers—and
there were quite a few out and about the Park at this hour—saw
nothing.

The second morning I
approached the tree to make sure, and sure enough, nothing there.
My imagination.

I almost went to a shrink about this. So
real. So reminiscent of the boulder. How crazy was I? Really?

Then nothing for another
ten years. Until one also early morning in the back yard of my Los
Angeles house. There he was scratching Casey, our dog (who hadn’t
made as much as a peep—great guard dog that), behind her ears. The
earlier appearances came crashing to mind, and yes, this could
easily be the same gnome.

“What the hell?” (or words
to that effect), was all I managed.

He did not answer, but
Casey looked up at me, worried. What had she done wrong? Apparently
nothing, for she soon relaxed and enjoyed the scratching gnome some
more.

I stood very still for a
minute or so, then I began walking toward them. At that, Casey took
off in a hurry and I, more by reflex than anything, looked to see
where she was going and by the time I looked back at the gnome
there was no gnome. Again.

Twice more in Los Angeles. Same back yard,
different scenarios, but always early in the morning.

Again I considered some
professional help, but it never quite came to that.

Then no more gnomes for years. Imagination,
then. Obviously.

Until now.

Dark eyes, big nose, small
ears with gold earrings, white hair, and rather thick little
lips.

And now to make him vanish.

He had not moved, had not
taken his eyes off mine during my short journey across the floor. I
arrived and looked down. He now had to bend his head back to
maintain eye contact—what apparition does that?

Then, to make him vanish,
I slowly kneeled by the armchair and placed my right hand on his
left knee, expecting—no, knowing—that all I would feel would be:
first air, and then, beneath it the smooth fabric of the chair
cushion.

Not so. What I touched was
coarse cloth covering a sharp little knee tensing under my touch,
otherwise still. He kept looked straight at me.

“Satisfied?” he
said.

My hand jerked back of its
own accord—independently afraid.

Somehow I wrestled it back
under my control and made to touch him again.

“Hey, once is
enough.”

With that he squirmed
aside and over onto his stomach, then slid down from the chair. He
retrieved his hat, which fell off during this operation, and put it
back on. “We don’t have much time,” he said.

“What the hell? Are you
actually…”

“Come on,” he interrupted.
“Get your car keys, we have a long drive.”

“Wait. What?”

“We can talk in the
car.”

From above—yes, it was as
if somebody had kicked me right out of my skull and now I was
floating midair, taking things in—from above, I watched myself
collect my key ring from its hook by the door, grab my jacked, wait
a second while the little one reached up to open the door, and
finally head out of my apartment after my three-foot (barely)
guide. The door slammed shut behind me, echoing down the stairwell.
I turned and locked it while my apparition ran down the stairs
ahead of me.

“Hey, wait up,” I heard
myself say.

He neither turned nor
slowed down, he just kept running—no, jumping is more the word—down
each stair, cap bopping and bouncing and threatening to fall off
again at any moment. Me, I had to take the stairs two at a time to
catch up.

At the bottom, by the
front gate, he stopped, looked up, expecting to be let out. Just
like a dog, I thought, an intelligent, determined, and not exactly
friendly dog, unable to open the locked gate but expecting you to
get on with it, and to get on with it now.

 


I did, and now we’re out
on the street, three feet of green and gray and red ahead of me
darting for my car by the curb farther down. Does he actually know
which car is mine? I wondered, and sure enough, he was heading for
the right one.

There are a few people
around, but none of them can see him, that’s obvious. Even the old
lady he collides with doesn’t see him. She slows, looks down,
confused, looks behind her, then sets off again with a frown.
Clearly, I’m dreaming some crazy three-dimensional dream here with
amazing clarity, tactile, everything.

But the dog sees him
though. He’s a big gray thing, all hair and teeth, and maybe twenty
feet away, barking up a storm. On a leash, luckily—taut.

Shut up says the owner, a
trim looking guy in a sweat suit, straining to keep the
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