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Just imagine all the things I could do with that! 

Do you know any words that complicated? If you 

do, please write them down on the notepad here. 

I collect them, you see. Thanks a lot! 

My dad says that I just fool around while he 

does all the important, serious work. But 

I think there’s a good future in typos. Still, it’s 

perfectly true that as Head of the Department 

for Book Ageing, Dad has to work very hard.  

Let me tell you something about that now. 

For instance, if what they mean to write in a newspaper is: 

President tackles teacher
I get in there and make it into: 

President tickles teacher
If the following is written in a book: 

The dragon-slayer 

won half a kingdom� 
I make a little correction so that it reads: 

The dragon-slayer won  

a calf a kingdom�
The kind of word I like best of all is:

Willimoteswick

I’m still only in the third grade at PSAT – the 

Primary School for Ageing Things. I may be 

young, but I help my dad with his work in the 

library. He takes me there once a week so I get 

some work experience. I’m looking forward to 

finishing school and being able to do work of 

my own without supervision. The internet and 

programming attract me far more than libraries, 

though. Dad’s not happy about this: he’s worked 

with books all his life, and he doesn’t understand 

the first thing about computers. More than 

anything, he’d like me to latch onto some famous 

writer, because if I did, my work would reach 

readers all over the world. I understand that it’s 

a big deal to have a typo in some terribly famous 

book, but I think it’s just as cool to have one in 

a program used by ten million people. But Dad 

won’t hear of this, so I keep going with him to the 

library once a week, where I’m responsible for 

typos and other mess-ups in books, newspapers 

and magazines. How do I work? Let me show you.  

Anyway, back to me. I’m an entropic elf. You’re 

probably thinking that an entropic elf has 

something to do with the tropics. But our name 

relates to entropy, which basically means mess-

making. Professor Block (I’ll tell you about him 

later) explains entropy in a very complicated 

way. But here’s my simple explanation: Entropy 

is when you’re playing memory and you can’t find 

any pairs; not only that, the cards keep getting 

lost. These problems are actually in the rules 

of entromemory, and I should know because 

when we had an entromemory tournament at our 

school last year, I beat all-comers. I’m a whizz 

at losing cards! Anyway, entropy is the confusion 

and disorder you see all around you, which we 

entropic elves bring about. 
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Anyway, Skim and I make a pretty good team. 

Whenever I need to make a real mess at home, 

I bring him in for a visit and the job’s done in 

no time. And when I took him to my dad’s work 

once, all his colleagues were mightily impressed 

with Skim for making a mess of a book within 

seconds of picking it up. Sometimes I get a bit 

jealous of this gift of his. But the best thing 

about Skim is that he never lets it go to his head. 

Quite the opposite, in fact – he’d bend over 

backwards for a friend, his kind, messy heart is 

so big! But one thing he’s dreadful at is English. 

And this is something I can help him with. Typo is 

my first name and Grammatical Mistakes should 

be my middle name, so sometimes I do Skin’s 

homework for him. Not long ago we were given 

a dictation exercise, and as Skim didn’t have 

a single mistake in his, we switched papers. 

The teacher realized what we’d done, of course: 

Skim’s work was dotted with cocoa stains. Mr 

Blunder punished us by keeping us in after school 

to write typos into train timetables – terrible 

work, I can tell you! 

Although Skim and I get up to all kinds of 

mischief, neither of us would ever leave the 

other in the lurch. Never ever! Best friends 

should always watch out for each other. And 

best friends are what Skim and I have always 

been and always will be. Except for during that 

unfortunate incident with the Cog of Time, which 

I’m slowly getting to. But before I do, let me tell 

you more about our school.

Skim and I have been best friends since first 

grade. No one else wanted to sit next to him,  

so I did – I felt a bit sorry for him, you see.  

Skim is terrifically keen on cocoa, and as he 

leaves a trail wherever he goes, he’s a real 

favourite with the teachers, who keep telling us 

to take a leaf out of his book. Mrs Frosting, our 

splotch construction teacher, is always saying 

that Skim could teach us other entropic elves 

a thing or two.  She refers to his super-messy 

desk as the model for the rest of us to follow, 

and to his exercise books and textbooks as the 

grimiest in the class. You can see for yourself 

how soiled this page is. Skim made it like this:  

he loves to read about himself over and over 

again. The table manners Skim demonstrates 

in the school canteen are held up for our 

admiration, too. But this may surprise you:  

Skim hates all this praise and attention – he’s 

a pretty tough cookie, who certainly doesn’t 

want to be taken for the class swot.   

Skim’s family run a stains and moulds farm. 

Only his Uncle Bore is excused work on the farm, 

because he’s terrifically rich from the hours 

and hours he spends deep underground doing 

something with oil. It’s pretty good on the farm. 

More than anything, I like the huge plantations 

where coarse dustclump is grown. These tufts 

of dust are the ones that form in the corners 

of rooms and under beds. So now you know it’s 

the Skim family that grow them. Dustclump is 

brilliant for fooling around with. We used to play 

at the farm quite often, but Skim’s mum started 

complaining that we were scaring away the 

moths, so now we go there less.

Coarse 
dustclump 
(coconis 
vulgaris)

Ornamental plant that 

places modest demands 

on the cultivator and is 

abundant all over the 

world� Peculiar for its 

intolerance to watering; 

indeed, water is harmful 

to it� Thrives in dry, 

never-washed nooks� 

In popular use for the 

cultivation of allergies� 

Perfectly suited for the 

aesthetic improvement of 

new and shiny surfaces�

Growth of COMMON 
STAINER seedlings

LIQUID ROT

100% concentrate� Dilute with mouse urine� 

Store in a damp, dark place� Add poo if 

necessary�



I promise to work  

diligently and conscientiously  

day and night to ensure that  

things age and are ruled  

by chaos�   

 

Nothing should ever remain  

well ordered and in one place� 

Everything must be directed 

constantly towards endless  

chaos and entropy�  

 

Only if this is so  

will our universe and world  

remain irresistibly groovy�  

O  ly in this way will I become  

a true entropic elf� N

PSAT graduate’s solemn vow
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“We take most pride in the monuments of 

Ancient Egypt, Greece and Rome. Even humans 

have always admired how splendidly faded 

and battered they are; it was because of these 

monuments that they set up the so-called 

tourism industry. Unfortunately, we still come 

across humans who show no understanding 

for our work – I am referring to the groups of 

vandals known as restorers and conservators. 

By their efforts to repair and renovate these 

monuments or restore them to their original 

condition, these humans undermine the difficult, 

meticulous work that entropic elves have 

devoted to them over many, many years.  

How very barbaric!”

Our History of Ageing lessons proceed like this: half the 

class sleeps while Wormold and Badegg play a secret 

game of wrecks at their desk at the back; Professor 

Block stands at the board like a ghost, and we have 

to write down every word he says. He explains to us in 

great detail how Dr Pigment designed the first splodge, 

or how the Ritz brothers invented technology for the 

unravelling of fabrics. He also makes us learn, by heart 

and in its entirety, Dr Strangestuff’s periodic table of 

staining elements. The worst assignment he ever set 

us was an essay with the title: “Which came first, the 

chicken or the egg?” I toiled away at that for about 

a month! Try to answer it yourself, go on. Impossible, 

is it not? And do you know why? Because in the end we 

found out that apparently it’s the oldest question in the 

world that no one has ever found an answer to. Do you 

even understand it? The best fun we had with it was 

when Badegg claimed that when an egg hatches, the 

chicken that comes out of it is actually a spoiled egg;  

he and Block argued for ages about this.

Phew – and that’s just the foreword! You really 

don’t want to know what he writes about after 

that. 

Nibbler

For the first nibbling of unnibbled 

or the final nibbling of well-nibbled 

pencils
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What a dreadful discovery this was! I’d been 

looking forward to getting to know the human 

world since I was born. I’d been working 

really hard at jumbling words and even whole 

sentences, and I’d always been impatient to 

strike out on my own as a paratrooper. And 

now I learned that no one in the human world 

appreciated my work. I knew now that humans 

liked things that were nice, clean, neat and new, 

not old, soiled, jumbled-up or falling apart. So 

what was the point of Professor Block’s classes? 

Why did my dad keep telling me that my work 

created such important bother in the human 

world? And when at the Crystal Zilch awards 

Skim’s Uncle Remoudou had urged us to work 

tirelessly to make the world a better place, what 

could he have meant? We didn’t make the world 

a better place for humans – we made it worse! 

All the anger and disappointment I felt from what 

I’d just seen, rose up in me. I pointed at Margaret 

and her parents and yelled at him. “I haven’t been 

up to anything. But I’ve seen what you do, and it 

harms and hurts people!” The paratrooper was 

quite taken aback. “We entropic elves do nothing 

but make humans cry,” I went on. “What is all our 

work good for?”

In my agitation, I became careless. I was surprised 

by an elderly paratrooper, who had spotted me 

behind my bundle of dust. “Well, well, well. What 

have we here, then? A lost pupil from a school trip, 

I’d wager,” he snapped at me, making me terribly 

afraid. “Where are your classmates? Where’s the 

supervising teacher?” His moustache crackled with 

menace. “There’s nothing at all for you here, so why 

are you hiding here? What have you been up to? 

I must report you to Headquarters immediately!”

I waited in suspense for how Margaret and 

her parents would react to this. Well, what 

would you expect? Margaret burst into tears 

again, getting a clip on the ear from her dad 

for her trouble. She couldn’t be trusted not to 

break anything the moment she was given it, 

he said. Mum picked up the tablet, telling Dad 

that Margaret was simply too young for it, so 

there was no need for him to shout at her. Dad 

complained that his daughter got her clumsiness 

from her mother. Now Mum was angry, too; Dad 

should stop trying to blame her for something 

that wasn’t her fault, she said. Dad responded 

by asking Mum if she knew how much the tablet 

had cost, because tablets didn’t grow on trees. 

While all this was going on, Margaret cried and 

pleaded for her present back …  

That was when it dawned on me. And it came as 

such a shock that at first I didn’t want to admit 

that it might be true. But the longer I watched 

the troubled birthday celebrations unfold below 

me, the more convinced of this truth I became: 

humans don’t like entropic elves at all. 

EARPHONE-CABLE 
ENTANGLER

TELESCOPIC WEBBIFIER

“Glass crack!”: the webbifier units’ 

celebratory cry
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Two-stroke steam-powered choco-splotcher

This smearing mechanism, invented by Brickus Sweet, remains in frequent common 

use today� Owing to the relatively high heat loss during operation, the chocolate 

melts quickly, making it easier to daub� A drawback is its relatively great weight, 

necessitating the use of 2–4 draught silverfish�

3: Department 
for Book 
Ageing
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As I mentioned, Skim and I are in the third 

grade of the Primary School for Ageing Things, 

which gives us an education that will allow 

the best of us to become paratroopers who 

venture into the human world. I’m really looking 

forward to seeing the human world. I always 

imagine it as this huge place filled with things 

that are ageing beautifully. I can hardly wait 

to become a paratrooper and get my first look 

at the outside world. But before an entropic 

elf can achieve such a thing, he must complete 

his education, plus a thorough programme of 

practical training. Being so small, entropic elves 

are invisible to humans, but this doesn’t mean 

there are no safety hazards when we’re among 

them: we must learn how not to get breathed in, 

stepped on or otherwise squished. Not long ago, 

our class received a visit from a paratrooper 

called Mr Soaker, who told us about his work 

outside in the fountains and water pipes. He was 

quite a hotshot – a real sight for sore eyes! 

“I’m the head foreman at the fountain quarry,” 

Mr Soaker explained, while the rest of us, 

including our teacher Mrs Frosting, listened 

carefully. “We break off the calcium deposits we 

need to block drainage outlets. It’s dangerous 

work that can’t be performed without protective 

headgear. Water can be surprisingly hard.” 

“Ha! Ha! Hard water indeed! That chap’s got a screw loose!” These 

comments came from the back of the room, where Wormold and Badegg 

were sitting. These two had arrived in our class from the fifth grade via 

the fourth, and they were always causing problems. Mrs Frosting glared 

at them, but Mr Soaker went on unruffled: “Gungers, who lay special 

algae on the fountain bed, use suckers to stop themselves from slipping 

and injuring themselves. Humans are in the habit of throwing money into 

fountains. Dodging a dropping coin can be a matter of life and death.”

Paratrooper’s uniform

‘Newt’ model, unisex, size L, 

perforated rubber-gum elastic

Instant unglue

Extremely quick-moistening model,  

reliably non-stick on any known surface

5: Primary 
School for 

Ageing 
Things
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Although Mum is good to me, she’s forever 

telling me where and how I should be making 

myself dirty, and what I need to tear or crumple. 

Sometimes this gets on my nerves. If I come 

home without at least a splodge of ice cream 

on my trousers, I’m in trouble. Also, I have to 

keep my room in a mess – woe betide me if I put 

my toys away in a drawer! Never try to tidy up 

in front of my mum – she can’t stand it!

Now that I’ve explained what we’re all about, at last 

it’s time for me to tell you about the great adventure 

me and my best friend Skim had not long ago. It took 

us all the way to the great Cog of Time, which manages 

and controls the ageing of absolutely everything in the 

world. Have you ever heard of it? Entropic elves have 

legends about it, although no one has ever actually 

seen it. At least, they hadn’t before I did … But let me 

start by telling you about Skim.

My mum works in the Department for Book 

Ageing too. She’s in charge of the Fragrances 

Division. She works in a huge laboratory filled 

with vials, retorts and test tubes filled with 

dust, wet rot and all kinds of mould. She’s 

a wizard at mixing these together! Have you ever 

noticed that every book has a slightly different 

smell? If not, pull a few books from your 

bookcase and have a sniff … Now do you know 

what I mean? All this is my mum’s work. 

Dad and his colleagues know lots of really  

great ways to make an ugly new book look  

as a proper book should – with torn pages,  

dog-eared corners, smudges and so on; you 

know the sort of thing I mean from your own 

bookcase. Painters work day and night to make 

the ordinary white paper in a new book look 

lovely and dingy, either yellow or grey. They’re 

helped in this by the corner-turners, hole-

punchers and tearers, and sometimes too by 

the dunkers and letter-dissolvers. The snack 

team, who have their own division, make sure 

that every page has nice traces of food pressed 

into it. I just love their tomato stamps, their 

oil and grease atomizers, and most of all their 

choco-splotcher. It’s up to my dad to inspect 

and manage everything. I wouldn’t want his job, 

I can tell you – it’s really hard work!

Has it ever happened that you’ve been unable 

to find your favourite book on the shelf at 

home? Search as you might, apparently it has 

disappeared into thin air. But don’t worry, it 

hasn’t really. OK, it has – but only for a little 

while, to my dad’s department. Next time you  

go to that shelf, the book is sure to be on it.  

But it will look a bit older than you remember it. 

Tomato stamp

This innocuous little contrivance by 

American inventor E� A� T� Ketchup has truly 

revolutionized our ability to make tomato 

splodges� 

Arrangement of a child’s bedroom: 
Atom Bomb option
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I felt a bit sorry for my mum, even though I was mad as 

hell with everyone – Skim for having shopped me, Block 

for making me work as a mothherd, my parents for their 

failure to tell me the truth about the human world, plus the 

whole world and every entropic elf in it. I never wanted to 

make another typo or see another teacher, and I thought 

all paratroopers were embarrassing and ageing was hateful. 

All I could think of was making everything stop, once and 

for all – for the sake of Margaret and all other humans. For 

my own sake, too. I would find the Great Cog of Time and 

destroy it. Or else I would prove that there was no such 

thing and that our work was pointless. Boy, would I show 

them all!

But the moths were a bit of a problem. You may imagine 

working on a farm to be a fun experience; you may imagine 

it as a real yawn. Neither is true. Carpet moths are the 

most stubborn creatures I know; when they make up their 

mind for or against something, not even a herd of mites 

can move them. So keeping them in one place and making 

sure they grazed only where they were supposed to, was 

a real chore. And no sooner had the moths been delivered 

to human gardens and greenhouses than caterpillars of the 

common clothes moth were entrusted to my care. These are 

so greedy that I could barely keep the wardrobe stocked. 

They would get through a whole coat in half a day, and you 

can surely imagine what a struggle it was for me to drag 

coat after coat to the farm, even with two teams of snails 

at my disposal. By the time all the clothes moths had been 

delivered to human homes, the next generation of carpet 

moths was hatching.

And so it went, over and over again. It was 

a dreadful slog, without a moment’s rest!

After I had spoken, a surprised silence fell 

on the room. I heard a slow drip coming from 

Skim. “What on earth are you saying, Typie?” 

asked Mrs Frosting. She looked terrified. Still 

furious, I explained. “I saw little Margaret burst 

into tears each time our paratroopers broke 

something. They didn’t make her happy at all 

– quite the opposite. And her parents got into 

an argument about it. And nobody appreciated 

the ingenious typo I made on the cake! So what 

I want to know is, why do you teach us all this 

stuff when it causes nothing but sorrow in the 

human world?”

The teachers exchanged looks of bewilderment, 

Skim gaped at me and Professor Block scratched 

his chin. “Let me tell you, boy, that the Great 

Cog of Time knows perfectly well what it does 

and why ageing is so important!” he said. “The 

Great Cog of Time is a great load of nonsense!” 

I replied. 

That just about put the lid on it. Although in the end they 

didn’t expel me, they kept me in the headmaster’s office 

for an hour of reprimands and instruction. The traitor 

Skim kept gesturing for my attention the whole time, but it 

was my intention never to speak to him again. Headmaster 

Block finally came up with the following plan: “The pupil 

Tyro will be sent to a mildew cultivating farm, where he 

will work as a mothherd. There he will learn the meaning 

of the word ‘discipline’.” Having corrected ‘Tyro’ to ‘Typo’, 

Frosting called my parents to give them the news.

On hearing that I’d run off to the human world without 

permission, my mum almost passed out. My dad was livid 

with me and accepted Block’s punishment without demur. 

On that farm I’d get a taste of real work and stop fooling 

around, he told me.

Sprung pencil-breaker  
(B hardness)

Bucket of stains

Corner grubber

A member of the vandalibris family, together with the 

bookworm the corner grubber is the best-known bibliodefacer 

(vandalibris)�
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Professor Block is at least 600 years old. Some say 

that he authored the world’s very first printing error. 

He’s the headmaster at our school. In his classes, we 

learn about how things have aged from prehistoric 

times to the present day, discuss the most famous 

ruins and find out about our celebrated ancestors. 

Sounds really boring, doesn’t it? So it is. If it was up 

to me, I’d never got to another history lesson, but my 

dad insists I do. “Listen carefully to what Professor 

Block tells you,” he says. “He’s a real expert! What he 

doesn’t know about ageing, isn’t worth knowing. And 

just remember – a curious mind ages quickest!” That’s 

one of my dad’s favourite sayings. You see, among 

entropic elves, nobody takes you seriously unless 

you’re at least a hundred. 

In the foreword to the omnibus edition of 

Professor Block’s Ageing in History: Volumes I – 

MDCCCXVII, we can read the following: “Above 

all it is necessary to realize that the things 

around you were not always old and battered.

“The universe, too, was once new, sweet-smelling 

and shiny, but fortunately that changed when the 

Cog of Time appeared. Since then, the principle of 

fugit irreparabile tempus – time flies irretrievably 

– has applied. For it to produce the fruits of ageing 

we desire, it’s necessary that we keep up with it. 

From its very beginnings, our history is bound up 

with the history of humankind. Beginning in ancient 

times, when Old Father Drrrrng discovered the first 

scratch, our ancestors worked tirelessly to ensure 

that everything here on Earth ages. The Neanderthal 

entropic used extremely primitive tools, of course. 

Nevertheless, these formed the basis of modern 

tools; the flint blunter and the bone-trowel hole 

punch developed into today’s modern nibbler and 

remote-controlled road crimper. 

Mass production  
of splodges

Traditional hand-production  
of splodges

Dr Pigment

Her invention of the splodge has made an indelible 

impression on the history of literature� 

Manual two-sided hole 
punch with safety 
catch

Caution: requires extremely careful 

handling� Keep out of reach of 

persons younger than 100 years� 

Never use without the safety catch� 

Never, ever!

6: Ageing  
past and 
present
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Mass production  
of splodges

Traditional hand-production  
of splodges

Dr Pigment

Her invention of the splodge has made an indelible 

impression on the history of literature� 

Manual two-sided hole 
punch with safety 
catch

Caution: requires extremely careful 

handling� Keep out of reach of 

persons younger than 100 years� 

Never use without the safety catch� 

Never, ever!

6: Ageing  
past and 
present
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Skim was secretly in love with a fifth-grader 

called Steela who was performing staining tricks 

on a stainless-steel pan, so he thought it was 

great. Poor Skim knew that his love could never 

come to anything, as Steela was as hard as nails, 

and she couldn’t stand the taste of anything 

sweet, cocoa least of all. When the performance 

was over, the waiters carried around deliciously 

stinky refreshments on what was left of the 

trashed dishes. The winners could be announced 

at last. 

Although I was cheering for Uncle Remoudou 

along with all Skim’s relations, I was keeping 

a furtive eye on Dr Littlehand, who was sitting 

at a table at the back, still wondering if he 

might win a Zilch for his chrono pressure suit 

after all. But when – as I have led you to expect 

– Uncle Remoudou was announced as the winner, 

Dr Littlehand went red, then purple in the 

face. And while an emotional Uncle Remoudou 

was getting hugged and slapped on the back 

by everyone in the audience, including me, 

Littlehand made straight for the stage with 

a mysterious briefcase in his hand.

“Listen up!” he boomed into the microphone, so that the 

whole room fell silent with surprise. Littlehand cleared 

his throat before continuing. “To make things absolutely 

clear, I haven’t toiled away my whole life long in expectation 

of a Zilch! And if you think a worn-out old stinker deserves 

one more than me, you’re welcome to your opinion. Being 

misunderstood is something geniuses of my distinction 

learn to live with. That being said, I have decided that 

I shall demonstrate my chrono pressure suit for the  

very first time in public here and now, on myself!”

Before the prizes were conferred, there was 

a performance by some older students at the PSAT 

that involved a dishwasher. First, a brand-new 

dishwasher was brought onto the stage and loaded 

with brand-new plates, pots and glasses. Then our 

older classmates pounced on it and proceeded to 

block the outflow pipe, corrode the nozzles, and dirty, 

scratch and chip the dishes. Within five minutes, they 

made the dishwasher and its contents look like they’d 

been used by a family of seven for six years. 

This didn’t upset me at all, however, as there’s 

always plenty to see at the Zilch awards. It’s 

a gathering of everyone who’s anyone in ageing, 

decomposition and disintegration. They pat 

each other on the back, eat stale canapés, sip 

vinegary wine and make long speeches.

The Skim family had their own table right next 

to the stage, so my view couldn’t have been 

better. The entropic elves from the Textiles 

Department sat at the table next to ours. True 

aces in their field, they make short work of 

everything. Before you know it, the elbow of your 

jacket is worn through or a button is hanging 

off your shirt. Dr Dorsal-Finn, the well-known 

breeder of flapping shoe soles (known to us as 

‘sharks’), was sitting very close to me, explaining 

something about rot gum in an avid voice.

Behind us sat the match-snappers, the glasses-

smudgers, and a couple of gorgeous green elves from 

the Department of Medicines Past Their Use-by Date. 

In the middle of the hall I noticed the Department 

for Sinking Beer Froth; most of those sitting there 

were asleep with their head on the table. Quite 

simply, the place was packed, and everyone was 

looking forward to the start of the event.

Crystal Zilch

“Er… What have I actually won?” Boris S� Bender, 

laureate of the very first Zilch for puckering�  

Chrono pressure suit

A breakthrough invention (at that 

time, regrettably, still without 

practical application) by an 

eccentric engineer called Littlehand 

(who, regrettably, was still a Zilch-

free zone)� 
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Anyway, Skim and I make a pretty good team. 

Whenever I need to make a real mess at home, 

I bring him in for a visit and the job’s done in 

no time. And when I took him to my dad’s work 

once, all his colleagues were mightily impressed 

with Skim for making a mess of a book within 

seconds of picking it up. Sometimes I get a bit 

jealous of this gift of his. But the best thing 

about Skim is that he never lets it go to his head. 

Quite the opposite, in fact – he’d bend over 

backwards for a friend, his kind, messy heart is 

so big! But one thing he’s dreadful at is English. 

And this is something I can help him with. Typo is 

my first name and Grammatical Mistakes should 

be my middle name, so sometimes I do Skin’s 

homework for him. Not long ago we were given 

a dictation exercise, and as Skim didn’t have 

a single mistake in his, we switched papers. 

The teacher realized what we’d done, of course: 

Skim’s work was dotted with cocoa stains. Mr 

Blunder punished us by keeping us in after school 

to write typos into train timetables – terrible 

work, I can tell you! 

Although Skim and I get up to all kinds of 

mischief, neither of us would ever leave the 

other in the lurch. Never ever! Best friends 

should always watch out for each other. And 

best friends are what Skim and I have always 

been and always will be. Except for during that 

unfortunate incident with the Cog of Time, which 

I’m slowly getting to. But before I do, let me tell 

you more about our school.

Skim and I have been best friends since first 

grade. No one else wanted to sit next to him,  

so I did – I felt a bit sorry for him, you see.  

Skim is terrifically keen on cocoa, and as he 

leaves a trail wherever he goes, he’s a real 

favourite with the teachers, who keep telling us 

to take a leaf out of his book. Mrs Frosting, our 

splotch construction teacher, is always saying 

that Skim could teach us other entropic elves 

a thing or two.  She refers to his super-messy 

desk as the model for the rest of us to follow, 

and to his exercise books and textbooks as the 

grimiest in the class. You can see for yourself 

how soiled this page is. Skim made it like this:  

he loves to read about himself over and over 

again. The table manners Skim demonstrates 

in the school canteen are held up for our 

admiration, too. But this may surprise you:  

Skim hates all this praise and attention – he’s 

a pretty tough cookie, who certainly doesn’t 

want to be taken for the class swot.   

Skim’s family run a stains and moulds farm. 

Only his Uncle Bore is excused work on the farm, 

because he’s terrifically rich from the hours 

and hours he spends deep underground doing 

something with oil. It’s pretty good on the farm. 

More than anything, I like the huge plantations 

where coarse dustclump is grown. These tufts 

of dust are the ones that form in the corners 

of rooms and under beds. So now you know it’s 

the Skim family that grow them. Dustclump is 

brilliant for fooling around with. We used to play 

at the farm quite often, but Skim’s mum started 

complaining that we were scaring away the 

moths, so now we go there less.

Coarse 
dustclump 
(coconis 
vulgaris)

Ornamental plant that 

places modest demands 

on the cultivator and is 

abundant all over the 

world� Peculiar for its 

intolerance to watering; 

indeed, water is harmful 

to it� Thrives in dry, 

never-washed nooks� 

In popular use for the 

cultivation of allergies� 

Perfectly suited for the 

aesthetic improvement of 

new and shiny surfaces�

Growth of COMMON 
STAINER seedlings

LIQUID ROT

100% concentrate� Dilute with mouse urine� 

Store in a damp, dark place� Add poo if 

necessary�
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I felt a bit sorry for my mum, even though I was mad as 

hell with everyone – Skim for having shopped me, Block 

for making me work as a mothherd, my parents for their 

failure to tell me the truth about the human world, plus the 

whole world and every entropic elf in it. I never wanted to 

make another typo or see another teacher, and I thought 

all paratroopers were embarrassing and ageing was hateful. 

All I could think of was making everything stop, once and 

for all – for the sake of Margaret and all other humans. For 

my own sake, too. I would find the Great Cog of Time and 

destroy it. Or else I would prove that there was no such 

thing and that our work was pointless. Boy, would I show 

them all!

But the moths were a bit of a problem. You may imagine 

working on a farm to be a fun experience; you may imagine 

it as a real yawn. Neither is true. Carpet moths are the 

most stubborn creatures I know; when they make up their 

mind for or against something, not even a herd of mites 

can move them. So keeping them in one place and making 

sure they grazed only where they were supposed to, was 

a real chore. And no sooner had the moths been delivered 

to human gardens and greenhouses than caterpillars of the 

common clothes moth were entrusted to my care. These are 

so greedy that I could barely keep the wardrobe stocked. 

They would get through a whole coat in half a day, and you 

can surely imagine what a struggle it was for me to drag 

coat after coat to the farm, even with two teams of snails 

at my disposal. By the time all the clothes moths had been 

delivered to human homes, the next generation of carpet 

moths was hatching.

And so it went, over and over again. It was 

a dreadful slog, without a moment’s rest!

After I had spoken, a surprised silence fell 

on the room. I heard a slow drip coming from 

Skim. “What on earth are you saying, Typie?” 

asked Mrs Frosting. She looked terrified. Still 

furious, I explained. “I saw little Margaret burst 

into tears each time our paratroopers broke 

something. They didn’t make her happy at all 

– quite the opposite. And her parents got into 

an argument about it. And nobody appreciated 

the ingenious typo I made on the cake! So what 

I want to know is, why do you teach us all this 

stuff when it causes nothing but sorrow in the 

human world?”

The teachers exchanged looks of bewilderment, 

Skim gaped at me and Professor Block scratched 

his chin. “Let me tell you, boy, that the Great 

Cog of Time knows perfectly well what it does 

and why ageing is so important!” he said. “The 

Great Cog of Time is a great load of nonsense!” 

I replied. 

That just about put the lid on it. Although in the end they 

didn’t expel me, they kept me in the headmaster’s office 

for an hour of reprimands and instruction. The traitor 

Skim kept gesturing for my attention the whole time, but it 

was my intention never to speak to him again. Headmaster 

Block finally came up with the following plan: “The pupil 

Tyro will be sent to a mildew cultivating farm, where he 

will work as a mothherd. There he will learn the meaning 

of the word ‘discipline’.” Having corrected ‘Tyro’ to ‘Typo’, 

Frosting called my parents to give them the news.

On hearing that I’d run off to the human world without 

permission, my mum almost passed out. My dad was livid 

with me and accepted Block’s punishment without demur. 

On that farm I’d get a taste of real work and stop fooling 

around, he told me.

Sprung pencil-breaker  
(B hardness)

Bucket of stains

Corner grubber

A member of the vandalibris family, together with the 

bookworm the corner grubber is the best-known bibliodefacer 

(vandalibris)�
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Oh yes – a word of warning. The moment you 

read to the very end of this book, it will explode 

and burn to a frazzle. 

I’m joking, of course. But this is a joke  

that never gets old.

THE EDN

Maurice went back to Uncle Remoudou and the 

dump, where he is happy pulling the peelings cart. 

When our paths cross, we wave to each other, but 

we never speak. Since the pickle we got into with 

the Cog of Time, the dung beetle has never said 

a single word, and I think that’s for the best. By 

way of apology to Remoudou for stealing Maurice, 

I offered to work for him at the dump, but he 

waved my offer away. Now that our little adventure 

has made Maurice such a famous insect, he’s 

prouder of him than ever, he says. He has entered 

Maurice for the dung run championships again,  

and they are in training for it. 

Our stopping of the Great Cog of Time has 

gone down in history. First-graders at PSAT are 

taught about it as proof of the importance and 

benefits of ageing. What do you think – is ageing 

a good thing or not?

Anyway, now you know how much work it takes 

to make the things around you old, rusty and 

dilapidated. I’ll bet there’s such a thing within 

arm’s reach of you at this very moment. Take 

a good look at it. There’s something quite pretty 

about that muddy, down-at-heel shoe in the 

corner of the hall, isn’t there? It may have once 

been new, clean and sweet-smelling, but it didn’t 

stay like that for long before we came along and 

made it into a lovely old thing. That’s what we’re 

here for – at your service, from dawn till dusk, 

even during the night. So think of us sometimes, 

and wish us luck in our work! Bye for now!































Tahnk you.


