Book 101, Chapter 9: Excerpt.

“It was just coincidence, Trevor. Nothing more.” I’m a little taken aback by how stern my voice sounds but it feels good to have said it to his face. I take a deep breath. I realize with a shock that I’m secretly terrified but I’m not precisely sure why or of what. It’s not as if Trevor has the physical strength to overpower me. Well, not as far as I know. I squint my eyes at him briefly, appraising him anew but my evaluation remains the same. Physically pathetic. Almost wasted away in fact. The man is barely skin and bone. And yet there’s undeniably a dangerous edge about him. A potential. Self preservation dictates I need to progress carefully... I moderate my voice a little, give it a gentler tone. I need to get rid of him as quickly and as painlessly as possible. ”Trevor this has gone on for quite long enough. You need help. Please leave or I’ll have no choice but to call the police.” 

I begin to push his suitcase back into the hallway with the toe of my foot. It makes a dry rasping noise as it moves over the carpet in the flat but almost immediately comes to a jolting stop. I flick my eyes downwards and see that Trevor has placed one of his feet directly behind it. It’s going absolutely nowhere. Shit. I feel a sickening bubble of panic begin to rise up from the depth of my guts. 

“Look I mean it Trevor. I know they’re after you. I will call them if you don’t leave.” I try to regain the confident tone but I can’t seem to pitch it right. I can hear a shakiness blurring the edges of every vowel.  My voice sounds weedy. I gulp noisily like a snivelling school boy. I grit my teeth. Christ. Maybe I’m the one who’s pathetic? I’ve got to get a grip of myself. 

Laughter curls upwards from the back of Trevor’s throat and singes my eardrums. His head is thrown back in an exaggerated gesture and sonorous guffaws billow forth from his quivering mouth. I’m not sure what to do. I look down at the suitcase again but Trevor has blocked any opportunity for sliding it passed him. It doesn’t take a master’s degree to work out what’s inside it. I shudder inwardly. I feel utterly powerless. Emasculated. And I can’t figure out why. I feel like I need to give myself a huge shake or a couple of slaps in the face to wake up properly. I feel my hands curl up into tense fists. I’ve got to get rid of him. Why can’t I do it? Why am I stood here arguing with him over something so utterly ridiculous?

“The police?” Trevor’s voice is high pitched and sarcastic. He cuts his laughter dead and lets his mouth freeze into a grotesque parody of a frozen smile. All I can focus on are his thin pasty lips and the lacework of broken blood vessels that pattern his withered cheeks. Trevor shakes his head in mock disbelief. His eyes roll upwards momentarily. “The police.” He shakes his head once more, readjusts his stance and then leans forward towards me, coming very close to my face. I can feel a diseased warmth radiating out from his skin. He speaks very quietly, his voice a taunting burr in my ear. “And what... exactly... do you imagine the police will be able to do, Michael? Hmm?” I resist the impulse to step back from him. Even in my panicked state I know it would be disastrous to give ground before him. He pulls his face back from mine a few inches but it’s only so that he can make full eye contact with me. His eyes are wide and fierce but there’s also something dead about them. Sucked dry. His glasses might be spotlessly clean and shiny but his eyes are dulled and bogged with dust. “Do you think they’d actually – physically – be able to arrest me even if they could find me? Do you imagine perhaps that with their dull, pedestrian abilities they’d be able to restrain me or circumvent my plans?” A sullen pout pushes Trevor’s bottom lip forward. “Tut tut Michael. I’m disappointed. But then I did say utterly no imagination, didn’t I?” Trevor’s jaw creases into a long lizard smile. 

“Wha... what do you mean? What are you on about?” My voice sounds like that of a scared 8 year old. I’m babbling and I know that I’m babbling but I can’t stop myself. My head is throbbing – a needlepoint headache that savages my forehead just above my eyelids. I can’t get a hold of myself at all. I can’t hold one clear thought inside my head. I’ve got to get rid of him. I’ve got to. Why can’t I think? I close my eyes to try and diminish the pain. 

Trevor’s voice resounds inside my skull. It sounds like it’s actually inside my head but I know he’s merely speaking softly into my ear again. I can feel his breath moistening my earlobes with an intimate warmth. “Do you not think with the power at my command that I can be invisible to all those that are seeking me? Do you not think I can confound their every effort to apprehend me?” A noise like a roar assails me and I almost rock backwards. It takes me a second to realize that Trevor has snorted. I open my eyes. They feel bleary and oiled up, obscured by grease and tiredness. Trevor’s face is back directly in front of me again but still too close for comfort. “As long as I wish it their investigation, their feeble efforts to find me, will come to nothing.” A harsh sneer slices his lips into an odd shape. “Or if I so wish it their investigation will cease immediately. Just stop. Or just as easily I could sidetrack them elsewhere. Give them... what’s the word? A patsy? Set them onto the heels of some other poor sap and, believe me, neither police nor sap would ever know what had been done to them. All evidence would be totally, inarguably, provably conclusive.” A grin with far too many teeth sits complacently beneath Trevor’s nose. He looks terrifyingly confident and self satisfied. “I only have to write it that way into the book...”

His voice is thick with contempt. He steps back with a grimace. I wonder inanely if perhaps my breath smells. He looks at me with undisguised disgust, like I’m a piece of shit that he’s just scraped off the sole of his shoe. And for a brief moment it almost works. I feel worthless. I feel myself beginning to buckle around the edges under his contemptuous gaze but he’s overplayed it. He’s pushed it too far. Defensive outrage wells up from somewhere deep within me and lends some fire to my tongue. For the first time in what seems like hours I feel fully awake and vital. “You fucking arrogant old cunt! Who the hell do you think you are coming round here with your stupid fucking stories? Just fuck off – fuck off out of my face!”

I’ve pushed him hard in the chest without even realizing what I was doing. He staggers backwards, his face a grey mask of shock and disbelief, only just keeping his feet. I place a foot on the top corner of the suitcase and push it violently out into the hall. The suitcase slides towards Trevor like a madly reversing car, falls over and spins itself to a halt on its bottom. Whatever is inside it is heavy, damn heavy – my leg feels surprisingly jolted. 

Trevor looks aghast. “What are you doing? What are you doing? You can’t!” He places a hand on the railing behind him to steady himself. His eyes take me in with a frenzied stare of incredulity. “You mustn’t!”

I’m out on the landing and still advancing. A voice inside my head is castigating me for not staying in the flat and shutting the door on Trevor’s exit but I ignore it. The fury I feel is racing through my bloodstream like a wonderful drug and I can’t stop it. I place myself squarely before Trevor and jab him sharply in the chest. “Get out of my sight.” He winces slightly but stands his ground, drawing himself upright, meeting my gaze with a surprising amount of steel. 

“Don’t be a fool, Mike, I’m trying to do this the nice way... but if you want things to get nasty then...”

“I said get out of my sight!” The entire landing reverberates to the sound of my voice. My lungs feel cleansed and healthily scoured. I look down my nose at Trevor’s shocked expression and pull my lips back into an animal snarl. “You fucking weirdo.”

Pain slams into my chest and I have to take several steps backwards. My arms flail around me as I fight to retain my balance. It’s my turn to look shocked. Trevor’s fist is still bunched tightly in front of him, a ball of moulded bone, astonishingly solid. A hot ache pulses out from the centre of my sternum. I can’t believe it. He’s actually punched me. I give my head a small shake. “You fucking...”

“Oh spare me your working class expletives, boy.” Flecks of spittle shoot out from between Trevor’s lips as he speaks. “You’re one of life’s insignificant victims and that’s all you’ll ever be – you and your neurotic bitch.” My fists scrunch tighter and I take a step forwards. If he wants a fight he can fucking have one. I expect to see him back away but he doesn’t. He stands his ground and smiles bleakly. “Oh please. Is that the best you can do? Beating me won’t change a damn thing.” He wipes his forehead with his handkerchief. He’s pouring with sweat. I halt my advance, unsure of what to do next. A raw sigh emerges from Trevor’s mouth. “This is your last chance Michael. Accept the book – honour our bargain. We’ll do it the easy way and nobody will have to get hurt... believe me, it’s for the best, boy.” He looks at me earnestly. “Take the book. Honour our agreement. Play for advantage.” 

I shake my head. I feel exhausted. Every breath comes with a rasping wheeze. My body aches like it’s just run a marathon. Why won’t he just take no for an answer? If the book is so wonderful and so fucking powerful – if it can do all these things that he says it can do – why does he want to get rid of it in the first place? Stubborn, impossible, hateful old man! I gasp for breath. I have no choice. I can see that now. No choice at all. He’ll just keep on coming back, plaguing me forever until I do something to stop him. I rub my face. My hand comes away soaked with sweat. “Fuck. Trevor...” I strain to draw air into my lungs. “That’s it. I’m sorry. I’m going to the police. Enough’s enough. You just don’t know when to stop, do you? I’m going to the police, mate, and that’s all there is to it I’m afraid. I gave you a chance and you didn’t take it.” 

Trevor looks at me incredulously. “You gave me a chance?” A roar of disbelief and anger vomits out of Trevor’s lungs. “You gave me a chance?” He slams his fist down onto the railing behind him. A heavy metallic clang peals around my ears. “You fool. You dull-minded stubborn stupid fool!” He wipes the back of his hand roughly across his mouth, momentarily deforming his lips into a red wolfish gash. “Go ahead. Go to the police, boy. Tell them whatever it is that you think that you know. It’ll get you absolutely nowhere. I’ll confound every word that spews out of your mouth before you even utter it. I’ll make them think that you’re crazy. Or ill. Poor sick Mike needs his medication.” I shudder inwardly. It’s as if he knows about the tablets but that’s just impossible. His lips jerk into a sneer. “I’m sure your bitch would love that, wouldn’t she, Mike? A poor sick puppy to look after. Stupid bitch. What do you see in her, Michael? Hmm? Gods, what does she see in you? Oh stay where you are, dolt.” 

My feet come to a stand still. Without being conscious of it I was advancing on Trevor once again, my arms taut and knotted from shoulder to fist. My mind feels ablaze with anger. “When they get you, Trevor – and they will get you – I hope they take you straight to the fucking nuthouse.” My voice is soft but it burns like acid. 

Trevor lunges forwards. I leap back with a small cry but he’s merely grabbed the suitcase and hauled it up from the floor. Given how heavy it is the ease of the action suggests that Trevor is far stronger then he looks. Which is a very disturbing realization. He looks at me hollowly and emits a small chuckle. In one fluid motion he pulls himself upright. It’s like he’s grown another two foot in height. Either than or I’ve diminished. He looks at me coldly and I feel like I’m being analysed for the second time this morning. A microbe under the microscope. Powerless. 

Trevor gives me a sly smile, superior and mean and chilled to the core. “Well, Michael. I can see you need further proof. Further convincing. Incentivizing.” He chews the side of his lip, thinking sourly to himself.  

I pull my mobile out from my back pocket. “I’m calling them right now, Trevor.” For God’s sake, why won’t he just go?

“Oh I insist that you do.” He shakes his head at me and sighs. “I tried the nice way, Mike. I really did. Now you can have it the hard way.” He smiles but his lips appear serrated like a knife edge. “How much do you love Cassandra, Michael? Hmm? Enough to save her from harm? From danger? And what about that fat friend of yours – Pete isn’t it? Oh yes, I know their names.”

My mouth has fallen open in shock. Ascertaining people’s names isn’t exactly an earth shattering achievement these days and the sane part of my mind knows that he could have found out about them a hundred and one ordinary, mundane ways but just hearing those familiar sounds emerge out of Trevor’s mouth disturbs me greatly.  It’s like he’s somehow got hold of them. Enveloped them. It’s a horrible feeling and threatening enough in itself. “I’m dialling, Trevor...” I hold the phone up and press 9. “I mean it.”

“But oh, what if Pete was the attacker? What then? You know he secretly wants her, Michael. He’s always sniffing around, always there. All that secret conniving... all that scheming they so enjoy getting up to behind your back... what if it was something more? Hmm? You already suspect, don’t you? Dirty Pete wants a slice of your pie, Michael; wants it bad and he’s not going to say please. He’s just going to take it. Poor poor Cassie. But maybe she’ll like that?” He raises an eyebrow suggestively, mockingly. “But then again maybe she won’t. But will you be able to stop it? Will you be able to save her?”

I press 9 again. “You cunt.”

“I think not. Because only I can. Because I’ll be the one in control. With the book.” The lizard smile is back on his face, heavy, languorous and almost slothful. “I’ll come to see you again Michael. I guarantee that next time you’ll be more amenable to honouring our agreement. Next time you’ll have a more pressing reason to accept the book if mere honour won’t drive you to it now.”

“9.” I press the button a third time and hold the phone up to my ear. I hear a couple of electronic pulses before it connects with the operator. Hello Emergency, which service do you require...?
“Goodbye, Michael. Have fun. I’ll see you again very soon.” Trevor’s shoes squeak on the tiled floor of the landing as he swiftly turns around and begins to stride towards the stairs. His movements are jaunty and light-footed but his eyes, when they flash back at me, are hard and hateful. 

“The police, please. I’ve just been attacked by Trevor Gillian.”
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