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Tom sat, slumped in a pitiful heap on the floor below me, his legs extended limply, his skeletal arms 
and hands by his sides, his back against the wall. His mouth was open. His teeth were green, his 
swollen tongue bleeding. His skin almost translucent, I could see every vein in his porcelain face. The 
Book was on his lap, open. And it was ablaze. 

The pages burned liquid, rolling visions in the air, vibrant colours swirling from the tome on his lap 
into his gaunt, tortured face. Tom’s eyes, two leaden drain holes seemingly sucked the swirling light 
into his dead, inner world. 

The Book sensed me near, perhaps it remembered me because the light began to sneak into my 
mind, swirling in tandem with my own thoughts, beckoning me to come closer, charming me into 



wanting to read, chance one single glance over his shoulder. My instincts, now honed to feel self 
preserving terror, drew me back from its grasp so that I could gather my thoughts and focus my 
efforts for a second assault. 

I inched forwards this time, hearing the voices louder, seeing more sense in the curious, dazzling 
forms. I found when I closed my eyes the images and sounds became more powerful not less, as 
though seeing the rest of the room helped me to block out the spell. I was close now and would 
have to act fast. 

I stared intensely at the end of my longish nose as I stood over Tom and nudged The Book firmly 
with my booted foot. I felt its heavy cover resisting me, beckoning me to focus my vision upon it. I 
resisted the images forming in my head by screaming at them and making sure I could hear my own 
voice. I kicked wildly at the cover again. I heard it slam shut with a snap and a deep groan. The 
visions from my head, the voices which came from within… gone. My throat hoarse, I fell silent. With 
relief, and a jittering hand, a hand which didn’t seem to believe its luck, I bent down to the floor 
picked up a loose, solitary cigarette and put it to my lips. I had not smoked in ten years. I found a box 
of matches in the kitchen. It felt good. 

‘Tom?’ 

I’d just closed The Book. It was little wonder he was in shock. 

‘How are you feeling?’ My first stupid question. The fact that his eyes had stayed peeled open and 
that his body had stopped shaking deluded me into thinking that Tom was, by some miracle going to 
surface easily. My error became clear when he lapsed into a shock induced coma, slumping to the 
floor from his sitting position. At first I thought he wasn’t breathing at all, that he had died of shock, 
but with a relief that bred tears in my eyes I saw his chest rise and duly sensed a slow, apathetic 
pulse beating in his carotid artery. I looked again at The Book, it’s leather, metal clasped cover now 
safely closed. Latched. 

I knelt down beside him. ‘I’m calling you an ambulance.’ I spoke gently, ‘You’ll get some water and 
stuff, your body will come out of shock and you’ll come back soon. Then you’ll be fine.’ Fine. I hoped 
that I managed sound calm and positive, even sincere as I lied through my teeth. He was only half 
way through hell. 

It had taken six months in a private hospital and a year of therapeutic living in a beach hut in 
California so that I didn’t twitch with fear every time I wondered who and what I was. It took me a 
year before I could walk past a bookstore without wanting to run, but you know, life is twisted… you 
get over trauma, you scale the walls of the great chasm of insanity to reach the top. Then you need 
to move on fairly quickly or else you’ll fall back in. 

And that chasm is devoid of light, warmth, familiarity… it has sounds which are furiously loud but 
which never form senses of meaning in your mind. Everything in that place is just like the songs of 
angry and bitter giants speaking in a strange tongue. Like the nightmares of a child with fever, a 
feeling of drowning while breathing, a torment, a freakshow, a house of pain. 



Nothing makes sense by the final chapters, so you stop trying to stay sane as a method of coping. 
Then, after weeks in that state, you come crashing back into this world because a bastard with an 
axe chops down your door. 

You’re suddenly in a place which puts a price on sanity, has respect for freedom of choice and the 
will of the individual, a world of science and proof… but you’re so jaded from the mind trip that even 
if you want to believe it’s real with all your heart, you just can’t. It takes effort to believe the 
unbelievable. 

The chasm always sits below you and this thing we call reality is the slenderest of threads. I still hang 
on, but I’m more aware of that chasm below and I’m on a thinner string than most. 

The noxious London apartment boasted a decor, which, on the ratio of fungus colonies to vomit, 
erred in favor of vomit a little too heavily for my taste. From the looks of him and his apartment, 
Tom had not eaten anything more than old newspaper and moldy potato chips in nearly two weeks. 
His pet kitten, dead on the kitchenette floor, was being devoured by teams of ants and roaches 
working in shifts. 

Mobile phone in hand and emergency operator on the line, I looked down at his emaciated body and 
began giving the address, I found a familiar looking small suitcase and stashed The Book inside it. 

Hanging up, I looked over at the heavily bolted front door, most of which lay in the corridor in 
splintered ruins. I was sure Tom would forgive me for that. What I hadn’t counted on, which I guess I 
should have in hindsight, was that the police summoned by his neighbors on the seventeenth floor 
got there before the ambulance I’d called myself. 

I faced dogged and accusatory questions from the pointy-faced detective Forsythe about why I had 
felt the need to terrify the neighbors by redecorating Tom’s apartment’s front door with wood 
chopping equipment and then scream my head off for two minutes. I said that Tom, my younger 
brother, had called me from a bar in London at my home in Edinburgh ten hours ago saying he was 
going to die. I explained that I had chopped his door down in panic, not rage and that I screamed 
because: 

‘I saw him just lying there and I thought he was dead.’ 

My statement was actually one long series of compelling and heart wrenching lies. A series of lies 
which also successfully deflated Forsythe’s arrogant curiosity rather quickly. 

Forsythe and his silent, slightly more stupid partner, Phil both patted my shoulder with down-turned 
heads and soft male grunts of commiseration. A few tentative questions later they departed, adding 
sadly that by law I had to pay for a replacement door. 

The Book had to be destroyed, that was all I was thinking when I lied. Besides if I mentioned it to the 
police of course… well, the words magical book sound rather like the words, five milligrams of 
lithium and a rubber room coming right up. I may not be sane but I’m no fool. The book had to die. 
That meant taking it away and killing it silently where nobody could hear it scream. 

Since I was passing myself off as Tom’s brother I jumped into my car and driving like a lunatic, caught 
up to and followed the ambulance to the hospital. Since I could not let Tom go from my sight for fear 



of his insanity being recognized, I guarded him jealously. I also knew that being there and seeing him 
might help me understand what I had gone through when I had recovered. Seeing it happen to 
someone else made me feel… less abnormal at first? Does that sound sick? Like maybe I hoped it 
would happen? No, I never hoped that. Not for anyone. 

A part of me also knew that I was the only person around him who had the slightest chance of 
understanding what he’d been through and so I also became his best chance for survival. I also 
thought that since I’d not killed The Book when I should have, I owed Tom for everything he had lost. 
And he had lost everything. 

It was fear of even looking at it which had prevented me from trying to kill it. I hung on to it for 
years, taking it with me where ever I went through the fear of anyone else looking at it. Just an 
innocent, small suitcase with a solid combination lock. I never reckoned on my squalid Edinburgh flat 
being broken into, the case being stolen. I was a fool. 

Tom’s redemption was also my last hope of redemption. I know it now, I knew it then. I was driven 
towards him, pulled by my deep sense of guilt. I should have destroyed it long ago. 

He regained consciousness after a week in hospital. He’d not speak but he’d sometimes listen. He’d 
scream every time I said the word book. Loud screams, full-throated. Screams which made doctors 
botch simple surgery three floors up. I found when I called it a spell, a charm or the other place, 
rather than a book, his reaction was not nearly so extreme. He knew he was back, he knew he’d 
been elsewhere, he just wasn’t ready to face the instrument of torture itself. Again, I could 
understand. 

In spite of my progress the hospital administration’s pleas for me to not talk to him any more 
became more forcible. ‘Somebody has to, he’s in distress.’ I’d argue. ‘Yes and you seem to be the 
cause.’ was the patterned reply. What could I say? 

‘I’m his brother!’ I’d yell, as though it not only explained why I annoyed him, but why I thought I had 
the right to continue doing so at my convenience. I also long ago found that the louder you tell a lie 
in public the more people tend to believe it. So I said it pretty loud. 

‘You still have to go.’  

So I had to threaten legal action. The prestigious business address of my fictional lawyer remedied 
the situation swiftly once it was waved under the nose of the right administrator. 

The days ticked on by. Tom silent on his morphine induced cloud, pumped with saline, catheters 
draining his urine. Me dribbling about the meaning of life. Too critical as a patient to bother with as 
a person, his madness went undetected. Only mine was remotely scrutinised. 

‘The spell you found… it nearly killed me.’ I said, late one evening. I was tired until I saw daylight 
break in his eyes. ‘Would you like to know how I found it?’ He nodded yes gently as though his head 
would fall off his neck if he was too enthusiastic. He spoke his first words. They were parched and 
fell from his mouth like a croak. 

‘What am I now?’ was what he said. His perverse question frightened me more than anything else he 
could have said. I remembered exactly the feeling he was expressing. I knew at that moment that I 



was certainly not fully ready for what came. In order to help Tom, to drag him out of The Book I’d 
have to go into the thing I now feared most, more than The Book itself, my own past. 

What am I now? Those had been my first sensible words. They sounded close enough to Tom’s to 
pass for the same feeling. 

You have crash landed in a different world and you know it to be different to the worlds you have 
been in. But you can’t know what this world is like. The question is asking what kind of world is this? 
What are my powers here? 

The fragile and lucid feeling of nothingness returning. All your ideas about the world have distorted 
so that nothing is real and when this reality hits, it knocks the crap out of you. A part of you has 
accepted that this world is not going to go away, that the rules have changed. You look into your 
own mind and you see a bunch of things you can call memories… but you know they are nothings, 
sobering lies about your past, remembrances which you cannot trust, feelings which may not even 
be real, crowded into childhoods you might never have lived. 

But you remember once being a single thing. You remember once having been a whole person and 
when you return, all you have is that bottomless feeling of displacement. Part of you knows you’re 
back, a deep part. But a deeper part has been seriously disconnected. You’re not a person any more. 
You’re no more of a person than a computer which can run ten thousand different video games in 
one day. You are a fiction, that is all you know. 

It’s the terror of falling from a giant cliff to your death combined with the shock of surviving the fall 
and the feeling of every bone broken.  Mental agony, the tension of dangling over that empirical 
precipice, seeing it ready to swallow you, clinging on to any permanence you can find. The Book 
removes your senses of permanence one by one until nothing seems real, least of all yourself. 

Nothing is fixed any more. Nobody you see seems any more tangible or sensible than dreams of 
those people. Life inside The Book is very like a dream and so upon returning, something is missing 
from your mind. When you look back, as I can now, you realize that the thing missing from your 
mind was always you. The idea of you. It’s a long haul from there to finding sanity. I’m not there yet. 

I figured I’d just talk at him. He wouldn’t have a firm grip on anything at this stage. He’d assume that 
he was still inside The Book and that I was a toy of his invention. In fact he’d never know – the hell 
with him - I’d never know if I was inside it ever again. To me I was real and he was real-ish. Someone 
I was really hoping was real. 

So I told him my story. I hoped it might help him. I needed it to help me. It might be my last step 
towards a concrete reality, a firm existence. Convince someone else it’s all concrete, firm, real. 

‘My great-grandfather Ralph Bellamy Hollioake was a Londoner who attracted money like a cash 
magnet. He was a student of wealth, a talented one. It was this same deplorable gift for raking in 
loot which corrupted him, made him greedy for greater and greater fortunes. He soon lost what 
remained of his conscience and was exploiting his talent ruthlessly.’ 

I saw Tom’s eyes open and close in a long, languid blink. 



‘Highly accomplished at bullshitting, back stabbing, hostile takeovers, assets stripping, tax evasion, 
deflowering willing secretaries and sacking unwilling ones, he ran his company like a ten ton 
elephant breaking in a one ton horse. Coming and going in a cloud of cigars, he smoked enough 
tobacco produce to qualify as an environmental disaster. Blessed with improbable longevity, he 
raised the ire of his 15 surviving children, 36 grandchildren and his 79 great grandchildren by 
continually not dying. 

‘He was a multi, multi billionaire when he finally passed away at the age of one hundred and seven. 
Senile as a sock, he left the bulk of his fortune to a coffee shop waitress named Mindy-Lou who was 
36-24-37 and less than a fifth of his age. She never had an affair with him, not so far as I know. I 
don’t truthfully think Mindy-Lou even liked him, he just gave her most of his personal fortune 
because she made good coffee. 

‘A billion US dollars did however go into an account at one of his many merchant banks and it was 
divided amongst his surviving relatives - each receiving an amount which varied according to which 
generation you were a part of. 

‘The first generation, Hollioake’s own children, had between them half of the billion dollars. It was 
divided equally between all fifteen, netting them each a massive fortune of thirty three million 
dollars. The next generation got half of what was left. 250 million dollars divided into 36 people 
which left them nearly seven million dollars each. My generation got to divide 125 million amongst 
79 people. That isn’t two million each but it’s more than one. I forget how rich he made me, it all 
depends on which currency I was paid in… I could work it out... the point is when he died I was 
rather wealthy.’ 

I’d been staring at a blank white wall as I spoke and feeling foolish for addressing the building, I 
looked at Tom before I continued. His tongue did a lap of his chapped lips. 

‘Do you want a glass of water?’ 

‘Big glass.’ he said, his thick and raspy Northern accent was a delight to hear. My throat was 
parched, his must have been on fire. I tried to work out whether he was Scottish or north English but 
my untrained American ear was unable to make the distinction clear or certain. When I came back 
with a tumbler and a jug of water he looked grateful, sulky, like a child. 

‘Do you want me to continue?’ 

He nodded. ‘Get to The Book.’ he said. 

I raised one eyebrow ‘Anyway, I got word that great grampa Hollioake was dying again while I was in 
Edinburgh on extended business, so I traveled down to London to see him one last time. While I was 
staying in his enormous mansion, I went through the old place looking around to see what I made of 
the old bastard now that I was mature enough to read him better. 

‘So... I found an invoice, a stocktaking invoice two hundred pages long, stashed in a box in one of his 
ten attics. It listed expensive trinkets which he’d imported from all over the world, kept in what was 
obviously a massive warehouse in New York. The list was most interesting to me at first, because it 
bore his neatly handwritten notes on all of the objects... prices he’d paid for them, where they came 



from and sometimes, the name of someone who’d stolen the item for him.’ Tom’s hand motioned 
for me to make my point. 

‘The New York warehouse must have been the world’s largest private treasure stash. There were a 
whole lot of religious relics which really belonged in museums, an elephant dagger, carved out of 
ivory which had gone missing from the subcontinent two hundred years ago and for which he’d paid 
nearly a million pounds. 

‘When I saw the entry Magic Books, from Romania, supposedly three hundred years old and with 
the price tag of ten million euros, I knew I had to go to New York. I have long been interested in the 
paranormal. These Romanian books were worth fourteen million dollars. I had to see them because 
at that price they promised to be the real thing. 

‘When Hollioake died and the will was read out, I made a point to speak to Mindy-Lou. I told her 
what I had found, showed her a part of the invoice and told her how much more stuff there was of 
value locked away in that warehouse. She said that she didn’t care what I wanted to do, if all I was 
interested in were the spooky books then I could take half of the books and leave her the other half 
to deal with herself. She put her offer to me in writing and I went to New York with her letter in my 
hand. 

‘The warehouse was even larger than I’d imagined. It held a lot more stuff than just art or religious 
relics. It had Russian tractors, airplanes, old spy satellites… you name it. Admitted by the electronic 
security system to roam freely, I looked for three hours before I found the packing case with the 
Magic Books. 

‘There was only one book there, making it difficult to take half, much to my annoyance. I looked at 
the letter she’d given me and then back at The Book. I knew that I shouldn’t take it. It was wrapped 
in a brown paper cover and tied up with rotting string. I put it in my bag anyway, took it back to my 
hotel room and unwrapped it.’ 

I noticed Tom’s body stiffen. His thumb and forefinger now rubbed against each other quite 
vigorously. I should have known better. Another stupid question. ‘You know what happened next 
don’t you…’ 

His screams hurt my ears. I recoiled from him. A nurse came and grabbed me, enraged. Her words 
were drowned out by Tom’s demented wailing but her eyes flashed at me with such petulance that I 
thought better of arguing and went directly home. 

Now back in my cramped hotel room, I sat and wondered what to do with The Book. As I’d 
discovered the previous three evenings, it was incredibly hard to kill. It wouldn’t burn when I doused 
it in kerosene, concentrated acids didn’t eat even stain it and one expensive new powerdrill didn’t 
even scratch the cover. I even tried an oxy-acetyline torch and it did nothing. 

I felt defeated and tired. I knew it was time I took a holiday from Tom but I didn’t want to. I knew 
that if I let him go now, he’d end up in an asylum for certain. He was talking a lot more. His mania 
would be spotted quickly. 



When I arrived at the hospital the next day he was sitting up in bed for the first time. I am often 
amazed at the recuperative powers of the human body and mind but never more astonished than 
when I saw him. 

He was by now looking well, he was ravenous for food and drink but still too disoriented to have any 
way of thinking sensibly. He was saying things like ‘You have a pet rabbit don’t you?’ 

‘No.’ I said. ‘You’re not inside it anymore Tom.’ I used his name frequently in the hope it would help 
remind him of who he was but also who he wasn’t. 

‘I’ll bet its name is Philip.’ he added certain of his facts. 

‘No.’ I said slowly, perhaps a little patronizingly because he irritated me. 

‘Remember the time Philip pissed on your bed?’ I could tell from his voice that I had certainly 
irritated him. 

‘I don’t own a rabbit and if I did I certainly wouldn’t call it Philip.’ 

‘You’re a liar.’ 

‘I am not. I’d call it dinner.’ I took a breath and tried to stay cordial. ‘You can’t do that stuff any 
more, you have no power over me I’m not one of your… characters. You’re home again.’ 

He nodded his head in some solemn agreement. This was a big concession. He saw already that 
reality stripped him of some of his powers, maybe he even thought momentarily that he wasn’t 
inside The Book. 

But it wouldn’t last long. Doubts would return and in greater numbers. He’d been sitting on that 
floor reading for about two weeks was my guess. He’d been inside that place for years, possibly 
decades, even centuries. If he fell into one of those long saga novels… It didn’t bear thinking about. 
His recovery would certainly take a lot longer than a few days. 

‘Where am I now?’ he said. 

‘You’re in London and this,’ I spoke softly, ‘is what we here like to call reality.’ I felt embarrassed 
even saying the word, like a part of me squirmed because I was suddenly conscious of every lie I’d 
told myself about this place. I was bare to him. I believed it was reality because I wanted to believe 
it. He saw that so clearly that I was transparent to him. 

‘You don’t know what’s real any more than I do.’ he replied. You can’t disagree with a man who 
knows exactly what he’s talking about without losing his respect. I had no reason to deny that he 
was right. 

And as easily as that, there it went. My grip on sanity. Out of my reach before I’d even noticed my 
fingers give way. Into the chasm with him I went. 

‘True… you never know. Maybe you’re in a chapter where I turn up in order to convince you that this 
is London and it’s reality. The only reality.’ The emphasis was for my benefit as much as his. I hoped 
he hadn’t seen yet how flimsy my own grip was. His eyes bored into me. ‘Maybe though, you’re in 



my Book and this is a chapter in which I try to convince you that in this place, every person writes 
their own chapters.’ 

I continued, fully aware that I sounded stupid to anyone who was listening nearby, to Tom and even 
to myself. What the hell… I had to keep going. ‘Now there are two ways you can go from there when 
you hear and learn to accept it, you can let your perfectly rational belief that nothing is real drive 
you nuts or you can just join the rest of us and live as if everything around you is real anyway… Take 
my advice Tom, move back into the real world, don’t be afraid of bookshops... get a girlfriend.’ 

‘Well what if there is no Book?’ he demanded quickly. ‘And how do I know you’re even here?’ 

‘I guess I could always assault you violently. That might make the point very clearly. I’m not here 
because you invented me. I’m real, as real as you at least and The Book’s back at my hotel room. 
This place is realish, at least a lot more real than where you’ve been. You were inside a world inside 
a Book. This is the world outside that Book. The Book doesn’t control this world, it no longer has any 
power over you. It really is that simple. The rules of this world come clear over time. Just be patient.’ 

He looked doubtful and more than a little confused. He sat in bed, thinking for ten minutes while I 
crept off to the toilet for a cigarette to calm myself. When I returned he looked at me angrily. ‘I’m 
tired.’ he complained, ‘I want to watch TV now. Go back to your rabbit.’ 

I left him alone for a few days and caught up on some television myself. 

The next time I saw Tom, it was through a peephole in a large white door. He was in a straight jacket 
and restraints. I had to provide proof that I was his brother in order to speak with him so I had to 
leave him alone from then on. There was nothing more I could do. I felt great bitterness. Tom never 
even asked me how I’d found him. I supposed it didn’t matter. My crusade had failed. At least I could 
have my revenge on The Book. 

The spell had started from the moment I’d opened the cover. 

Words at first, a blurb about the author... I forget the name, I guess the book wanted me to forget. I 
turned the page to see Chapter One printed in these large, thick black letters. Stylish, almost 
beautiful. My eyes flicked downwards and I read the first line. 

  

So you’re safe. I thought maybe you’d gone to Paris. 

I felt my lips move as I read the second line of dialogue. My line. ‘I did go to Paris.’ I said. 

I’m glad to see you made it back FranVois. You could have been killed. The Nazis are everywhere. 

I looked around the room and saw my good friend Rene’s sturdy, weather-beaten face looking up at 
me from his wooden-backed wheelchair... 

  

An inauspicious beginning to a magical book, I admit, but by half way through chapter two I was 
drunk and attempting to seduce a gorgeous siren of a barmaid, Sophie. The longer I stared at the 



words the more beautiful the lettering became, filled in with moving colours, I ogled the colors in 
awe, until the colors in the words were all I could see. The words had gone, only images remained. 

Then from the images and sounds came other impressions as The Book claimed dominion over more 
of my senses. Smells, touch, taste. 

Later that morning, rising from Sophie’s tiny bedroom, and with the scent of her sweat still all over 
me, I could hear birds singing, even smell a bakery nearby. I could feel the satisfaction of a night of 
passion, I felt the bitter cold of the floorboards and the warmth of a shower. 

I was in a small peaceful town, trees lining the roadside, slate roofed, white brick buildings on all 
sides. The cobblestone roads were largely empty of people but covered in stale horse manure. As I 
dried my body, and dressed I looked out the window only to hear and see a bomb crash through the 
roof and explode inside the menswear shop across the road. I watched, startled as flames roared out 
the broken windows, bricks, slate and flaming fabric flew through the air. Sophie awoke with panic. 
In the distance there were screams. I heard another explosion. 

‘Les Allemands sont arrivé.’ I said redundantly. 

Five passages later a German private named Gerd Hinklesteiner threatened to kill me with his 
favorite knife, a knife he called Hans. I was in France now, even having forgotten that I was seeing, 
smelling and feeling coloured words. I’d somehow forgotten who I was meant to be, as though I’d 
taken a trip but somehow left me behind. So far as I knew, I was a young, good looking man named 
FranVois Pernod. A blue eyed, Aquarian card shark, born in France in 1890 and about to die. I felt the 
sharpness of Hans against my throat, I could smell Gerd’s pungent breath as I wondered about the 
kind of food Hitler served to his army. The stench reminded me of the time I found a dead rat in a 
barrel of grain. 

I should have realised that I was playing a character in a rather poorly thought out war novel the 
moment I escaped both Gerd and Hans by shooting Gerd in the foot. I saw Gerd’s gun, loose in his 
holster. He had chronic hay fever and held his finger to his nose as he was about to sneeze. When 
the sneeze came and his eyes closed reflexively, I knew I had nothing to lose… 

I didn’t discover how to change characters for some time. I was FranVois for… oh I’d say about a 
week of story time. I’d worked out that I was a new member of the French resistance. I worked as a 
hotelier and chef, cooking elaborate dinners for the occupying German troops, serving up meals 
loaded with garlic and various other slow acting poisons. 

One day, a turning point in FranVois’ life, a beautiful French girl came into town looking for her 
estranged mother. Eloise was her name. She’d heard that our village, Mont sur Lac, had been taken 
by Hitler and feared for the worst. When she found her mother alive she celebrated by drinking too 
much champagne and kissing me heartily. I took hideous advantage of her moment of frailty and we 
made love that night. Lying in her room, her naked body beside me I chanced to pick up the novel 
she was reading as I tried to extinguish the guilt I felt about betraying the beautiful Sophie. 

It was weird how you grew into your adopted personalities. Like you learned things about yourself as 
you read on... Oh, so I’m a hotelier... Ahh so I hate Nazis… good I’d hoped I would. 



You do pay attention to these feelings of surprise at first, you find your new skin fits you a little 
strangely for maybe a minute or two, but you soon forget to notice. Each piece you learn about the 
character becomes another part of you, eating away at your own life and memories until you hate 
the Nazis so much that you love being FranVois and you relish poisoning them. 

When I slept with Eloise I was no longer surprised to be learning about Francois. At least no more 
surprised than I would be learning about myself. Another blind spot develops, The Book has you 
charmed and surrounded. 

But when I picked up Eloise’s novel and read the black words, when the words started to become 
more attractive, once they started to shine with colors, the strangeness of it hit me like a boulder to 
the side of the head. It was a cheap romance which brought back echoes of my old memory, a 
wartime penny dreadful called Love Scorned. 

I was, for an instant, legitimately surprised to be Dudley Whitethorpe. Dudley was the requisite, 
throbbing, intellectually-challenged male love interest. Dudley passionately craved a beautiful 
heiress named Isabella. Rather tragically but quite predictably, Dudley did not boast an income 
impressive enough to move in Isabella’s circle of friends, let alone get the respect of Isabella’s 
money hungry mother, the scheming widow, Charlotte. 

I lingered upon the lettering and tried to not see the colors, but focus on them and force them to 
become black words, black letters again. 

Once I had some of them flickering back into dark forms, I scanned for the numbers at the bottom of 
the page. Finally after what felt like an eternity of intense concentration, I saw the numbers. I even 
felt a book in my hands and I slammed it shut. 

I was once again in France, lying next to Eloise’s elegant, supine body. I tried to see the words again, 
I tried to make the words come back from images. But Eloise, and the room we were in would not go 
away. I was really scared then. Actually, I was terrified, frantic. 

I looked again at the cover of Love Scorned, opened it and started reading so that I didn’t go back to 
France. What I feared most was that I would forget New York. Reading Love Scorned seemed my 
only hope for keeping the memory of my true self alive. 

I glanced fearfully at the first sentence. Two lines later, when I saw Isabella for the first time, once I 
smelt her arousing perfume, I was in love. I felt the questions inside my head dulling, the search for 
New York slipped away. 

I knew where I was, I knew who I was. I knew what I had to do. I was Dudley Whitethorpe esquire of 
Cornwall and I had to prove myself worthy of Isabella. I had to show her that her suitor - the no good 
lay about Milton Crumbley - was a rotter and a two-timing cad. I had to become wealthy enough to 
please her ambitious, social climbing mother. I then had to marry the gorgeous creature and live 
happily ever after. 

Genre fiction. What can I say? My Dudley Whitethorpe life became quite formatted. Nothing much 
surprised me, I felt as though life itself was about going through motions. Even my most 
spontaneous thoughts and feelings seemed hollow, pre-ordained, fated. 



For the next month I lived that second-rate, fictional, eighteenth century existence. It was only when 
I, Dudley, found myself passing a bookshoppe and popp’d in to find a book which would tell me how 
to run a business and make a fortune that I found Businesse Manage-ment for Nincompoopes. With 
that minor success, I found myself drifting perilously towards the literary section of the shoppe. 
Dudley had a fatal flaw in that he loved to misquote Shakespeare. When he picked up Hamlet, and 
opened to read Act I, scene ii, to refresh his normally disjointed memory, I was a gonner. 

I was aware that I was reading Hamlet for all of about five seconds. Again as I switched from awful 
novel to a classic play, I quickly tried to sense New Yorke, this time knowing it would be impossible. 

Soon after, I shook off the peculiar feeling of despondency which had seemed to come from 
nowhere. I was telling an assembled audience that it was my sad duty to take control of Denmark. I 
had, unknown to the revelers, just killed my brother for his crown and possession of his wife, the 
queen. I was reading Shakespeare’s Hamlet but I was the bad guy… I was Claudius! I didn’t like this 
turn of affairs at all, Claudius dies rather horribly in the final act, his name synonymous with villainy. 
But it didn’t bother me for too long. 

I was, after all, supremely interested in killing Hamlet. I saw him losing his mind through all of Act I 
and II and feared his succession to the throne. Madness in great ones must not unwatch’d go. I said, 
rather pleased with my eloquence and I then made my way to my drawing room. 

It seems obvious to me now that as I became the character I changed them too. It wasn’t obvious at 
the time, since I was that person. In being a real person, feeling their thoughts and emotions for 24 
hours in the day, I had to do more than just hang around court waiting for my next soliloquy, so I 
filled my characters out a little. I was their flesh - their words and actions were like loose laws partly 
binding me, they were flexible but fixed all the same. 

I remember I chose which of my ten stately robes I would wear each morning, looking at Gertrude 
thinking how she was still a dish after all those years of wasted marriage to my brother, Prince 
Hamlet’s father, who was – just to make things confusing as well as being a sordid reminder to me of 
my own villainy – also called Hamlet. 

After putting the royal seal on Hamlet’s death warrant, I pulled out a copy of a novel which I, 
Claudius had started penning in my youth but had not touched for years. 

Juraffique Parke was a medium sized parchment turner, about an island theme park of genetically 
engineered draggons which was supposed to thrill rich touristes but instead went horribly out of 
control. Plotting to have the king of England kill Hamlet, I picked up Juraffique Parke and read from 
the beginning. 

In Jurassic Park I was Dennis Nedry, the computer programmer who steals the dinosaurs’ DNA in the 
hope of selling it. I don’t remember from that point on how I went through any more characters and 
which order they went in. The memories are all mixed into a mess. But I do know that I learned to 
control my characters better.  

When I was Winston Smith in 1984, sensing the story was not going to end well for me, I started 
setting up O’Brian as a thought criminal the moment I slipped Julia the secret note which said that I 
thought she had great legs. I learned in Orwell’s gloomy world, to manipulate the plot of the story I 



was in. Feeling that reality should be a flexible thing I learned to control it. The Book seemed to 
encourage me to flex my will. 

Soon I found that other people inside The Book were like play things, they were no more real to me 
than a GI Joe doll is to a child. I could change the novel, define other character’s realities for them. I 
could introduce new characters to the plot just by expecting them to be there. 

My knowledge of the reality within The Book was growing. I was gaining in power. I was also deeper 
under The Book’s spell. While I behaved in my head as though I were a god, my body in my New York 
apartment began to grow feeble. 

To me, bending reality, inventing people out of thin air became something I expected to be able to 
do. I thought it made sense since soon enough I seemed to remember having done it my whole life. 

I estimate I was as many as thirty more people before Mindy-Lou discovered me in my New York 
hotel room. There I was, surrounded by vomit, in a coma. I too woke up in hospital wondering what I 
was in this place. Where the fiction ended, where reality began. Aware that this place was beyond 
my control and operated with unfamiliar rules. 

Mindy-Lou was more than just good to me. She helped me recover at her own private hospital 
where my insanity was held in check by long talks, walks and hearty drugs. Some days I begged to be 
made unconscious. She spent hours in my room, talking to me. She told me how she’d come to find 
me at my hotel in New York to demand a look at the only magical book. How she’d found me, my 
stomach distended, my raw, red eyes rolled back in my head, my mouth dribbling saliva and vomit. It 
was not a look, she said, which endeared me to her. 

I thought about her success with me in New York and my failure with Tom in London as I stared 
down at the innocent looking suitcase. If I couldn’t destroy the thing or the spell then I could only 
hide it. I decided to drown it. I took it to a bridge and tied six bricks on a long rope. I looped the rope 
through the case’s handle. I dragged the bundle to my car and when night came, I drove off to Tower 
Bridge. 

I looked down at the water in hope as I threw The Book over the side. The giant splosh it made in the 
water was satisfying. Soon, after the stream of bubbles had finished glooping their way to the 
surface, there was no sign of it at all. 

I, the only sane, living man with a resume that looks like a bibliography, stood on Tower Bridge for a 
few minutes, trying to penetrate the inky seas below with a fixed stare and thought about The Book. 
There was no trace of it left. No sign that it had ever existed. 

I laughed. ‘There probably never was a book.’ And why not think that way? It was as good a reality as 
any. I could destroy it in another way by turning it into a fiction with my mind. Cast my powerful 
spell upon it for once. 

I turned on my heel and walked home and crawled into bed. That night, for the first time in years, I 
dreamt that I could fly. It was so beautiful, I was an American eagle swooping over the Atlantic, 
through France, through Cornwall and then onwards. As I chased a swarm of pigeons through 



London, and headed for Denmark, I wondered how I’d ever lived without being able to fly. The 
dream was so vivid, so liberating that I half expected to wake up with a pair of giant, angelic wings. 

For the first time in years, I awoke feeling rested and calm. I even felt like reading a touch of fiction. 
The New York public library was just hours away. I took off into the skies and flew until dusk. 


