I strain to look at the dial of my watch in the grainy darkness of the bathroom. 4am or there abouts. I groan softly to myself. I’ll never get back to sleep now. My eyelids feel hot and full of sand. I’m sure I read somewhere that 4 o’clock in the morning is the time when the body is at its lowest ebb. I rub my face roughly and watch my reflection in the mirror do the same. I look oddly colourless. The lack of light has leeched me of vitality and pigment. I look like a cheap cartoon character. Behind my reflection I can see across the lounge and through into the partially opened bedroom doorway. My bedside light looks peculiarly bright, a far away beacon whose luminosity seems for some reason strangely outlandish. It looks wrong somehow. I shake my head and sigh. Everything looks weird in a mirror. Even light. Everything’s reversed, backwards. 

I peer in closer at the mirror and focus on the thin strip of radiance that is the bedroom. I can make out Cassie’s arm and one of her legs thrown nonchalantly onto my side of the bed. She never could keep to her side when asleep. It took me years to get used to the constant encroachment of sleep heavy limbs onto my bed space at night. I smile indulgently to myself. God but it’s good to have her back. I press my forehead against the coolness of the bathroom mirror. But what the hell happened beforehand? 

I grimace in the darkness and shake my head. Every time I allow myself to feel even the smallest amount of joy at Cassie’s return I immediately feel swamped by the guilt and horror of what I did to get her back. I killed Trevor Gillian. Or at least I’m pretty sure that I did. I’m fast coming to the conclusion that not having his corpse around is worse than having Cassie trip over his rotten entrails on the lounge carpet. I feel all the guilt and nausea and have all the memories of a murderer but I can’t actually prove to myself or indeed anybody else that I did actually do it. 

What a joke. I’m sure there are prisoners up and down the country who’d gladly swap places with me. I look into my own eyes. Black featureless circles. Is there anybody I know behind them? My pupils look horribly dilated. Almost alien. I stare at them and try to empty my mind. It’s impossible. I see my lips tremor oddly in the shadows of my lower face. Trevor must surely have known he’d be at risk? He must have guessed there’d be a possibility that I’d chose him as my victim. He wasn’t that stupid surely? Victim. It sounds so cold and brutal. But isn’t that how it was? I didn’t give it a second thought at the time. I made the choice without any hesitation. I even thought it was the right thing to do. I close my eyes. I shouldn’t be thinking about this now. I should go back to bed. Back to Cassie. 4am in the morning is not a good time to be picking over the bones of the day’s slaughter... What did Trevor call it? A requirement? A sacrifice? I almost laugh. Jesus. It hardly makes me feel any better. 

But he must have known. So why did he do it? Why leave yourself wide open to that kind of attack? It’s almost as if he deliberately provoked it. It doesn’t make any sense. 

It doesn’t feel right. 

Christ. But then what does? I blow exasperated air out of my mouth. Apparently I completely disappeared for two days. Where the hell did I go? I know where I remember being... but according to everybody else I was nowhere to be found. And where is Trevor Gillian’s body? Where is the book? Are they now in the same place? God I can’t believe that I’m having to ask myself such questions at 4am in the morning in the hope of getting a serious answer. 

A dull detonation makes me bang my head against the mirror. What the fuck was that? I look about wildly, my eyes’ reflection a sickeningly white gleam on the periphery of my vision. It came from the bedroom, I’m sure of it. I leap out of the bathroom and practically throw myself into the bedroom in my haste to get there. The door swings away from my clumsiness and slams into the chest of drawers standing adjacent to it. My eyes scan the room quickly, running over Cassie’s stirring form, making sure she’s ok, that she’s untouched, then I check the corners and the shadows, checking for intruders even though I know nobody is there. 

“Mike, what’s going on?” Cassie’s voice sounds muffled with bed warmth and sleep. 

“A noise. A bang. Didn’t you hear it?” My heart is racing. I’m overcome with a profound sense of foreboding.

Cassie grunts sourly. “Yes. You fell into the bedroom door and woke me up. Thanks a bunch.” 

“No, before that.” It’s a sudden impulse and I feel like a kid again for doing it but I’m suddenly on my hands and knees, checking under the bed, lifting up the overspill of the duvet to peer beneath the matress. 

“Mike! It’s 4 o’clock in the fucking morning. Come back to bed.”

“Soon. I just need to check... make sure you’re ok.” What was it? What was it? I crawl around the bed, ignoring Cassie’s impatient sighs. The carpet feels cold and soft against my knees. Comforting and familiar. Every few yards I peer under the bed as far as I can. My instincts are telling me that something is very wrong. The noise came from under here, under the bed, I know it did. Dusty boxes and a filthy assortment of junk greet me as I slowly circle the bed’s perimeter. Weird shapes and disturbing fabrics. The smell of it constricts my throat. I never knew we kept so much trash under the bed... though I silently acknowledge to myself that most of it appears to be mine. In my mind I picture myself suddenly coming across Trevor’s blood soaked body crumpled up amongst the junk boxes, his arms and legs an origami mess of moist spaghetti, his torso compacted like it’s been through a car crusher and stuffed under the bed like a rag doll...

“Mike, please....!” Cassie sounds tired and distressed. On the edge of tears. She must think I’m absolutely insane. I know I should stop and reassure her but I have to make sure...

A suitcase. Under my side of the bed. I stop in my tracks. Fuck. Even without getting up close to it I recognize it. It looks as old and as battered as before but it’s the only thing under the bed not covered in a thick patina of dust. It would be obvious to anyone that it’s a new acquisition. I catch a faint tang of age old flesh and worn leather. I don’t have to open it up to know what is lying inside. An annoying voice at the back of my mind gibbers a new bed-mate, a new bed-mate... and won’t stop. My mouth feels dry. How the hell did I miss it when I was searching earlier? This was one of the first places I looked. Wasn’t it? A wave of misery washes over me. For Heaven’s sake, I can’t even keep tabs on myself. 

I breathe deeply and try and calm myself down. Deal with it later. Not now. I sit up and try and compose my expression into one of serenity. Cassie is staring at me tearfully, like I’m some sort of war victim; like I’ve lost all my limbs in an explosion. Like I’m as mad as I look. I give her a weak smile. “Sorry. It was a bad dream.” It’s a stupid thing to say but it’s the only thing that comes to mind. I stand up slowly aware that I’m being watched very intently. I’m suddenly embarrassed at my own nakedness, a reaction which seems ridiculous given our relationship. My hands hover in front of my crotch as if to mask if from view. “I wasn’t sure if I was still dreaming or not... I didn’t mean to wake you.”

Cassie nods slowly. “Fine. Just come back to bed, will you?” She looks like she’s too tired and too sad to say anymore though she clearly has more on her mind that she’d like to say.

I nod in response but it doesn’t yet feel like a commitment and I remain standing. I feel agitated. It’s hardly surprising. The sudden return of the book disturbs me just as much as its earlier disappearance. Christ, I’m never happy am I? I moan when the book vanishes and now I’m less than happy when I find it again... but it’s this very lack of control that scares me the most. It implies that possession is not the same as ownership. A horrible thought suddenly occurs to me: if the book has reappeared...

I give Cassie an apologetic smile. “I just need to check the lounge...” 

I’m not sure if the look Cassie gives me is heartfelt sorrow or heart breaking disgust but I ignore it anyway. I dart back into the lounge and throw the light switch. A quick glance shows me that the sofa is still empty. Trevor’s decomposing remains are not strewn all over the furnishings and clashing with the cheap décor. I breathe a sigh of relief and turn the light back off. My back feels prickly with sweat.

I return to the bedroom with an embarrassed slump to my shoulders. I look Cassie warily in the eye and decide to embellish on my initial gambit. “I’m sorry. I know that looked really stupid but... I had a really horrible dream... I’m sure it’ll all seem hilarious in a few hours.” I climb back into bed feeling suddenly fatigued beyond belief. Sleep may not be so beyond me after all. I settle down onto the pillow and am both surprised and relieved when Cassie snuggles up against me. She feels warm and soft and real. I drape my arms over her shoulder. She doesn’t speak but I can tell from her breathing that she isn’t at all happy however she still maintains her silence and for that I’m grateful. 

I close my eyes and try not to think about the suitcase lying directly below me and what it inevitably contains. 

