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 Wednesday - 00:03



  The darkness of a wealthy neighbourhood is self-assured, comfortable in its calm. It is dim-lit driveways. It is houses snuggled together, roosting in the dovecote. 


  Georgie stamped her feet on the back step, crossing her arms against the ambush of a May night’s chill. She squinted at her grandfather’s watch, dial obscured by a web of scratches on its face. Just past midnight. She gave another bright whistle. 


  “Reuben. Here boy.”


  A rustle shimmied through the bamboo that shielded the patio from the rest of the garden. The dog wasn’t forthcoming. If she’d have thought, she’d have brought a mug of kibble out to rattle. If she’d have thought, she’d have gone with him to keep an eye. If she’d have thought at countless other points in time, her life would have been far easier. And if Reuben didn’t need to go for a piss at midnight every night, she’d have been in bed. 


  Georgie hoked some of the dirt out from underneath her fingernails. She liked dogs. She was a dogwalker once, for a bit. Reuben was different. She wasn’t sure how Lil had acquired him; he was just there one day not long after Ant passed. It’s not that she didn’t like him. It’s that her teeth hummed and the skin on the back of her hands writhed just thinking about him. There was something in his deep, maroon eyes. Something familiar yet unfathomable. Like he knew. Like he would speak at any moment. 


  “Reuben!”


  After a while, she could make out a low, sooty mass padding back down the patio. The tang of urine and sulphur wafted towards her. She made a mental note to give him more water. She’d seen the acid burns on the lawn. She’d spent ages reseeding and tending it for Lil three autumns ago, when she first moved in. 


  “Jesus Reuben, you stink.”


  “It’s my new cologne. It’s French.”


  Georgie blinked at the moonless night. The dog’s piss was alarming, but it wasn’t as alarming as the dog’s new voice. “Reuben?”


  “Oh,” said the voice. “You’re not Lilith.” 


  “No, I’m Georgie.”


  A companion shadow grew beside the dog, bleeding into sight. As it moved into the light from the kitchen window, it began to glow from within. 


  “Where is she?”


  “She’s not here. She’s on holiday.”


  “But we had a therapy session. I was sure we...”


  Georgie’s eyebrows huddled together against the stinking breeze the shadow brought. Did Lil usually lend an ear to clients at this time of night? Their face began to flush before some lost knowledge returned to them. 


  “Oh, I’ve got the wrong week, haven’t I? What am I like?”


  “Indeed.”


  “I do apologise. On holiday, is she?”


  “That’s what I said.”


  “God, I’ve not had a holiday in ages. My favourite place is those hot springs in Iceland. I adore the smell of brimstone.”


  “Sounds lovely.”


  “It is. I’m feeling so relaxed just talking about it. Anyway, in all seriousness, this is most inconvenient for me. I must speak with her.”


  “Well, she’s not here.”


  “But this is when we usually meet.”


  “Is it now?”


  The shadow breathed a laugh to set the bones aquiver. It stepped closer, allowing her to pick out their features, chiselled into the marble of its - his - face. His dainty nose was slightly upturned in greeting, his forehead tall and spotless as fresh vellum. A slick chasm of a grin yawned across his jaws. 


  “I should introduce myself. I’m Nick. You can call me Stan, if you prefer. Plenty of others do.”


  “Two quite different names you’ve got there.”


  “Yes, Stan is an unfortunate nickname. You never can shake those things; far better to embrace them. It’s that bloody autocorrect. People have been spelling my name wrong ever since texts and emails became a thing. I'm Nick Satan.”


  It was Georgie’s turn to laugh at the slender digits he extended her way. Stan withdrew his hand, tucking it into his trouser pocket. The clink of someone putting the recycling out shimmered around them. 


  “Whether you believe me or not, this holiday thing is leaving me in a bit of a bind. I really do need to speak with her.”


  “As I said, she’s not here.”


  The colour returned to his face, words becoming flint around the edges. “Then you’ll do it.”


  “Do what now?”


  “Be my therapist for the week.”


  “Fat chance. I’m a gardener, what would I know? Plants don’t complain.” Her shoulders stood stiff as a marquis frame under her baggy, tangerine jumper. 


  Stan’s latest chuckle rattled about her ears as he took a step forward. His gaze bore into hers. “You can’t afford to say no to me, Georgie.”


  “I can certainly try.”


  “Oh, can you now?” Reuben growled in corroboration.  


  That metallic twinge danced on her gums again and an icy sweat collected in the small of her back. The world fell silent, like her head was being held underwater. Her thumb scraped the callous at the join of her pinkie and palm. 


  “Fine.”


  “Fantastic. It's late, so I guess we’ll have to reschedule to tomorrow. I can survive until then. I’ll not keep you on the doorstep; there’s a bit of a chill in the air. Don’t want you catching anything. Until tomorrow then.”


  He rubbed his hands together, before dissolving back into the air. 


  ~ 


  Julian was putting the bins out later than usual. Sharon wouldn’t give over at dinner about the ‘absolute witch’ who served her at the post office that afternoon. Now he was running late. The rest of the street wouldn’t know what bins it was this week until he got himself organised. Public order hung in the balance – or so he liked to think. 


  His phone pinged and he put down the recycling box. It was the neighbourhood group chat. 


  Jackie: Me again – is it glass this week? Or garden waste??


  He’d have to get his skates on. Bloody Sharon. His thumbs thrummed on the screen as he muttered his response to himself. 


  Julian: Hi Jackie. Tins and glass this week. Garden and general waste next week. Yours, Julian.


  Julian finished tucking the tonic cans inside the baked bean tins. He straightened up to look at the sky. If he squinted right, he could just about make out the Pleaides. He was always thrilled when he could find that ancient toothpaste smudge as a boy. Now, it jeered about how miniscule he was when the universe was held up for scale.  


  Gravity caught him with an earthy rasp of a laugh, floating over the fence. He could make out an unfamiliar figure standing in his neighbour’s back doorway. Ah yes – that woman had mentioned her friend was coming to mind that horrid dog. He turned back towards the house, his toe catching the recycling boxes and upsetting the merlot bottles.  


  The nape of his neck prickled at the sound of a second voice. He swivelled to look over the fence again. The sheaths of bamboo that woman had insisted on planting in her garden – and which in turn had insisted on colonising his – were shrouding whoever it was. 


  Where did he know that voice from? His ears stretched to tune into its alien frequency. Its satin sounded ancient, full of tricks and something treacly. It had an air that was as foreign as you could get, but not from any one place. He closed his eyes and searched the darkest cupboards of his brain, rifling past times tables and Charles Wesley’s greatest hits.


  “You can’t afford to say no to me, Georgie.”


  His eyelids flicked just in time to see the owner of the voice step into the glow from that woman’s kitchen window. He’d heard about him in countless Sunday school lessons, been drilled to fear and loathe him. And he had an accomplice. 


  It took him several swipes to unlock his phone and cut through the bin chatter. 


  Julian: Serious situation at No. 10. Will send voice note shortly. Yours, Julian.


  




 Thursday - 01:23


 
“I think that’s why I tend to think of myself first, and others second. It’s hard, putting others first. It’s not necessarily in my nature, or anyone’s nature for that matter. But still, it’s something Lilith and I have been working on, so I should apologise...”

“Jesus.” Georgie wheezed. She raised her chin to the stars, the skin of her neck growing taut as she flexed her jaw. She’d lost track of how long Stan had been wittering at an impressive pace for. If she’d have thought, she would have set a timer. But it was too late for that now. If he was anyone else, she’d have no qualms about telling him to shut up and go home. But this was for Lil, and his final chilling chuckle last night had shaken her in a way she hadn’t known since Ant passed.

The ring of her phone cut Stan off. 

“I thought you’d put that on silent?”

“Must have forgotten.” 

Georgie squinted at the screen through the grime on her glasses. A sigh harried Stan’s lips. “Oh. I’m sorry. I’m supposed to be your therapist. And how does that make you feel?”

“Pissed off.”

“Good.” She hissed, answering the call. Stan’s whining itched worse than thrush. “Hello?”

“Oh good, I caught you in time.”

“Lil! I didn’t recognise the number. I wanted to speak to you, actually.”

“There’s no time, Georgie – sorry. There
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