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James Redfern Chartwell was asleep in paradise. For someone who’d been chased halfway round the world by an international crime syndicate, and managed to persuade the top man to cancel the contract on his life using his meagre knowledge of Ealing comedies, you might well think he deserved a kip.

But this was no ordinary snooze. Jim’s chin was resting on the top of a post at the end of a simple wooden pier, which jutted out into the shallow, turquoise lagoon.

The early morning sun was bright, and reflections were dancing like diamonds. The spectacular white beach was lined with lush, green palm trees, interrupted only by a small beach bar with a palm frond roof. The breezes were balmy, like gentle kisses that had travelled a thousand miles just to make things seem better.

A seagull, floating lazily on the warm air, landed gently on Jim’s immobile form and, without so much as a pause, emptied the contents of its bowels over his head. He didn’t stir. The uric acid dribbled out from his hair and ran down the side of his unshaven face.

Suitably refreshed, and five or six ounces lighter, the seagull flew off again in pursuit of a rather nice female seagull it had seen on the roof of the beach bar.

A couple of yards away, the chin of Jim’s lifelong friend, video cameraman and would-be bon viveur, Michael Selwyn Barton, was resting on a nearby post. The squawk made by the seagull, as it unloaded itself onto the hapless Jim, woke Mick up.

Through bloodshot eyes, he managed to see what had happened, and thought how embarrassing it would be for Jim when he eventually woke up. And with that unkind rumination over, he gently smirked himself back into a state of unconsciousness.

If Mick had been able to look down at his reflection in the water below the pier, he’d have seen he had nothing to laugh at. His head, chest, shoulders and back were covered in seagull crap, so that, with his yellow baggies, sunburnt body and green Crocs, he looked like a sixteen-stone, badly-made knickerbocker glory.

The previous night at the beach hut, they’d had more than a few Dom Perignons too many, and ended up tombstoning off the end of the pier, at midnight. 

The beach bar staff took pride in their ability to out-drink anyone, but realised they’d entered a different league. The girls from the local lap-dancing club, who thought they’d seen and done everything, learned a few more tricks. And by three in the morning, they’d all given up, and, rather than drag Mick and Jim’s lifeless bodies back up the pier for the umpteenth time that month, they’d decided on an innovative, if rather mean-spirited, solution.

They’d simply sat Jim down on the pier decking with his arms and legs on either side of a supporting post. Then it was just a matter of tying his hands together, tying his feet together and placing his chin on the top of the post and, there he was - safe and sound for the night. Providing the same sleeping arrangements for Mick was a no-brainer.

And so, morning came. Neither Jim nor Mick had moved an inch during the night. They sat with closed eyes, staring impassively out to sea. If you can imagine a couple of Easter Island heads carved by ancient stonemasons after a night out on the piss, you’d be getting close to the mark.

They were still unconscious, when, at around mid-morning, the yacht arrived.

It slid with silky, ocean-going assurance through the lagoon - with a woman of about sixty at the helm. She was deeply tanned and wearing a yellow polka dot bikini - and yes, it was itsy-bitsy and yes, it was teeny-weeny. She was lean and toned with long, silver hair and clear, penetrating, light-blue eyes.

The yacht drew alongside the pier. She stepped off confidently and surveyed the scene, which essentially consisted of the dead-drunk, fully harnessed, former directors of Soho corporate video company, Implosion Productions. She looked at them with a strange degree of inevitability. Several empty champagne bottles littered the pier decking. The bikini-clad lady picked up the bottles, went back on board her immaculate vessel and placed them in a Brabantia bin.

On the deck of the yacht was a small tarpaulin. As she walked by, she lifted the canvas and kissed something.

She came back onto the pier with a large Sabatier kitchen knife and cut Jim loose, looking with some distaste at the rapidly forming guano on his head. Then, with remarkable ease, she turned him upside down and, holding his ankles, dunked him several times, headfirst, into the lagoon.

Throughout the cleansing operation, Jim showed no signs of regaining consciousness.

She pulled him out of the water, laid him on the pier, then went back on board, stopping to kiss under the tarpaulin again. When she returned, she was carrying a blue plastic bucket and a roll of duct tape.

After placing the bucket on Jim’s head, she secured it by running the duct tape, three or four times round the top of the bucket and under his armpits, then, taking a firm grip on his ankles, began dragging his body, including his well-protected head, along the pier and into the shade of the beach hut.

She returned to deal with Mick, and wisely decided to abandon the idea of dunking him in the lagoon and dragging his bulky form back along the pier. She simply cut him free and pushed him into the water. As Mick began to drown, she dived elegantly into the lagoon, grabbed his body in exactly the way they illustrate in lifeguard training manuals, and began to swim powerfully to the shore. She dragged Mick up the beach and propped his semi-guano-free body next to Jim.

Tutting slightly, she returned to the yacht and removed the tarpaulin to reveal a small man curled up in the foetal position. He had a very thin, green face, sunken eyes and a Hawaiian shirt that was too big. He wore extra-large, cerise baggies, and his scrawny arms and legs were deathly white. He looked as though he’d been under the canvas, eating wallpaper paste, for at least a year. There was a small flicker of recognition before he closed his eyes again and abandoned himself to his fate.

She picked him up gently under one arm, holding him round the waist, so his arms and legs hung vertically downwards. She carried him along the pier to the beach bar, where she gave him another little kiss and sat his limp body down on the ground, next to Jim and Mick.

She stared at the three of them, deep in silent thought. The only sound came from two seagulls, which were making baby seagulls, unnecessarily noisily on the roof of the beach hut.

The silence was broken further by the ‘ting ting’ of a bicycle bell. A man wearing a khaki shirt and shorts, and whose great-grandparents had obviously made the long journey from Africa two hundred years ago, was having difficulty making the short journey from his office in the police station to the beach hut. This particular trip was made more difficult than usual, thanks to a serious night on the rum with some of the inhabitants of the cells.

He was a big man and came cycling round the corner much too fast. His eyes popped out of his head, twice. First, they popped as he caught a glimpse of the svelte, sun-tanned vision in the bikini. Then they popped again, a split second later, as, distracted by the yellow polka dots, he braked too hard and went straight over the handlebars and head-butted the solid support post of the beach hut.

The captain of the yacht picked him up, humped his unconscious body over her shoulder, carried him behind the bar, poured some beach bar whisky on his head wound and dragged him over to sit next to Jim, Mick and the green-faced man.

She could see from the nametag on his shirt, that the trick cyclist was Roberto Velazquez, the island’s Chief of Police. Hm! thought Mrs Hathaway, he might be useful - though obviously not in his current condition.

The sun was arching higher, the palm trees were getting ready for another roasting, the water in the lagoon was already becoming too hot to swim in and there wasn’t a single cloud in the sky.

She looked around. These were potentially tough conditions, if you didn’t know how to handle them.

But for what she had planned, the conditions would be far more dangerous, far more unpredictable and far more deadly. She would be testing human endurance and resourcefulness to the absolute limits, and beyond. There would be no room for even the slightest error, and any failure would, at best, result in an unpleasant and agonising death.

She stood, hands on bronzed hips, and gazed down at the four unconscious men propped up against the rattan bar. She looked with growing apprehension from face to face - one with alcohol poisoning and wearing a blue bucket on his head, one overweight and still covered in seagull crap, one green with extreme sea-sickness and one blood-stained, concussed and unable to ride a bicycle properly.

Were these men of the right calibre? she mused. Did they have the inherent toughness to cope with extreme physical challenges and excruciating mental pressures? In short, were they the dynamic, self-assured, hyper-energised, Alpha males she needed for her mission.

She walked behind the bar, poured herself half a tumbler of whisky, knocked it back in one go, and began to have some serious thoughts.
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Serious thoughts could not have been further from Aubrey’s mind as, some four months earlier, he pressed himself to the wall, out of sight of the lift, and out of sight of the entrance door to Implosion Productions.

He had a great degree of satisfaction as he heard the screams of panic and foul language emanating from Mick and Jim’s office. This was panic and foul language he had caused - and it felt good. As the dogs-body for his lunatic international crime syndicate boss, Charlie Sumkins, he was used to being impaled on the smelly end of the stick - and this was a refreshing, one might even say fragrant, change.

Aubrey smiled what he fondly imagined was a languid, rather sophisticated, lounge-lizardy type of smile. The truth was, it looked a little like the expression people have when they’re coming round from a not-very-well administered general anaesthetic - but this was his moment and, after years of abuse at the hands, knuckles, feet and boots of his employer - he thought he’d earned it.

He glowed inwardly as Mick and Jim came stumbling out of the office, loaded down with gear and arguing violently about going back for a ‘nervous’ to see if they’d forgotten anything in the four minutes it had taken them to rip out all their video and sound equipment.

He was proud he’d caused this mayhem - and with just a few words. Simply by mentioning that Charlie Sumkins’ top enforcers, Vlad and Vic, were coming round in ten minutes to collect the unpaid office rent - or to inflict unspeakable pain and suffering to the equivalent of £6000 + VAT.

Vlad and Vic were a legend with the international criminal classes. From drug-pushers scrimping a living in the tundra of the Kamchatka Peninsula to disgraced Peers of the Realm running knocking shops in Tierra del Fuego, they all knew what being Vlad and Vic’d meant. It was something you wouldn’t wish on your worst enemy. Although Charlie Sumkins would happily unleash their persuasive talents onto anyone who caused him even the mildest irritation.

The ancient concertina lift doors were slapped shut, and Mick, Jim and their equipment descended into the bowels of the building. Probably trying to get to their clapped-out Morris Traveller, thought Aubrey.

It was during this reflective moment, things began to change. A damp patch started to appear on the woodchip wallpaper, just at the spot where it came into contact with the back of Aubrey’s head. His languid smile disappeared and his face started to look like something you’d expect to see if you pulled a cryogenically preserved head from its liquid nitrogen container, in the middle of a heat wave.

His skin turned grey. His eyes sank into his skull. And the sweaty patch continued to grow at an alarming pace. This wasn’t the honest sweat of the artisans who’d so inspired William Morris and the Arts and Crafts movement of the 1860s. It wasn’t the sweat of the mid-nineteenth century French peasants that motivated Jean-François Millet to paint his masterpiece, Evening Prayer. No, this was the sweat of someone who’d just realised he’d fucked up, big time.

Flushed by the power he’d felt surging through his scrawny body a few minutes earlier, he’d inadvertently mentioned to Mick and Jim that Vlad and Vic would be round in ten minutes. 

If he’d kept his mouth shut, Mick and Jim would’ve been sitting in their imitation leather office armchairs, sipping Earl Grey tea and discussing the finer points of interior lighting techniques in 60’s French New Wave cinema, when Vlad and Vic would’ve struck.

Aubrey’s mind began to whirr with the speed and precision of a finely adjusted Swiss watch. What were his options? Stay where he was and be discovered by Vlad and Vic - who would, no doubt, transfer their venom and assorted serrated clamps and beautifully machined screw devices from Mick and Jim to...

He whipped round the corner and pumped the lift button until he bruised his index finger, but Mick and Jim must have left the lift door open in the basement. Shit!

Perhaps, he could run down the stairs, but he might meet Vlad and Vic coming up.

Perhaps, he could raise himself up to the corridor ceiling using his hands on one wall and his feet on the other, like Sean Connery did in one of those James Bond films.

Perhaps he could take the fire extinguisher off the wall, batter himself to death, and have done with it.

In the ten seconds it took Aubrey to evaluate these options, his brain function degraded from the speed and precision of a finely adjusted Swiss watch to something you’d see dropping from an electro-magnetic grab in a scrapyard.

He decided to stay where he was. Which was just as well because, within seconds, the two crew-cutted, Crombie-clad, Wayfarer-wearing V-twins arrived at the top of the stairs. 

They were breathing heavily, because, the truth was - they were out of condition. They hadn’t beaten the shit out of anybody for a good three weeks now. But professionals to the core, they were looking forward to getting back up to speed with the help of the unsuspecting directors of Implosion Productions.

They placed their darkly stained implement suitcase on the linoleum, then stood outside the office door to get their breath back.

Vic was the first to speak, in a high falsetto.

‘Hello, Implosion Productions, this is the maintenance lady. I need to check your electricity supply.’

No answer.

Again, even higher.

‘Hello, this is the maintenance lady with the big chest. I need to check your electricity supply.’

No answer.

Vic’s larger twin, Vlad, who was obviously not a great admirer of Vic’s acting abilities, suddenly let out a roar and took a flying, double-footed dropkick at the door, which ripped off its hinges and landed with a tremendous bang about six feet inside the office. He looked at his brother with contempt.

‘So much for fuckin’ Shakespeare!’

All would-be thespians have a fragile nature when criticised, and you could tell Vic was hurt. But, as if to redeem himself, he whipped a crowbar from inside his Crombie and leapt into the empty office through the space where the door had been. Vlad followed, having seemingly palmed a lump hammer. 

There was silence, followed by a brief, muttered discussion. Having reached an amicable agreement, they began trashing the office.

This was Aubrey’s chance. The frantic sounds of smashing glass and splintering wood, accompanied by a not inconsiderable amount of effing and blinding, convinced him that, if he moved fast enough, he could get past the door without being spotted. 

He could’ve taken the stairs. But when your brain is full of scrap metal, your judgement can be impaired. So, he ran straight along the corridor, crouched, head down with shoes removed so as not to make a tell-tale click-clack on the lino.

He’d just slid to a stop at the other end of the corridor, when Vlad and Vic emerged from the office. Both were breathless and rather unpleasantly sweaty. But they were elated. Vlad checked his Rolex and smiled at Vic.

‘I’d say 400-450 square feet completely destroyedamundo in around one-minute twenty-five. Not our best, but I think we’re getting the chain back on the tandem, bruv.’

Vlad picked up the stained suitcase, and they headed off down the stairwell, Vic happily running his crowbar along the metal staircase spindles. At the far end of the corridor, Aubrey was not so happily having another dilemma.

He could wait an hour then creep down the stairs. But he reckoned Vlad and Vic would soon clock that Mick and Jim’s lack of availability meant they’d been tipped off. And what fuckwit would’ve done such a dastardly deed?

Within minutes, they’d be back at the top of the stairs, spitting blood and checking the corridors. They’d find him. He’d say, ‘Hello Vlad and Vic, fancy seeing you here.’ And then they’d kill him.
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Aubrey spun round on one heel, which made him dizzy and even more detached from reality. The corridor was dark, apart from a sputtering neon tube. There was a door. He put his shoes back on then, from force of habit, looked left and right, pulled up his coat collar, went over and knocked.

A woman’s voice shouted from across a room.

‘Who’s that?’

‘It’s er...’ said Aubrey.

‘Er what?’ asked the woman’s voice, confident, and closer to the door, by now.

‘Err...insurance.’

‘Never heard of you.’

‘We’re on the telly,’ said Aubrey with an element of desperation creeping into his voice.

‘Never seen you.’

‘You know - we got a great jingle: To Err is Human sung to the tune of Wide-eyed and Legless.’

‘Never heard it.’

Aubrey dropped all pretence.

‘Open the door, please missus,’ he said.

The door opened a little. It was on a chain. A tall, slim woman with silver hair tied in a bun and piercing, light-blue eyes peered through the crack.

‘What sort of insurance?’

‘The sort of insurance what’ll stop you getting my blood and broken bits of teeth splattered all over your nice front door.’

The game stopped.

‘Am I right in presuming you’re in some sort of danger?’ asked the lady, quietly.

‘Yeah,’ said Aubrey, wiping his nose on his sleeve.

The door opened wide. But despite his expectation of a horrible, imminent, painful death, Aubrey stood rooted to the spot.

The woman was amazing - about sixty, tall and elegant with fine cheekbones and impossibly shiny silver hair. She had toned muscles, a gorgeous tan and a supreme air of confidence. Even more impressive, she was wearing a white silk vest, impossibly brief red silk knickers, white Everlast ring boots and red Cleto Reyes boxing gloves.

She tapped her gloves together gently while slowly eyeing Aubrey up and down. It was a strange image - one of refinement and sophistication, coupled with a brooding menace. If you could imagine a Jane Austen heroine who was a professional welterweight, you’d be getting close.

‘Come in, and shut the door before it gets any blood on it.’

‘Sit over there,’ she said, waving to a sofa.

Aubrey shuffled across the room, and was startled to see that the room was split into two distinct halves. One half had a comfy sofa covered in flowery material and two old wingback armchairs, which more or less matched. There was a highly polished dark wood coffee table with curved legs on which sat a teapot shaped like a thatched cottage, flowery coasters and a teacup with ‘A present from Ilfracombe’ emblazoned on its side. The walls were covered with framed, officially signed certificates and diplomas.

The other half of the room, next to the windows, was a mini-gymnasium, with a parquet floor, punch bag, treadmill, weights, rings and wall bars.

He sank into the sofa, dazed as much by the bizarre environment as by his perilous predicament.

‘Now,’ she said, removing her gloves and sitting opposite him, ‘my name is Mrs Hathaway, I’m the cleaning lady for the offices in this block and various other places in and around Soho. And you are?’

‘Aubrey. Aubrey Brown.’

‘I suspect you haven’t got a lot of time, Aubrey, so tell me everything that’s going on - and no porkies.’

She poured him a cup of tea, and he told her everything. He felt she understood what he said, despite the clattering noise he was making with his cup and saucer.

‘So you reckon Vlad and Vic will be back any minute now to check the corridor, find you and - what do people say, nowadays - fill you in?’

Aubrey nodded; relieved he’d got his message across. But he’d hardly finished his last nod, when there was a knock at the door.

‘Hello, this is the maintenance lady, I need to check your electricity supply.’

‘Quick,’ said Mrs Hathaway. She dragged Aubrey, who’d started gibbering incoherently, over to the punch bag. There was a long zip on one side. She undid the zip with one hand, and with the other, picked Aubrey up, stuffed him inside and began re-zipping the bag.

Aubrey’s little face poked out at the top of the bag, mouthing, I’m a ‘fuckin’ gonna, I’m a fuckin’ gonna.’

‘Shut up, you idiot,’ she hissed.

Aubrey screwed his eyes shut and did what he was told. Then, for some unknown reason, she leaned forward and kissed him gently on the forehead, before zipping him up completely.

She pulled on her boxing gloves, ran over to the door and opened it wide. No point in looking like she’d something to hide. Vlad and Vic were crouched on the other side of the corridor, ready to perform a synchronised repeat of Vlad’s unique approach to entering rooms. She dropped her chin slightly, tilted her head and looked at them with a reproachful eye. They responded by blushing a bit and pretending to tie their shoelaces.

‘Bulgarian Gucci copies,’ said Vlad, looking up. ‘Always coming undone.’

‘How can I help you?’

They stood up, and were obviously struck by Mrs Hathaway’s exceptional looks and athletic appearance.

‘We was wonderin’ if you knew any places round here what sells decent shoelaces?’ said Vic, with a smirk.

Vlad put his hand on Vic’s shoulder in a way which caused his smirk to disappear and his legs to buckle, momentarily.

‘Jokin’ apart,’ said Vlad, ‘we’re lookin’ for a couple of our best friends - perhaps you know them - Mick and Jim from Implosion Productions, just down the hall.’

‘Yes, I know them,’ she said. ‘You both look very smart and respectable, what are you doing with those two drunks?’

‘Ah well, we’re more like business associates.’

‘Hm! From what I could see, they did very little business - they just drank themselves into oblivion. I had to clean up their disgusting mess, three or four times a week.’

‘Yeah well,’ said Vic trying to redeem himself, ‘we was wonderin’ if they might be with you.’

‘Not here, I’m afraid.’

Vlad glowered.

‘Hm!’ she said, frowning back, ‘if it’s that important, come in and look round. But make it quick, I’m in the middle of a training session.’

Vlad and Vic moved slowly into the room, looking left and right as if expecting a heavily armed terrorist to jump out from behind the chintz curtains.

‘Hey,’ said Vic, ‘like the gym! I wouldn’t have thought an old broad, er - senior citizen - like yourself would’ve been a bit of a brawler.’

‘I have an interest in the noble art, I’ve been taking correspondence and video courses for over ten years - and I really enjoy it.’

‘Oh yeah,’ said Vic smirking across at Vlad, ‘and, like, who’s your favourite fighter?’

‘Oh! Mohammed Ali without a doubt - so fast and powerful. Although I disapproved of the way he constantly pulled on the back of Joe Frazier’s neck when they met in ‘74. You know, the referee, Tony Perez, said it was OK to hold, as long as you didn’t hit at the same time, but I think Ali was a naughty boy that night.’

Vic was up for this.

‘OK lady,’ he said, ‘give me your best shot.’

He crouched, put up his fists and began bobbing from left to right.

‘You can be as naughty as you like.’

‘Oh, I couldn’t,’ said Mrs Hathaway. ‘I mean, all I’ve ever done is hit the punch bag and practice like they tell you on the videos - it’s just for the exercise, you know - I couldn’t hit a real person.’

‘Now come on, babe,’ said Vic, ‘if you talk the talk, you gotta walk the walk. Give me your best shot, I promise I won’t hurt you.’

More smirks in Vlad’s direction.

‘Look,’ she said, ‘I have to finish my training, then I have a pile of ironing to get through. I can’t be doing with this nonsense.’

‘Come on,’ said Vic, ‘just humour me. I haven’t had a laugh all day.’

‘Oh, very well,’ said Mrs Hathaway, ‘if you insist.’

She shrugged helplessly at Vlad, turned to face Vic, sighed slightly, hung her gloves by her side, then performed a perfect version of the Ali shuffle.

Despite this, Vic still smiled confidently.

She crouched slightly and, swaying smoothly from side to side, moved forwards, eventually throwing a left jab, which missed Vic’s right ear by a few inches. Vic’s smile increased.

Vic was still smiling half a second later when the left jab curved round the back of his neck and pulled him down onto four vicious, high-speed uppercuts.

The smile was still on his face after the attack, because the punches were so fast, his face muscles hadn’t had time to readjust and deliver an agonised scream, and anyway, after the third uppercut, he lost consciousness. As he took the fourth hit, blood started to pump from his nose and he dropped to his knees.

‘Woo hoo!’ shouted Vlad, with a grin from ear to ear. He picked Vic up roughly, and blocked his bleeding nose with his handkerchief.

‘Sodding Pochette Square ran me twenty sodding quid,’ said Vlad. ‘100 per cent silk, hand-made by Italian craftsmen, and now look at it - all covered with blood and snot.’

He looked at Mrs Hathaway and winked. ‘Still, it was worth it, darlin’.’

With his free hand, Vlad fumbled in the top pocket of his suit.

‘Look, here’s Charlie Sumkins’ card. If you ever need a part-time job, good money and lots of - you know - er - practice, give him a call and say I recommended you.’

‘Well thank you, but I’m happy with my cleaning job. By the way, how’s your friend?’

‘My twin brother is fine,’ said Vlad with some exasperation, ‘I’ll prop him in the corner ’til he comes round.’

While Vlad dragged Vic’s considerable frame across the room, there was a lull in the social niceties. Having made Vic as comfortable as you can make a person with severe concussion, Vlad broke the silence.

‘You got an impressive gym here, lady.’

‘I’ve built it up, over the years.’

‘I used to work out with the old punch bag,’ said Vlad, as he walked across the room. ‘Mind if I have a go?’

‘I’d rather you didn’t, I’m not sure it’s fixed too well to the ceiling.’

‘Oh go on, I just fancy a bit.’ And, without asking her again, Vlad delivered three really vicious haymakers to the bag.

The bag made a noise that sounded like three stifled grunts.

Vlad spun round. ‘Here,’ he said, suspiciously, ‘your bag just grunted.’

‘Oh that!’ said Mrs Hathaway, thinking faster than she’d ever thought in her life, ‘It’s a piece of Taiwanese electronic nonsense you put in the bag and, when you punch it, it makes a noise. It’s supposed to sound like you’re fighting a real person. Anyway, I think you ought to be off now, your brother is coming round.’

Vlad looked across the room, and it was true. Vic was stirring and asking for his mother.

‘Just one quick last go,’ said Vlad, and gave the bag a brutal, extended combination of right and left hooks.

‘Fuck me!’ gasped the bag.

Vlad looked closely into Mrs Hathaway’s eyes. She didn’t blink.

‘Unfortunate really,’ she said, ‘but I’m going to have to send the thing back to Taiwan - sometimes the language is a little too ripe for an old lady like me!’

Fortunately, the conversation ended there as Vic had clawed his way up the wall and was swaying dangerously in the corner.

Vlad strolled over and caught him just before he fell. He shoved his handkerchief further up Vic’s nostrils, put his brother’s arm over his shoulder and shuffled him to the open door. At the threshold, Vlad stopped and turned.

‘Well, Mrs...?’

‘Hathaway.’

‘Well darlin,’ I have to say it’s been very interesting.’ He looked down at Vic’s battered face, and tutted.

‘After all I’ve taught the useless bleeder.’

‘Cheerio,’ she said, as they lumbered off down the corridor, past the flashing neon light, and round the corner.

She gave them a friendly wave.

‘Pleasure meeting you.’

Mrs Hathaway closed the door quietly, leaned back heavily on the candlewick dressing gown hanging from its hook, and puffed out her cheeks in a huge sigh of relief.

As she walked, a little unsteadily across to her gym area, she realised, for the first time, that the knuckles on her right hand were beginning to bruise.

She stood in front of the punch bag, which was awfully quiet, breathed in deeply and prepared to unzip Aubrey back into the world.
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The good news was that Aubrey was alive. The bad news was he had two heavily bruised eyes, both of which seemed like pinpricks focused on something about 300 yards away.

Mrs Hathaway pulled the zip down a few more inches to reveal Aubrey’s nose and mouth. His nose had disappeared somewhere into his face, and his mouth was purple and swollen, with quite a lot of blood oozing from multiple cuts to his lips. It also seemed to have been moved halfway up his right cheek - in fact, it didn’t much look like a mouth at all. But most importantly, it spoke.

‘I’d all-ryfft’

Mrs Hathaway understood this to mean ‘I’m alright’, and was, consequently, extremely relieved. She pulled the zip right down in one quick movement. Unfortunately, Aubrey’s assessment of his physical condition was way off the mark - the equivalent of Robert Shaw shouting to Roy Scheider, ‘Don’t worry mate, it’s only a scratch!’ as Jaws dragged him off the back of the Orca.

As soon as the zip was fully open, Aubrey’s eyes rolled up into his head, he lost what consciousness he had, and fell forward out of the punch bag. Only lightning-fast reactions enabled Mrs Hathaway to flick out her ring boot and stop Aubrey’s head smacking into the parquet floor.

For a brief moment, she froze. Aubrey’s battered head rested on her boot, but his feet were still stuck in the bag. It wasn’t the time for the Avon lady to call. But she made decisions quickly. Possibly this was due to the many unarmed combat, distance-learning projects she’d passed with flying colours. She grabbed Aubrey round the waist, turned him upright and stared into where his eyes had been.

‘Aubrey? This is Mrs Hathaway - do you recognise me?’

‘Plead to meed you!’ said Aubrey, politely, but to no one in particular.

More blood flowed from his mouth and his left nostril popped out from his face and blew a large, green bubble.

‘I think you need looking after,’ she said, gently.

‘Danks,’ said Aubrey, and the green bubble burst, making his face look even more of a mess.

‘Come with me,’ she said, turning towards the bathroom.
She manoeuvred Aubrey round to face in the right direction. Then held his hand and sighed. What was happening? This moderately disgusting little man, a fugitive from what was going to be some pretty rough justice, had knocked on her door. And within a few minutes, she’d begun to feel like a young girl again. She had a spring in her step, and was certainly a little breathless.
Looking at herself in her nice new full-length mirror - from Ikea’s Spunksplat range - she had to admit she looked more than a little flushed. Sure, her pink complexion might be because she’d just pulverised one of the world’s top crime syndicate enforcers in three seconds flat. But she was prepared to think it just might be because there were signs of an ever-so-tiny bond, who knows, an ever-so-tiny bond with a romantic tinge, growing between the two of them.

She breathed in deeply, although anyone watching would’ve said it was a sigh of contentment. As she clasped Aubrey’s hand tightly and looked towards the bathroom door, her head began to fill with images - a bit hazy, but, nevertheless, they definitely were images. Images of a future. A future so different from her past. A future shared. A future with a man she could love and protect. A man she could depend on.

Unfortunately, as she took her first step, Aubrey’s spindly legs buckled and he passed out again. This time, his head did hit the parquet floor. But so transfixed was Mrs Hathaway by the pastel images that flowed like sweet music through her brain, the sickening noise of cranial impact on polished mahogany didn’t even register. She stared straight ahead, held his hand tighter and, with steady steps, and a faint, far-away smile, dragged his limp, bleeding body across to its appointment with her recently reconditioned geyser.
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Mrs Hathaway’s bathroom wasn’t designed to treat someone who’d just had the living daylights beaten out of him. In fact, it was designed to envelop her in an environment she could only dream of, and certainly never afford. If you ignored the plastic avocado bath and 1930’s black and white tiles, the rest was pure fantasy. The walls were completely covered with a photographic image of a coral island - a turquoise lagoon surrounded by palm trees, a white-sand beach, with a little wooden pier with protruding posts leading to a beach bar covered in palm fronds - and everything bathed in bright, tropical sunlight. There were even two seagulls doing something on the beach bar roof. 

The other bathroom wall was painted sky blue and decorated with shells, ceramic models of fish, glass floats in nets and a collection of old compasses collected over the years from the Portobello Road market.

‘Do you like it?’ she asked.

It was only then that she realised Aubrey was out like a light, and deeply ensconced in his own fantasy world. An unpleasant, very scary world, where it was perpetually pitch black, and the only thing that happened was you got punched hard, lots of times.

She sat him up on her favourite, pink and gold Lloyd Loom chair and thought about what to do. He was still unconscious, but the bleeding was less profuse. However, his white shirt with the sweet, crumpled collar and his oversized, pinstriped business suit were covered in the stuff.

Mrs Hathaway ran the bath, and the recently reconditioned geyser performed admirably, apart from the odd bang. She removed Aubrey’s bloodstained jacket, shirt and tie. Then came her first shock. She hadn’t seen a lot of men naked, but even without an in-depth knowledge of the male form, she rapidly came to the conclusion that Aubrey’s body must be one of the most nauseating sights on the planet.

His skin was very white, apart from the bloodstains, and it seemed too big for him. At various places, there were little triangular overhangs. Close to each flap, groups of three or four thick, jet-black hairs sprouted out for about an inch. His nipples were as pale as the rest of him, so unless you got really close, which she simply hadn’t the nerve to do, he appeared to have no nipples at all. A few more thick black hairs grew out of his navel, which had stretched downwards like the bags under old W H Auden’s eyes.

This was going to take some overcoming, she thought. The pastel images and sweet music were fading fast. Must be practical. The poor, bloodstained man must be cleaned up. The bath was ready and full of bubbles. So off with his trousers - and off they came. 

It was from this point, that things began to get a little strange.

Aubrey was wearing orange and brown striped briefs, which looked as though they’d originally been purchased from a 1970’s mail order catalogue, before finding their way to a job lot of rags at a down-market car boot sale. She also noticed the briefs were a very odd shape - as though he was using them to store some extra bulky object.

Nevertheless, this wasn’t the time
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