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Michael Selwyn Barton was the first to admit that running a corporate video business with a partner who was possessed by violent satanic forces could be a bit tricky.

His co-director and life-long friend, James Redfern Chartwell, had had the demons transferred during an epic, terrifying, in-vestry battle with the Reverend Rupert Fennel. 

The Reverend Fennel was the Vicar of St Cessna’s, a beautiful little church in the remote Yorkshire village of Grillmoor Risling, home to their recent adventures. Adventures which now seemed a million years away.

Dealing with Jim’s possession was not going to be easy. Mick was considering hiring a big man with a tazer, an electronic cattle prod (one that would fit easily into an executive briefcase) and, for when all else failed, a heavy, rubber mallet. 

But there were other issues that carefully considered levels of extreme violence couldn’t solve.

Jim’s demonisation also included an extraordinary ability to influence people and situations.

In one morning, just after they’d got back from Yorkshire, he’d picked up three £100,000 video production jobs with major corporations who agreed to pay in advance. They didn’t even know what the videos would be about. He seemed to have complete mind control over vast distances.

For example, he’d by-passed their local bank manager, who wouldn’t even think of unzipping his flies if he saw the pair of them on fire, and talked directly to the CEO in Scotland who’d agreed instantly to a cheap mortgage on a £1.7 million, 2-bed apartment overlooking the River Thames and Tower Bridge.

And, most incredibly, the CEO had agreed to a massive development loan to buy the delightfully dingy Lanzarote Lizard Lounge, also known as the 3Ls, Mick and Jim’s favourite Greek Street drinking establishment. 

These all sounded like extremely useful skills and attributes. But there were downsides, such as Jim’s plans to redevelop the 3L’s upstairs function room as a venue for satanic rituals and the odd human sacrifice.

Fortunately, the demons worked shifts. Most of the time, Jim was normal, assuming he could ever have been called that. He was a first-class soundman, the perfect complement to Mick’s talent as an award-wining video cameraman.

But outside those lucid moments, his behaviour could be classed as inconvenient, not to say terrifying in the extreme. He had sudden, violent tempers. He cursed in Latin. He could make office equipment fly around. He could spit yellow phlegm fifteen feet. He could even breathe huge jets of fire. His eyes glowed green, or red, depending, Mick supposed, on his mood. And, worst of all, he could get Mick to say and do anything, just by staring at him.

God knows what clients would think if he ever unleashed that lot in a meeting!

It was on the third day, when in earlier, less troubled times, the aforementioned God had separated the earth from the waters, Mick made a similarly momentous decision.

Jim had gone down the hall to the toilet. It usually took some time.

Mick picked up the phone and dialled their old adversary, now, hopefully, old pal, ex-international crime boss and Ealing comedy buff, Charlie Sumkins. Mick was apprehensive. Their Yorkshire trip had meant they’d missed Charlie’s wedding to his old girlfriend, Delores. 

‘Mr Sumkins, good morning, it’s Mick here from Implosion Productions.’

‘Well, if it isn’t Dregs One - where were you?’

Mick started to stutter, ‘Well I, you know, we were, it was very hard for us to refuse...’

‘Pissing about in Yorkshire eh? I might be reformed, but my global contacts still report in, out of habit, and probably, quite a healthy dose of residual fear. So while me and the lovely Delores were getting betrothed in a dual wedding with my shit-useless legal advisor, Digby Elton-John and his astronaut bride, Wynetta, you were poncing around black-pudding land, investigating the murder of some old tart.’

‘Well, actually, Lady Cordelia’s death was an accident...’

‘Look, podge-features, Burke’s Peerage aside, I have to tell you I couldn’t give a London Underground ticket forger’s dentures, who got topped. In my previous job, murder was part of everyday life. A murder happens, do a bit of filing, another murder, write a letter to the accountant, another murder, complete your online VAT return, another... And lots of people had unexplained accidents, most of them fatal, if the V-twins did their job properly. I mean, I just took it in my stride. Only rule was - don’t step on the bodies. That’s one of them metaphorical things, by the way.’ 

‘I completely understand, Mr Sumkins,’ said Mick, who, not so long ago, had been top of the list for one of the V-twins extended fatal accident sessions.

‘So the upshot is, D1, that’s short for Dregs One, by the way. Delores thinks words like “dregs” are unbecoming, whatever the fuck that means. Anyway, to return to my theme, Charlie Sumkins expected you and your lanky-wanky mate to be at the nuptials, and I don’t like my expectations dashed to the ground. I have a inner, who knows, perhaps even an eco-holistic, feeling that, someone, ought to be dashed to the ground as a way of repaying the compliment.’

Shit, thought Mick. He’d got Jim wandering round like Beelzebub’s enforcer on steroids, and now Charlie bloody Sumkins was back with a vengeance.

‘I’m so sorry, Charlie, but you’ve no idea what’s happening, here.’

‘Try me.’

Mick got straight to the point. ‘Jim’s possessed by the devil.’

‘So the devil’s got piss-poor taste.’

‘No, really, Charlie, it’s true. He can breathe fire, use his mind to move objects, get people to do and say anything he wants, and sometimes, he has a forked tongue.’

‘Not looking for a job is he?’ said Charlie, with what could loosely be described as a chuckle.

‘Please, Charlie, this isn’t a joke, I’m scared witless.’

‘You two were always floating up to your necks in shite, but now it looks like you’re three feet under. My guess is not even snorkels with those ping-pong balls on the end will do the trick.’

‘You got to help us, Charlie.’

‘Look, I’ve got one of them manicures booked any minute now, so I’m just going to have to leave you to it. I’m surprised you phoned - you know I never helped anyone out of a hole in my life.’ 

‘Please, Charlie.’

There was a pause and a sigh.

‘OK,’ said Charlie. ‘This might be a bit cryptic, but it’s all you’re gonna get...’

At that moment, the manicure lady arrived. Charlie switched focus.

‘Hi, Babes, just put your kit on the table - yeah, I’m feeling great - nice fishnets by the way...’

‘Charlie?’ pleaded Mick, as loudly as he could.

‘Oh yeah, Micky-boy. Almost forgot you, what with all the excitement, goin’ on here. But, don’t worry, it’s coming back to me. You wanted some advice?’

‘Yes,’ croaked Mick.

‘Well, here it is.’

Charlie paused for effect. Then spoke very slowly. 

‘Try - the - corridors - of - power.’

There was a short silence, broken, eventually, by Charlie saying, ‘Is that basque genuine PVC?’

Then the phone line and what was left of Mick’s brain went dead, together. 
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When Jim got back to the office after his trip to the toilet, he felt a bit down. 

Usually, returning from the toilet was a happy time. It gave him the chance to spend several minutes complaining about the failure of various pills he’d taken to ensure successful evacuations, or as he called them - Dunkirks. 

If things had not gone well, there was always the chance he could enjoy an additional moan, providing Mick with intimate details of his intestinal transit adventures. These normally included the use of latex gloves and lubricant gel - complete with actions, facial expressions and the use of the Bristol Stool Scale he’d downloaded from the internet.

‘The visitation went well, I trust?’ said Mick, hopefully.

‘Perfect,’ said Jim, miserably. ‘Fancy a coffee?’

That would be very nice, James, thank you.’

Jim was obviously depressed by his success. ‘I suppose you can’t get a coconut every time!’

‘Not that you’d want a coconut every time,’ said Mick, and he screwed his face up until it went purple.

Jim laughed. 

For Mick, that was like a flash of the old days - pointless, jolly, juvenile vulgarity being passed off as urbane wit.

But most of the time, Mick was still on his guard. Jim’s mood swings between good chap and spume and flame-spitting, satanic fiend could be very rapid - and they were getting more frequent. It didn’t do to turn your back.

As Jim busied himself with the coffees, Mick began thinking. Since they’d returned from Yorkshire, he’d used all his guile to keep Juju Jim confined to the office. The purchase of their new apartment overlooking Tower Bridge was going through slowly, so they were still sleeping in the office hammocks. Truth be told, they’d been sleeping in their office hammocks for so long, they actually preferred them to beds. 

But at any time, Jim could turn into a malignant swine with what seemed like unlimited supernatural powers - and when he did, the office seemed a very, very confined space. 

Mick chose to play it cool. Show no fear. He lay sprawled in his hammock, casually dangling one leg over the side.

Perhaps, he mused, as his colleague stirred two teaspoons of sugar and the contents of a small sachet of UHT milk into his mug; perhaps Jim might be better behaved, if he was out among the general populace. Perhaps he could be taken for walkies down Greek Street. Surely, he wouldn’t try anything demonic where the whole world could see him. It’d be all over the news, and before he could say, ‘I was only following orders, Bishop,’ he’d be banged up in Rampton with no set date for a trial.

‘Fancy a trip down to the 3L’s, Jimmy-boy?’

Jim handed over the coffee.

‘Only if you sit in the armchair to finish your drink.’

‘Pray whither for whattius, my old chum?’

‘Well, it’s just that dangling leg with the World Cup socks, then the white hairless flesh, then the grey flannel trousers with the custard stains. Could easily put one off one’s beverage.’ 

Mick smiled and eased himself down to the floor. It was such a relief to hear the old Jim back in action. Jim was just like the Reverend Fennel had been; when he was normal, he had no idea that demonic forces had been at work, but could snap into action at any time.

They finished their coffee, and full of confidence, Mick went for it.

‘I mean, as we’re soon to be joint owners of the Lanzarote Lizard Lounge, we might as well inspect our property! And, anyway, I could do with taking my World Cup socks for a saunter.’ 

They left the office. Mick locked the door and Jim walked on to the lift.

As Mick approached, Jim looked up. His eyes were slowly pulsing bright green.

‘You realise Michael,’ he whispered, ‘you’ll be alone in the lift with me.’ 

‘Unless Mrs Hathaway appears on an urgent mission to get Aubrey some belly-ache medicine,’ said Mick, with a slight crack in his voice.

‘We’ll only be a few inches apart,’ hissed Jim. ‘Are you worried?’

Mick was starting to think this wasn’t a good idea.

The old lift clanked into position.

‘I know I’d be worried,’ said Jim, as he drew back the steel concertina door.

‘I’ll go in first, I wouldn’t like you to think I was standing between you and your only means of escape.’

‘Thank you,’ said Mick, but no sound came out of his mouth.

The trip down seemed a lot slower than usual. 

Not a word was spoken, but, throughout the journey, Jim gazed relentlessly and unblinking into Mick’s eyes.

When the lift bumped down at ground floor level, Mick tried to open the door, but was having trouble fumbling with the catch. Jim leaned across and pulled the door back smoothly.

Mick stepped out. Jim stayed behind for a second.

‘There,’ he hissed, ‘that wasn’t too difficult, was it?’

Mick could only manage a gulp, before he turned and headed towards the building’s main door.

‘Be with you in a second,’ said Jim. He stretched his right arm back into the lift. Large claws shot out of the ends of his fingers, and he carved deep gouges down the unpainted plywood that formed the interior walls of the lift.

Mick was standing on the threshold of the main door. He turned and did his best.

‘It’s a nice day. Come on, you’ll enjoy it.’

Jim ignored him, and used the back of his hand to wipe some blood-red saliva away from his lips.

‘Perhaps,’ he hissed to himself. ‘Perhaps.’
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Mick took a tight hold on the handrail of the steps that led from the main door to the Greek Street pavement.

He’d been severely shaken by the lift experience. Christ, he thought, this was his old friend and colleague, James Redfern Chartwell. His life-long buddy, his soul mate, his partner in booze. They’d grown up together, they’d fallen in love with film together, they’d got divorced together, they’d survived death threats and assassination attempts together, and made each another laugh, even though Mick’s jokes were funnier. And now he was saddled with this thing - this violent, intimidating, manipulating monster. And judging from the lift experience, it was getting nastier.

As he stood there, breathing in the diesel fumes, Mick wondered how easy it’d be to just walk away from everything. All the future seemed to hold was a series of bleak scenarios where, Jim would say what was going to happen, and he’d simply gaze at the wall and say, ‘Yes, master.’

One solution would be to tip off the TV, radio and newspapers, then leave them and the secure mental institutions, or the SAS, to deal with the mad sod. Then he could bugger off into the gloom, and live the life he wanted - anywhere in the world.

That seemed like an excellent idea. But there was just one problem, the word ‘gloom.’ 

Life with Jim - the bizarre adventures, the shared interest in alcoholic beverages, the joint enduring of hangovers, the constant sparring, the petty squabbles and the desperate manufacturing of dubious plans - could never be described as boring, and certainly, never gloomy.

For goodness sake. This was fuckin’ Jim. Stupid Jim. Whinging Jim. Scrawny Jim. Infuriating Jim. Bloody brilliant soundman Jim. Moderately good bass player Jim. Not some pumped-up, boo-hiss Disneyland villain.

After standing up straighter than he’d done in years, and taking a few more lungfuls of Greek Street diesel, Mick made a crucial decision. Whatever happened, and no matter how bad it got, there was absolutely no way he was going to give up and abandon his best friend in the world. 

These noble thoughts were interrupted by a hand tightening on his upper arm. Jim moved in from behind and put his mouth close to Mick’s ear.

‘Did you enjoy that, Michael?’ he whispered. ‘I know I did. I haven’t seen you sweat so much in ages. Noticed a bit of a tremble too. I think we’ll go lift-tripping two or three times a day. Wouldn’t that be nice? Down we go. Up we go. And you’ll never know what’s going to happen - or when.’

Mick had had enough. He spun round and shouted over the noise of the traffic. 

‘Look, fuck face, or whatever you call yourself. You’ve taken control of the best mate a bloke could ever have, and I am not going to stop until you get fucked over, good and proper. You’re going to regret the day you thought all this was a good idea. James Redfern Chartwell is not a power-mad, sadistic bastard. And Jim, if you’re in there, and can hear me, I’m going to get this sorted, but you’ll have to give me all the help you can.’ 

Jim backed off.

‘Well, Michael, if that’s the case, you’re definitely going to need all the help you can get. Watch this.’

Jim’s head snapped round to face the oncoming traffic. He muttered an incantation. Immediately, a large container lorry slammed on its brakes and there was a sickening crunch as whatever was following smashed into the back of the eight-wheeler.

‘Be my guest,’ said Jim with an overly flamboyant gesture indicating the road was now clear to cross.

‘You bastard,’ hissed Mick.

‘Now, now, you have to admit there are advantages.’

They crossed the road. Mick looked up at the truck driver. He’d not been wearing his seat belt, and the windscreen was red with blood from his shattered nose. 

‘Thank you, fatty,’ said Jim, and he waved up to the semi-conscious driver.

People were already opening the cab door and phoning for help.

‘What the hell did you do that for?’ cried Mick, as they reached the opposite pavement.

‘Just shut up, unless you want me to make things worse,’ said Jim, staring straight ahead. ‘Nothing’s burst into flames yet.’

Mick shut up, and they walked the 100 yards or so to the Lanzarote Lizard Lounge. The scene they left behind was chaotic. People were shouting, a woman was screaming, and they could hear the distant sound of a siren. This had not been a good idea.

Maybe getting Jim into the Lanzarote Lizard Lounge, where they’d spent so many happy conscious and unconscious hours, would improve the situation. 

Certainly, as they approached the 3Ls, Mick noticed a change. The thing was loosening its grip a little, or maybe it was taking a quick breather before getting back to work.

It was amazing that Jim had ‘negotiated’ a loan to buy the 3Ls. Making it into a meeting place for trendy media types was a great idea - it was just that Jim’s plans for conducting human sacrifices in the upstairs room might lead to a few PR problems.

Mick was going to suggest they keep both the exterior and interior in place, making it a quirky, secret venue for people in the know - somewhere the average bloke out shopping with his wife wouldn’t consider, even for a second.

The Lanzarote Lizard Lounge was an ancient, two-story building, sandwiched between 1930’s Portland stone-clad office blocks. It followed the old Elizabethan model of having a black and white, half-timbered overhang. The windows were small with thick oak frames and imitation, medieval crown glass panes. The entrance door, painted bright red, was down a dark, cobbled alleyway, which always seemed to be wet.

Old guides to Soho described it as ‘questionably quaint’ - which was really being quite generous. 

But any attempt by the tourist industry to paper over the cracks was the subject of serious review when, about three years previously, during a particularly drunken upstairs party, the top half of the building crashed into the street. Amazingly, there were no serious injuries. The only real casualty was the 3Ls itself. 

Massive underinsurance guaranteed the repairs were spectacularly rudimentary. The frontage was rebuilt using reclaimed steel girders, crudely cantilevered out from the main body of the building. The girder frame was clad with gloss-painted chipboard and featured what some of the more alcoholically challenged patrons described as an innovative architectural masterstroke - the addition of plastic tilt and turn windows. 

The reconstructed Tudor overhang was a travesty, with a single steel girder running almost vertically up from the road surface to the underside of the overhang, just in case. 

Unmistakable signs of instability, and the fact that bits had been know to drop off when the Beaufort scale exceeded four, caused pedestrians to cross their fingers and quicken their step when passing underneath.

As he stood outside the 3Ls’ front door with his vindictive, supernaturally charged chum, Mick had everything crossed. He was pretty sure you couldn’t cross your testicles, but if he’d thought there’d been a remote possibility, he’d have given it a go.
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‘First thing,’ said Jim, ‘is we fire the oriental bitch and the senile old bastard behind the bar.’

‘But...’ said Mick.

‘Don’t worry, I’ll do it. In fact, I can’t fucking wait.’

Just then, the door opened and May Piow Wong beamed her one million watt smile into the alleyway’s murky depths.

‘Ah, Mr Jim and Mr Mike, so glad to see you. Come in, come in.’

She skipped forward and kissed Mick on both cheeks, then turned to Jim. Mick expected him to take a bite out of her lovely neck. But no, something very strange happened.

‘May, darling, light of my life,’ said Jim accepting the cheek pecks. ‘Can I say how lovely you’re looking this morning, and how eagerly we’re anticipating patronising your fine establishment.’

May looked at Mick, smiled and rolled her eyes. ‘He full of male cow poo, as usual - come in, come in.’

Jim followed her, chatting happily, but Mick, understandably, was hardly able to put one foot in front of the other.

The inside of the Lanzarote Lizard Lounge was about as aesthetically pleasing as the outside. Over the years, a lot people had had a go at transforming the interior. But somehow, they always seemed to get bored and jack it in. So now, visitors were faced with a hotchpotch of styles that, at best, could be called nauseous. 

One wall was original wattle and daub, which looked as though it had been applied with a not-very-clean lavatory brush. Another had green and gold regency stripes at a disorienting 15 degrees out from vertical. There was a whole wall featuring a lurid panoramic view of a scrapyard in Manila and a bit of art deco brass panelling, showing some monks getting pissed. Another wall was covered by a giant black and white photograph of the 1990 Poll Tax riots, purchased at a huge discount from the now-defunct, Interior Design Wing of the Socialist Workers Party. 

One of the alcoves contained a high-backed bench up against some faded, original 1950s Festival of Britain Skylon wallpaper. This was where serial killer, John Christie, used to pop in for a quick half of mild. Part of this homage area included a framed, black and white photograph of Christie actually sitting on the bench, eating a packet of crisps - although his face looked suspiciously like the young Richard Attenborough who played him in 10 Rillington Place.

In fact, the walls were covered in a wide variety of photographs designed to inform, educate and entertain. These included Lord Lucan dancing on a table, wearing a tou-tou, Monica Lewinsky lighting up a cigar with a flaming pair of trousers, and Adolf Hitler and Mussolini playing dominoes, before they got famous.

Although inexpertly Photoshopped, these images would normally only become the subject of heated discussion towards the end of the evening, by which time, none of the protagonists was capable of focusing on anything, anyway.

‘Hey, hey,’ shouted Arthur the barman, as Mick and Jim sat down in their favourite alcove, ‘if it isn’t our soon-to-be owners.’

‘Hello Arthur,’ said Jim, with a smile, ‘how’s it going, you old bugger?’

‘Great,’ said Arthur, scratching his stubble, ‘and even better now you’re here, ’cos I got something new for you.’

Triumphantly, he held two gold cans up in the air.

‘Tah-dah! New in, today!’ 

‘What?’

‘Welsh sherry!’

From what Mick and Jim could see, the cans featured an image that looked vaguely like European Commissioner, Neil Kinnock, just after he’d walked into a lamppost.

‘You’re joking.’

‘No, listen,’ said Arthur, and he read from the can. ‘Real Welsh organic sherry brewed and canned by specially selected virgins, in Pontardawe. That’s right, isn’t it, May?’

May took one look at the can. She sniffed, then shrugged. ‘China job.’

‘No!’

‘Yes.’

‘That not Neil Nicknock, that Mao Zemin, Chairman Mao’s younger brother. And anyway, see - they spelling sherry, with two s’s.’

‘But,’ said Mick, ‘why would they say it was sherry made in Wales, for God’s sake?’

‘Easy,’ said May with her gorgeous smile. ‘It like this.’ She ran her hands down her black pencil skirt. It was the sort of move, aided by her crisp white shirt and slender form that was guaranteed to get her attention from anyone, for as long as she wanted.

‘Say you making this stuff, and you in, for example, Heilongjiang Province in north-east China. Then is easy to make mistake. Spain and Wales are a long way away from Heilongjiang, but, if you look on world map, Spain and Wales look very close. Maybe one inch apart. Plus you have mad, crazy alphabet with only 26 letters - Spain have five letters, Wales have five letters - so make mistake is easy.’

‘Seems fair enough to me,’ said Jim, with a smile. ‘Let’s get stuck in.’ 

May knew the routine. She poured the cans into two half-pint mugs and brought them over.

‘Have I ever told you,’ said Jim gazing up at May, ‘that you’re a fabulous asset to this establishment, and when we take over, I want you to know your position is absolutely 100 per cent secure.’

May smiled, and for a few seconds, the insipid brown liquid in their mugs developed a comforting, golden glow.

‘And same for your job too, Arthur.’

Arthur took a fob watch from his waistcoat. ‘You know we’re not open yet, don’t you?’

Jim held his mug on high. ‘To your health and good fortune. May both your presences grace the Lanzarote Lizard Lounge for many years to come.’

Mick held up his mug and smiled. ‘Well rustle my extension, old chap, I couldn’t agree more.’ Although privately, and with some justification, he was thinking, ‘What the fuck?’ 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

5


[image: image]


‘I take you to Level Two of your new property empire,’ said May. She smiled, so they’d no option but to stand up and follow her tight little bottom to the spiral staircase at the front of the bar area.

‘I expect you just give down here tart-up, but upstairs have all sort of possibilities, yes?’

‘Yes,’ said Jim pleasantly, ‘I think you may have just about got that right, May. He laughed at his little joke. ‘Who would ever have thought it. Us two in charge of all this. I must say it’s very exciting.’

Mick said nothing. Although if looks could kill, he’d have been on Scotland Yard’s Most Wanted list.

May opened the door at the top of the stairs and gave them another breathtakingly beautiful beamer. 

‘In you go gentlemens, please.’

As soon as Mick and Jim were inside and the door was shut, Jim spun round.

‘Now shut up and listen, Shit Features,’ he hissed. ‘Sit in that chair and shut the fuck up. I want some time to feel this place.’ 

Mick’s eyes glazed over. He backed himself over to a bentwood chair and mechanically lowered himself onto it.

Jim breathed in. Then out. There was the smell of sulphur.

‘This,’ he cried, ‘this is where I will hold court.’

He spun away on one heel, then strutted to the far end of the function room with his arms outstretched. 

‘Here, my followers will congregate. Here they will come to fear and respect the mysteries of the dark side. This is the place from where the power - my power and the power of those beyond - will be unleashed, onto an unsuspecting world.’

Jim began a gangling dance designed to mock Mick’s helplessness. With uncoordinated, twitching movements, and humming tunelessly, he came back along the length of the room until his face was up close to Mick’s.

‘Diddums Ikky-Micky want to say something? Me tink Ikky-Micky want to tell Jimmi, he bad boy. Well you try anything, you whimpering blob of lard, and I’ll show you I can rip your head off at 50 paces. I could do it right now, but I’m having too much fun watching you suffer. Having the Reverend Fennel was good, but this is much more entertaining. You’re an arrogant, facetious bastard, Michael, and I like making you squirm. Plus, this is the big city, and there are so many more ways to exercise my power than in that Grillmoor Risling shithole.’

Jim cackled. It was the same cackle Mick had heard twisting its way out of the Reverend Fennel’s mouth when he was fighting Jim in the vestry.

Mick’s blood was running cold, but he realised there was nothing he could do apart from grit his teeth and bide his time.

There was a knock on the door. It was May. 

‘Mr Jim, Mr Mike, there is phone call for you in bar. It solicitors.’

Jim spun round. ‘OK, darling,’ he shouted, cheerfully, ‘we’ll be right down.’

May beamed and left.

Jim snapped his fingers in Mick’s direction. ‘You can stand up now, but I’d advise you to keep your mouth shut, tight.’

They went downstairs. May stood by the bar, holding out the phone. Jim took the call, and was a model of servility. When he’d finished, he turned and gave everyone a big, warm smile. 

‘Just the legal boys fretting over a couple of sentences on the contract - no problem at all.’ 

Jim looked at his watch. 

‘Well, I’m afraid we must be off. This was just a flying visit. Lovely seeing you both. Have a great day, and don’t work too hard!’

He kissed May’s hand and gave Arthur a cheery wave. ‘Loved the sherry, by the way - yaki dar, boyo!’ 

May and Arthur smiled back.

Mick’s brain was whirring so fast, he needed help opening the door into the alley.
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The journey back was a nightmare. 

Jim’s bonhomie immediately shot over the wet cobbles, smashed through the pavement and began bubbling and spewing maliciously in Greek Street’s Victorian sewage system.

They passed the accident. The lorry driver was just about walking wounded, but the woman driving the car directly behind had obviously needed to be cut free and was being stretchered into an ambulance.

‘Hm!’ said Jim. ‘Nice one! Pats on the back for Jimmi-boy. I wonder if I can do that from the office window. Give it an hour, and I’ll have another go!’

They crossed the street. Mick’s mind was in turmoil. Appalled as he was by the way Jim’s terrifying behaviour seemed to be ramping up so horribly, he was nevertheless starting to suspect this new Mr Nasty-Mr Nice routine was somehow out of Jim’s control. Maybe there was a chink in the armour? There again, maybe there wasn’t.

They walked up the steps, through the main doors and arrived at the lift.

Jim turned to Mick. 

‘After you, Michael. Let’s see how you cope with me standing between you and the doors. This could be fun, couldn’t it? Look at the claw marks on the plywood; I did that earlier, while you were waiting for me. In you jolly well go.’

‘Fuck you, you bastard,’ said Mick. ‘I’ll walk.’

Jim’s eyes began to glow. ‘You know I can make you get in the lift with me, don’t you, Michael? You know I could do it, right now?’

Mick turned away and headed for the stairs.

‘But I think you’ve had enough for one day. There’ll be plenty of time for us to have some fun, lift-wise. Toodle pip, you fat, ugly slug.’ 

And with that, Jim spat a yard-long streak of yellow phlegm onto the terracotta tiles of the entrance hall, stepped into the lift and slammed the concertina doors shut, without touching them.

*
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When Mick reached the top of the stairs, he was out of breath, out of ideas and virtually out of his mind. Jim must have gone into the office. He stood stock-still on the landing, gulping in air, while his brain rotated rapidly. 

Jim was a bastard. Jim wasn’t a bastard. Jim was a bastard. Jim wasn’t a bastard. Then, there he was - a bastard, again. 

It was a nightmare. How was he going to get this crap sorted? What help had he been given? Answer? Sod all. Apart from Charlie Sumkins’ useless, pre-manicure advice about ‘corridors of power’. And what the fuck was that all about?

As his panic-o-meter was about to flip off the scale, Mick heard voices to his right. He turned and saw the elegant form of Mrs Hathaway walking down the corridor towards him with her husband, Aubrey, in tow.

Then, it hit him.

Mrs Sodding Tallulah Sodding Hathaway, a powerful force if ever there was one - and she lived down the corridor. Mrs Hathaway was an amazing, svelte, 60-year-old, unarmed combat and dangerous sports specialist. She’d learned everything from training videos and distance learning courses, and was now a multi-millionaire, thanks to the serialisation of her adventures in top-selling, international magazine, Daring Dooz and UFO News. Despite her wealth, she still preferred to live in her old apartment and carry on with her cleaning jobs. 

Why all this ‘Try the corridors of power’ stuff? Why didn’t bloody Charlie just say, ‘ask Mrs H to stick one on him?’

Mrs Hathaway was holding the hand of her husband, Aubrey Capability Brown - a pig-ignorant, self-obsessed waster who’d recently discovered an amazing talent for playing electronic bass. God knows what she saw in him.

But this was no time for analysing romantic interactions - this was the time to ignite a serious charm offensive.

‘Hi, Mrs H. Wotcha, Aubrey, me old mate,’ said Mick cheerily, ‘I wonder if I could have a quick word?’

‘You look as though you’re just about to die, Michael. You’re dreadfully unfit. Would you like me to set up an exercise regime for you?’

‘No, Tallulah, I might look as if I’m about to die, but, in fact, the situation is much worse.’

‘Aubrey,’ said Mrs Hathaway, quietly, ‘go down in the lift and wait for me on the steps. And don’t start shouting things at people in the street.’ 

Aubrey went.

‘It’s just that if he hears about things that are much worse than death, it brings on a belly-ache and rather too many disgusting side effects.’

Mick got straight to the point. He told her about the Reverend Fennel, the battle in the vestry, and how the Revered seemed to have passed on some terrible spirit to his colleague and friend. He explained in graphic detail the sort of dreadful things Jim was capable of doing. 

The only dreadful thing Mrs Hathaway had noticed about Jim was the stomach-churning condition of his clothes and body after a night’s drinking. So, as she couldn’t imagine anything much worse, she felt she could handle it.

‘He’s in there now,’ said Mick, seizing the moment. ‘Want to see for yourself?’

Mrs Hathaway looked at her watch. 

‘Well, we’re off to buy Aubrey a very expensive, customised bass guitar, and I don’t want to be late. He’s been dribbling with excitement all week.’ 

Mick made a mental note that, if he was shacked up with the gorgeous, sleek, sun-tanned cleaning lady, he’d be doing a fair bit of excited dribbling as well, bass guitar or no bass guitar.

‘Still, if it’s only for a minute or two.’

Mick heaved a sigh of relief, backed away and carefully opened the office door. 

Mr Hathaway walked into the room with an air of supreme confidence and just a hint of latent aggression behind her beautiful, pale-blue eyes.

Jim was ready and waiting.
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It was a good job Aubrey had been sent down to play in the traffic.

Jim was standing on the office desk, legs apart, arms outstretched, eyes bulging. His horribly distorted face seemed to be covered with red scales. His forked tongue was flicking around his bloodstained lips. 

As Mrs Hathaway entered, he let out a hideous roar and spat out a sheet of flame.

Mick dived behind the filing cabinet. 

Mrs Hathaway didn’t move a muscle, apart from raising her head slightly to address Jim in a tone that, in more normal times, would’ve made him think he was going to be sent to the naughty corner.

‘James Redfern Chartwell, what on earth are you playing at? I clean, condition and apply protective lanoline oils to that beautiful antique leather desktop every week. Now, here you are, getting grubby boot marks all over it.’

Jim roared and belched out another sheet of flame.

‘And we’ll have less of that! If you set off the sprinklers, in no time at all, there will be water gushing down to the front steps, and Aubrey will get upset. When he sees water, he always thinks it’s bath-time - and he needs to be mentally prepared for any sort of ablutions. So just stop it now, please.’ 

Jim let out an ear-piecing scream and leapt down so his disgusting face was within inches of Mrs Hathaway’s.

She didn’t flinch.

Instead, she spoke in a clear, confident voice.

‘Now I’m talking to you, James, not this slobbering idiot standing in front of me. Michael told me that in Yorkshire, you were trapped down a pothole. Well, that’s what it’s like now. Whenever you feel the possession drain a little, you have to climb up. It won’t be easy, but take it in stages. Then rest until you’re strong enough to climb some more. So when there’s an opportunity to break free, you’re good and ready.’

Jim backed off and switched to sarcasm.

‘So, the scrawny tart’s a psychologist now. We’d better all get posh. Tell me, Mrs Psychologist, would you like a coffee? We have a machine. Look, it’s over there.’

Mrs Hathaway continued to stare unblinkingly into his eyes.

‘Oh well,’ hissed Jim, ‘I’ll just have to show it to you.’

He pointed at the coffee machine, which immediately flew across the office and smashed into the opposite wall. Then it bounced across the ceiling gouging large chunks out of the polystyrene tiles and plaster. Mrs Hathaway ignored the display.

What was left of the machine then flew diagonally downwards, crashing into the office door, before hovering about five feet in the air just to her right.

It then began to pound itself repeatedly into the office floor until all that remained was a pile of twisted metal, pulverised coffee beans and a series of blue sparks from a discharging capacitor.

Jim smirked at Mrs Hathaway with a look of absolute triumph.

She tilted her head slightly to one side.

‘No thanks,’ she said calmly, ‘I prefer Camomile tea.’

The smirk disappeared.

Mrs Hathaway was in quick.

‘James, James,’ she cried. ‘It doesn’t like being put down. Maybe the power drained a little. Try and climb.’

Jim groaned, clutched his stomach, backed away, then gave a gasp of pain.

‘Excellent, James,’ said Mrs Hathaway excitedly. ‘I don’t think it likes you climbing.’

Jim was now doubled up, breathing heavily and supporting himself on the back of the office armchair.

‘Well done, James, that’s absolutely excellent! Keep up the good work.’

And with that, she turned and indicated to a pale-faced Mick that he should follow her out into the corridor.

At the top of the stairwell, she held Mick’s shaking hands.

‘I’m sorry, Michael, but that was rather out of my league, although I think we gave as good as we got. It’s not the sort of thing they make training videos about.’

‘You see, if a man with a gun came up those stairs, I’d know exactly what to do. How to stand. How to look. How to calm him down. How to get him in range. How to disarm him and, if necessary, how to put him in hospital for several months. That’s because I passed all my unarmed combat courses with flying colours. But this is so strange. I’m going to have to do two things.’

‘What?’ croaked Mick

‘I’m going to have to do some research, and I’m going to have to go and get Aubrey.’

‘Yes, of course,’ said Mick, rather despondently, ‘I understand.’

‘It’s just that if I leave him alone in public for more than five minutes, he always seems to get arrested.’

She turned and skipped lightly down the stairs.

So, thought Mick, the corridors of power were bloody useless, as well.

He turned and walked back unsteadily towards the office door. This was a horrendous situation, one he could never have imagined, not even in his most terrible nightmares. The change in Jim wasn’t only sinister, frightening and dangerous, it was heart-breaking too. This was his best mate, en route to becoming some sort of murdering bastard. Mick felt he was now, completely alone. There was no way things could get any worse. Or so he fondly thought.
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Back in the office, Jim was sitting on the couch clutching his stomach and moaning. Served him bloody-well right, thought Mick.

He dug out the dustpan and brush, flopped onto his knees and started to clear away what was left of the coffee-making machine.

Just as he’d finished, the phone rang. He made the mistake of answering it.

‘Implosion Productions,’ he said weakly.

‘Hi Boss, how’s it going? It’s me, Wayne. Just thought I’d give you a ring. It seems like ages since we were working together so successfully on that super project you invited me to in Lanzarote. And, now, well, I think of myself as being part of the team - you know, like the Implosion Productions family.’

Wayne had worked for a short time with Mick as a trainee, but his hyper-enthusiasm, meticulous attention to irrelevant detail and relentless, mindless chatter had ensured he was only called in when production situations were desperate.

This was not one of those times.

However, Mick was essentially a polite man, and gave some consideration as to how best let Wayne down gently.

He decided on, ‘Look Wayne, fuck off.’

‘Where to, Boss? You just say where and I’ll be there. You know me, when the starting gun goes off, your personal, highly trained video production trainee is pumped up and ready for action.’

‘Look, Wayne, I’ve got a bad situation here.’

‘But bad situations are my speciality, Boss. You know, what they call me
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