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The Curse, Or the Plight of the Unseen




Harold Turner rotated his coffee mug for the umpteenth time in shaking hands.  He had finished his third cup of coffee in little more than thirty minutes and he was already craving another.  Harold had been trying to focus his attention on the white coffee mug he had taken from a male customer who had been sitting next to him.  The steaming cup of coffee smelled and looked so delicious, he couldn’t restrain himself.  The balding elderly man had only taken one sip from the black coffee when Harold leaned over, lifted the saucer with the white mug on it and placed it in front of himself.  The smell of the roasted beans was too much.             

Harold often wondered what it is they saw when he took things.  Did the item simply vanish into thin air, leaving them perplexed and questioning their own sanity?  Did it fade into nothingness or was it something more abstruse?  What about his memories of purchasing the coffee?  Harold had so many questions.  He had pilfered sandwiches, soft drinks, takeout meals from families.  All with the same outcome.  A blank look confusion and then something akin to calm acceptance.

Harold shook his head.

The time on his wrist watch read 11:57 am.  The appointed time for his meeting had been twelve noon sharp, but this morning he had awakened abnormally early, long before the crack of dawn.  The cardboard boxes he had covered himself with to protect himself from the night wind had blown away and he found himself huddled in a foetal position with hundreds of foot traffic passing by.  People completely oblivious to his existence. Despite this, he had awakened with the keen belief that his curse was finally going to be lifted from him.  He thought this was going to be the day.  His time had finally come at last. 

But hadn’t he thought that at the last meeting twelve months earlier.  And the time before that.  And before that.

Harold knew, believed strongly at least, his curse couldn’t last forever.  How could it?  At one time it had belonged to another and through no fault of his own the curse had been passed to him.  And before that, it was someone else’s.  And so on, and on, and on.

Ad infinitum.

That had been the deal maker’s favourite word.  The word, ad infinitum, had rolled off his tongue like he had spoken it a million times before.  In crazily similar conversations he had had with Harold.  Perhaps he had.  Harold had dozens of names for the man, who wasn’t really a man, not deep down where it really counts.  He was something else.  An entity, a thing.  A demon, maybe.  Whatever he, it, was a man he wasn’t.   Those were the nicest of the two he allowed himself to think just minutes before the meeting started.

Swindler, liar, deceiver.  

Just shut up, you idiot.  He might hear.

Harold Turner had more than enough time up his sleeves to think of names for the man who had taken so much from him.  His family and friends, colleagues and the natural pleasure of other people's company.  

“Oh, poor Harold Turner,” a voice crooned to the left of Harold.

Harold spun around in his seat, his hand knocking the white mug from the table and it smashed on the floor.  A female customer sitting opposite Harold looked down in surprise at the smashed mug, looked around her, trying to find who had thrown or dropped the mug.  A blank expression immediately came over her face and she got up from her table and walked away, her own steaming beverage unfinished, her muffin untouched.

Harold looked down at his watch.  The time read twelve noon.

“Still pining over what you have lost?  Your family and friends?”  

The man was wearing a plane t-shirt, Levi jeans and worn sneakers.  He looked like any other customer in the shopping centre, but Harold knew better.  Underneath this facade he was something evil and conniving.  Cunning and very, very old.

“You scared me,” Harold blurted.  He dropped his shaking hands into his lap and unconsciously he averted his eyes from the normally dressed man.  Despite the everyday attire the man wore, Harold could sense the awesome power and influence he exuded.

“The day is so young,” the man said.  “There’s plenty of time for that.”  He leaned forward and Harold shrunk back.  “I like to think I have given you so much.  Freedom from the shackles and banality of the world.  I have unshackled you, Harold.  You are no longer fettered by the world.  Isn’t that what you feel?  Freedom?”

Harold had the sudden compulsion to stand up and flee this man’s presence but the meeting had been called for a reason.  It had to be met or, Harold knew, there would be consequences.

“I want this curse to be lifted.  I want to be a part of the world again.  I….I….I am lonely.”

“I….I….I am lonely,” the deal maker mimicked in a perfect similitude of Harold’s stammering voice.  “You are a mewling quim, Harold.  A disgustingly putrescent pustule.  The very sight and sound of you sickens me,” he said, his top lip curling in a snarl.  “And that’s why I love you so much,” he purred, the snarl had vanished and was replaced by a loving smile and a glint in his eyes.  “You are my pretty little pet.  My….amusement.”

The man had never formally introduced himself to Harold.  Had never once offered his hand for a handshake or even his name.  That is the reason he had spent time making up names he thought fit him.  Harold couldn’t count the number of times he had wanted to ask his name, but each and every time he had chickened out and cowered into his shell, withdrawing until their meetings were over.  

Despite the man’s presence, Harold knew the meeting had yet to begin.  He thought it was less a meeting and more a sadistic game he played for his own warped pleasure.

“Is it time, Harold?” the deal maker asked, drawing out the word time like he was a snake savouring a freshly killed morsel.  “Shall we begin?”

Harold nodded.

“Say it, Harold.  Say the words.”

Without lifting his head or his eyes, Harold nodded again but this time he said what was expected of him, “Yes.  Let us play and choose.”

“Excellent,” the deal maker exclaimed jubilantly, clapping his hands with rapturous applause.  

Somewhere in the distance a baby started to wail.

“Choose,” he said with a smile.  “Choose your potential replacement.”

Harold lifted his head and his eyes roamed over the customers walking around the shopping centre, oblivious of the decision he had to make.

“Choose wisely, Harold.  But choose with conviction.”

He had done this countless times through the years and every time did not make it any easier.  Harold was aware that the person, whoever that was, would replace him if they passed a single test they were subjected to.  His own curse would be lifted and they would be the next victim.  

How could he? Harold asked himself.  How could he willingly curse another?

But he knew.  He wanted freedom.  Normality.  Banality.  He wanted recognition.  A simple head nod in his direction would suffice, or a look in his direction.

Harold saw an old couple walking hand-in-hand and instantly moved onto a young mother pushing a pram.  A toddler, no more than three or four, was sleeping in the pram.

Harold shook his head.  She wouldn’t do.

His eyes fell on a young man, maybe thirty or thirty-two, years of age.  He walked with a bounce in his step he himself had lost years ago, how long he couldn’t even begin to think.

“Him,” he muttered, without pointing.

“Who?” the deal maker asked in mock ignorance.

He knew perfectly well who Harold meant.  How he loved these games.

“Him,” he repeated, “that man there.”  He nodded.  “Him”

The deal maker sized up the man Harold had selected with one appraising glance and then he focused his glare on Harold.  Harold shrank back from his glance.  

“Well chosen,” he said.  “Well chosen indeed.”

Harold hung his head.  He often wondered what this was doing to his immortal soul, if he had one.

“You know the rules, Harold.”  The deal maker eyed him shrewdly.  “You should by now.  You’ve been a part of this game for a long time now.  One of the longest who had played.”

Harold stayed silent.  He just wanted this to be over.  One way or another.

“His mind must stay intact.  He can’t crumble or give in to the madness he is about to see.  He must persevere.  Like you, Harold.  You persevered.  Remember what you went through?”

Harold did.  With a clarity he would rather forget.  He nodded.

“Excellent,”  Let the game begin,” he said and he clapped his hand once, the thunderous noise was too much for Harold but he was too scared to place his hand over his ears.

***

Stewart Phillip, Stu to his friends, strode past an old couple, their arms interlocked.  Even to Stu they seemed very much in love.  They held onto each other with a familiarity and a fondness he rarely saw these days and envied the affection they had for each other.  He wondered if he would ever find love like that.  He thought he had when he met and married Candice Goodman, but since their divorce had been finalised a little over a week ago, he thought the chances of meeting someone he could marry and completely surrender himself to was fast diminishing.















