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Triumph!

Paine walked quickly, hurrying through the rain.

He had beaten, no crushed, the little history teacher!

Clarissa would be his.

And this was only the beginning!

He reached the multi-storey car park and hurried up the steps. The confrontation had been easier even than he’d thought it would be. The miserable little man was a weakling, a wimp. What had Clarissa seen in him? 

And the squalor in which he lived! Paine shuddered when he thought of it. There were holes in the carpets, you could hear the children in the flat below, and the room had been in a mess. The place had been a testament to the perils of gambling, and of drink. 

Davies even believed in mumbo jumbo! He’d ended up talking about, and plainly believing in, some curse. The history teacher was an idiot . . . or was mad!

Paine came to the third floor of the car park and pulled back his sleeve and glanced at his watch. It was one o’clock, and later than he’d imagined. Nonetheless, he would go down to the West End to celebrate. He would have a woman, and a drink.

He slipped a hand into his raincoat pocket for his car keys and his fingers touched something that puzzled him.

What the...?

He gripped it with the tips of his fingers and pulled it out.

It was a crumpled ball of paper.

He stared at it in disbelief.

Then he opened it out.

Inside, was a silver disc.

Paine’s puzzlement increased.

There was writing on the paper, so he held it up to the light from an overhead fluorescent lamp and read it.

“Sorry about this, old man” – the handwriting was a scrawl, but an educated one – “but you have stolen my wife!” 

It was then that the penny finally dropped.

“Davies!”

Paine snorted with indignation.

The miserable little history teacher must have slipped the note and the charm into his pocket when he’d been leaving the flat. Davies had told him about the thing when he’d held back for a while waiting for the rain to ease. Supposedly, the thing conferred a curse on whoever happened to possess it – according to Davies’ ridiculous story. Now Davies was trying to gain revenge for having lost Clarissa by using the thing to try to scare him.

Paine snorted once again.

Then, angrily, he threw away the crumpled piece of paper. He went to do the same thing with the charm, but hesitated. The thing was old. It might be valuable. So he slipped it into a pocket in his suit. Finally he took out his car keys and went to open the door of his car.

It was then that he heard a sound, a sound that came from close behind him.

The sound had been a snap, a click. But before he could turn, he felt a warmth, the warmth of a body. Then something cold was pressed against his jaw.

He spun round, yelled, and put a hand to the already bleeding cut that the blade of the knife had left along his jawbone. The face, just three inches from his, belonged to a shaven-headed youth.

You bloody fool!”, Paine snapped. “You could have killed me.”

“Hand over your wallet,” the skinhead hissed, “or I will kill you. I’ll cut your fucking throat.”

Paine shook his head. He hated being got the better of by anyone, even by knife-wielding maniacs, and his anger got the better of any fear he felt, and which he certainly did not show. He stared the skinhead in the eye and said, levelly, firmly, “Piss off sonny. Before I call the police.”

He yelled again as the knife cut into his face a second time. This wound, on the other cheek, began high on his cheekbone, and ended in his neatly trimmed black moustache. He felt blood trickle into his mouth, and run down his neck and under his collar. Now, the knife was low, the point of the blade pressing painfully into the flesh beneath his ribs.

“You bloody fool,” he said again.

“I’ll count to five,” his assailant said. “If you haven’t handed your wallet over by then, I’ll kill you and take it from your body...“

Paine glanced desperately left and right. The car park was badly lit, but his car looked to be the only one in the building. He could see no other vehicle on this floor and so there was no prospect of immediate help.

“Two...”

He could call out for help,” he decided, but the main road was some way away. And who was likely to hear him at this hour? No one, almost certainly.

Or, he could fight the bastard, bring his knee up into the skinhead’s crotch, follow this with a karate chop to the side of the throat, and finish by breaking both of the bastard’s arms.

But it wasn’t on. His assailant was more strongly built -and taller even than his own five eleven and he had the knife. The blade of the thing was razor sharp; with a thrust it would penetrate his stomach. Even if he didn’t collapse here in the car park, far from help, to be found dead by the first of the following morning’s arrivals, he would probably expire before he could reach the main road. It was almost certain that he’d be dead before they got him to hospital. And there might not be just a single thrust of the knife...

“five.”

Paine went through the contents of his wallet quickly in his mind. A credit card. A few ten-pound notes. Nothing of importance. He just hated surrendering anything, to anyone, especially to some rat who looked as if he hadn’t done a day’s work in his life. But he decided he had no option. Even though it hurt, even though it hurt like hell.

He saw the skinhead’s upper arm move back as the assailant pulled back the knife ready for the thrust. Then, as the arm started coming forward, he conceded. “O.K”, he said. “You can have it.”

He brought his right arm up, slipped his hand into his inside pocket, withdrew the wallet, held it up.

The youth smirked. He took the wallet with his left hand then, with his right, brought the knife back - into Paine’s stomach. Paine did not flinch - he’d retained his composure throughout the encounter. He’d trained himself to maintain his dignity at all times, and this useless-looking bastard wasn’t going to make him lose it. He felt the sharp tip of the knife penetrate his flesh, but then it stopped. And was withdrawn. The skinhead grinned, then turned and ran, on soft-soled trainers, to and down the ramp.

Paine called out: “Stop. Thief!” But knew he wasted his breath for there was nobody to hear, so he started after his attacker, but then realised that, wearing leather shoes, he had not the slightest hope of catching him. Besides, the bastard had the knife. He fumbled in his raincoat pocket for his car keys then discovered that he’d dropped them. He scrabbled on the floor, hands searching the dirty, oily concrete. He was fuming: a volcanic anger had risen within him. He would go after that bastard and he would run him down.

He found the keys and wildly tried to slide one into the door lock, he failed, calmed down, tried again, and did it. He opened the car door, dropped into the driving seat of the Citroen, slammed shut the door. He switched on the ignition, flicked the headlights onto full beam, and put the car into gear. There was a demonic look of determination on his bloody face as he swung the car in an arc and, tyres squealing, drove it to and down the ramp.

He braked to negotiate the bend, accelerated again and, headlights blazing, springs bouncing, drove along the ground floor and through the exit. The headlights lit up a blank expanse of brick wall. He braked. The car came to a tyre-­burning halt. Which way had the bastard gone? He glanced quickly left and right.

To the left, the road opened into another side street; Paine could see a street lamp, and railings, and trees. To the right, it opened into the main road. A London bus went by. Paine chose the side street, swung the wheel, and accelerated furiously towards it. He reached it and braked violently once again, the screech of the tyres echoing away into the night. Now which way? Again, he was faced with a choice.

Several hundred yards to the left a man, umbrella up, hurried along with a dog on a lead. To the right, the road was just a glistening emptiness. Paine cursed. It had, of course, been hopeless. The mugger had had a head start, was much more mobile, and could easily hide. Paine cursed again and furiously turned the car.
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Paine drove to Saint Mary’s hospital, got patched up in casualty, and then reported the incident to the police. He then drove home. He’d lost his appetite for sex.

Nonetheless, as he approached his docklands home, his spirits were beginning to improve for he was thinking that now that he was going to marry Clarissa, the boss’s daughter, the world would become his oyster. Clarence - the owner of Clarion Publishing - had always thought highly of him, and, now that he would become a member of the family, would, surely, favour him even more. He despised Clarence. He thought the old man lacked ambition, and was effete. There he was, the owner of a cash-rich publishing company, sitting back in his Surrey mansion, just coasting along, whereas he ought to be building the company up, taking on and beating the competition, and turning Clarion Publishing into the greatest media concern in the world. Paine would try to persuade him to do just that when he finally married Clarissa.

Now, he stopped the Citroen outside his garage door flicked a switch on the dashboard, and the garage door swung upwards and open. Paine drove in, flicked the switch a second time, and the garage door closed noiselessly behind him. There was just one small problem. The lamp in the garage had failed a couple of days ago and Paine, with many other things on his mind, had not got round to replacing it. When he switched off the car’s headlights, he was in total darkness. No matter. He knew the layout of the garage well, from memory. He knew, he thought, where everything was.

He climbed out of the car, slammed shut the door, then felt for the wall, and made his way along it. The interior door, from which a flight of steps led up to the first floor living room, was at the far end of the rear wall. Paine walked confidently, and blindly, towards it.

About halfway along the rear wall, his foot seemed to catch in something. He kicked it free, and heard a scraping sound followed by a clatter. He howled as the darkness exploded into a cascade of visual agony; then he reached down, feeling, with quivering fingers, for whatever had fallen on his foot. His hands touched something cold, metallic. Now, he remembered what it was. The previous owner of the house had left all manner of things stacked along the rear wall of the garage, and these had included an iron liquid petroleum bottle perched on a foot high stack of tiles. Paine had thought the thing looked precarious, and had always intended to move it but, because he was always so busy, had never got round to doing so. And now the bloody thing had fallen on his foot! Angrily, he rolled the thing away, limped for the door, felt for the knob, and opened it. Then, he felt for the light switch in the hall, and flicked it. The light on the stairs came on and he put his foot on the lowest step and examined it. The shoe was grazed, and white leather was showing through a three-inch gash. He unlaced the shoe and pulled it off. Gently, he felt his stockinged foot. The foot was numb, and extremely tender. He couldn’t move his toes. He put some weight on the foot. Oh! His face rumpled up in agony. It seemed as if every bone in his foot were broken. Slowly, carefully, shoe in hand, he began to climb the stairs. He would have to go to hospital. Again! The second time in just a couple of hours! And he wouldn’t be able to drive himself this time. He would have to telephone Clarissa.
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Paine sat in a leather recliner chair, his injured foot resting on a matching footstool. The wounds on his face were covered with dressings. Clarissa poured him a drink.

He watched her with a steadily mounting hunger. He’d wanted her ever since he’d first seen her walk into the office. He’d tried, subtly, to get her to have sex with him on the occasions they’d gone into town, but she’d been quite unyielding. Once or twice, he’d even been driven to considering taking her by force. For, she was the kind of girl he liked. Thirty-one, of medium height, and blonde - she now had her hair in a ponytail which, to Paine, seemed to make her even more sexy that she had been before - she kept herself in superb physical condition, with twice-weekly visits to the health club, swimming, and regular games of badminton and squash. Tonight, she wore a white polo-necked sweater, green skirt, and leather boots. And, if it were possible, she looked even more attractive in riding gear. 

She’d come round from her little house in Chelsea in response to his call for help and had driven him round to University College Hospital in her Porsche. Paine had been admitted to casualty, had had the foot x-rayed, had been told that nothing was broken, and had had the foot strapped up. Now, after a handful of painkillers and a couple of drinks, his face and his foot were no longer hurting.

Clarissa came back with his drink.

“When I saw you like that,” she said – she had a slight Yorkshire accent – “I thought Arthur had attacked you. You looked as if you had been beaten up!”

Paine had to resist the urge to reply with contempt. He despised Davies. But he knew Clarissa was fond of him. She’d met him at an event, she’d said. He’d been there researching the history of the local manor and had been present when she’d fallen off her horse. He’d rushed to give her assistance and she’d introduced him to Clarence. Clarence had invited him to dinner, and, having had little education himself, had been greatly impressed by Arthur’s knowledge. Clarissa had thought him sweet, and their marriage had, at first, been successful. But they hadn’t been entirely suited - Davies was, after all, more than twenty-five years Clarissa’s senior - and, when Arthur’s gambling had got out of hand and he had begun to drink heavily, first Clarence, and then Clarissa, had lost patience with him. It was then that Clarissa had started to show an interest in Paine. 

She’d always been attracted to him. He’d noticed how her eyes would linger on him and how her body language would give away her feelings when they met in the office, or at receptions. But, whenever he’d tried to take advantage of her weakness, she’d always made excuses, drawn back. Perhaps this was because she had a genuine affection for Davies, or perhaps, she was hoping that Davies could be reformed. Then, about eighteen months ago, with Davies heading downhill fast, she’d become receptive. Paine had noticed this at once and asked her out to dinner.

Soon, Paine was her regular companion in town. They went to the theatre, to parties, had regular dinner dates. But there was no sex. And Clarissa would have been quite happy to leave things as they were, Paine sensed. She would have been happy to remain married to Davies, whilst having Paine as her regular escort. Though, no doubt, the sex would have come with time. But this did not fit in with Paine’s plans. He wanted to marry Clarissa. Recently divorced, he was in the market for a new and attractive wife. And he knew that by becoming married to Clarissa he would almost certainly eventually get to control the firm. So, he’d set out to get Clarissa to divorce Davies and agree to marry him, doing so with great skill, reining in his natural impatience. Ordinarily, he went flat out to get what he wanted: if he trod on toes or hurt people’s feelings, it was of no concern to him. But here, he had moved cautiously, until Clarissa had come round to his way of thinking, finally agreeing to ask Davies for a divorce.

“So, how did it go?” Clarissa asked now. She had placed a straight back chair next to his and put her arm around his shoulders.

“Pretty well. He said you can have a divorce if you want one.”

“I think he still loves me,” Clarissa said, wistfully.

“He only loves history,” Paine said, resisting the urge to add “and betting and drink.”

“So that was it?”

“Yes, that was it. Except...”

“Except what?”

“Except that I had to wait a while because it started raining heavily. And he began to talk about some curse.”

“Oh, that?”

“Yes. You know about it.”

“Yes. Somebody told him it is carried by a charm.”

“It absolute rubbish, or course.”

“Arthur doesn’t think so. He said he’s heard that it’s true.”

“Nonsense.”

“He’s no fool, you know. He said a colleague at the school had been given the thing, and the curse worked exactly the way it was supposed to work. It injured the man, and then killed him.”

Paine took a gulp of whisky. It was warm in the room, but he suddenly felt icy.

“How?”

“Nobody knows. But it certainly works. Whoever is given the charm suffers two pieces of painful bad luck, then they have a third, and fatal accident.”

“I’ve never heard anything like that before.” Paine’s voice carried a hint of worry.

“It’s supposed to have belonged to Nelson.”

“So?”

“Well, as you know, Nelson lost an eye and an arm – and then he got killed at Trafalgar.”

Paine took another gulp of whisky. 

“And that colleague of Arthur’s gave the charm to him?”

“Not that I know. If he had, I would be worried for Arthur. I’m still fond of him, you know. I’d hate for him to be killed.”

Paine remained silent for a while. Davies had appeared to be in good health. So, the charm could not have damaged him. And yet... Wait a minute! There was something! Paine had noticed it when the history teacher had offered him a drink... Davies had had a bandaged hand!

Paine emptied his glass. His forehead had come out in a cold sweat. And icy fingers were playing a tremolo up and down his spine.

He held the glass up for Clarissa, and noticed, with horror, that his hand had started to shake.

“Get me another,” he croaked.
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Paine drank in silence for a while, the alcohol now beginning to take effect at last, to help him conceal the fear he felt.

“Will you go into work tomorrow?” Clarissa asked.

“Only to get some papers. I’ll go over on the Docklands Light, and work from home for a while. Until these bloody plasters are off, at least. I don’t think it would be wise to be in the office looking the way I do.”

“Why don’t you have a week on the sick?”

“I have never been sick in my career.”

“Why don’t you have the work sent over, then?”

“Only I know exactly what I want.”

Clarissa bent down and kissed him on the cheek, just below a dressing. “Go easy, then. Beware of muggers. And be careful where you step!”

She turned and went down the stairs and Paine heard the front door close. Then he reached across to the jacket he had thrown onto the nearby sofa and, feeling in a pocket, located and withdrew the little silver disc.

For a few moments, he examined it thoughtfully. Then, loudly and to himself, he said: “No!” And, shaking his head, and with desperation in his voice: “No! No! No!” 

He sat in silence for a while, calmed by the alcohol in his blood. Steadily, and with great effort, he tried to pull himself together. He had never believed in curses and that sort of thing before, so why should he start now? There was a mass of evidence to suggest, no confirm, that such things were mumbo jumbo. The results attributed to them could invariably be explained away, to coincidence, pure chance, and autosuggestion. The two incidences he had experienced since Davies had dropped the charm into his raincoat pocket, were, surely, simply the first of these. Coincidences. And the fact that Davies believed something was no reason for anyone else to do so. After all, Davies believed, every time he went into a betting shop that he would pick the big winner. But the big winner never came. Such belief was, surely, similar to being superstitious. There was not the slightest evidence to affirm that superstitions were anything more than the products of over-active imaginations. In short, this tale about a curse, like every tale about a curse that had gone before it, had more to do with wishful thinking than reality.

And, if anybody had died after being given the charm, then that, surely was autosuggestion. The sort of thing that witchdoctors made use of. They told a man he would die, and he went away and did so. Purely because he believed that the witchdoctor was bound to be right. He killed himself, in other words.

“Bunk! That’s what it was. Bunk!” Paine spoke the words, loudly, and now, confidently.

He pulled himself unsteadily to his feet, put some weight on his injured foot and, despite the painkillers and the alcohol, grimaced. Clarissa had brought him her father’s shooting stick when she had heard what had happened, and he found he needed it now, to steady himself. The drugs and the alcohol were beginning to make him feel tired now, but, before going to bed, he would have a shower for he felt unclean. The rain had matted his hair, he’d dirtied his hands in the car park and the garage, and they had messed him up in hospital. 

He made his way out of the living room and across the passage to the little en-suite guest bedroom. He hadn’t used this until now, preferring the master bedroom on the floor above. But he’d use it tonight, he thought, for it would save him climbing the stairs. He pushed open the door, limped slowly to the bed, sat down on it, and leant the shooting stick against it. The two painful and injurious incidents he’d experienced earlier were fading from his mind as he bent down, unlaced his single shoe, took it off, and slipped off his single sock.

He would have to start thinking about wedding arrangements, he thought as he unbuckled his belt, unzipped his trousers, and, taking hold of the shooting stick once more, got to his feet and pushed down his trousers and his shorts. The world would soon be his oyster, he thought, as he stepped out of them, sat down on the bed again, unbuttoned his shirt, and took it off. The first thing to do was to try and talk some sense into Clarence, try to get him to take steps to realise the company’s huge potential. Clarence was a millionaire several times over now, but he was a poor man in comparison with many of his peers who had taken steps to develop and expand their businesses. 

Paine stood up. Dividing his weight between his one good foot, and the shooting stick, he limped slowly into the bathroom. He pulled back the shower curtain, put down the stick, took a hold of the handgrip on the wall, and stepped into the tray. He felt he could make Clarence see sense, especially since the old man thought highly of him already. Until now, he had reluctant to do more than drop the occasional hint, or make the occasional, and respectfully put, suggestion that they try to build up the company and take on - and try to beat - the opposition. For Clarence had been known to peremptorily sack people who had been rash enough to try to interfere with his running of the business. But, with his now becoming part of the family, Paine knew that he would be able to get away with things that other people could not. And he would not be backward in putting forward his suggestions for Clarion Publishing.

He twisted the shower dial around to HOT, turned on the water, and started to soap himself. Probably he and Clarissa would honeymoon at Clarence’s villa at Beaulieu, he thought. And, in years to come, that would be an ideal location from which to indulge in his favourite hobby, which was sailing. But now that he was becoming Clarissa’s husband he was also going to have to put up with her hobby, which was riding. He had no interest in horses, whatsoever. As far as he was concerned, they were dumb, uncomfortable, and sometimes dangerous beasts. But he’d never told Clarissa that he regarded them as such. And, when she’d asked him if he liked them, he’d lied and said he did. 

He started to soap himself, placing most of his weight on his one good foot, holding on to the hand grip, to help him keep his balance, and keeping his bandaged foot as much out of the water as he could - he had been advised not to get it wet. The hot water was relaxing: the pains, which had begun to reappear - he’d been going to take some more painkillers - were fading. He lathered the black hair on his chest, and his flat stomach - the three times a week visits to the health club had made his stomach muscles rock hard. He supposed he’d have to accompany Clarissa on her riding expeditions from time to time. For a year or two, in any case. If only to keep her quiet. After that, he’d try to find some excuse for no longer having to do so. Such, as pressure of work, and so forth. 

He swilled off the soap, turned off the water, and pulled back the shower curtain. He turned, awkwardly, reached out for the stick, and stepped carefully out of the shower tray. Immediately, he cursed. For, though he’d pulled the shower curtain back along its rail behind him, the bottom of it must have stayed outside the tray. The water, spraying against it, had run down the surface of the curtain and now formed a pool across the bathroom floor. It would have to be mopped up. But not tonight. He wouldn’t bother with that now. He’d do the job in the morning. The only thing he wanted to do right now was get to bed. 

Leaning against the washbasin, he took a towel from a cabinet, and began to rub himself down. He looked at himself in the mirror. His face was pink clean, its colour  matching the “skin” coloured dressings on it. His black hair lay flat against his skull. Holding the side of the washbasin, he began to towel it vigorously. His hair had the curious property that if it got wet and was allowed to dry naturally, it did so in the shape it had been when wet and was quite impossible to comb tidy. He’d have to dry it before he got into bed, he thought. Luckily, fitted beside the washbasin was a hair-dryer.

He reached for the hair-dryer, lifted it out of its holder, and went to switch it on. As he did so, something caught his eye. Part of the unit was missing. And now he remembered what had happened. For a couple of weeks, after moving into this house, he had employed a cleaning lady. She had turned out to be lazy, incompetent, clumsy, and next to useless, and so, after only two weeks, he had fired
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