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BLOOD CURSE


Prologue

 


 


It had been four years. Sure there were good
years, but they were in the beginning. Year one was probably the
best. After that things started to slide. Year two had its moments,
but that’s the year Mac noticed Livia Johnson’s attentions starting
to wander. She would stare a little too long at a handsome man, a
pedestrian on the street perhaps. In restaurants, she would flirt
with handsome waiters—a little too long for what might be
considered healthy flirtation. At first Mac didn’t mind. Let
them ogle her. I’m the one taking her home to bed. She can
work out all that sexual frustration on me. But after a while,
the flirtations became a little bolder, as if Livia was testing how
far she could go before Mac blew up. Initially, he had kept his
mouth shut. But the game was wearing thin. And, more than that, it
was becoming painful. He had started with small comments, delivered
evenly and without anger.

“Do you have to ogle him so long? I thought
that smile was reserved for me? You kissed him? On the lips? I know
it’s a party but you hardly know him. You shouldn’t let him touch
you like that. Those areas are reserved for me.”

But Livia always had an answer, accompanied
by that infectious smile and seductive wink.

“Don’t be so insecure. It’s just harmless
fun… Sure he’s good-looking but you’re my man… It was just an
innocent kiss… We’re just good friends, that’s all… He
didn’t touch my boob. It was my shoulder. If I wasn’t going out
with you, I’d want a man just like him. But I am going out with
you. You’re my man forever.”

It was building up inside Mac and reaching a
boiling point. He just hoped he could control his explosive temper.
It had gotten the better of him in the past, resulting in a litany
of profanity and saying things he later regretted. He hoped three
years of psychotherapy had fixed that.

At least his shrink had said, “You’ve come a
long way, Mac. You’re not the same person you once were.”

He hoped that was true.

Yesterday, early evening, Mac and Livia had
arrived at Vancouver’s Locarno Beach for the weekly scratch
volleyball game. A mid-summer night’s game. It was a
non-competitive, friendly affair that usually included plenty of
alcohol during and after. Things had started well. Twelve people
had arrived. They picked teams of five, with two participants
standing out doing rotation. It also gave them an opportunity to
swill some beer on the sidelines while waiting their turn to take
the sand court.

Livia had stepped out along with a new
arrival, a tall muscular man with a shock of black hair, a carefree
attitude, and a winning smile. Lance was his name. They stood on
the sidelines while the others played. Mac tried to concentrate on
the game but couldn’t help overhearing Lance and Livia’s
conversation.

Livia: “Did anyone ever tell you, you look
like Johnny Depp?”

Lance chuckled and ogled her fine cleavage.
“Yeah, I’ve heard it quite a bit actually.”

“You do. You’re gorgeous.”

Lance moved closer to her ample bosom.
“Thanks, you’re pretty hot yourself.”

Livia blushed, brushing back a lock of her
long red hair. “It’s Lance, right?”

“That’s right.” He’d moved closer, extending
a hand. “Nice to meet you, Livia.”

Mac stopped and stared. A spike serve
smashed off his head followed by uproarious laughter.

“Pay attention,” Joe Samson, his competitive
friend said. “We’re losing. Set me up for a spike on the next
one.”

Mac nodded. “Sorry. Will do.”

While an opposing team member prepared to
serve, Mac glanced at the sidelines again. The greeting that had
started off as a handshake had turned into a hug. And a kiss. On
the lips.

He felt a hot flush crawl across his face,
his blood boil with rage. It was all he could do to control it.
“Joe,” he said, “you set me, I’ll come in from behind.”

Joe grinned and gave him the thumbs up.

“We’ll be right back,” Livia said, walking
arm-in-arm with Lance across the sand toward the parking lot. “I’m
going to help Lance with his cooler.”

Mac frowned.

The ball was served to the back court. It
was bumped up high and Joe, playing net, moved under it.

“You ready?”

“Go for it.”

Joe volleyed a perfect set about four feet
from the net, a high floater. Mac moved in and hammered the ball
hard. It smashed into the face of Laura Whitehorn, almost knocking
her off her feet. She staggered, put her hands to her face, knelt
down and started crying. When she looked up, a red volleyball
imprint was tracking up her face and along her forehead.

“Hey,” a tall beefy player shouted, “this is
supposed to be a friendly game. Not so fucking hard, man.”

“Sorry,” Mac said, approaching Laura. “You
okay? I didn’t mean that. I’ll tone it down.”

Laura wiped away tears, looking at him with
narrowing eyes.

“You think this is the fucking Olympics or
something?” the beefy player said. “We’re here to have fun. You
wanna play competitive like that, get your male buds together and
don’t invite me.”

“Sorry,” Mac said. “It won’t happen
again.”

Laura was escorted to the sidelines and
after a beer-break the game resumed.

Livia had not returned with Lance. Mac was
about to go check on her. He had noticed them disappear inside a
black van. Suddenly, he saw her step out, sipping a vodka cooler.
She tucked a white piece of paper into her tight blue jean shorts
that left little to the imagination.

Out of the corner of his eye, he watched
them return. Lance also carried a cooler. They talked and laughed
amicably. Livia was beaming.

Mac bit his tongue and controlled the rage.
He drove Livia home after the game, gave her a peck on the cheek,
and drove home.

There was a time and a place for everything,
his shrink had taught him.

 


~~~~

 


Now, he thought, as he laid in bed in
Livia’s apartment early the following evening. Now’s the
time. Now’s the place.

She was in the bathroom freshening up,
getting ready to go out for dinner with Mac. Or so she thought.
They had just had sex. Mac hadn’t planned the sex part. But those
tight pink shorts, the white t-shirt barely concealing voluptuous,
braless, breasts, had created a little diversion to the plan.
Besides he hadn’t had sex in over two weeks; sometimes Livia just
wasn’t in the mood. So they had had okay sex, definitely devoid of
passion, at least on Mac’s part. Livia seemed to enjoy it, lying
there moaning, but doing little else in the way of foreplay or
fondling.

Earlier that day, Mac had packed up the few
belongings she had kept at his apartment—pink lace panties, a few
shirts, two pairs of shorts, a toiletry bag with women’s things,
and a toothbrush—and had put them in his vehicle. He had also
brought his knapsack which he had planned on using to pack up the
few items he had at Livia’s. He got up. Now’s the time. Now’s
the place.

He dressed quickly and began throwing
assorted articles of his clothing in the knapsack. He finished. He
still had a toothbrush in her bathroom, but fuck it. She could keep
it.

He flung the knapsack over his shoulder.
“I’ll be back in a minute. I left my smokes in the car.”

From the bathroom, “Okay sweetie.”

He put the knapsack into his car and grabbed
two plastic grocery bags containing her things. He entered the
apartment, set them down on her kitchen table, and went into the
bedroom.

She was still prettying herself up in the
bathroom.

On an impulse, he opened the top drawer of
the mirrored vanity and reached inside. He had seen her put papers
in there before. He pulled out five or six pieces of paper, men’s
names and phone numbers scrawled on them. Lance’s was there. He
stifled an urge to break down and cry and another to smash a fist
into the mirror. Whether he wanted to admit it to himself or not,
he had fallen in love with Livia. This wasn’t going to be easy.

He waited for the emotions to pass. They
didn’t entirely. Never do things out of anger or jealously,
his shrink had warned him. It was too late.

“Livia?”

“What honey?”

“Could you come out here for a second?”

“I’ll just be a minute.”

THIS CAN’T WAIT A FUCKING MINUTE, YOU
CHEATING BITCH! he thought.

“I don’t think this can wait,” he said.

Carrying a blow dryer, she entered the
bedroom, a white towel draped around her body. Her hair was frizzed
up afro-style all around her head, as if she had stuck her finger
in an electrical outlet.

Frowning, Mac raised a handful of pieces of
paper.

“What are you doing going through my
things?” she said. “Can’t a woman have any privacy?”

“I opened one drawer and found these,” Mac
said evenly, his face beginning to flush. He threw them into the
air and they drifted to the floor like confetti. “Listen, if you
think I can do a relationship like this, you’re dead wrong girl. I
saw the way you flirted with Lance. I see now you have his
number…”

“Can’t a girl have friends?” Livia said,
stepping forward.

Mac stepped back. “Don’t. Don’t come near
me.”

She stopped. “Mac, this is nothing, I
promise. I love you. I would never sleep with any of those men. I
was just making friends—that’s all. What’s wrong with that? You
have woman friends. I don’t get jealous.”

“You think that’s okay what you’re doing?
You think you can ogle all those men, collect their phone numbers,
probably fuck them for all I know, and that’s okay? I’ve had my
women friends for a long time. I’m not out soliciting
relationships. How do you think that makes me feel, seeing you act
like that in public?”

Livia sat on the bed, put down the blow
dryer and wiped a hand over wet eyes. She looked at him pleadingly.
“They’re just friends. I promise. I never planned on doing anything
with them. Maybe I just like the attention, which you don’t always
give me.”

“And why do you think I don’t always give it
to you, Livia? Why? Because you act like a two-bit tramp that’s
why.”

She raised a hand in a supplicating gesture,
offering hurt little brown eyes. “Sit down and let’s talk about
this.”

The towel had slipped down, revealing most
of a large white breast and half of a large pink areola.

“I’m sorry, Livia. There’s nothing more to
talk about. Your shit from my apartment is on your kitchen
table.”

Now the tears started to stream down her
face. “No, Mac, please.”

He approached the bedroom door. “It’s
over.”

She stood, adjusting the towel and
approached. Mac was already out of the bedroom, reaching the main
door.

She followed.

As he opened the door, she grabbed his
shoulder. He shrugged her off, turned and faced her. They locked
eyes. A black shadow crossed her hurt expression and her eyes
flared red. “You’ll get yours. Karma’s a bitch. You want to treat
women like this, you’ll get yours.”

Mac stepped outside and turned to face her.
“Why don’t you tell that to someone who cares. I don’t ever want to
see you again. Lose my fucking phone number. Hell, you’ve got
plenty of others anyway. Maybe Lance will want to listen to your
bullshit.”

She was yelling now, shaking her fists as
Mac hurried to his vehicle. “YOU’RE A FUCKING ASSHOLE AND I WILL
SEE YOU GET YOUR COMEUPPANCE!!”

Mac couldn’t resist the urge. He rolled down
the window, flipped the double-bird, said “Fuck you…you fucking
bitch,” and drove away, the clacking engine of his diesel pick-up
drowning out her yelling retort.




Chapter One

 


 


He didn’t even know her name.

It had been, what, three weeks now, of
stopping by the Petro Canada service station in small-town
Montague, PEI, just to see her and he still didn’t even know her
name. And it wasn’t for lack of reminding himself. As he pulled
into the parking lot, or pulled up to the gas pump, Mackenzie
Adamson would tell himself, Check for a nametag…they all have
nametags.

But once he entered the store and took one
look at her, he would forget. He didn’t know why he forgot, but Mac
had his theories. The way she looked at him. Those soulful brown
eyes; that cute little dimple on her right cheek, the easy way she
smiled, the innocent way she would dart her eyes away from him if
they stayed a little longer than what was considered polite. And
her hair. He loved her long natural blonde hair and the disarming
way she brushed away a lock that seemed to have a mind of its own
and would dangle loose and sweep across her sight-line while she
leaned to ring something through the cash register.

Then there was the other theory, which
heretofore Mac had been unwilling to fully espouse, either
privately to himself or publicly to one of his friends. What
friends? Why? Because it involved his feelings, feelings that
he had a hard time believing were real. What were the feelings, or
feeling? Love at first sight. Mac thought the notion was as silly
as putting ketchup in chicken noodle soup, although he knew people
did it.

But, why, he asked himself as he wheeled his
trusty Dodge pick-up into a customer parking stall at the
service station, did he always feel so euphoric and light-headed
after seeing the Petro Canada chick—get her name this time, you
idiot—with her radiant smile, or engaging in some light-hearted
small-talk about something as mundane as the weather? You like
her admit it. You love her. Don’t be daft.

He turned the wipers and the ignition off
and stared outside at the black sky and the snowflakes already
gathering on the windshield. It was only five-thirty-six in the
afternoon but it felt like ten-thirty at night. In December the
night snatched away the day early. Outside it was a frigid
minus-nine degrees Celsius but, with the wind-chill, it felt like
minus-nineteen. The weather man had predicted winds in access of
100 kilometers an hour and another ten to fifteen centimeters of
snow by midnight tonight.

A nasty Atlantic storm was on its way.

Mac glanced in the mirror at his two-day
stubble and scraped a hand over its sandpapery surface. He smiled
for the mirror and then frowned, thinking it came off as forced,
unnatural, not anything like her smile. He pulled his black
Budweiser baseball cap down so the wind wouldn’t sweep it off his
head and put on his black cotton gloves.

He wasn’t self-conscious about his lack of
fashion sense regarding the baseball cap. At least in the rural
areas, many men wore them, even some women. You fit in like a glove
in cold weather here. Even in Charlottetown, the big city with a
whopping forty-odd thousand people, locals didn’t look at you
askance if you were wearing a baseball cap—even in the banks,
restaurants and a lot of bars. The baseball cap here was to the
male population what a flashy suit might be to a stock broker on
Wall Street. It almost made you fit in.

Almost, but in Mac’s case, not quite.

The weather, he thought, as a gust of
cold wind chilled him to the bone as soon as he stepped out of the
truck. He shivered. That’ll be an easy one. Talk about the
upcoming storm, the expected power outages, blah, blah.

Mac sighed deeply. He wanted more than just
small-talk about the weather. For three weeks he had made any
excuse whenever he left his rural oceanfront acreage on Blackberry
Grove, a short twenty-minute drive to Montague, to stop at Petro
Canada and see her. Before he left, whether he planned on
approaching her or not, he would dutifully remind himself to put a
business card and a pen in his top shirt pocket to make it easy to
swap numbers. When it didn’t make sense to fill up with gas, he
would buy gum, cigarettes, coffee, chocolate, whatever, just as an
excuse to make contact. He wanted to be friends with this woman. He
wanted to date her. He wanted her as his girlfriend. He wanted her
to move in with him. He wanted to marry her. And he thought that
was the only thing that could save him from the isolation,
loneliness and despair he was starting to feel since relocating
here from the big city.

Opening the door, he touched the top pocket.
Good. The business card and the pen were there. And looking up, he
realized, so was she. There were two tills, two cashiers, and a
line of customers. In between ringing a customer purchase through,
she acknowledged him with that infectious smile. “Hi, how are
you?”

“Good.”

For the first time in three weeks, he
remembered. He looked at her chest and there it was, just like he
had imagined: a plastic white nametag marked with Ophelia in black
letters. She doesn’t look like an Ophelia. Never mind. It’s a
nice name. You’re making progress.

He slipped down an aisle ostensibly to
decide on his purchase. He knew what he wanted, a coffee, but he
also wanted to browse the candy aisle, kill time so the line-up
would thin and it wouldn’t be so embarrassing to make conversation
with her. With Ophelia. Gazing but not seeing candy bars and gum on
display, he extracted the business card, wanting to make sure it
was the right one. Sure enough, it was: Mackenzie Adamson,
Editor, SEO Copywriter. There was also an e-mail
address, website, fax, office number, even a twitter handle. No
cell number, though, but Mac had solved that problem by writing his
cell number on the back. He slid the card into his pocket.

Glancing occasionally at the thinning line,
he rehearsed his plan. So fucking hard. How do you ask a
woman on a date in a busy gas station with another employee
standing right beside her, customers coming and going, without
coming across as a total fool? Or worse still, a stalker. Mac had
been oh-so-close a few times but had chickened out, mainly because
of customers and the presence of another female cashier who seemed
intent on budding into the conversation. But this time would be
different, he had told himself while leaving home to run errands in
town about an hour earlier. This time had to be different. He was
starting to lose hope. Yes, it was now or never. He had to be
confident. He had to forget about that stupid mirror of social
judgment and make his move. He had even rehearsed the conversation
in his mind.

After the perfunctory small talk:

Mac: “I’m Mac, by the way. I’m new to the
Island.”

Ophelia, ringing though the purchase,
brushing that unruly lock of hair aside: “Ophelia, a pleasure. I
kind of gathered that.”

Mac: “I don’t have a lot of friends here
and…well…it would be great if we could get together for a coffee or
something, sometime. You know, just as friends.”

Ophelia, the smile widening: “I’d like
that.”

Matt, producing the business card and
handing it to her: “Listen, here’s my card, I’d really like it if
you called me soon. We could make a plan and go out.”

Ophelia, reaching for the card cheerily:
“I’ll definitely call you. I’d love to go out. Have a great day
now.”

And that would be that—the beginning of a
joyful and companioned life. Isolation and loneliness, those dark
devils that gnaw on your happiness and sanity, be gone forever,
banished to that deleterious abyss from whence you spawned your
poisonous, puss-filled fangs.

Mac glanced at the line. Now there was only
one customer, a middle-aged woman at Ophelia’s till. The other
cashier’s till was empty and she eyed Mac cheerfully. “Anything I
can help you with?”

Mac felt a hot blush crawl across his
cheeks. He realized he had been loitering in the candy aisle for
too long. Nervously, he returned the smile. “No, just trying to
decide.”

He approached the coffee counter, poured
himself a large medium-roast Columbian, added a squirt of milk, a
pinch of sugar, stirred it and glanced at the cashier. Good. The
middle-aged woman had finished with her purchase and was heading
out the door. He watched her leave, noticing two more cars pull in.
His small window of opportunity would slam shut at any second and
crush his fragile ego. Now or never. Make your move.

He approached Ophelia’s cash register.

She brushed away the unruly lock of hair as
it danced across her face. She smiled. “How are you today? Haven’t
seen you here in a while.”

Her colleague, a plump pleasant-looking
brunette, watched and listened.

Mac had deliberately skipped the last three
days out of fear of being labelled a stalker. It was such a
politically correct society nowadays one had to be very careful how
they conducted themselves. Was this just normal customer
friendliness or did Ophelia actually like him? It was impossible to
tell, at least for Mac. “I’m good, just been battening down the
hatches for the storm is all.”

“I hear you. Just the coffee?”

Mac nodded.

She punched number buttons on the cash
register. “I hear it’s going to get ugly tonight. You know the
storm last week my power was out for three hours.”

Mac saw a dollar and forty-six cents come up
on the digital screen and handed Ophelia a toonie. She started
making change. “But I heard it was a lot worse for some others. In
Beach Point their power was out for over eight hours.”

Change the subject. Get to the point.
Your window is closing. But, once started, the polite thing to
do was to finish a conversation. “Mine was down for a couple of
hours. Even when it went on it was intermittent, kept going out.
Every time I’d reset my four digital clocks, about an hour later,
I’d have to do it all over again.”

Ophelia smiled and handed over change.
Briefly, Mac felt the soothing warmth of her touch as her fingers
ever so slightly caressed his palm. In contrast to the chilly
weather, a comforting warmth shot up his arm. Did she do that on
purpose?

“Welcome to the Island,” she said. “Should
have just left them off ‘til the wind died down.”

“Yeah. I’ll know better next time.”

“All I did was curl up on the couch beside
the woodstove with a blanket and a good book,” Ophelia said.

A male customer entered the store, greeted
the cashiers with a wave, and went to the pop coolers.

Now, tell her you’re new to the Island.
Do your spiel. “That’s a good idea. I guess you know I’m—”

“What’re you reading?” the other cashier,
whose nametag said Irma, asked Ophelia.

“Stephen King’s The Stand. They say
it’s the bible of post-apocalyptic fiction.”

“I love Stephen King,” Irma said.

“A great writer,” Mac said. “And a great
book.”

“Oh…you like Stephen King, too?” Ophelia
asked.

“Always have.” Mac felt deflated but tried
hard to hide it. “I love horror and he’s one of the masters.”

Another female customer entered. It was
starting to get real uncomfortable for Mac. She approached Irma’s
till and handed over a credit card for a gas purchase. The woman
looked at Mac like he was a Martian and said, “It’s getting real
cold out there. I wish I could go south to a beach. But I can’t
afford it.”

By this time, the male customer was standing
behind Mac with a bottle of Coca-Cola in his hand and a look of
mild annoyance on his face.

“Sorry, I’m distracting you,” said
Ophelia.

“You can distract me anytime,” Mac said,
thinking immediately how stupid it sounded—like a cheap come-on
line.

But Ophelia smiled. “Have a great day.”

“You too.”

Inside his truck, the first emotion he felt
was anger. He pounded his fist hard on the dashboard.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck and fuck sakes. How the
hell am I ever going to be able to ask her out in there? That’s
damn near impossible.”

A few minutes later, driving home on the
deserted dimly lit highway, his pick-up was battered by fierce
winds and waves of blowing snow. Mac’s anger dissipated and was
replaced by a mixture of perhaps more debilitating emotions;
loneliness first, which gave way to a painful sadness that felt
like a rock in the pit of his stomach. Then slowly the sadness gave
way to the dark and debilitating hammer of depression. During the
drive it had crept up on him, like a small mallet tapping tiny
black nails into his head. But now, five minutes from home, the
mallet had changed into a sledgehammer and the tiny black nails
were giant spikes of doom and gloom, driving out happiness and
hope, driving in the debilitating blackness of depression.

Mac hated that word: depression. Just
hearing or reading it had the power to make him feel it. And now,
pulling into the lonely driveway of his lonely and isolated home on
twenty acres, he would have to face it. Alone, and not by himself,
as he once prided himself in saying. It wasn’t so long ago he had
told his Vancouver friend Danny DeLong, three months after
relocating to the Island, “I don’t like the word alone. I live here
by myself. Not alone. Alone has negative connotations. It suggests
I’m not happy with my own company. Nothing could be further from
the truth.”

Pulling the Dodge into the chain-sawed
opening of a barn he had recently converted into a garage, he
wondered if he still believed his pearls of introspective wisdom.
Maybe he believed them, but did they still apply to his current
situation?

He exited the truck, turned the barn light
on and walked around to the passenger side to retrieve his
groceries; three Swanson TV dinners, two frozen pizzas, a loaf of
white Wonder bread (shelf-life one year) a quart of two per cent
skim milk, eggs, coffee, cereal, bananas, a pack of chocolate-chip
cookies, a deli-prepared, pre-cooked chicken dinner, two bags of
no-name chips, smokes and a twelve-pack of beer. Gotta have the
staples.

He opened the door, stared at the bags for a
moment, and then decided to hell with it. The groceries could wait.
He left the passenger door ajar, returned to the driver side,
pulled out his cigarettes and lighter from a side-door compartment,
lit one, inhaled deeply and stared out at the black night. Not a
star in the sky. Even the moon was covered by the snow-producing
clouds. The wind hissed and howled, whipping falling snow into
drifts. The tree-tops bordering the house swayed and whistled with
the intensity of the coming storm.

Smoking, Mac watched, listened, and felt the
impending storm, the old heatless barn offering a modicum of
protection from the bone-chilling wind. And he thought about his
current situation, trying to reason his way out of the black cloud
of depression that was beginning to get a foothold. Just over three
months ago, at the age of 45, he had left his job and life in
Vancouver on the west coast of Canada and relocated to the
turn-of-the-century two-storey home on the east coast of Canada.
The job wasn’t a big deal; he had worked for the last ten years as
a porter at UBC Hospital, taking crazy people to the psych ward,
injured and sometimes raving suicidal people to the operating room
and Emergency ward, blood samples to the lab, drugs to just about
every ward and dead people to the morgue. He had grown tired of it
and needed a change. So when Marque Publishing, a Florida-based
company, offered him a job as a novel editor working out of the
comfort of his own home, he decided why not? Editing done well was
an art. What better place to hone his craft than his beautiful if
modest home in an inspirational setting in the country? Get out of
grid-lock traffic, escape big-city stress, turn a new page, write a
new chapter, follow your passion, chase your dreams. It seemed like
the perfect opportunity.

So he had sold his downtown condo, packed
his bags, left at least a dozen close friends behind and now here
he was, “living the dream,” as he had told his friends at a
surprise going-away party.

But what he hadn’t anticipated was the
isolation. The loneliness. The deafening sound of the silence. Upon
first arriving, August 14, 2013, things had been a lot different. A
lot happier, like a honeymoon but without the ball and chain. He
had been in the throes of renovating the house and outbuildings,
personalizing his home. It was summer, the weather was hot and
sunny, the wildlife; coyotes, eagles, rabbits, squirrels,
chipmunks, exciting and amusing. His fourteen-hundred feet of
beachfront was a dream come true. Seals and ducks even made their
home there. Surely his friends would give their eye-teeth for a
place like that. And to be sure, many of them were envious, some
perhaps even a little jealous.

He flicked his cigarette ash on the barn’s
red dirt floor, zipped up his jacket and surveyed the blackness
surrounding him. If it was a honeymoon, the honeymoon was over
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