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CHAPTER ONE


THE CURSE


Miguel tried to kiss me in front of everyone. I was livid. I had turned him down, several times already during my holiday, so why did he keep on trying? I slapped him instinctively.


“Are you crazy or something?”


Incredulous, Miguel started massaging his left cheek. Everybody was silent and looked at me dumbfounded. No one expected such a violent reaction from me.


Then his cousins sitting around the table had all burst into laughter. Miguel glared sternly at them and those who were still laughing stopped instantly. He stood up and closed his eyes, concentrating on who knows what. All of a sudden, Miguel’s body started trembling from head to toe. It was as if he was in trance. I thought he was having an epileptic fit. When he opened his eyes, it was as if he was possessed. He held both his arms in my direction and said:


“You can forget about having a holiday romance! If you ever come close to having one in the future, this will ensure that disaster will strike!”


It was as if a supernatural voice had taken over him. My body was shaking. I couldn’t help it. He tightened his right hand as if he was going to strangle me remotely. I couldn’t breathe anymore. Then he lowered his arm and fled into his room. The trembling, the sensation of choking went away at once. I took a deep breath. I couldn’t explain what had just happened. It was as if he had cast a spell on me.


Luana, my best friend, took me by the arm into the living room, where the rest of the family was singing and dancing.


“Don’t worry about it...” she said. “My cousin Miguel’s father is a shaman so he thinks he’s got powers too and that he can cast spells.”


“Hold on, can you repeat that? Your uncle is a shaman?”


“Yes, shamans are aplenty in Mexico…”


I didn’t know what a shaman was, but from her tone, I deduced it was some sort of magician.


“But what does a shaman do, exactly?” I asked.


“A shaman cures souls and sicknesses. Look, don’t take these threats too seriously. He’s been crazy about you ever since he saw you arrive. He is just trying to scare you because you refused his advances, but really, he’s harmless.”


“But you saw it with your own eyes earlier... The transformation in his face. It was as if he was... possessed…”


“Don’t worry. You slapped him in front of his cousins and he probably just wanted to scare you. I think it’s the first time a girl has turned him down.”


Luana took me by the hand and we started dancing. Miguel didn’t reappear the whole night. The next day we left at dawn to avoid traffic. I never saw him again.




CHAPTER 2


HOLIDAYS IN MEXICO


Since this incident, I had to admit, that every time I went on holidays with my parents, Luana or other friends, and that I was single, almost everyone found a holiday romance except for me. I had started to call it «The curse of holiday romance».


Despite my efforts–and believe me, I tried everything– sexy dresses, squeezing guys tight while dancing, talking endlessly until the small hours–. Something always happened the moment I was about to finally kiss the guy. Once I had a tummy bug, which flared up the moment I was one inch away from kissing the guy I had been chasing the whole week. He had ended up with someone from another class.


While on holiday with friends in Malta, I suddenly had nausea and threw up the entire meal I had just eaten over the guy I fancied. He ran away to have a shower. Understandably he avoided me until the end of our stay. He even went as far as to make fun of me by mimicking me vomiting whenever he saw me.


Another time, on holidays with Luana when we were students, I had gone for a swim with Matthew, a friend of Luana who lived in the Sables d'Olonne and who I was attracted to since the beginning of our vacation. He had taken me in his arms and we were about to kiss, when a jellyfish stung me. I have no idea how it managed to leave him unscathed since we were entwined. I was in such pain I had to get out of the water and ask the lifeguards for help. Matthew had accompanied me but had soon said he had something to do and disappeared. We didn’t have cell phones back then but strangely we never crossed paths despite having bumped into each other every day before the incident. I had finally discovered he had found someone else in the meantime.


So when I accepted Luana’s invitation to go to Mexico, her homeland, the year of my 28th birthday for a three weeks trip, I really hoped that the curse would finally stop. Maybe it was the fact that I was going to Mexico, Miguel’s homeland, which made me hope that I would close the loop. Surely this curse would stop on shamanic land? It was ridiculous: it had lasted 14 years!


Every time I had gone on holidays with Luana, I reminded her of the episode with Miguel and she dismissed it. She was convinced it was nothing. That Miguel had no power whatsoever. But when I asked if we were going to see her cousin in Mexico, she said she didn’t know if he would be there.


Luana had flown several times to Mexico all these years and she had seen her cousin Miguel again. She had told me he had become a shaman like his father and that she had accidentally witnessed a shamanic ceremony where her cousin was in charge.


She arrived at his place as he was curing a young woman lying on a mat on the ground. He was now married and his wife who was drumming on a tambourine gestured Luana to sit down and shut up. The girl seemed possessed, she was trembling all over. Miguel did as if he was absorbing the disease through his mouth in several parts of his patient’s body. Then he had spit it away in a bowl and thrown away the content outside of the window. During the whole ceremony, Miguel hadn’t seem to realize even one second that Luana was there. It’s only when the girl had opened her eyes and that the drumming stopped that he had smiled to her, gesturing her to wait until he was finished with the young girl.


This tale had chilled me to my bones. No matter how cartesian I was, this curse that was baiting on me was all supernatural. I had to understand its mechanism. Most of all, I hoped what happened was now water under the bridge. Maybe I could have asked Miguel to cancel the curse. Luana never stopped telling me that maybe my subconscious had turned it into a self-fulfilling prophecy. I thought she was exaggerating. I never wanted to have a tummy bug, or retch as I was about to kiss a guy! And how about the jellyfish case? I couldn’t explain why it only stung me and not Matthew or why it was even in the Atlantic ocean, which was not exactly as well-known as Mediterranean for the presence of jellyfish.


During our stay, we went to see Luana’s family that I had not seen since the fateful holiday when I was 14. They told me Miguel now lived a hundred miles away from where we were staying. The fact that he had become a shaman reinforced my feeling that this curse was very real and that Luana’s cousin had much more power than she would admit. I asked my best friend if we could go and see him. Luana’s cousins weren’t too happy with my suggestion.


“I don’t think it’s a good idea, Julia.” said one of them.


“Why?” I asked.


“He’s still mad at you for slapping him. I’m not sure he would be happy to see you.”


“What if I went to apologize? It’s 14 years ago, for goodness sake!”


I knelt down in front of Luana. I needed to see Miguel to understand what had really happened. If he had really cast a spell on me, I wanted to know if he could reverse it. Luana picked up the phone.


“What’s his number?” she asked. “I’m going to call him.”


Her grandmother stood up and dialed the number for her. I didn’t understand the whole conversation that followed since my Spanish was not very good. Luana hung up.


“We’re going tomorrow.”


“You said I was going to be there?”


“Yes.”


“Is he still mad at me?”


“I don’t know. I don’t think so. He said we were both welcome.”


I had a nightmare that night. I saw an arm slowly stretching out towards me while I was running away to escape. I turned around my head as I ran to see whose arm it was, but I could only see it getting closer and closer… until it caught my neck and tightened its grip. I couldn’t breathe. The hand carried on tightening and…I woke up all of a sudden trying to catch my breath. The sensation was still there, as if it had really happened. It did not bode well. I wasn’t so sure I wanted to see Miguel again.


I didn’t manage to get back to sleep that night. I arrived very tired at his house and a little bit anxious at the idea of seeing the man whose curse had been plaguing me all these years…


A woman carrying a baby and a little boy of about three years old welcomed us. She couldn’t speak French. Luana told me she was Miguel’s wife. Now that he was married, at least he would not try to hit on me this time!


His wife was very nice to me. She asked if I wanted something to drink. Luana started talking in Spanish and she translated that Miguel wouldn’t be long. The children were adorable until his wife put the cute little baby in my arms. It started to scream as soon as I held it and I had to give it back to her mum straight away. At last Miguel arrived.


I almost didn’t recognize him. He wore a traditional Mexican shirt. He had simply become a man, and a cute one at that. I almost regretted not having gone out with him when I was younger. He welcomed us with a large smile, which warmed my heart given the circumstances of our last encounter. He hugged Luana and then held me in his arms.


“Hello Julia, I thought I would never see you again.”


“Neither, did I. I came to apologize.”


He gave me a charming smile.


“It’s an old story. Don’t worry. I had forgotten about it.”


“Are you sure?”


“Yes, of course.”


“Then why am I still cursed?”


He stared at me astonished. I continued:


“Ever since you said those words, I have never had a holiday romance. Every time I go on holiday, there’s always something that stops me from kissing guys at the last minute.”


Luana cut me short:


“I’ve been telling her to stop believing in this curse for years, but she won’t let it go. Did you really cast a spell on her, Miguel?”


Miguel looked at his feet and mumbled:


“Let’s just say that... I didn’t think it would work.”


Luana stared at Miguel incredulous:


“What do you mean?” she asked.


Miguel seemed a bit uneasy.


“My father told me never to use the power of the spirits to take revenge. I have never done it since. It served me as a lesson.”


“You mean that all these years...?”


I gasped for air. I sat down. Luana carried on:


“I always thought it was nonsense. How is it possible? You’re a true wizard then?”


“No, it’s not exactly how it works. I have no powers. I’m just a channel. The spirits do the work.”


“So then it means you can stop the curse, can’t you?” I asked.


Miguel looked at me with a sorry look.


“Unfortunately, no. I can’t undo what has been said. And believe me Julia, I’ve been feeling guilty about it these past fourteen years. On that night I felt rejected, humiliated and upset. I don’t know why I put that curse on you. It was beyond my control. I didn’t think.”


“But why can’t you undo the curse?”


“Because if I undo it, who knows what will happen? It could be worse. The spirits are cunning and want something else in exchange of what they gave. Believe me it’s better to leave things this way. And then, it’s not so bad, is it? You can fall in love with someone outside of holiday, can’t you?”


“Let’s say it’s a pain when someone I’m attracted to on holiday ends up in the arms of someone else. And the worst thing is that whatever I do, whenever I decide to go on holiday somewhere and I have a boyfriend, my relationships always end just before I go. Sometimes even at the last minute. So I’m condemned to never go on holidays again or to brave the curse. But you also said there would be a great disaster if I tried to have a holiday romance, didn’t you?”


“I did say that, yes.”


“What kind?”


“Only the spirits know. It could be anything: a storm, a tsunami, a fire, an accident. I wasn’t really specific when I asked for a disaster.”


Luana couldn’t believe her ears.


“Hold on, are you really serious?” she asked. “So this is all true this thing that runs in the family? Like I always know when grandma is going to call or the premonitions I see in my dreams?”


“Well, we are shamans from father to son and even from mother to daughter, whether you want it or not. You could become one, Luana. But you don’t have to develop your gift if you don’t want to. Only you can decide.”


“No thanks, Miguel, I think I would become crazy.


And I don’t want to spend my time curing people like you. It’s not my thing.”


“You’ll see. You will always be welcome here if you change your mind.”


I had put my head into my hands. I was condemned. I knew it. Everything I had felt was real. The feeling of being strangled. The curse was real and I had no choice. If I wanted to get rid of it, I would have to face it at the price of an unknown catastrophe and a potentially deadly one for me. Or I should give up on holidays my entire life for fear of losing all my boyfriends.


But any serious boyfriend would be bound to ask me to go on holiday at some point and…this curse had been ruining my life for fourteen years and if as Miguel said, there was no other way, then I was prepared to face my destiny. When we said goodbye to Miguel, I asked him a last question:


“And if I kissed you right now, since you were the one who cast the spell, wouldn’t it cancel it?”


“Well, first I don’t think my wife would appreciate it, and then, that wouldn’t change a thing. A curse is a curse. You must face it or bear it your entire life. I’m really sorry Julia. I know it will take some courage.”


He took me in his strong arms and I felt a certain attraction between us in the way he held me.


“Goodbye, Julia.”


And to think that I could have ended the curse right then and there if he hadn’t been married! What could have happened in his home? Furthermore as a shaman, I’m sure he would have found a way to protect us.


Luana couldn’t believe all these revelations. She started telling me about strange stories that had happened in her family and there were tons. It was scary.


“In your dreams, did you ever see a catastrophe involving me?” I asked.


“No, but I saw a black cat in my dream last night.”


“Don’t say that. Now I’ve become extremely superstitious. Let’s hope it won’t be that bad.”


The rest of the holiday in Mexico did me good. I needed a change of air after witnessing the jealousy scenes of my ex, Charlie, who begged me to go back to him, even though I had left him more than a month before this trip. He really annoyed me.


I was amazed by all that I was seeing during this road trip. We had rented a car and we drove in turn without really respecting the speed limits on windy mountain roads. We were playing with death. Especially me. As if I wanted to prepare for this catastrophe.


The scenery was breathtaking: the Mayas’ sacred sites, the muscular men who dived from the cliffs of Acapulco, the voladores who were spinning in the void to make the rain come…


But the curse carried on throughout the entire holiday. First I needed to find a man I liked, which wasn’t that easy. As always, Luana had found a boyfriend, Gabriel, and I remained alone. On the last night, a guy had come to me at the beach bar where we were hanging in Puerto Escondido. He looked like a surfer. Lots of muscles, tanned and a jaw a little too square for my taste but he was quite cute nevertheless with his blue eyes and his brown hair.


When I saw him come close, I thought it would be an opportunity to end so many years of frustrated holiday romance and aborted long relationships as well as this damned curse! He wasn’t so much to my liking, but I was open to anything to end the curse. And what could happen? A tsunami? A storm? The bar catching fire? Everything was calm, I didn’t see any imminent risk. He came in my direction and talked to me with a strong Texan accent:
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