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1 

BLUES 
 
 

 

That night, lying in bed, Margaret could not sleep. What a day! She 

hadn't touched the ground since the morning. One phrase kept running 

through her head: I can't take it anymore... 

“My life sucks!” she groaned as she turned over in bed. 

She had no idea that by saying these words, she had just brought a 

terrible curse upon herself. 

 

**** 

  

Margaret's day had been like many others. At 7:34 a.m., her alarm clock 

rang, as it does every morning. 

“Mmm... I'm sick of it! I don't want to get up!” She pushed back the 

covers with a sharp blow. “It's freezing today!” she exclaimed as she got out 

of bed. “Ouch!” 

She had stepped on something. She looked down and saw a small car. 

Argh! Alexis... Her adorable seven-year-old boy was always leaving his toys 

lying around the house. 

“I'm sick of it!" Margaret cried, limping. “And my foot hurts!” 

Margaret joined the others at the breakfast table. But how did they 

manage to be fit and in a good mood in the morning? Thomas was clean-

shaven, smelling of invigorating mint shower gel, his blond hair was still wet. 

His athletic figure made him look less than thirty-seven, and his green eyes 

were, as usual, full of mischief. He sipped his coffee while listening 

distractedly to the news on the radio. Alexis gave a small smile full of grain. 

His hilarious face was crowned with shaggy brown hair. 

“Hullo Ma!” 

Emma winked at her mother as she spread honey on her bread slice. 

She had grown a lot in the last few months. Her hair was in a funny blonde 

bun on top of her head, the latest fashion among fifth graders. 
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“Hi, Mom!” 

“Mmm.” (Which means "Good morning" to Margaret before eight in 

the morning.) 

She poured herself a cup of coffee, took a sip, and grimaced. 

“It's too hot, I burned my tongue! Stupid me! I'm so tired of this!” 

A few minutes later, Margaret quickly put on a black pants and a gray 

wool sweater. She brushed her teeth, pulled her brown hair back into a 

ponytail and began to put on her makeup. 

“ With the way I look this morning, I'm not going to make myself look 

good, but I'd rather limit the damage!” 

Emma stood in front of her. 

“How's my look?” 

“Oh, you startled me! I almost poked my eye out with my pencil!” 

For fifth grade girls, the choice between a sweater and a hoodie is 

vitally important. 

“No, I think I'm going to wear mini shorts and tights instead.” 

“Do what you want, but make it quick or we'll be late for school again! 

I'm tired of always running out of time! And you, Alexis, are you ready?” 

“Yes, Mommy.” 

The little boy looked at Margaret with a big smile. His sweater was 

inside out and his socks were mismatched. 

“But Alexis, come on! It's not possible to be so lightheaded! And comb 

your hair!” 

No matter what he did, Alexis always ended up with a recalcitrant spike 

on top of his head. 

Thomas poked his head through the bathroom door. 

“Have a good day, everyone! See you tonight!” Margaret glanced at her 

watch. 

“It can't be! Let's get the parkas, scarves and hats on, get the school 

bags and get in the car! Fed up with being late, we hurry!” 

The way between the house and the school was worthy of a great price, 

except that we were not in Monaco, but in the small town of Velc-en-Forez. 

The children were thrown in front of the school gate. Margaret breathed a 

sigh of relief. 

“Whew! Right on time! For once, the day is off to a good start!” 

 

 

**** 
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It's a half-hour drive from Velc-en-Forez to Saint-Étienne. When there is 

no traffic jam. On the windshield, wet flakes were crushing softly. It was still 

dark. The regular noise of the windshield wipers exasperated Margaret. The 

heater, turned up to maximum, burned her cheeks. To ease her mind, 

Margaret turned on the radio. 

“It's a beautiful day in France. We will enjoy cool, dry weather and 

above normal temperatures. The blue sky makes this first day of winter a 

beautiful one.” 

“No but they are delirious, the Parisians! It's snowing here! I hope at 

least that I won't have any problem to come back tonight!” 

The traffic became more fluid. 

“Hey, it's not good to give me a tail, a public danger this guy!” ranted 

Margaret. “People don't know how to behave on the road anyway!” 

When she finally reached St. E., she passed the strange black building of 

the Museum of Modern Art on her left. She took the next exit, that of the 

Geoffroy Guichard stadium, where the Greens had not covered themselves in 

glory for a long time. She continued to the Châteaucreux train station and 

then continue in the street for a few meters. She had arrived at work. Her 

part-time job as an administrative assistant was not very exciting, but it 

allowed her to work all day and pick up her children from school. 

The receptionist, Clarisse, was fifty years old and had big round eyes 

hidden behind thick glasses that made her look a bit like a frog. She liked to 

talk about anything and everything, but her favorite subject was the weather. 

“Bad weather, huh?” 

“You bet!" nodded Margaret. “And with the days getting shorter, it's 

dark until nine in the morning!” 

“That's for sure, it's depressing! Have a good day anyway!” 

“Good day, Clarisse!” 

It was the usual routine at work: numbers to enter, files to file, letters 

to type, the computer broken down ("Damn computer!"), the computer 

repaired ("Thank you Stephane, see you soon, considering the state of the 

computer!"). Margaret was looking forward to meeting Sarah for a chat 

during the lunch break. 

Her friend, a plump, smiling brunette, was always up on the latest 

gossip. 

“You don't know the latest... Sophie is flirting with Mr. Heather for a 

promotion!” 

The microwave in the break room rang. The girls were feasting on 

frozen food and gossip. 
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“That's just like her, that hussy!” 

Sarah's voice was sheepish and she made faces as she wiggled her 

ample bosom. 

“And you want a chocolate, Mr. Bruyère? And would you like some 

coffee? And here's the file you asked for...” 

Even though the Sophie in question had a perfectly normal voice, this 

imitation made them laugh out loud. 

“Tell me, Sarah, how did your date go last night?” 

“It was okay. He didn't look anything like his profile picture.” 

“Are you sure this site is serious?” 

“Don't worry. findlove.com is very serious. Besides, I always meet in 

crowded places.” 

Margaret pouted doubtfully. 

“Very busy places, in the evening, on weekdays, in Saint-Etienne! You 

must be joking! The city is deserted by 7:30!” 

“I often go to the restaurants on Place Marengo. The cinema attracts a 

few people. And I know the waiters well by now! They are my bodyguards.” 

“You are lucky. It must be exciting to get ready for a first date... Last 

night, I ate a quiche with Thomas and the children, and I was already in my 

pyjamas!” 

Sarah's eyes were unfocused. She imagined herself in Margaret's place. 

She would have liked the quiche-husband-children plan. 

“Are you thinking about your new lover?” 

The young woman laughed out loud, literally, because she was 

endowed with a generous chest, which she had wisely highlighted in her 

profile photo on findlove.com 

“No, really no, I'd rather forget about that meal last night. My touch 

was so heavy! To escape his advances, I was forced to ask the restaurant 

manager to let me out through the courtyard.” 

“Like a secret agent! So classy!” 

“Hello, ladies!” 

The man who joined them at their table was not a secret agent at all. 

Tall and slim, he wore a dark gray suit over a light gray shirt, brightened by a 

charcoal tie. His dull blond hair was cut short and he was clean-shaven. 

Despite his elegance, he was far from being a James Bond. His stilted posture 

and faded gray eyes reflected the seriousness of an English butler. 

“Hi, Fabrice! How are things in the Marketing department?” Margaret 

sighed with envy. “It must be exciting! I'm tired of typing letters and doing the 

accounts.” 
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“Yes, it would be great to be in your department," Sarah agreed. 

Poor Fabrice Courtois blushed to his ears. He dropped his sandwich on 

the table and almost fell off his chair. 

“It would be with an immense pleasure that I would work at your sides, 

my dears.” 

He carefully unfolded the foil that surrounded his ham and butter. 

Sarah looked at him, amused. She imitated his stilted tone: 

“Dearest Fabrice. We have known each other for two years, so perhaps 

you can call us by our first names...” 

  

**** 

 

When Margaret arrived at school that evening, it was already dark. She 

was standing in front of the gate talking with other parents. 

“It is so cold! Despite my heavy coat, I am freezing.” 

“With this snow, I was almost late.” 

“Only a few days left before Christmas. The children are so excited, it's 

unbearable at home!” 

“Yes, it's the same at home. Besides, Christmas has no meaning 

nowadays. It's just an excuse to make us consume, consume, to buy toys that 

will be broken after a week!” 

“Or they won't even be used! Children play more with the packages 

than with the toys. If we gave them an empty box wrapped in pretty gift 

paper, they would be just as happy!” 

“And with all these holiday meals, I'm going to gain weight. I'm good to 

go on a diet all January!” 

“Well, what are they waiting for, these teachers, to let the children go 

out? We'll end up freezing to death!” 

 

**** 

 

Alexis and Emma had talked about their day over a hot chocolate, they 

had done their homework, they had bickered about... something. (Margaret 

forgot what, doesn't matter.) Now they were watching an emission on TV. 

Margaret took a hot shower to warm up. Then she delighted in the 

fleece pajamas Thomas had given her for her birthday (not very glamorous, 

but so comfortable). She had been born on the second of November, the Day 

of the Dead. Margaret muttered. 

“Great, the birthday... When I think that my sister was born on the day 
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of the lily of the valley! Besides, she has a pretty name, Agnes. But Margaret, I 

must admit, is a terrible name to pronounce.” 

At thirty-five, she was middle-aged, as they say in the police series, 

neither young nor old. She was also of average height, neither tall nor short. 

Of average build, neither fat nor skinny. Her hair, neither straight nor curly, 

was medium brown, according to the packaging of the coloring she used every 

month. If she had at least had blue eyes, like her sister, she would have had 

something special... But no, she had brown eyes, "pig eyes". Margaret looked 

at herself in the foggy mirror and said to herself: 

“Average, normal, banal...” 

 

**** 

 

Thomas had finally returned from work. He had sat down in front of the 

television with the children. Margaret sat down with them on the sofa. 

“So, what are they cooking on Who's the Boss today?” 

“Lasagna," said Emma. “The contestant didn't even put any béchamel 

on it.” 

“Yeah, it's great!" added Alexis. “And the people who tasted it said it 

was awful, like eating cardboard!” 

“In addition, he thought he was a great cook!” added Thomas while 

chuckling. 

Margaret burst out laughing. 

“This show really sucks! I love it!” 

“What are we eating tonight?” 

“Pff! I'm always the one cooking, I'm sick of it. I'll make you something 

quick, because I'm tired. And you'd better not disappoint my croque-monsieur 

at Who's the boss?” 

 

 **** 

 

The clock in the living room read 9:23 pm. The dishes were put away. 

The table was cleaned. The broom had been swept. The children were 

showered. Emma had wanted Margaret to read them that stupid Dickens 

Christmas story with Mr. Scrooge again. Alexis had gotten up four times for a 

glass of water, an extra kiss, a search for his blanket (the family search had 

been launched and Mr. Rabbit had been found under the couch), and a final 

pee (the inevitable consequence of the glass of water). 

Margaret finally came to join Thomas in front of the TV and collapsed 
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on the sofa. 

“ I - can't - take it anymore...” 

Thomas gave her a surprised and sorry look. 

“But we're perfectly happy! We have a nice house in a quiet suburb, we 

have two very nice children, we both have jobs... We couldn't want more!” 

It's easy for you, she wanted to say, when you come home from work, 

you sit in front of the TV while I take care of the kids and the house on top of 

my job! But she didn't want this happy day to end in an argument. 

“The kids were restless tonight, they wore me out," she whined. “And 

I've been having a lot of trouble at work with the computer, which is driving 

me crazy. Plus, people drive so badly, they stress me out, I'm sick of it. And my 

sister called about Christmas Eve at my parents' house. She's going to bring 

the homemade log, to show how well she cooks. I'm getting fed up with her 

too. Are you listening to me, Thomas?” 

“Relax, Mag! I'm listening, I'm listening. It's not that serious.” 

“I'm boring you with my stories. Don't bother.” 

 

 

  **** 

 

Margaret tossed and turned in her bed. She felt as if she were caught in 

a mad rush. Yet Thomas was right. She had everything she wanted out of life: 

work, home, children. 

How did I get here? she asked herself. She recalled her quiet childhood, 

her meeting with Thomas in high school, her studies, her marriage, the 

purchase of the house, the birth of the children. Why was she so weary? 

Margaret felt guilty for not being happy. This made her a little more unhappy, 

and therefore even more guilty... 

“I'm sick of it, I can't take it anymore," she murmured just before falling 

asleep. 

Fortunately, she added the few words that would perhaps save her. 

“I want it to change.” 
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2 
In the Dark Night 

 
 

In the middle of the night, a loud noise woke Margaret up. 

“I'm fed up! I really need to sleep...” 

It sounded like someone was moving dishes. Margaret envied Thomas, 

who was still sleeping, undisturbed by the noise. 

“I've had enough of this noise!" she shouted, bursting into the kitchen. 

She stopped dead in her tracks, stunned. Someone was rummaging 

through the cupboards, but it wasn't Emma or Alexis. Nor was it a burglar. It 

was just an old lady. Her white silk robe billowed around her body. The skin on 

her hands was almost transparent. Her white hair, short and curly, looked like 

a cloud. She was so thin she looked like she was floating. 

Oh, my God, Margaret thought, she must be a disoriented resident who 

has escaped from the nursing home. Come on ! Why is this happening to me? 

Margaret took a deep breath and addressed the intruder: 

“Madam, are you lost” 

The woman turned around and stared at Margaret. 

“I'm not lost, Marette," she replied breathlessly. “It's you I've come to 

see. I'm just looking for breath mints, you know I love them!” 

Margaret opened her eyes wide. She stopped breathing for a few 

seconds. 

 “So, Marette, you don't recognize me?” 

In the end, she would have preferred to come face to face with a thief. 

She couldn't believe it, she had before her... 

“Auntie Ninon?” 

Auntie Ninon had always loved breath mints. Margaret would have 

enjoyed giving her great-aunt candy... if her great-aunt hadn't died four years 

ago! Margaret didn't believe in ghosts. She was just having a nightmare. Or so 

she hoped. 

“That's enough, young lady! I've had enough of your big eyes!” 

Then there was no doubt, it was indeed Auntie Ninon, her intransigent 

great-aunt. Behind her back, the whole family called her Auntie Grumpy. 

Margaret shivered, she was facing a ghost. Besides, if she looked closely, the 

old lady's slippers were not quite touching the ground. Even though being 

called a maiden gave her a nice youthful glow, she couldn't wait to wake up 
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and let it all be over. 

“Marette," said the revenant, "you will listen to me now! And shut your 

mouth, you look like a goldfish.” 

“Yes, Auntie Ninon.” 

“I'm here to save you, Marette” 

Margaret had her doubts. Auntie Ninon was probably coming to take 

her to hell, where she'd been for four years (because not even a merciful God 

could have accepted that surly old woman into heaven!). 

“Don't act so surprised! I want what's best for you, whatever you think! 

I know you called me Auntie Grumpy. It's true that I never had an easy 

character! Out of bitterness, I made my life a disaster. I can't go back. But I 

have the opportunity to prevent you from making the same mistakes I did.” 

“But come on, Auntie Ninon, I'm not like you at all!” 

“That's what you think, Marette. You're a lot like me, on the contrary!” 

Margaret thought back to that old woman who was nothing but close 

and recriminatory. In spite of her fear of the ghost, she protested: 

“But not at all, I am very different from you!” 

 “I was told that the living never want to believe what we come to tell 

them. Before the night is over, you will have changed your mind. You will be 

visited by three souls, that will open your eyes.” 

“Three souls? Is “that really necessary? Your visit is enough for me, I 

should go back to bed. 

“Be ready for them," insisted Auntie Grumpy. “When they're gone, 

you'll be begging for my help!” 

The window opened. The ghost floated away, glaring at Margaret. She 

shivered. She closed the window and went back to bed. She was seeing ghosts 

now... She must have really needed some rest, her poor brain was getting 

pretty messed up! 
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3 
forced laugh 

 
 

Margaret woke up with a start. It was only a nightmare, she thought. She 

heard the town church bell strike one. It was dark. A glimmer of light crept 

through the curtains of the room, which were slowly drawn aside. Margaret 

sat up. A shadow stood in front of her. It was about the size of a child, wearing 

a dress of moonlight colors. A soft light emanated from the creature. Her face 

was that of a little girl, but in her eyes one could feel the depth of experience, 

as if she had already lived a lot. 

‘’Are you... a soul?" Margaret asked, blinking. 

‘’I am the Angel of Childhood. Rise and follow me.’’ 

The angel took Margaret by the arm and they flew out the window. 

Margaret thought that this was a lot of open windows in her house in the 

middle of winter; what a waste of heating money! It was daylight now. The 

landscape swirled around them. Margaret clung to the angel's arm. 

‘’Don't let go! I'm scared!’’ 

‘’We have arrived. Do you recognize this place? 

‘’Of course I do! We are at my parents' house. Except that there is still this 

big tree that was cut down last year...’’ 

A group of children passed by them laughing. They were dragging a sled and 

singing silence night. A boy brushed past her. 

‘’Watch out!" Margaret growled as she stepped aside.  

The angel looked at her with desolate benevolence. 

‘’Margaret, they can't see us. They are shadows from the past. Let's go in 

now.’’ 

They walked through the lobby of the building, flew up the spiral fire 

escape, and through the door of the apartment where they saw the Christmas 

tree in the living room. There were sounds of pots and pans in the kitchen. 

They flew down the hallway and found themselves in a nursery. Margaret was 

thrilled. 

‘’But this is my room! The pink curtains, the white wool blanket...’’ 

Two little girls were playing. Margaret and her sister Agnes were having a 

festive dinner party. Crumpled wrapping paper littered the floor. The younger 

girl was in awe of her older sister. Listening to the conversation between the 

two sisters, Margaret remembered how close they were. From their mouths 
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came small iridescent clouds the color of the rainbow. The younger sister took 

a teapot from the older sister's hand and screamed when her sister tried to 

take it away. Their mother ran over to settle the dispute. 

‘’Let her have the toy, she's younger than you!’’ 

The older girl gave in, grumbling. A stream of gray smoke came out of her 

mouth. 

‘’I'm sick of this. It's not fair.’’ 

The Angel of Childhood shone a little brighter and the image blurred. 

Margaret returned to her room a few years later. The decor had changed. 

Posters and pictures hung on the wall and there were no more dolls on the 

bed. A knock on the door was heard. 

‘’Who is it?’’ 

‘’It's Agnes.’’ 

‘’What do you want now?’’ 

‘’I want to see if you're okay. I know mom and dad scolded you because of 

your report card.’’ 

Rainbow clouds were coming out of Agnes' mouth again. But when young 

Margaret answered, grey smoke came from her lips. 

‘’Leave me alone, Miss Perfect who always gets good grades. You are 

annoying me.’’ 

The cloud around the young Margaret was getting denser, almost black. 

Margaret turned to the angel. She wasn't smiling at all. 

‘’It's okay, I get it... Let's go home now.’’ 

‘’I have something else to show you.’’ 

The Angel of Childhood lit up again. She took Margaret's arm and led her 

down a street. It was a winter morning. It was still dark. College students were 

waiting for the bus. Margaret recognized Agnes by her blonde curls. Her 

younger sister was wearing the ethnic jacket she loved so much. She stood 

back and watched her older sister and her group of friends talking in a dark 

haze. They were complaining about teachers, parents, and making fun of 

students they didn't like. 

A nasal voice stood out from the others. It was Catherine Petit's. For some 

reason, Catherine Petit was the most popular girl in the school. She was 

repeating the ninth grade and ruled this little universe, despite (or because of) 

her pig-like character. She predicted that one day she would be a famous 

actress, like Julia Roberts. If Catherine Petit decided that someone was 

unattractive, no one would talk to her anymore. 

‘’Who's that kid?" she said, pointing at Agnes. ‘’What's that jacket she's 

wearing? Does she come from the Andes or what?’’ 
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The students laughed yellow, intensifying the black cloud that enveloped 

them. The school bus arrived. Margaret didn't say a word to defend her sister. 

Agnes lowered her head. The young people boarded the bus. Then Margaret 

and the angel saw the school bus drive away. 

Margaret had watched the shadows of the past fade into the night. 

She wiped her wet eyes and turned to the Angel of Childhood. 

‘’I've seen enough! Take me home, please.’’ 

‘’Very well, Margaret," the angel said in her small, husky voice. 

The soul shone brighter and then faded away. Margaret found herself back 

in her bed. 
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4 
Dark Words 

 
 
 

Snuggled up against Thomas, Margaret heard the clock strike two. I 

absolutely have to go back to sleep right away, she thought, otherwise 

tomorrow will be hell. But a strong light was creeping in under the door. Not a 

white light like that of the Angel of Childhood, but a warm light, like that of 

thousand candles. She got up, opened the door to the hallway to check that, 

although there was no smell of burning, there was no fire in the house. She 

found herself in a beautiful living room that was not hers. Candles and a 

fireplace lit up the room like the sun on a summer day. Beside the fireplace, in 

a comfortable armchair, sat a middle-aged woman, wrapped in a bright pink 

robe. Margaret had made up her mind not to go back to bed. She thought she 

could guess who this apparition was. 

‘’You are the second soul, aren't you?’’ 

‘’I am the Consciousness of Existence’’, she declared solemnly. ‘’Come 

close to me.’’ 

The apparition pointed to a small stool next to the chair in which she 

was comfortably seated. Impressed, Margaret sat down and noticed a 

television in front of them. 

‘’Would you like us to watch television, Mrs. Constance?’’ 

The woman in pink frowned. 

‘’My name is not Constance! I am the Consciousness of Existence! And 

you should know that you can learn a lot of interesting things by watching 

television, if you choose the right programs. Not like you, it seems to me...’’ 

The magician sent a cloud of sparks from her fingertips to the TV set, 

which lit up. We saw a pedestrian street lined with shops, with red and gold 

decorations everywhere. Christmas music crackled through the speakers. 

Margaret could almost smell hot chestnuts. The camera followed a visibly 

hurried young woman who glanced anxiously at each window. 

‘’Is this an episode of Next in Fashion? I didn't see that one. It looks like 

a street in Saint-Etienne. Oh, but that woman... that's me!’’ 

‘’Shut up, Margaret. Listen.’’ 
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Margaret obeyed. She was heard to grumble. 

‘’What a chore, these Christmas presents! You have to find something 

for everyone, you spend a fortune on anything!’’ 

Black smoke was coming out of the young woman's mouth. 

The Consciousness of Existence sent a spray of sparks towards the 

television set to change the channel. This time, Agnes was on the screen. 

‘’It's her again," sighed Margaret, exasperated. 

Her sister was making spiced shortbread with her little boy. She 

explained how to mix the dough, then they rolled it out and cut out man 

shapes in it. The child was ecstatic. From their mouths came rainbow words. 

‘’Mom, can we save a shortbread for Santa?’’ 

‘’Of course, Romeo.’’ 

‘’Thanks, Mom! This is so great!’’ 

‘’I love you, honey.’’ 

‘’And I love you more!’’ 

Seeing these images, Margaret rolled her eyes. She sighed and turned 

to the Consciousness of Existence. 

‘’It's okay, I've learned my lesson," she said in a drawl. ‘’I have to be nice 

like Mrs. Perfect. That said, it's easy for her to be patient with her children; 

she doesn't even work, she has nothing else to do! I've seen enough now. 

Either turn off the TV or change the channel!’’ 

‘’Watch the rest, Margaret, it will interest you.’’ 

‘’I don't think so!’’ 

Agnes was seen carefully putting the shortbread into a metal box. 

‘’When he will be older, your little brother will help us make shortbread. 

When I was little, I loved making shortbread with Margaret. We used to sing 

Christmas songs together.’’ 

‘’You used to sing songs with Auntie Marette? Not even real!’’ 

‘’We got along well, you know. Things have changed a bit, but I still love 

Auntie Marette very much.’’ 

Margaret let out a long sigh. She asked to change the channel. The 

magician looked at her mischievously. 

‘’As you wish, Margaret.’’ 

And she sent sparks through the television set again. Margaret thought 

it was a peculiar remote control, but she didn't comment. The screen showed 

her home's kitchen. The family was gathered around the table. 

‘’I've had a rotten day," Emma said. ‘’We did sports, which I hate, and 

evaluations, evaluations, it sucked!’’ 

‘’Shut up, Emma. We've had enough of this school stuff," Margaret cut 
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her off.  

‘’Ugh, I can't say anything here anyway.” 

”Are the little cousins going to Grandma and Grandpa's for Christmas?” 

“Of course," Margaret replied bitterly. ”The whole Perfect family: Daddy 

Marco Perfect, Mommy Agnes Perfect, son Romeo Perfect, and baby Luca 

Perfect. They'll be able to tell us about their perfect life and blah blah blah.” 

Margaret mimed a boring conversation. The whole family laughed. I 

don't need to tell you what color the words were coming out of their mouths. 

Margaret remained silent. The television went out, as did the candles 

and the fire. All that was left was the too-modern, empty, cold living room. 

The apparition gave Margaret a sparkling look before moving to the fireplace. 

When Margaret got up to go to her room, she heard the bell ringing at three. 

On the stairs, she saw her shadow stretch across the wall and begin to move. 
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5 
A big Fear 

 
 

It was a stooped figure leaning on a cane. His back bore the weight of 

many years of hardship. On his gray face, streaked with many wrinkles, darker 

spots could be seen where his mouth and eyes should have been. There was 

only a gaping hole where his nose should have been. Despite its frightening 

appearance, the shadow had a benevolent expression. 

“Are you... Death?" asked Margaret.  

The gray shape burst into a devilish laugh. 

“No, I'm not. I am the Specter of Senescence.” 

“So this nightmare will never end," Margaret grumbled. 

She had no idea what senescence was, but she didn't dare ask the witch-

like apparition for details. I must wake up, she thought as she closed her eyes, I 

must wake up, I must wake up. The out-of-date soul, who could also hear the 

thoughts, was amused: 

“You've been hoping to go back to sleep for several hours, and now you're 

praying to wake up! This is not a nightmare, Margaret, this is a chance given to 

you.” 

“Well, I never thought luck was so unpleasant!” 

The apparition took her arm and led her away, not into the air like the first 

soul, but under the earth. The experience was very unpleasant. Margaret could 

hardly breathe, the smell of earth suffocating her. When they resurfaced, the 

smell of soup, disinfectant and urine caught her throat. She opened her eyes to a 

hospital corridor filled with wheelchairs and walkers. Older people moved with 

difficulty by holding on to a handrail along the wall. So it was more like a nursing 

home. 

“You want to show me the sad fate of old people who have no one to visit 

them.” 

“Not at all, Margaret," replied the Specter of Senescence in a quavering 

voice. “On the contrary, the person we've come to see is about to be visited by 

his relatives.” 

The elevator door opened. A couple in their fifties stepped out. Margaret 

thought they looked familiar, but couldn't quite put them back on. The woman 

brought a bouquet of flowers and the man a packet of chocolates. They were all 
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dressed up. They walked forward with a determined step and knocked on a 

door. 

“Who's that again?" shouted a sharp voice. 

The two visitors exchanged panicked looks. The man opened the door. 

“It's us, Mom.” 

“Ah, it's about time. It's been ages since you've come to see me. You never 

come anyway! So it's a chore for you to visit your old mother?” 

Considering how kind the old woman was, the only answer one would 

want to make is: "Yes". Nevertheless, the lady tried to keep the conversation 

going. Black smoke was coming from under the door. After a while, Margaret 

saw the two visitors leave. 

“That's it, go away," cried the old harpy. “Go and have fun with your 

children and grandchildren, while I am all alone!” 

The visitors stopped in the corridor to exchange a few words. 

“It's getting worse and worse, I feel so bad!” 

“Don't let that old magpie impress you," her brother urged her. “She 

dramatizes everything, she wants to make us feel guilty. I can't believe we still 

come to her with all the nasty things she says. If only she took advantage of our 

visits to have a good time... but she ruins everything. Come on, let's get out of 

here.” 

As the elevator door closed, Margaret turned to the spirit. 

“Well, if you wanted to prove to me that I grumbled too much, you failed! 

Look at this old woman, she's much worse than me!” 

“But didn't you guess who she was?" said the Specter of Senescence. 

“I don't know these people...” 

“Think again, Margaret.” 

At these words, the apparition pointed to the label on the bedroom door. 

It indicated the identity of the resident. Margaret read the name with shock: 

Margaret Malmot. 
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6 
Red Card 

 
 

A cool wind blew hard. The soul and Margaret were caught in a black, 
earthy-tasting vortex that carried them home. Margaret opened her eyes with 
difficulty. She was lying on the couch in a cold sweat. She breathed a sigh of 
relief. The damn nightmare was finally over! She decided to make herself 
some herbal tea, to warm up and calm down. In the kitchen, a steaming cup 
was waiting for her. It smelled like chamomile and... cologne. Auntie Ninon 
was there, sitting quietly at the kitchen table. 

“Oh no, it will never end...” sighed Margaret. 
“You're almost at the end of this night that may change your life, 

Marette.” 
“But, Auntie Ninon... are you a ghost, a memory, a nightmare... Are you 

real?” 
“I'm a little of all of those things, sweetheart. But why shouldn't I be 

real?" asked the old aunt, a little offended. “Now that I'm dead, I've learned a 
lot about life. Our dreams, our thoughts, our fears are real, even if we can't 
touch them. I am as real as all that. And I will seem even more real to you 
when, thanks to me, you have changed things in the material life.” 

“Why come to torment me? I know I grumble from time to time. But I'm 
no worse than anyone else, after all!” 

With a sulky pout, Margaret looked down at the golden liquid steaming 
in her cup. 

 “I still regret some of the things I said.” 
“It's true, you're no worse than anyone else," conceded Auntie Ninon. 

“Many people spend their lives building up their own unhappiness, I'm telling 
you from experience. Your regrets even show that you have a good heart. So I 
negotiated with the Authorities of the Beyond to give you a chance to lift the 
curse you brought upon yourself.” 

Margaret gasped. 
She burned herself a little as she spilled herbal tea on her hand. 
“A curse! Is that so bad? 
“You don't realize the power of words," scolded Auntie Ninon. When 

you complain that your life sucks, you bring upon yourself what you fear. You 
have put a curse on yourself!” 

“Auntie Ninon, I beg you, tell me I can change things!” 
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“Fortunately, you have called for a change. That's why I was able to 
come and help you. You can reverse the curse. It won't be easy, but it is 
possible. The past cannot be changed, but the present can change the future.” 

“So I can't fix the past?” 
“Only the future can fix the past.” 
Margaret did not quite understand Auntie Ninon's enigmatic sentences. 

The young woman gave up philosophizing with her aunt, preferring to ask her 
for precise directions. 

“I am ready to do anything to get rid of this curse! What should I do, 
Auntie Ninon? Give away all my money, devote my time to good works, retire 
to a Buddhist monastery?” 

“What you should do is very simple and very difficult.” 
“Tell me, Auntie Ninon!" Margaret became impatient. 
“To free yourself from the curse, you will have to accomplish a feat: not 

to utter black words during a whole lunar revolution. At the end of twenty-
eight days, when the Moon has gone around the Earth, the curse will be 
broken.” 

“Ah! I am relieved! It's not a big deal!” 
Auntie Ninon smiled, her eyes sparkling with mischief. 
“To stop completely,” she said, “for twenty-eight consecutive days.” 
“And in twenty-eight days, I'll be free?” 
“Presumptuous little girl!" laughed the ghost. “Tonight is the winter 

solstice. You have only three months to complete this feat, until the end of 
the spring equinox. You will wear a bracelet of twenty-eight beads as a 
reminder of your performance. If you succeed, your future will be changed. If 
not, you already know the end of the story...” 

“Where will I find this bracelet?” 
“Don't worry, it will come to you. It's just a detail, a kind of reminder. 

The most important thing is the change you will have to make in yourself.” 
Margaret shivered as she thought about the future she had been 

shown. She pressed her lips together and smiled. She was up to the challenge. 
 

**** 
 

Some mornings you wake up tired, as tired as if you hadn't slept. That's 
how Margaret felt when she woke up the next day. She was overcome with an 
indefinable uneasiness. And she had no memory of her dream. 


