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Prologue

This sensational and tragic story, which forces the heated blood to freeze inside the veins by its confusing and terrifying plot, happened eleven and a half years ago, somewhere on the north coast of England in a small provincial town. We will leave its name a secret, so as not to disturb even more the already appalled and only recently calm hearts of the peaceful townspeople who reside there. 

Opposite the main courthouse, right in the centre of the town, there settled “The Grand Hotel International,” indisputably the biggest and loftiest place in town. Striking, pompous, wide balconies with gilded antique balustrades on the twentieth floor; on the one side overlooked the distant grey sea, leaving deep down a calm and measured life of an English town and on the other side caught the magnificence of the little old European houses dappled with narrow streets full of lanterns hanging patronisingly their heads down and shining with a dull, dim light.

Eleven and a half years ago, far away from the commotion of the world, there happened a horrifying and shocking tragedy claiming the lives of people who, as it was rumoured, fell into the tenacious grasp of the devil. 

“Once again you have brought a wreath. How could you?!” The hotel clerk swore as he undertook upon himself to remove the luxuriously made burial symbol from the front door.

“Yes, Jacques, almost twelve years have passed and people have still not calmed down. You know, they say that each year on the ‘Anniversary of Three Deaths’ her ghost visits this place, dressed all in white, her hands tremble and her face is like a canvas and each time she shouts, ‘Eeeeeve!’ Your shift falls right on that date, doesn’t it? If I were in your place, I would ask for a leave of absence or... ‘Fall ill.’ Personally, I do not want to see this lady again, especially now that she is dead. When I remember that story, I get goose bumps. A chill creeps after her for kilometres. Boo, how scary!” The hotel driver teased the clerk while making an eerie grimace of a zombie trying to kill someone.

“Oh, come on, Pierre! Incidentally, since it all happened, people dread staying in our hotel, everybody gives it a wide berth,” muttered the clerk, slightly disappointedly, heading for the spacious luxurious foyer and clutching the wreath in his hands. In the doorway, Jacques collided with Mr. Schwartz and, visibly nervous, shouted,

“Ah, what a day today! Morris! I told you to bring Mr. Schwartz’s car to the entrance!”

Hurrying and apologising, the clerk slipped inside, as if stung, hiding behind the revolving glass doors constructed in the manner of all elite and expensive hotels.

Mr. Schwartz had come from Normandy a few days back, on business. His accent at once betrayed him to be a Frenchman and his graceful manners alongside a kind smile slightly contrasted with the haughty background of the English character of the locals, which in turn, somehow coherently combined with provincial simplicity. 

“Pierre, take me somewhere where they ‘ave delicious food. After all, you are a Frenchman, you certainly should know where they serve the most delicious cassoulet!” Mr. Schwartz said to the driver in broken English, gesticulating excitedly and bringing his joint fingers to his lips, as if bestowing the heavens with an appetising kiss. And he began to settle in the approached black BMW, which was not a new model but it was well maintained and brilliant-looking.

“Of course, Monsieur Schwartz, with pleasure,” fastening his seatbelt and looking in the rear view mirror, Pierre replied in pure French slightly spoiled with an accent due to his long stay in cold England. 

“Tell me one more thing, Pierre, why did I meet such a troubled clerk with a wreath in ‘is ‘ands at the entrance? Did someone die?” Schwartz continued, not paying attention to the fact that he could freely speak in his mother tongue. But you know these Normans. They are always ready to excel and exhibit their knowledge and skills so as to show their opponent that they are intellectually developed as much as physically and, as is well known, almost all of them are sturdy folk. We are not going to dissuade the Norman gentleman of his indisputable superiority over Pierre’s immaculate pronunciation and we shall leave aside all kinds of jokes on that account, presenting the story to the fair trial of the reader. 

“Oh, no, Monsieur Schwartz, don’t worry, no one has died. At least not today. This echoes one story, which happened many years ago, or rather, exactly eleven and a half years ago, shaking the whole town with a series of extraordinary events,” Pierre continued in a calm and even voice.

“Oh, I love extraordinary stories; all of us in Normandy love everything extraordinary! Tell me the story, Pierre!”

“Well, I don’t know, Monsieur, this story is rather shocking, some parts are even disgusting,” Pierre bantered with the unsuspecting Schwartz, piquing his interest and the famous Norman curiosity, playing with the listener to get him back for his inappropriate boasting with his hideous English. However, the first events of the story were already on the tip of the driver’s tongue and he could not wait to share it with the foreigner.

“Oh, I beg of you, Monsieur Pierre, ‘ave mercy, I want to ‘ear it! I already like this story, please, tell it to me!”

“Well, okay, then listen,” Pierre was glad to give in.



Chapter 1

It was the year 1997. I was working as a personal driver for a woman who became rich in a magnificent way, but without a doubt, because of her own efforts. There were rumours that she had made a deal with the devil himself so that she would soar so suddenly. But, you know, even though I’m French, I’m not superstitious; the only thing that is important to me is for the payment to be good and on time. After all, the gossip and rumours always accompany in their black procession the winner’s carriage. This woman’s name was Margaret. Eight years ago she started selling carpets after she took out a small loan from the bank and she opened a modest store on the corner of Mardol street and Bristol Avenue. She and her two weavers were in the store, they spun and made carpets with simple standard designs. The carpets sold relatively well, but without much enthusiasm from passing shoppers who practically did not pay any attention to the undistinguished articles. Until the moment when one remarkable idea came to Margaret’s mind. And since her imagination was exceptionally enviable, she attempted to touch the art of embroidery patterns herself, or rather to take this section under her control.

She developed a particular concept of embroidery by creating inconceivable designs striking with their beauty and boldness. In her weaving, she included pearls and thin gilded wires. She used big iron rings as the framing for the unusual feeling of walking. She attached inflated transparent pouches with tinted blue water and the same kind of pouches with sand and stones to the fabrics, making a beach landscape. In a word, she was not afraid of anything new and appealed to everyone to follow her.

At first, these radical ideas seemed pretentious and provocative to the locals but soon after the town’s chief judge bought one of her most unconventional works, everyone crowded Margaret’s store, from prosecutors to ordinary workers. The incentive for the people of middle and lower class to purchase Margaret's carpets was in the form of the possibility of installments: six per cent a year. Can you imagine carpets bought on a loan? It does not fit together! But those were Margaret’s ideas, which, shortly after the chief judge’s good reviews, brought her unbelievable amounts of money and made her a fortune.

By then, I had just come to the cold England, having left my fragile and elegant motherland without one of its loyal subjects. Without documents and almost without a penny in my pocket, I somehow secured a job as a delivery driver at the factory that coincidentally supplied Margaret and her store with different beaded accessories and steel decorations. 

Being young and fervent, a Frenchman in the true sense of the word, I was unable to ignore this young woman’s beauty, which could push one into crime. When I first saw Margaret, she seemed to me cold as steel. But as soon as she turned around and looked at me, bestowing upon me a smile as white as snow and as open as the church doors to any homeless on a cruel day, my French heart melted in its gentle trembling. And if it was possible to compare Margaret with steel, it was only in the sense that the weapon, in the form of her incomparable beauty, shot straight through the heart, and the bullet, which passed all the way through and was still wandering, would be ricocheting off of all the walls until its fiery madness burned you to the ground. Those who were luckier, she shot into the forehead at close range and they were never able to make any attempts to win her over. But I was amongst those who repeatedly tried to escape from Margaret’s image as from an obsessive wild idea at night. In different words, I was amongst the majority. 

Strands of black hair framed the slightly olive skin of a thin face, falling in waterfalls on her splendid delicate shoulders, covering her posture with their pitch-black dress, waving over her inspiring breasts, all the way to her narrow waist. Her eyes were more the colour of honey than honey itself, which was an insanely exquisite match to her sweet voice coming from adorable, slightly plump lips, pink as rose petals. Pardon me this vulgar comparison, Monsieur Schwartz, I am just trying to describe her as accurately so as you can imagine her. 

She looked Italian, or rather Sicilian, indicating her ancestry with a pointed, slightly prominent chin, which, in sum with the other facial features of her profile, resembled a crescent moon. In my homeland, it is commonly believed that people with such determined chins, as a rule, will not stop before anything. They are chins of winners, and Margaret, as an owner of one such curvature, confirmed this opinion better than anyone. 

We met a week before the chief judge, Mr. Tony Suite, visited her store, bringing the thread of her future glory with him. Between us, he was more of an admirer of Margaret herself than of her carpets. It is not entirely clear what exactly favoured her: the keen mind filled with wild imagination and beauty spiced with sexuality or the promotion of her works by one of the most respected people in town or maybe, all of it together. No one will ever know. But in any case, one of those things worked out. Within only a year after the chief judge, her unknowingly part-time publicist, had been treading his dark carpet with embroidered beads in the shape of blood drops, which resembled at the same time a dream of a madman and the chaos of creation of Dali’s paintbrush, she became very rich and famous throughout the town.

Whatever was said, Margaret and I became friends, as much as it is possible to be friends with such a woman. She did not have any female friends and she rarely and reluctantly talked about her life. As a rule, she switched to the problems of the person with whom she was talking. There was something frightening and repulsive about her but at the same time alluring and attractive, as when you know that the lava of an awakened volcano, with its incandescent flow is about to swallow you whole, burning you within its bloody flames, but you are rooted to the spot, continuing to admire a bewitching eruption that freezes time. Her eyes were warm at times, but sometimes they emitted unwarranted danger and cruel coldness. It was strangely uncommon, which was deliriously captivating. A true mystery of a woman.  Infernal.[1]  Mad. You could never be sure what would happen in the next moment.

I remember one time, when I had brought the merchandise into the store, Margaret quietly crept behind me, and, after putting something cold and hard against my back, she said in not quite her own voice but one beyond the grave, “Drop the beads, you bastard, or I will tie you in a carpet!” From fear and surprise, I put my hands in the air, throwing the box with ornaments to the floor. Covered in cold sweat, I slowly turned around, still holding my hands in the air. Margaret was shaking from laughter while clamping a metal pipe in her hands.

“Oh, you should have seen your face, Pierre! I have never seen it like that before! Ha ha ha! Did you really think that someone would covet the beads?” Margaret laughed without stopping. Upon seeing her laugh until tears sprung to her eyes, so feminine and so beautiful, it was impossible to be angry with her, no matter how hard I tried. Carefully maintaining a serious, angry face, I tried hard to resist, but I succumbed to my internal impulses and laughed heartily because the joke was a success. She had really managed to scare me!

They say that friendship starts somewhere between encountered glances and fleeting smiles and when two people share a joke, a bud of friendship is born. That is exactly what happened. And even though I can’t boast that Margaret told me everything, if I knew only one tenth of her life, undoubtedly, I knew more about her than anyone else, ten times more. She acted detached and cold with others. I think that she could only allow herself some liberties in relation to those over whose hearts she had indisputable power. And she did have mine, believe me.

A year after Tony Suite ensured Margaret’s success, she greatly expanded the territory of her sales, opened a larger store and asked me to work with her. I became her personal driver and she would sometimes confide in me with some issues. For example, Margaret bought this car in which we are now driving, Monsieur Schwartz. She did not like to drive herself and she did that rarely and reluctantly, mainly when I was on vacation. The young woman herself had a red “feminine” Volvo, which she barely used, but as her business was flourishing, she needed a representative car. Once she asked me if I had the opportunity, what kind of a car I would buy for myself. I said a 1989 BMW (the latest model at that time). The very next day I got the keys to the car of my dreams. In this car, I transported her for six years of my honourable service and she left it to me in her will.

“So this car is that femme’s car, is that what you are trying to say?” Mr. Schwartz asked, slightly rolling his eyes, blushing from the anticipation of the scary story. With one hand, he tightly gripped the door handle and with the other he loosened the knot of his tie while Pierre was driving our Norman gentleman around the labyrinths of small streets in the English town.

“Yes, Monsieur, and she always sat behind me, on the exact same spot where you are sitting now. Once she even opened up to me in this very car, but I will tell you about it later.”

No one really knew where this stranger had come from a few years before she opened her store on the corner of Bristol Avenue. People said that her grandfather was a Sicilian and that he fought against fascism for the Italian Resistance movement during the Second World War. It was there on the battlefield that he met Margaret’s grandmother when he took a stray bullet and ended up in the infirmary. She came from England as a nurse and volunteer. The story is quite trivial and typical for that timeframe. People were looking for at least a drop of goodness amongst the black, all-encompassing evil smashing everything in its path. Having found happiness and love at the height of the hostilities, darkness and violence, hatred and human coldness, the young man and woman were married and came to live in the homeland of the most delicious tea and the noblest Royal family in the world. Whenever she was asked, Margaret replied that she was an Englishwoman who came to the north of England after she decided to live alone, without her parents. Her continuing story broke in silence and the darkness full of mystery and conjecture covered its curves, woven by the boundless imagination, gossip and slander of the local residents. 

As it turned out later, after Margaret’s death, she came from the southeast of England, having suddenly inherited an old house, which stood during the war, a hundred kilometres west of our town, from her honourable Sicilian grandfather, who, in his old age, did not have any closer relatives but his chickens and pigs. 

So, having put all the gossip together, it is possible to assume that in 1986, three years before opening her store, Margaret, surrounded by a cloud of mystery and all kinds of secrets exaggerated in the eyes of the local residents with each new sunrise, came to our small town where initially she entered the service of accounting business for a very affluent and peevish banker. She did not like the work. When her unbridled imagination needed release, the boring black and white documents compiled in a series of various reports could not feed the insatiable beast that was her mind. She began to yearn, and life seemed to her absolutely insufferable in this accounting business soaked with boredom until one fatal circumstance, which served as the beginning of this strange and astonishingly appalling story. 

“I will tell you this story, Monsieur Schwartz, as if I had read it somewhere. I will narrate for you the events from different periods of time and you can put together a complete picture from its fragments. In a word, so as not to reveal outright the interesting details that would become known afterwards,” the driver interrupted and after a short pause, having thrown an ambiguous serious glance, he continued, “But, apparently, this will be after you have your dinner, Monsieur. We have arrived.”

“To ‘ell with this cassoulet! Today I prefer a story for dinner!”



Chapter 2

Let us fast-forward to the year 1997, to the day when it happened. At that moment, I had been working for Margaret for six years, and to be honest, I could not complain. Everything went as usual until one day when two hefty police officers came into the elegant building lighted from all sides with LED lights, with gigantic four-storey windows demonstrating splendour of the golden threads in the carpets shimmering in their light. The two men led the incomprehensive woman away, holding her arms and reading her the rights in front of the dumbfounded staff. The building had the status of Margaret’s main office, which she rented for the purpose of selling carpets that, by that time, had become a well-known brand in the north of England. It was located in the town centre between the courthouse and our hotel. Is that not an unusual coincidence? Such a British sur.[2]
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