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Abstract 

Québécois to British English in Monique Proulx’s Sans cœur et sans reproche: How Much 

(Not) to Translate? 

 

Frances Pope 

 

This study takes as its point of departure the extent to which it is necessary to translate 

linguistic and cultural elements into target terms, as opposed to how much the translator 

might choose to retain in the source language. The specific parameters of the study are 

twofold: the translation of a Québécois text for a British readership; and translating 

Québécois into English in 2017, compared to the same task in previous decades. 

Significant shifts in Quebec’s sociocultural, linguistic, and literary spheres over the past 

few decades have resulted in a greater degree of openness and crossover between Quebec and 

both neighbouring and international cultures. Through analysis of literary and linguistic 

aspects, we can see that translation plays a crucial role.  

With this in mind, specific translational challenges which arose in the translation of Sans 

cœur et sans reproche are analysed in response to the question of “how much (not) to 

translate?” Particularly when viewed from a postcolonial perspective, it becomes clear that 

many (sometimes conflicting) factors, including idiosyncrasy and identity of the original, 

sociocultural significance, underlying nuance, comprehension, and literary voice, must be 

taken into consideration. Consequently, no single strategy can be applied to all contexts, and 

translational challenges must instead be approached on a case-by-case basis.  

 

 

Cette recherche s’interroge sur la nécessité de traduire certains des éléments linguistiques 

et culturels propres au texte de départ ainsi que sur la possibilité de conserver certains de ces 

éléments dans le texte cible. Les paramètres spécifiques de notre étude se divisent en deux 

volets : d’un côté, la traduction d’un texte québécois pour un lectorat britannique ; et de 

l’autre, la traduction du québécois vers l’anglais en 2017, par rapport aux décennies 

précédentes. 

Au cours des dernières décennies, les changements importants qui sont survenus dans les 

domaines socioculturel, linguistique et littéraire au Québec se sont accompagnés d’une 

ouverture de plus en plus grande envers les cultures voisines et à l’international ainsi que 

d’un transfert de plus en plus marqué entre les cultures. Au moyen d’une analyse des aspects 

littéraires et linguistiques, il nous est possible de rendre compte du rôle central que joue la 

traduction à cet égard. 

Les enjeux particuliers liés à la traduction de Sans cœur et sans reproche sont ainsi 

analysés à partir de ce contexte spécifique et cela, afin de répondre à la question : « à quel 

point est-il (in)utile de traduire ? » Lorsque ces enjeux sont examinés à partir d’une 

perspective postcoloniale, il devient particulièrement évident que de nombreux facteurs (qui 

entrent parfois en contradiction) doivent être pris en compte, que ce soit les caractéristiques et 

l’aspect identitaire propres à l’original, la portée socioculturelle du texte en soi, les nuances 

sous-jacentes, la compréhension du lecteur  ou la voix littéraire. Par conséquent, il n’existe 

pas de stratégie unique pouvant être appliquée indépendamment du contexte et les enjeux liés 

à la traduisibilité se doivent d’être considérés cas par cas.   
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I  Commentary 

 

Section 1: Background and Existing Research 

 

Key Terms 

Variations persist in the use of certain terms such as Québécois and French Canadian, 

precisely due to their politically-charged nature: 

As a result of the high stakes of the ongoing debate regarding the political status of 

Quebec and because so much of that discussion depends on how the concept of a nation 

is defined, even the terms used to refer to some of the key parties are contentious. 

(“Quebecers or Quebecois?”, Encyclopædia Britannica Online) 

However, as always in sociopolitical research, it is crucial that ambiguous or contested 

terms be clearly defined. For the purpose of the present discussion, Québécois refers to the 

dialect of French spoken in Quebec, distinct from standard French both in its pronunciation 

and vocabulary (including slang and swearwords); it is also distinct from joual, the 

socioculturally-specific variety spoken by the working classes particularly in Montreal during 

the 1960s and early ‘70s, originating in anglophone-owned workplaces and thus containing 

numerous anglicisms.  

Québécois(e), as noun or adjective, is also used to describe a francophone person living in 

Quebec, while a Quebecer is an anglophone person living in Quebec.  

French and English are used as general terms, and do not refer to any specific standard 

form or regional variety. Standard or Parisian French; British, Canadian, or US English are 

used where differentiation is required.  
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Introduction 

Language and translation have played a key role in francophone/anglophone relations in 

Quebec, particularly during the upheavals of the Quiet Revolution. Major cultural shifts in 

the intervening years have also meant changes in the significance of translation, which 

continues to shape literature and language, and consequently, attitudes and notions of 

identity.  

Enormous progress has also been made in Translation Studies in Canada. Interdisciplinary 

research has begun to delineate linguistic, social, and literary aspects of translation, and its 

integral position in postcolonial studies. However, the new century has brought further 

developments in these fields, in turn impacting our understanding of how translation should 

be approached. In particular, the expansion of Quebec (literary) culture to international 

audiences means that Translation Studies must continue to address the inevitable, changing 

complexities of translating Québécois to English (whether US, Canadian, British, or 

international), in order to remain relevant to the cultural and linguistic realities. 

I have responded to this necessity through my translation of short stories from Monique 

Proulx’s 1983 collection Sans cœur et sans reproche, a characteristic example of Quebec 

literature of its period, in which certain characters’ attitudes also reflect sociocultural 

elements of earlier decades.  

The context of my analysis is two-fold, comprising both the translation of Québécois for a 

British readership, and the considerations (given aforementioned developments in literary and 

postcolonial research) of this task in 2017. Both of these parameters bring unique questions, 

crucial to the broader objective of expanding the international reach of Quebec’s cultural 

productions.  

 

The current section outlines the significant changes in Quebec literature over the second 

half of the twentieth century, followed by a short introduction and contextual positioning of 

the text I have translated, Sans cœur et sans reproche. Next, sociolinguistic concepts of 

diglossia and codeswitching will be established. Finally, I will review the existing research in 

the field of Translation Studies with specific emphasis on translation and identity in Quebec, 

concluding with a brief analysis of how my own study builds on this foundation. 

 

Quebec Literature 

In any culture, shifts in political, ideological, and sociocultural domains are inevitably 

reflected in literature. Quebec’s “Quiet Revolution” (Révolution tranquille), a period of 
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political and social upheaval lasting approximately ten years, saw Lesage’s Liberal 

government take over from the Conservative Duplessis in 1960, instigating sweeping changes 

in education, public services, and language policy – notably taking education out of the 

control of the Church and into the hands of the state, nationalising infrastructure, and 

legislating on the protection and status of the French language. The separatist movement 

added to the political turmoil of the period. These events have directly impacted the literature 

of the province, which during the 1960s and ‘70s was largely constructed around 

sociopolitical questions of nationalism, ideology, and the reassertion of Québécois identity 

(Whitfield 2015). Yet literature does not only reflect political and sociocultural 

developments; in many cases, it actively incites or advances them. Indeed, writers and poets 

are often at the forefront of political causes, and this was certainly the case during the Quiet 

Revolution, as described in the article “Quebec Literature since 1958” (The Canadian 

Encyclopedia Online):  

With a few surrealistic flourishes (Gilles Hénault, Roland Giguère, P.M. Lapointe) and 

much lyricism (Gaston Miron, Jacques Brault, Fernand Ouellette, Gatien Lapointe, Paul 

Chamberland), the poets named their country: no longer Canada, but Québec. 

 To these poets we might add Michèle Lalonde, discussed in Section 3 of this study, as 

well as the Parti pris collective (of which Chamberland was a member) whose work, 

published between 1963 and 1968 in the magazine of the same name, “added a socialist, 

populist dimension to the nationalist option” (ibid.). Likewise, prominent novelists and 

playwrights such as Hubert Aquin, Louis Caron, Roch Carrier, and Michel Tremblay 

contributed to a body of literature focusing on the lives and experiences of the Québécois, 

and emphasising their stark detachment from Quebec’s anglophone community. Eibl (2008a) 

provides a detailed analysis of the works of the latter three writers, among others; here, it is 

sufficient to underscore the considerable impact which these authors had in solidifying 

Quebec’s French-language canon, and in shaping the direction of Quebec literature of the 

period (and in turn, that of the decades to follow) as well as influencing developments in 

Translation Studies.  

And yet this trend, given the particular visibility in the literary and cultural spheres (as 

well as in more mainstream media) of, for example, the Parti pris poets, has sometimes led to 

the over-simplification of the period in literary terms. As Eibl is careful to point out, “literary 

criticism has often overemphasized the idea of the collective in the literature dedicated to the 

spirit of the Révolution Tranquille” (2008a, 429). Lack of attention to this detail in the 



4 
 

overview of the period would result in the exclusion of such writers as Anne Hébert and 

Antonine Maillet, whom Eibl describes as occupying “an exceptional position in the history 

of the Quebec novel of the 1970s” (ibid., 433), and whose subject matter treats not the 

ideological concerns of the collective but the trials of the individual. Both Hébert and Maillet 

are particularly relevant to the present discussion, despite their position outside the 

mainstream in Quebec’s literary trends during the 1960s and ‘70s (in terms of subject, but 

certainly not of popularity or sales), firstly because of their influence on other writers 

(especially that of Hébert’s Kamouraska, for example, on Proulx’s later work) and secondly, 

because their English translators, notably Sheila Fischman, Pamela Grant, Barbara Godard, 

Wayne Grady, and Philip Stratford (among others) have, through their various approaches, 

helped to shape the course of translation scholarship in Quebec. In particular, Stratford’s 

stance in translating Maillet’s earlier work has directly informed my own approach to the 

translation of Sans cœur et sans reproche, as detailed in the coming discussion. Nevertheless, 

Hébert and Maillet were undeniably exceptions to an otherwise (almost) all-encompassing 

trend for ideological, collective, and nationalist-leaning literature during the 1960s and ‘70s 

in Quebec.  

Two key factors led to an important change in the 1980s and ‘90s. On one hand, political 

and ideological victories such as Bill 101, which in 1977 made French the official language 

of Quebec, saw popular conceptions of the Québécois identity moving away from the idea of 

the colonised, persecuted francophone community; likewise, the aggression with which 

Québécois autonomy had sometimes been asserted began to ease. On the other hand, 

disappointment following the negative results of two referendums on possible Quebec 

sovereignty contributed to “political fatigue in both groups” (Whitfield 2015, 81), and to an 

ambivalence among writers towards the idealised concept of the Québécois collective. The 

result of both factors was a shift in the focus of Quebec’s creative production away from 

ideological questions and towards a greater concern for aesthetic, literary, narrative, and 

individual perspectives (Whitfield 2015; Eibl 2008a).   

 

It is in this context that Sans cœur et sans reproche appeared in 1983, written by Montreal 

author Monique Proulx and published by Éditions Québec-Amérique. A screenwriter and 

author of novels and short stories, Proulx gained considerable recognition with this 

collection, which won the Adrienne Choquette Literary Award in its year of publication. 

Proulx’s five subsequent novels were published by Québec-Amérique and Boréal to great 

critical acclaim, and all of her works except Sans cœur have been published in English 
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translations (four of which by Matt Cohen, and the most recent, Wildlives, by David Homel 

and Fred A. Reed), although the short story “Sans cœur et sans reproche” (“Feint of Heart”) 

was translated into English by Matt Cohen and Wayne Grady as part of their 1986 collection 

Intimate Strangers: New Stories from Quebec. 

Sans cœur et sans reproche is a collection of fifteen short stories, each an episode in the 

life of one of the two central characters, Benoît and Françoise. While chronological (from the 

birth of Benoît in the first chapter to the death of Françoise in the last), the stories are entirely 

separate from one another and may be read in isolation. The six stories which I chose to 

translate reflect the range of styles and voices present in the collection as well as bringing to 

light some of the key questions and challenges of translating Québécois into English.  

The 1980s saw the growing popularity of the short-story collection in Quebec, and of the 

literary exploration of the human condition, of which Proulx’s Sans cœur is a prime example. 

Eibl (2008b, 453) characterises the collection as “a ‘comédie humaine’ in fifteen stories, 

carefully examining the ups and downs of human existence between birth and death,” 

situating the work at the heart of the trend within Quebec fiction at the time. The short stories 

of Sans cœur are centred on the characters’ interpersonal relationships and individual 

experiences, which are sometimes traumatic. The broader sociocultural concerns of Quebec 

occasionally feature in a secondary sense: notably, in “Le homard” (“The Lobster”), the 

character Marceau’s behaviour is motivated by his ideological position – he is deeply 

committed to his Québécois identity – yet the emphasis throughout is squarely on the 

characters themselves, and on the effect of underlying ideologies on their personal, in this 

case intergenerational, relationships.   

In addition, it is worth recalling that the 1970s and ‘80s were, in Eibl’s words, “the golden 

age of feminism” (2008a, 438). Proulx’s writing does not focus explicitly on feminist themes 

(a more salient trend in the preceding decade, among authors such as Louky Bersianik, 

Nicole Brossard, and France Théoret), but instead reflects the shift in 1980s feminist and 

women’s writing more generally, which began to distance itself from “explicit feminist 

discourse” (Eibl 2008a, 438). Further, as Proulx’s work demonstrates, “in addition to irony, 

humour, and ambivalence, female writing excels in its formal audacity and makes genre 

hybridity, parody, and intertextuality its dominant form of composition” (ibid., 439).  

Proulx’s oeuvre further reflects the aesthetic and self-referential literary trend prevalent in 

the 1980s and ‘90s in its emphasis on the narrative, linguistic experimentation, and the 

breakdown and subversion of narrative convention. Her style clearly demonstrates what Eibl 

(2008b, 452) has called “theoretical knowledge of linguistic operational mechanisms, that is, 
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their deconstruction and playful staging.” Features of diglossia, codeswitching, borrowing, 

and language interference are highly present in the text, reflecting Quebec’s linguistic reality; 

as a key constituent of the present discussion, these features will be explored in much greater 

detail in the following sections. Additionally, Proulx’s writing often takes an ironic approach 

to the roles of narrator and reader, for instance in the story “Sans cœur et sans reproche” 

(“Cold Blood, Warm Heart”), in which the author herself is strikingly present – addressing 

readers directly, referring to their expectations of the story, and poking gentle fun at their 

supposedly sentimental nature. 

Another characteristic feature of the work is the use of a different narrative voice in each 

story. In some cases, a neutral, omniscient third-person narrator relates events from the 

perspective of Benoît, Françoise, or another character; in others, the narration is first-person, 

and the voice of the character is skilfully handled; ranging between a young boy, a teenage 

girl, a middle-aged woman, and an elderly man, among others. Throughout the work, 

standard French (often embellished with highly literary, academic elements) coexists with 

strongly dialectal and colloquial Québécois in the dialogue and first-person narration, adding 

an extra layer of complexity to the translational process.   

Interestingly, certain names also reappear throughout, attached to different characters. This 

feature, along with the consistent reappearance of the central characters and the chronological 

progression of the stories, is reflected in other Quebec short prose collections of the time, 

such as Petites âmes sous ultimatum (1991) by Anne Dandurand and Caravane (1994) by 

Élise Turcotte (Eibl 2008b, 452). 

Finally, the language used by characters themselves – what Jansen and Wegener (2013) 

term “intra-textual voice” – is interesting for the present study, since it contains elements of 

diglossia and codeswitching as well as reflecting sociocultural attitudes towards the French 

and English languages. Particularly evident in “Le homard” and “Le rose et le noir,” these 

features pose intriguing challenges in translation – especially in the case of a largely 

monolingual target readership, such as that of the UK – as will be seen in Section 3 of this 

study. 

 

Diglossia and Codeswitching  

In a diglossic society, two or more languages or language varieties coexist, with speakers 

routinely and systematically choosing between them according to different contexts and 

situations (see Ferguson [1959] 2007; Fishman 1967). Quebec may thus be characterised as 
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doubly diglossic: not only is there coexistence of languages (French and English), but also of 

language varieties (standard French and Québécois).  

Defined as “the alternation of two languages within a single discourse, sentence or 

constituent” (Poplack [1980] 2007, 214), codeswitching is a key linguistic phenomenon 

associated with diglossic societies. Although codeswitching may at times suggest a random 

or arbitrary choice of language (and may simply reflect a gap in the speaker’s vocabulary), by 

choosing to incorporate elements of another language, speakers not only signal their 

bilingualism, but draw on the specific sociocultural significations which the other language 

carries with it, thereby communicating a message which may have been incommunicable in a 

monolingual utterance (Fishman [1965] 2007; Heller [1995] 2007). Finally, Myers-Scotton 

([1988] 2007, 101) has pointed out that codeswitching as “a symbol of the speaker’s 

intentions” may either be an unmarked choice on the part of the speaker (when switching is 

the expectation) or a marked choice (when it is not); as a marked choice, it can increase social 

distance by “making power differentials salient” (ibid., 108). 

 

Quebec’s Linguistic Context  

The linguistic features just described, prevalent in bilingual societies, have a number of 

important functions. The first of these is pragmatic; Bertacco (2014, 3) has argued that since 

“not everything can be translated,” speakers therefore “negotiate such differences in a variety 

of ways: by developing techniques of code-switching according to the speaking environment, 

by translating or mixing languages, by letting interferences from one language ‘color’ their 

way of using the other, and so forth.” Moreover, from a sociocultural perspective, these 

features are particularly consequential in Quebec writing and translation because of what they 

communicate of identity and otherness – notions which have been instrumental in the 

construction of Québécois culture vis-à-vis the hegemony of the anglophone US, the 

colonising domination of the UK, and the perceived cultural and linguistic snobbery of 

France (Robyns 1994; Harris 2010). Robyns further observes that translation as confrontation 

with the alien is a “conspicuous instance of the continuous conflicts which characterize the 

construction of identity” (ibid., 405); consequently, questions of language attitudes, 

(un)translatability, and non-translation become especially salient in a bilingual culture. 

Indeed, for a source culture which has traditionally prioritised the construction of its own 

identity as separate and distinct from that of more powerful encroaching cultures, translation 

poses an undeniable risk: particularly within the postcolonial framework, the stakes are high 

in the translator’s decisions either to retain foreign, unfamiliar elements (maintaining source-



8 
 

culture identity), or to adapt these elements into target culture terms (risking the negation of 

source-culture identity). As will be seen in the discussion of specific translational challenges 

in Section 3, these choices are rarely straightforward, and several additional considerations 

must usually be borne in mind.  

The current linguistic context of Quebec has been significantly shaped by historical events 

(see Section 1), of which the sociocultural repercussions continue to be felt – both in 

prevailing language attitudes and in translation practice, as described by Sherry Simon in her 

2015 article “Returns on Translation: Valuing Quebec Culture”:  

Few cultural realities in Quebec have not been captured in some way in a dynamic of 

resistance or acquiescence to the English language or North American culture, a 

defence of national culture and an openness to cultural imports, a positioning with or 

against the political and economic policies of English Canada. And so translation is 

inflected by singular lines of tension in Quebec. (502) 

In particular, until the seismic changes brought about by the Quiet Revolution, translation 

(including self-translation) into English was unavoidable for most urban francophones, 

especially in official or institutional settings. Simon (ibid.) observes that “those who are 

forced to translate, those who are obliged to be translated, understand the profoundly unequal 

character of global exchange”; as a result, the use of English carried a bitter undertone for 

many of Quebec’s francophones, for whom Québécois was a potent manifestation of identity. 

Language attitudes in Quebec are thus doubly “inflected”: on one hand, the protection of 

French has been central to Quebec’s defence against the colonising encroachment of English, 

the hegemonic cultural invader; while on the other hand, Québécois and joual have been 

naturally tied in with the Québécois identity vis-à-vis “the linguistic norms of standard 

French, seen as a source of cultural domination and alienation” (Lane-Mercier 2014, 211).  

Moreover, it must not be overlooked that competence in English as a second language 

(and consequently, the speaker’s ability to codeswitch at will) has been far from universal; in 

fact, at a time when education was more directly indicative of economic wealth than is the 

case today, bilingualism was often a mark of a certain cosmopolitanism or affluence. This is 

of course closely connected to the sociopolitical factors described above, since in most cases, 

economic, cultural, and ideological positions are inextricably linked. Heller ([1995] 2007, 

166) employs the framework of the Bourdieusian marketplace to explain such contexts: 

Linguistic resources are among the symbolic resources which are, generally, not 

equitably distributed in society. Some people, by virtue of their social position, have 
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access to more- or less-highly valued forms of language, and are more or less able to 

control the value accorded to linguistic resources in society in general. 

Less philosophically abstract is Joshua A. Fishman’s observation, in his 1967 analysis of 

“diglossia without bilingualism,” that “the existence of national diglossia does not imply 

widespread bilingualism […] amongst most lower class French-Canadians, as distinguished 

from their upper and upper-middle class city cousins” (Fishman 1967, 50). Made on the cusp 

of imminent sociopolitical changes, Fishman’s statement provides a useful temporal 

grounding for the comparison of “then” and “now,” a central line of enquiry in the present 

study – compared with the subsequent changes in attitudes (discussed below), the contrast is 

striking.  

The key observation to make at this point is that the significance of code-switching has 

undergone enormous changes in recent decades; Simon (2015, 508) highlights that today’s 

generation “has a relationship to English that is playful, casual, flippant, and, at times, 

appropriative. English words are simply there for the using, and in fact become French words 

once they have inhabited the language for some time,” while Rampton ([1995] 2007, 196) 

describes how his teenage subjects’ codeswitching “cultivated a spectacular, dynamic, 

heteroglossic marginality.” This observation both explains much of the underlying nuance of 

Sans cœur et sans reproche and highlights once again the complexities of its translation, 

especially in light of the changes having occurred since the book’s publication. 

As previously discussed, the decades following the Quiet Revolution have seen another 

considerable shift in relations between Quebec’s francophone and anglophone communities: 

according to Malla (2015), “as Canada’s industrial centre has shifted west and 

multiculturalism has thrown dichotomous equations of nationhood for a loop, the drama of 

Quebec separatism has abated”; furthermore, the “two solitudes,” as they were previously 

known, have opened up to mutual dialogue and reciprocal influence, and Mezei (1998, 242) 

has asserted that “although class conflict continues to exist, it is no longer exacerbated by the 

question of language to the same extent.” However, the historical background described 

remains crucially important, as the effects of the often-bitter opposition between the two 

cultures (along with its socioeconomic corollaries) continue to impact the translational 

context today. Indeed, communicating the sociocultural significance of diglossia and 

codeswitching as manifested in Quebec literature presents a challenge in English translation 

precisely because of the historical context of francophone/anglophone relations. Even today, 

it holds true that “in this asymmetrical field, the traffic in language is ideologically charged” 

(Simon 2006, 10).  
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Lastly, one final facet of the changing cultural relations in Quebec is worth mentioning 

here: while the threatening encroachment of English has lessened in recent decades, “in 

contrast, multi-ethnic, non-francophone immigration has presented an additional substantial 

challenge to Quebec’s francophone identity” (Killick 2006, 187). This phenomenon ties back 

into the original discourse of the threat of English, since – although this is less the case today 

– Blanc (1993, 248-9) claimed that “the growth of the anglophone population” has been 

“swollen by the immigration of allophones, who spoke neither French nor English, but [have] 

assimilated to the anglophone community.”  

In summary, the concepts of diglossia and codeswitching provide an essential basis for the 

analysis of the translation issues described in Section 3, pertaining to issues of Québécois 

identity which remain highly relevant today, albeit for reasons which have shifted over the 

years. 

 

Existing Research in Translation Studies  

All of these issues considered, it is unsurprising that Quebec literature has posed 

challenges to translators working from Québécois into English. Such is the extent of the 

many and complex layers of significance interwoven with Québécois language, culture, and 

identity that “untranslatability has been an accepted feature of Quebec literature” (Simon 

2015, 507). Nevertheless, the challenge has been tackled by a number of well-regarded 

translators over the years, and I will return in Section 3 to those whose work pertains 

especially to my own: Sheila Fischman, translator of many Quebec writers including Roch 

Carrier and Marie-Claire Blais; Ray Ellenwood, translator of Jacques Ferron’s Le ciel de 

Québec; John Van Burek and Bill Glassco, co-translators of Michel Tremblay’s Les belles-

sœurs; David Homel, whose retranslation of Jacques Renaud’s Le cassé was published 

twenty years after the original; and D.G. Jones, one of only two authorised translators of 

Michèle Lalonde’s “Speak White.”  

 

Aside from the pragmatic concerns of translating bilingual or diglossic texts for a 

monolingual readership, translation of a minority language or dialect also raises questions of 

ethical implications: what does it mean to translate from a source culture historically 

colonised or controlled by what is now the target culture? According to Niranjana (1990, 

773), “translation as a practice shapes, and takes shape within, the asymmetrical relations of 

power that operate under colonialism,” meaning that the question is an urgent one where 

translation is effected between such cultures, since “what is at stake here is the representation 
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of the colonised.” Key aspects of the relationship between translation and postcolonialism 

have been explored by a number of researchers, including Niranjana (1990), Mezei (1998), 

Ladouceur (2000), Tymoczko (2007), Hui (2009), and Bertacco (2014), all of whom present 

valuable arguments for the power of translation to either uphold or subvert established 

colonial power imbalances. 

Postcolonial research therefore lends a valuable framework via which to approach 

translation in the current context. This advantage can be seen to apply in the opposite 

direction as well, since “translation as both a lived experience (many people do live in 

translation) and as an epistemological framework (it implies a comparative perspective) 

provides an ideal vantage point to forge the discourses of postcolonialism in the new 

millennium” (Bertacco 2014, 6). An approach which takes into account the overlap and 

connectedness of the two disciplines is therefore crucial if we wish to avoid unhelpful 

compartmentalisation, and instead to expand the discussion to include mutually beneficial 

influences between fields of research.  

 

Solid theoretical foundations into the postcolonial implications of Québécois translation in 

particular have already been established by researchers and translators including Ray 

Ellenwood, Rachel Killick, Susanne de Lotbinière-Harwood, and Sherry Simon, among many 

others. While it has been argued that “the literature of the Révolution tranquille had 

understood Quebec’s lack of cultural identity predominantly as a consequence of 

colonialism” (Eibl 2008a, 429), the somewhat knotty question of Quebec’s place in the 

colonial/postcolonial context remains. In a compelling analysis of the issue, Simon (2014, 

105) rightly points out that, at least during the 1960s, “the concept of decolonization was not 

without its major contradictions,” and goes on to ask: 

How could the descendants of European colonizers claim to be fighting the same battle 

as the liberation movements of Algeria and Cuba? How could they claim victim status 

when they in turn were in competition with the First Nations communities of Quebec 

for natural resources, and in fact inflicting on these communities their own form of 

internal colonialism?  

Taking a broad view, Killick (2006, 187) asserts that “the variety and complexity of 

[Quebec’s] experience as both colonizer and colonized from the sixteenth century to the 

present suggest a particularly fertile field for postcolonial analysis.” This argument underpins 

the approach taken in the current paper; that is, while the positioning of Quebec as a 

colonised society is by no means unanimous or unproblematic, the field of postcolonial 
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research nevertheless provides a relevant and useful framework for analysing the unequal 

power relations between the anglophone and francophone communities, especially how these 

have directly impacted language, literature, and translation, and continue to do so today.  

To summarise, the present work is situated squarely within the practice – by now well-

established in Quebec Translation Studies – of examining the translation issues which arise 

from the pragmatic and linguistic particularities of Québécois writing, and from the broader 

discourse of power imbalance (especially as viewed through the postcolonial lens); this 

approach seeks to identify shifts in translational currents, and where applicable, suggest 

directions for the rethinking of models which have previously served to restrict or dominate 

(for example, standardising linguistic norms of the dominant culture). I wish to build on 

existing research by comparing the issues which have faced translators of Quebec literature in 

the past with some of the issues specific to the 2017 translational context; moreover, 

translating for a British target readership brings new complexities (elaborated in the 

following section) which themselves lend a unique addition to the wider discourse. 
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Section 2: Significance and Implications of My Study 

 

In this section, I will clarify the contribution of my study to existing research. I will also 

identify some of the factors to be borne in mind when translating a 1983 Quebec text for a 

British readership in 2017 and the translational questions which result, particularly “how 

much (not) to translate?”, as briefly discussed in the previous section.  

First, I will address how my study builds on existing research, considering the position of 

the translator as an “outsider” to the Quebec context, as has been the case for a number of 

other translators in recent history. While the focus is on the continuity between existing 

research and my own, the differentiating feature of my translation project is its target 

readership, which is not primarily anglophone Canada but the UK. 

Second, I will turn to the question of timing: comparing “then and now” in translation of 

Québécois to English, I will work from the foundations established by previous translators 

and researchers – either applying these concepts to the present context, or drawing a contrast 

and suggesting alternatives where appropriate. While such translational issues have been 

compellingly and extensively discussed in the literature (see Section 1), my study also takes 

into account the recent developments in Translation Studies and postcolonial research, as 

well as the shifts in language and identity attitudes in Quebec (particularly within the literary 

and publishing world) since the mid-1980s, when Sans cœur was published. These twin 

considerations allow me to sketch out the implications of this time-lapse for translational 

decisions in 2017.  

 

The Outsider’s Perspective 

What defines an “outsider,” and what does this mean in the context of translating? Given 

its popular usage, the term is somewhat vague, and requires clarification in the present 

context: two distinct elements of “outsiderness” in translation can be elucidated, addressing 

the degree to which (a) the translator and (b) the target readership is considered to be outside 

the source culture. Both of these aspects have a profound impact on the translational project 

at every level – from the choice of author and text to translate, to the decisions made each 

time a translational question arises. Tymoczko (2007, 226) explains the effects of 

outsiderness in terms of the Bourdieusian habitus, via which the outsider is hindered by the 

blinkering effects of being positioned firmly within her/his own culture: “The workings of the 

habitus make it difficult to understand (and translate) the underpinnings of a culture because 

dispositions are difficult (or impossible) to observe”; consequently, the outsider is likely to 
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“see cultural practices and cultural systems as more static, rigid, and deterministic than they 

are experienced in practice” (ibid., 227). Both considerations (a) and (b) above are 

fundamental to the current study: my position as a translator from the UK makes me an 

outsider to the Quebec context, not only linguistically (as is the case for any translator 

working from second language into first); but also – despite the many cultural commonalities 

between Canada and the UK – in a cultural sense: translation of Québécois for UK readers 

entails a different set of strategies than does translation for anglophone Canadian readers, due 

to the linguistic and cultural elements which, within Canada, have “crossed the divide” 

between the francophone and anglophone communities. Let us now consider these two 

aspects of outsiderness in more detail.  

(a) As a relative newcomer to Quebec, I (like any new arrival) have a cultural knowledge 

which is to a large extent second-hand, acquired through discussion, literature, academic 

study, and anecdotal accounts from friends and colleagues. This situation is well-described by 

Mackey (1993, 54), who points out that “[linguistic] subtleties are not always obvious, 

especially to emigre writers, who sometimes find themselves in the position of the educated 

foreigner.” Without personal experience of growing up in an officially bilingual society, nor 

of the frictions which have marked francophone/anglophone relations throughout Quebec’s 

recent history, a translator from “outside” is likely to have quite different attitudes towards 

the English and French languages than those of a native Quebec resident. Specifically, in a 

predominantly monolingual society (such as most of Britain and the US), learning a second 

language, from secondary school onwards, is usually a choice. Many Canadian (especially 

Quebec) schoolchildren, on the other hand, are educated in immersion programs entirely in 

their second language, as demonstrated by the 2006 Statistics Canada report, “Youth 

Bilingualism in Canada”: 

Outside of Quebec, about 17% of non-Francophone youth had ever been enrolled in an 

immersion program [...] About two-thirds (66%) of youth had been in French 

immersion at some point after Grade 6 (some secondary). (Allen 2008) 

More pertinently, whether or not they have had to learn it at school, residents of Quebec 

are faced with issues of diglossia and translation on a daily basis. One possible consequence 

is that those from outside Quebec may have a more positive (or at least, neutral) attitude 

towards second-language knowledge and use, since this has been a personal choice for them, 

and not usually an obligation. 
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Furthermore, the complex politics surrounding language and identity will not have 

touched the outsider in a personal capacity. Quebec residents may, of course, have a wholly 

favourable relationship with the “other” language, based on positive experiences. On the 

other hand, especially for previous generations living through the turmoil of the Quiet 

Revolution, their direct or familial experience of language attitudes may be ambivalent or 

decidedly negative. The translator from outside Quebec is, again, likely to approach aspects 

such as foreignisation, adaptation, and dialect features in a different, perhaps more neutral, 

manner. This effect can be observed among other translators such as John Van Burek (co-

translator of Tremblay’s Les belles-sœurs) who, “having grown up in the United States […], 

approached the French language, and French Canada and Quebec, differently than the 

Anglophone Canadians of his entourage” (Koustas 2006, 269). In addition, translators such as 

Sheila Fischman, Ray Ellenwood, and David Homel have all come to Québécois translation 

from “outside,” and the effects of this on their translational strategies will be explored in 

greater detail in Section 3, where they serve as points of departure for my own approach in 

translating Sans cœur. The most salient effect of my own outsiderness, and particularly of my 

origins in the UK, has been my decision to render Québécois dialect, in translation, as my 

own native variety from south-east England. This decision reflects the literary quality of the 

source text, which requires that characters’ individual voices be respected; this is explored in 

much greater detail in Section 3. 

(b) It is a simple fact of translation that readers are necessarily outside the source culture, 

and every translator, to some extent, must navigate the “gap” when cultures do not perfectly 

align. As Tymozcko (2007, 43) has explained, “Translation normally involves the interface of 

languages, semiotic systems, cultural products, and systems of cultural organisation, and it 

makes manifest the differences and similarities of these features of systems across cultures.” 

However, in some language/culture pairings, the gap is bigger than others. The Quebec 

context is particularly interesting in this sense: translation between French or Québécois and 

Canadian English takes place against the backdrop of the close proximity between the 

francophone and anglophone communities, and the more recent intermixing of cultures, itself 

leading to the two-way exchange of linguistic and cultural features. As a result, both 

francophone and anglophone residents of Quebec are likely to have, at the very least, a 

minimal familiarity with the “other” language. 

Conversely, translating into another variety of English, in this case British, must take into 

account the additional distance between cultures: while certain terms in Québécois may be 

easily recognisable to an anglophone Quebecer, the same would not be true for a British or 
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international English reader – or indeed an anglophone Canadian from outside Quebec, as 

Malla (2015) has pointed out: “The province has its own TV, film, and pop-music celebrities, 

completely distinct from those of Hollywood, while Ontario is almost entirely American.” As 

a translator both from and for the UK, my position is an interesting one: especially conscious 

of Canadian cultural references which would be unfamiliar to British readers, my decisions 

regarding how much (not) to translate anticipate inevitable instances of both in- and mis-

comprehension. However, the result has certainly not been a translation which aims for a 

seamless reading experience with no unfamiliar elements. Instead, my approach has simply 

been to decide on a case-by-case basis which unfamiliar elements give an insight into the 

Québécois culture (even if semantic content is compromised), and which, conversely, might 

prevent comprehension of important narrative points, to no great advantage.  

Lastly, it is pertinent to recall that, given the growing interest of international publishers 

and readerships in Quebec’s cultural production (described below), the number of “outsiders” 

approaching Quebec literature is only set to rise – meaning that careful reflection on the 

outsider’s perspective is becoming ever more relevant. Indeed, the recent move towards a 

more outward-looking and international approach is a crucial consideration in the translation 

(and thus expansion) of a literature traditionally functioning as a vivid reflection of its own 

social concerns. 

 

Timeliness 

As discussed in detail in Section 1, much existing research has examined the inherent 

complexities of translating Québécois to English. Collections such as Sherry Simon’s Culture 

in Transit (1995) and Agnes Whitfield’s Writing Between the Lines (2006) bring together 

some of the most well-regarded anglophone translators of French and Québécois working in 

Canada in recent years, many of whose careers began during (and in some cases, as a direct 

result of) the upheavals of the Quiet Revolution – for instance, Linda Gaboriau, Barbara 

Godard, Wayne Grady, D.G. Jones, Susanne de Lotbinière-Harwood, and Philip Stratford, to 

name but a few. The two collections (of which Culture in Transit provides first-person 

accounts of translation processes, while the biographical essays in Writing Between the Lines 

are written by translators, about other translators), themselves published just over ten years 

apart, give a fascinating insight into the great diversity of paths taken by anglophone 

translators in Canada. Motivations and beginnings in translation are described, as well as of 

approaches to particularly knotty translational challenges – especially those pertaining to 

political and linguistic aspects of both Québécois and Acadian translation. In her contribution 
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to the recent and equally valuable collection Translation Effects, Gillian Lane-Mercier has 

reminded us that “questions pertaining to selection and timeliness are standard fare in 

translation theory” (2014, 209), and, over twenty years since Culture in Transit, I would 

indeed argue that collections such as the three mentioned here have paved the way for a 

contemporary re-questioning of the issues facing translators of Québécois into English, 

particularly in light of more-recent research in postcolonial literature and its intersection with 

translation.  

My study builds on this foundation by observing what has changed (especially in terms of 

attitudes and perceptions of language and linguistic features) since the mid-1980s when Sans 

cœur was written, and in the years since the publication of other influential translations of 

Québécois texts. As Peter Cole (2013, 6) has explained, when translating a work published a 

number of years before, we must “respond and be responsible not only to the original […], 

but also to the body of knowledge that has accrued around it.” To this end, I have taken as a 

point of departure more-recent postcolonial research such as that mentioned in Section 1. 

Researchers such as Bertacco, Ladouceur, and Simon have recognised the implications of the 

postcolonial framework for the Quebec context; drawing on the comparable (though diverse 

and differing) contexts of postcolonial literature and translation in other cultures such as 

India, South America, and Africa, they have applied concepts such as the repercussions of 

foreignisation and adaptation to the context of Québécois in translation.  

Finally, I wish to place particular emphasis on the recent shift (in the last twenty years, 

especially) away from the previously insular, self-contained, or inward-looking aspects of 

Quebec literature and publishing, towards a more international and outward-looking vision, 

as described in detail by Pépin (2011), as well as by the contributors to Translation Effects 

(Mezei, Simon, and von Flotow 2014). According to Malla (2015), Dimitri Nasrallah, editor 

at Véhicule Press, “believes that Quebec writing is developing an international sensibility.” 

Malla continues by observing that “that perspective has long been absent from a broader 

conversation, literary or otherwise,” though he also suggests that “perhaps this flurry of new 

initiatives aimed at disseminating the work of French Canadian writers […] will finally bring 

the isolation of those writers to an end.”  

This progression has been considerably advanced by the concerted efforts of small 

Canadian publishing houses. As Pépin (2011) points out,  

since the last decade, Quebec writers have drawn their strength from their marginal 

status, capitalizing on a freedom unavailable to the dominant literatures. In this respect, 
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the Quebec literary milieu owes much to the emergence of young publishing houses 

that have brought their energy to the world of the book.  

Publishers such as Coach House, House of Anansi, and Talonbooks have been the driving 

force behind what is described in the article “Québécois Literature” on translation blog Three 

Percent as “the upward swing” in Québécois literature (Post 2015); furthermore, “websites 

like Quebec Reads and Ambos, both run by translators, keep English-language readers in 

touch with reviews, translated excerpts, and interviews” (ibid.). This, of course, is a vital 

consideration in any analysis of literary and translational trends: authors, translators, and 

readers alike are always to some extent at the mercy of editors and publishing houses, without 

whom the increased interest in Québécois literature from outside the province – and thus the 

impetus for translations – would not have occurred at all. 

In light of this growing interest from US and international readers in Quebec literature 

(whether as the cause or result of increased attention from publishers), it is more important 

than ever that Translation Studies keep its finger on the pulse, so to speak; that is, that 

translators and researchers continue to address the theoretical implications and complexities 

of translating Québécois to English, given the evolution and developments during the past 

thirty years which have made these implications quite different in 2017 to what they were in 

previous decades. Mackey (1993, 46) has claimed that “the nation-state of the future is 

destined to thrive in situations of literary diglossia, and its writers in literary biculturalism”; if 

this is indeed the case, then the broader relevance of these questions in international literature 

and translation cannot be overstated.  
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Section 3: Translational Issues in Sans Cœur et Sans Reproche 

 

In this section, the questions and challenges which arose in the process of translating Sans 

cœur et sans reproche are explored in detail, providing a more concrete illustration of many 

of the theoretical points described in the previous sections. This discussion is divided into 

three main issues which raise questions in translation: Québécois sacres; sociolinguistic 

features of colloquialism, dialect, voice, and register; and finally, language attitudes in the 

story “Le homard.” 

 

Québécois Sacres  

Quebec’s idiosyncratic swearwords originate from the anti-ecclesiastical sentiment that 

developed as a result of the historical dominance of the Catholic Church in the province, and 

the far-reaching power wielded by the Church’s officials, which led to what Fischman has 

called “underlying resentment” and a “desire to escape in some way from its strictures” 

(Carrier 1970, 1). Extensively documented in both academic and popular literature (for 

instance, Bougaïeff and Légaré 1984, Sanders 1993, Blanc 1993, Peritz 2008, Bauer 2011, 

and Nosowitz 2016), sacres, while once seen as “un chancre qui défigure notre physionomie 

nationale,” have since been recognised as “un des éléments de la spécificité québécoise” 

(Bougaïeff and Légaré 1984, 3-4). Both a central element of Québécois linguistic identity and 

a source of intrigue for many writers and readers outside the province, the “swearing 

vocabulary” of Quebec has been characterised by Nosowitz (2016) as “one of the weirdest 

and most entertaining in the entire world.” 

The list of commonly-used sacres is vast, given that many have generated a string of 

alternative or euphemistic versions; some examples include hostie/ostie/estie, 

tabernacle/tabarnak, calisse, ciboire, maudit, and crisse, meaning respectively “host,” 

“tabernacle,” “chalice,” “ciborium,” “damn/damned,” and “Christ.”  

Sacres present a challenge in literary translation for two main reasons. Firstly, 

Catholicism’s historic role as a dominant authoritative force in Quebec has meant that the 

specific vocabulary of the Catholic Church and its sacred objects is widely recognised – 

although Nosowitz (2016) suggests that familiarity is dwindling in the more secular society 

of present-day Quebec – to a greater extent than in a non-Catholic society such as the UK, 

where terms like “ciborium” and “tabernacle” remain part of a decidedly specialised 

vocabulary. In addition, the social and historical significance of the Church’s power in 

Quebec is precisely what gives the Québécois religious swearwords their profanatory weight; 
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it cannot be considered sacrilegious to misuse what is not widely revered, or required to be 

revered, in the first place, as described by Bauer (2011, 44): 

“Hostie,” le mot, émergea donc comme un sacre à la fin du dix-neuvième siècle et au 

début du vingtième, moment où l’Église catholique mit l’hostie, la chose, au cœur de sa 

foi, au cœur de l’identité Canadienne. C’est là où la sacralisation abonde que la 

profanation surabonde. 

Consequently, cultures which (in recent years at least) have not been marked by this kind 

of religious dominance do not assign the same gravity to religious profanity. Indeed, while 

equivalent swearwords exist in English, few are of the religious variety (Bauer 2011) – 

notable exceptions being “God-damn,” “Jesus,” “Christ,” and the intensifier “the hell” – 

rather generic and colourless compared to the Québécois examples. In contrast, the Catholic 

vocabulary enables swearing of which the “range is both more extensive and intensive than 

the members of other faiths are able to accomplish” (Montagu 1967, 56). Literal translation 

of sacres is clearly not an option, since the equivalent terms carry nothing like the 

profanatory potential in English that they do in French.  

The second reason for the particular difficulty of translating sacres is nicely summarised 

by Blanc (1993, 245):  

No domain is more indicative of the vitality, expressiveness, and creativity of the 

spoken language than the use of swear-words or sacres (based on religious vocabulary) 

with which [francophone] Quebecers pepper their informal speech.  

 Although not universally used by all social groups, sacres are inextricably linked to 

Québécois identity – which is jeopardised when they are replaced by equivalent target-

language terms. In addition, the relative blandness of English religious swearwords means 

that the “vitality, expressiveness, and creativity” of the text are also at stake. From a 

postcolonial perspective, the question gains an extra layer of significance when we recall 

translation’s central role in the representation of cultures: the postcolonially-minded 

translator, at pains to avoid the neutralising tendencies of domesticating translation, must pay 

careful attention to features which so unequivocally function as identity markers.  

In light of these observations, the translator has three options when translating a text 

containing sacres: (a) to retain the original Québécois; (b) to adapt the element into a partial 

equivalent in English; or (c) to find a “middle-ground” whereby elements of the original are 

maintained along with the addition of extra information designed to aid the reader’s 

comprehension. In this case as in any, “no single translation approach or strategy is likely to 
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suffice – whether it is literal or free, formally or dynamically equivalent, domesticating or 

foreignizing” (Tymoczko 2007, 215); therefore, it is quite normal in translation that a range 

of approaches be drawn upon according to the situation at hand. 

In the present context, it has been enlightening to reflect on the approaches of two 

previous translators of Québécois; by observing the precedents they have set in their own 

work, I have aimed to elucidate the possible consequences of the three options mentioned 

above. Indeed, I would argue that today’s translator always stands to gain from this kind of 

reflection on previous work – whether by emulating positive aspects of previous strategies, or 

by observing those strategies which have resulted in less successful outcomes, and taking an 

alternate route. 

One translator extremely familiar with the challenge of translating Québécois is Sheila 

Fischman, whose English version of Roch Carrier’s La Guerre, Yes Sir! (one of her earliest 

translations) was published in 1970. In this work, Fischman chose to retain many Québécois 

sacres in their original form, as Pamela Grant (2006, 172) describes: 

Faced with the challenge of conveying [the significance of the Québécois expression] 

to an English readership, she decided to retain the original French wording in such 

passages as, “Calice de ciboire d’hostie! Christ en bicyclette sur son Calvaire! So you 

think we enjoyed ourselves in the war?”  

The motivation for this decision (which, given the social and political currents at the time, 

made a stronger statement than it would today) was twofold. On the pragmatic level, 

Fischman, not yet the confident translator she would later become, has described taking “a 

coward’s way out” by choosing not to translate: “if I had been a more confident translator, 

[…] I might have tried to find some sort of equivalent, using the bawdy words we use in 

English” (Simon 1995b, 186). Yet her decision was also a way to “open […] a tiny window 

onto certain aspects of the reality of French Quebec” (ibid.), and thus to (re)construct 

something of the Québécois identity and experience for a readership largely unfamiliar with 

them. Fischman has explained this intention to “create some understanding” in greater detail 

in the preface to her 1970 translation of La Guerre, Yes Sir!: “Learning to swear in the other 

language may be an unorthodox way to begin, but it could stir up some interest,” perhaps 

even helping to “eliminate one of the most frequently used expressions – ‘maudits Anglais’” 

(Carrier 1970, 3). Nonetheless, over the span of her career, Fischman’s approach has itself 

undergone certain shifts (perhaps connected to the changing significance of language, 

identity, and translation in Québécois literature): in her 1990 translation of Michel 

Tremblay’s Les vues animées (Bambi and Me) she translated “J’ai-tu dit un gros mot, moé? 
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J’ai-tu dit crisse? J’ai-tu dit tabarnac?” as “Did I say something dirty? Did I say shit? Did I 

say fuck?” (Grant 2006, 185), demonstrating a propensity to adapt which was not present in 

her earlier work. She herself has also drawn attention to the change in her approach: while 

she used to believe that translating Québécois into English “might perform a kind of political 

function,” that is, a rapprochement or bridge-building between the communities, she later 

qualified this by saying, “I don’t think I’d be so naïve as to use that kind of language now” 

(Simon 1995b, 189). 

The second translator relevant to the present context is Ray Ellenwood, whose translation 

of Jacques Ferron’s Le ciel de Québec (The Penniless Redeemer) was published in 1984. 

Ellenwood faced challenges in depicting stereotypical francophone and anglophone Canadian 

characters and especially in translating the wordplay and in-jokes which punctuate their 

interactions. Clear parallels can be drawn between these translational challenges and those in 

“Le homard,” and we will therefore return to Ellenwood’s strategies in more detail in the 

following section. At this point, it is sufficient to observe that he has taken a middle-route 

between total retention of idiosyncratic Québécois features, and total adaptation into English; 

retaining certain expressions such as “grand tabernacle d’hostie,” but conveying information 

about their meaning or pronunciation to the anglophone reader by way of a “stealth gloss” – 

Susan Bernofsky’s term for the subtle explanation which translators may insert, “useful when 

a writer refers to something that makes no sense in English without explanation” (Randol 

2013).  

As to his motivations, Ellenwood has described the “theoretical problem of confronting a 

text so regionally and linguistically centred as this one, and making it readable in another 

language, without betraying it” (Ellenwood 1995, 101). The reference to “betrayal” is 

interesting, since it is not a notion shared by all translators, instead signifying the stance 

which the individual translator (or indeed the culture at large) has chosen to take vis-à-vis 

foreignness and “alien elements” (Robyns 1994). In this vein, Ellenwood would not have 

wished to entirely omit the original features, in this case sacres, given what they 

communicate of the Québécois character of the text; furthermore, he has made his feelings 

clear on the reception of foreignness by readers: “if they shut their eyes and minds to any 

non-English words in the text, too bad for them” (1995, 103). Although Ellenwood was not 

explicitly aligning himself to the postcolonial approach, the comparison nonetheless suggests 

itself: given translation’s historical bent for domesticating the foreign, postcolonial 

translations have often sought to retain elements of foreignness in order to make salient the 

original text’s identity and provenance. Thus, postcolonial texts (and their translations) 
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impose themselves as different from the norm in order to mark the “distance, not only from 

ordinary language, but also from ordinary readings” (Bertacco 2014, 5). Nevertheless, as 

Tymoczko (2007, 232) is careful to stress, “a translator’s skill in cultural translation lies in 

large measure in inducing an audience to be willing to learn, to receive difference, to 

experience newness.” In my opinion, Ellenwood has achieved an equilibrium between 

retention of the important Québécois elements and the addition of information to aid the 

anglophone reader. In fact, I would argue that he has done so more successfully than has 

Fischman (whose two different approaches, described above, fall at the more extreme ends of 

the continuum between retention and adaptation of sacres).  

It is pertinent at this point to recall the intention of my particular study; that is, translation 

for a British readership. In this aspect, my project differs considerably from the translations 

by Fischman and Ellenwood since, as anglophone Canadian translators, their primary 

readership would also have been anglophone Canada (notwithstanding international 

publication) – significant because recognition of Quebec’s idiosyncratic language and 

cultural items is somewhat greater in anglophone Canada than internationally. It is certainly 

not the case that Québécois cultural references (of which sacres are just one example) would 

necessarily be understood by anglophone Canadians outside Quebec – or indeed by 

Americans “just across the border,” as described by Chad W. Post, the American author of 

“Quebecois Translations” (on translation blog Three Percent): 

The landscape, the cultural habits, the experiences, especially as a New Englander, are 

in so many ways familiar, but foreign, not just across border, but across language, with 

parallel traditions, and ever aware that it’s looking back across the mirrored plane. 

Yet, within the narrower context of Quebec itself, certain elements of Québécois, if not 

fully comprehended, would be likely to be recognised by anglophones (as outlined in Section 

2). In the current context, sacres may at the very least be recognised as swearwords.  

Translational decisions naturally differ according to whether the intended readership is 

within Quebec, within Canada, or international: the retention of elements in their original 

form would arguably be more advisable if readers have a degree of familiarity with these to 

begin with. Indeed, addressing the question of “foreign-soundingness,” David Bellos (2013, 

36) has claimed that the retention of original elements is “only a real option for a translator 

when working from a language with which the receiving language and its culture have an 

established relationship.” Interestingly, while Bellos points out that this relationship is to be 

found between English and French, the same may not be said of English and Québécois. It is 
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therefore crucial to recall that foreign-soundingness can be a double-edged sword; the 

translator may want to avoid negating the identity of the original, yet s/he must also beware 

of the translation “dissolving into something different – a representation of the funny ways 

foreigners speak” (ibid., 42). Nevertheless, it can certainly be counter-argued that readers 

with no prior knowledge of these linguistic and cultural elements have just as much, if not 

more, to gain from encountering them in literature – considering the “window” on other 

cultures which, as Fischman has suggested, translations of foreign writing can provide. 

Furthermore, the postcolonial approach once again calls for a delicate balance, in which the 

translator must seek to respect the foreignness of the original, without exoticising it.  

Returning to my translation of Sans cœur, I made use of all three approaches in translating 

sacres in different contexts, on a case-by-case basis and bearing in mind all of the 

considerations just outlined. Concerning the question of “how much (not) to translate?”, the 

following examples illustrate that different strategies may be appropriate according to the 

context.  

(a) Retention of Québécois: In “Partir partir,” the character Max exclaims on entering his 

friend’s bedroom, “Ça pue en saint chrême de saint cibole de saint simonac de batèche!” (43); 

my translation reads “Ugh, saint chrême de saint cibole de saint simonac de batèche, that 

stinks!” Retaining the elements in their original form preserves the notable capacity of 

Québécois swearwords to be linked together into whole phrases, which in the current context 

both intensifies and adds a comic element to the exclamation. This capacity is not wholly 

absent from English; near equivalents being “in-fixing” (for instance “abso-bloody-lutely”), 

or phrases such as “fucking fuck” or “bloody fucking hell” – though these still do not 

approach the complexity of the phrase-long curse uttered by Max. Unwilling to lose what the 

narrator terms “le lyrisme” (43) of this phrase, and wishing to preserve the social and regional 

identity which Max’s utterance conveys, I opted to keep the phrase in its entirety in the 

original Québécois. As Merkle (2014, 99) has pointed out, adaptation in these cases “may be 

at the expense of the emotionally charged message that the original text articulates, that is, 

the author’s [or character’s] sociolinguistic distress or political discontent. […] It is perhaps 

more ethical in such instances to opt to non-translation.” By doing so, a further advantage is 

that readers gain a small insight into a culturally meaningful aspect of Québécois language; as 

well as the fact that “des sacres originels ou dérivés dont l’arrangement plus ou moins 

fantaisiste vise davantage un effet de divertissement (faire rire) qu’une expression 

d’intensité” (Bougaïeff and Légaré 1984, 240) are key to the characterisation of Max. 
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Moreover, the context of the utterance makes its meaning self-explanatory; it is clear that 

Max is swearing, and no semantic content is lost by non-translation in this case.  

(b) Adaptation to English: In three cases, I adapted Québécois swearwords or phrases into 

partial equivalents in English. First, for “Maudit qu’y a d’la chance! Maudit qu’y est 

chanceux!” (“En tout cas,” 26), a ready equivalent in English, with a comparable meaning 

and (relatively low) level of intensity, is “Blimey, his luck’s really in. Blimey, he’s lucky.” 

Similarly, I translated “Sans-cœur! Maudit gaspilleux!” (“Le homard,” 181) as “Cold-

blooded good-for-nothing!” (Incidentally, as a deliberate repetition of the expression “sans 

cœur” from the collection’s title, it was also crucial to retain the phrase “cold blood” from the 

translated English title.) These two adaptations were prompted by the fact that, whereas in 

example (a) the semantic content was less significant that the inclusion of Québécois 

elements, the order of priority in the present example is reversed. As colourfully described by 

Cole (2013, 11), “good translation” takes sense into account, and the translator must be 

responsive to these “live elements” by seeking to “preserve them through transformation 

rather than salting or pickling them through superficial mimicry.” In the present context, my 

decision to adapt was partly due to the nature of the expressions themselves, since “maudit,” 

for instance (being a single word rather than a phrase), does not have the same idiosyncratic 

force as the string of swearwords used by Max in the first example. Additionally, I would 

argue that it is more necessary that the semantic meaning of these utterances be understood 

by the reader than was the case for the examples in (a), thereby precluding the retention of the 

elements in (b) in their original form. 

Conversely, the third example of adaptation had a different motivation: “Va donc chier!” 

(“Samedi soir,” 34), although not exclusively a Québécois expression, nevertheless signifies 

the character Françoise’s ability to “devenir grossière” at will (34) – an important element of 

her character, and a trend among “les jeunes filles québécoises” since the 1980s, as described 

by Bougaïeff and Légaré (1984, 206): 

Désireuses de revendiquer pour leur compte un pouvoir jusque-là monopolisé par le 

sexe masculin, les jeunes filles ont adopté le medium linguistique du sacre pour 

affirmer […] à l’égal des garçons, un pouvoir efficace de manipulation sociale.  

I adapted this element into “Alright, alright, don’t shit a brick!” in order to (at least 

partially) reproduce the joke: Françoise, who has locked herself in the bathroom, tells her 

impatient brother to “va donc chier,” and proceeds to collapse into hysterical laughter when 

she realises the appropriateness of her wording. Moreover, since the utterance does not 
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contain any features specific to Québécois indicating Françoise’s regional identity, the main 

purpose of the utterance (i.e. in its nature as “bad language” and as word-play) is adequately 

retained in my English version. 

(c) Combination of strategies/addition of information: as demonstrated by the example of 

Ray Ellenwood’s translational strategies in The Penniless Redeemer, it can be advantageous 

to combine the above approaches by retaining certain elements while adapting others, even 

within the same sentence or passage. Further, the addition by the translator of a stealth gloss 

or subtle explanation can help readers to comprehend the semantic meaning, or to “get” a 

joke or instance of word-play – without the obtrusive interruption of the kinds of brackets or 

footnotes more appropriate to academic texts. In my translation of Sans cœur, I made use of 

this combinational approach a number of times, three examples of which will now be 

explained in more detail.  

Firstly, in “En tout cas,” the fishermen, taken in by Maximilien’s tall stories, exclaim in 

amazement, “Ah ben va-t-en donc, toi! Ah ben crisse! Ah ben ciboire!” (26), which I 

rendered as “No fucking way! Crisse, that’s incredible!”  

Secondly, in “Samedi soir,” I translated Françoise’s brother’s “Vas-tu finir par sortir, ostie 

de calvaire! Reviens-en, de te pomponner! Arrête de te pogner le derrière!” (34) as “What the 

fuck is taking you so long? Ostie de calvaire… stop powdering your nose and open the 

door!”  

Finally, in “Le homard,” one of the strongest uses of Québécois sacres in the collection, 

“Chus écœuré, crisse, CHUS ÉCŒRÉ, OSTIE!” (181) became, in my translation, “I’m sick 

of it, crisse, I’m BLOODY SICK OF IT, OSTIE!” (an instance in which I also made use of 

British English colloquial language, as explained below).  

In each of these cases, I have retained enough of the original Québécois to adequately 

signal the cultural identity of the characters as manifested by their use of language, while 

conveying the semantic content via the English adaptations or stealth glosses with which they 

are combined. The reason for taking the combined approach in these specific instances (as 

opposed to the other approaches previously described) is that here, both Québécois identity 

and semantic meaning are essential; neither could be sacrificed, since the utterances 

contribute much to the identity of both the characters and the text itself – yet to miss out on 

semantic content would mean losing some comprehension of the narrative. 
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Colloquialism, Dialect, Voice, and Register  

By identifying the function of the sociolinguistic concepts of colloquialism and dialect, 

and the literary handling of voice and register, we are able more clearly to delineate their 

importance in the literary and narrative framework; and thus, why and to what extent they 

should be retained in the translated text.  

Although sacres are a prime example of the concepts listed above, it is useful to 

differentiate between the foregoing discussion of more-or-less discrete, perfunctory sacres, 

and colloquialism, dialect, voice, and register in their broader and more sustained usage in the 

text. 

Colloquialism, defined in the Oxford Companion to the English Language (McArthur 

1995) as “informal speech generally,” especially that which is considered “non- or sub-

standard,” is an integral part of natural speech, and by extension, of literature which includes 

dialogue or otherwise seeks to reflect language use in a realistic manner. Features of dialect, 

which “usually refers to regional speech” but “can be extended to cover differences according 

to class and occupation” (ibid.), are a key component of this kind of speech or writing. This is 

similar but distinct from vernacular, which is more broadly the language or variety “spoken 

as one's mother tongue; not learned or imposed as a second language” (Oxford Dictionary 

Online). Colloquial and dialectal features in a text help to construct three-dimensional 

characters whom readers can “place” both in the geographical and sociocultural sense. 

Additionally, their inclusion creates an emotional connection with readers, who relate to 

language which is familiar to them.  

In literary analysis, voice has been described as “the specific group of characteristics 

displayed by the narrator or poetic ‘speaker’ (or, in some uses, the actual author behind 

them), assessed in terms of tone, style, or personality” (Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms, 

Baldick 2015). More precisely, the notion of voice as it pertains to translation has been 

explored by Whitfield (2015) who employs Jansen and Wegener’s (2013) distinction between 

“intra-textual,” “inter-textual,” and “extra-textual” voice. In the present context, the most 

relevant of these is intra-textual voice; that is, the speech styles of the characters and 

narrator(s) within the text. 

Finally, authors select among different registers (according to McArthur 1995, 

“variet[ies] of language defined according to social use”) – examples include the academic, 

familiar, and journalistic registers. The choice may reflect more of the social context or 

environment than of the individual character, although both are relevant; register further 
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varies according to the relationship between speakers; for instance, professional colleagues, 

friends, or family members, and each context has a specific intra-group code of language use.  

It is through the handling of these linguistic and literary features that an author 

communicates to the reader aspects of the character’s personality and individual traits; for 

instance, age, socioeconomic position, education, and even ideology – as well as broader 

parameters such as their relationship with their interlocuters, the social setting, and, in the 

case of a first-person narrator, the degree of familiarity, confidentiality, or honesty with 

which s/he addresses readers. Proulx is particularly adept at experimenting with these 

narrative features, and her writing displays a wide variety of approaches to all of those 

described.  

When dialect is employed in literature, another notable effect is the value and legitimacy – 

what might be called literary status – conferred on the dialect. It is, of course, possible to use 

dialect in literature in such a way that only signals characters’ regionality, as nothing but an 

“inoffensive element of characterization” (Lane-Mercier 2014, 212), or for a kind of comic or 

novelty effect – yet, as in Sans cœur, when the narrator as well as the characters use dialect 

features of Québécois in both serious and light-hearted circumstances, the effect is powerful 

as a legitimisation of the linguistic variety, which in turn makes a sociopolitical statement. In 

the comparable (though more extreme) example of Homel’s Broke City, Lane-Mercier (ibid.) 

has emphasised that it was the “unprecedented presence of joual in the narrative passages, 

traditionally the preserve of civilizing grammar norms and reassuring authorial distancing 

effects, that caused the greatest uproar.” It should be recalled that joual evolved into the 

variety now called Québécois, with nothing like the social stigma of the former: by the mid-

1980s, “not only had issues of national identity receded into the background, but Quebec 

French was well on its way towards standardization and its distinguishing characteristics 

were no longer stigmatized” (ibid., 214). Yet the comparison is nonetheless germane, since it 

highlights the major significance of literary uses of particular varieties or dialects – in this 

case, Québécois and its antecedent joual – recalling in turn the importance of attention to 

these features in translation.  

 

As a case in point, Proulx’s skill and versatility as an author is demonstrated in Sans Cœur 

by her ability to convincingly take on a variety of different voices – for instance, Benoît as a 

child in “En tout cas”; Evelynne Lamarre, in her sixties, in “Le rose et le noir”; and the 

teenage friends Françoise and Michelle in “Samedi soir.” Further, strategic use of register 

creates a clear distinction between the narrator (a quasi-representation of the author herself, 
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generally employing standard French, often in a highly poetic, lyrical, or academic style), and 

the characters (whose speech is often colloquial and/or dialectal); although, as previously 

explained, the narrator also juxtaposes contrasting registers and features, to striking effect. 

Since voice and register are key to the text’s polyphonic quality, the loss of these features 

through a neutralising or ill-considered translation would result in a text far flatter, far more 

lifeless, than the original. 

The challenge arises in how features such as colloquialism, dialect, voice, and register can 

be sustained throughout a translated text. As previously discussed, a discrete exclamation or 

expletive formed of a single word or phrase can justifiably be retained in its original (foreign) 

version, given its perfunctory nature, and because semantic content, if any, is usually 

irrelevant. On the other hand, a character’s voice, comprising their use of colloquialism, 

dialect, and register, must be sustained throughout the text in order to create the continuity 

required for readers to “believe” the character. Regardless of other variables such as 

interlocuter or setting, or indeed the characters’ age (Proulx’s characters grow older as the 

collection progresses), their unique voices must be consistent. How can this be approached 

when the text is translated? As described by Bernofsky (2013, 229), “translation [has] to find 

a rhythmical identity and integrity that will convince readers they are encountering a genuine 

piece of writing”; to this end, features such as colloquialisms must be conveyed through the 

use of a comparable colloquial register in the target language.   

However, the boundary between colloquial register and regional dialect is often indistinct. 

In the present context, the two overlap considerably, and familiar register is often denoted by 

dialectal features of Québécois. For this reason, where the original Québécois cannot be 

retained, it is necessary to find a comparable dialectal term in English. Without attention to 

this aspect, the texture and grain of the character’s regionality can easily be lost to 

generalised slang. While dialectal features in a translation can never fully mimic the effects 

of the original – there are no perfect equivalents – they can nevertheless produce a 

comparable textual fabric; an equivalence, at least, of the personality traits of characters, via 

what Simon (2006, 133) calls “a kind of remixing, a de- and then a re-scrambling of 

languages and vernaculars.”  

The obvious question is which dialect of the target language to use – of which a key 

consideration is the degree of specificity (geographical or sociocultural) of the original. Two 

alternative English translations of Michel Tremblay’s Les belles-sœurs provide a striking 

illustration: the first, produced by John Van Burek and Bill Glassco in 1974, employs what 

critic Vivien Bosley has described as “diluted” language, joual having been “standardized 
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into generic North American” to the extent that “the English text looks like a drawing room 

version of the French,” (Koustas 2006, 271). Crucially, “the linguistic specifics that we have 

come to associate with valorization of Quebec’s national identity disappear.” Conversely, 

Martin Bowman and Bill Findlay’s subsequent 1988 retranslation into Scots dialect, entitled 

The Guid Sisters, kept the Quebec setting but transformed joual into Glaswegian Scots – a 

dialect sharing many comparable socioeconomic and nonstandard connotations. This well-

known example underlines the value of seeking a comparable dialect in the target language 

(despite its inevitable differences from the original). According to Simon, “translations [of 

joual] into parallel idioms – like Yiddish and Scots – have been most satisfying, by using 

mirroring histories to project the political embeddedness of cultural references” (2015, 508), 

yet it is also worth pointing out that such a quasi-equivalence of dialects (and the 

sociocultural significance which they carry) is rare in translation. Often, regional dialects 

connote such specific social histories and identities that any such substitution results in a 

quite different set of implications. Again, a postcolonial approach in which the goal is to 

avoid the disempowerment through translation of the source culture will necessarily need to 

tread a fine line here in order not to transpose the original so entirely into an “equivalent” as 

to misrepresent it.  

This being said, translation of one dialect into another need not be as extreme as in the 

example above; indeed, there exists a middle-ground between the neutralising of a dialect 

into generalised slang, and the rare matching of a quasi-equivalent such as Scots. I chose to 

retain the colloquial features in my translations of Proulx’s work (particularly in “Le 

homard,” “Sans coeur et sans reproche,” and “Le rose et le noir”) by employing features of 

the variety general to London and south-east England. More geographically widespread and 

more generalised, this variety of British English carries much less sociocultural weight than 

does Glaswegian Scots, thereby reducing the risk of the implications of the use of a particular 

dialect becoming skewed in translation. On the other hand, as demonstrated by Van Burek 

and Glassco’s translation of Les belles-sœurs, it is essential that regional features, when 

translated, not be neutralised altogether, as this results in the loss of the text’s social 

specificity; precisely what the postcolonially-minded translator seeks to avoid. However, 

when combined with the retention of Québécois elements such as sacres in their original 

form, explained above, my approach strikes a balance between the identity of the original and 

the creation of a sustainable, authentic voice in the translation.   

The choice of the London/south-east dialect, while a broader and more inclusive category 

than Québécois, pertains quite simply to the fact that this dialect is my own. Philip Stratford 
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([1985] 1995, 95) has pointed out that a translator’s only reliable recourse when translating 

an author’s characteristic vernacular is her/his own vernacular – likely to be a hybrid 

comprising several cultural and personal background influences: “Antonine Maillet [whose 

work Stratford has translated] doesn’t write pure acadien at all. Acadien is just her base. To 

this she adds, instinctively, her own accent, images, rhythms, expressions.” In light of this 

observation, Stratford concludes that for this idiosyncratic source variety, which he has 

termed “Mailletois,” his best recourse in translation is “Stratfordese” (ibid., 96). Similarly, 

my own approach has not been to select a British dialect as geographically specific to a 

certain region as is Québécois, nor to aim for complete accuracy (whether temporal or 

geographical) of terms within this dialect; instead I have simply chosen what I believed to be 

the most natural and idiomatic terms in my own experience as a speaker of British English, 

and those which are the most appropriate to the character in question. Although the 

London/south-east variety has been my basis, it is likely that elements of other varieties 

familiar to me have become intermingled; for instance, urban London, northern English, or 

Scottish.  

This approach is further substantiated by David Homel (1995, 50): “the worst nightmare 

for a writer would be to be forced to write in a language which is not the one from his (or her) 

childhood – not the mother tongue. In other words, to have to use a blunt, unfamiliar set of 

tools.” I would argue that to Homel’s “writer” should certainly be added “translator”; in 

much the same way that the majority of translators have difficulty translating into a language 

other than their first, it is equally challenging to translate into a dialect or regional variety 

other than one’s own. It can of course be done, and very successfully so (for example by 

Susanne de Lotbinière-Harwood, who translates into English, her second language); the 

critical factor here being the translator’s individual experience and degree of familiarity with 

the target language or dialect – just one of the many contexts in which the translator as 

individual and as human being takes precedence over theoretical or systematic conceptions of 

the translation process. Indeed, translation is always shaped by the translator’s own 

“positionality,” described by Luise von Flotow as “the translator’s biographical, 

psychological, ideological and professional background” ([1990] 1995, 32). In the present 

context, this would of course include my position as a translator “outside” the source culture, 

as discussed in Section 2, as well as the other factors mentioned by von Flotow. 

 

I will now turn to two specific examples from my translation which illustrate the concepts 

discussed above. 
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“Le rose et le noir” (Pink and Black) features only one voice, that of Evelynne Lamarre, a 

woman in her sixties whose speech is often highly colloquial (although not always markedly 

Québécois). In the original, Evelynne’s vocabulary is characteristic not only of her age, but 

also of her gender – phrases such as “doux Jésus” being “les sacres de femmes, inscrits au 

registre familier” (Bougaïeff and Légaré 1984, 204). In my translation, “Ne soyez pas trop 

regardant, doux Jésus, la cuisine est à l’envers c’est pas disable…” (183) became “oh, but 

don’t look too closely, heavens above, the kitchen’s a wreck…” and “Ce rond de poêle-là est 

bien maudit” (183) became “this stove’s a bloomin’ nightmare.” Finally, “il a glissé sur la 

glace c’était l’hiver avant de se rendre au Parlement et il s’est fêlé la crane et il est mort 

comme ça avec une bombe même pas bonne dans le fond de ses poches” (192) became “he 

slipped on the ice its being winter and all and cracked his skull before he even got to 

Parliament and died just like that with a no-good bomb in his pocket.”  

This approach admittedly results in some loss of cultural and regional specificity, and 

Québécois expressions (particularly “doux Jésus” and “bien maudit”) have been adapted to 

British expressions (“heavens above”; “bloomin’ nightmare”) with no particular regional 

connotation; yet what is gained in the adaptation is a convincing and sustainable voice. While 

presenting a clear shift away from the original Québécois, elements of British familiar 

language would nonetheless resonate with target-language readers. In my opinion, the risk of 

making too concrete a geographical shift is offset by the (re)creation of a realistic and 

evocative voice, and the vivid characterisation which this enables. Once again, given the 

combination of this approach with the retention of elements of the regional dialect (for 

instance, “chrisse” and “viarge” are retained in Evelynne’s impersonation, later in the text, of 

actors she has seen in a play), we come closer to achieving the balance, mentioned above, 

between the visibility of foreignness and regional identity-markers, on one hand, and the 

creation of a sustainable individual voice, on the other. 

Another interesting comparison can be made by returning to the example of Homel’s 1984 

retranslation of Jacques Renaud’s Le cassé. Particularly relevant is Homel’s approach to 

translating source-language slang: written in 1964, Renaud’s text includes “unprecedented 

use of joual as a political tool” (Lane-Mercier 2014, 208). Homel’s Broke City, unlike many 

other translations of Québécois and joual (e.g. Fischman’s La Guerre, Yes Sir!) did not retain 

original elements in their foreign version, but replaced them with what Homel has termed “a 

generalized, big-city, working-class, northern, white dialect” (Homel 1985, 24). Yet unlike 

Van Burek and Glassco’s “diluted” Belles-sœurs, Homel’s “choice of equivalency” 

represented a rejection of traditional approaches, instead seeking “new, unfamiliar images of 
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post-colonial, urban Quebec that eschewed questions of untranslatability, otherness, and local 

colour by challenging target values and perceptions” (Lane-Mercier 2014, 215-16). This 

example, when compared to Fischman’s La Guerre, Yes Sir!,  represents the other extremity 

of the adaptation-foreignisation continuum. Although Homel’s translation has been somewhat 

controversial – Broke City received strong criticism as well as positive reviews (Lane-

Mercier 2014, 210-11) – the comparison helps to solidify the contours of the question: by 

taking a broad view of the potential strategies, we are able more clearly to trace out a suitable 

route for the present translation context. Specifically, this means erring away from adaptation 

as complete and all-encompassing as Homel’s, for the reasons already described, while 

nevertheless seeking a sustainable and convincing regional voice in the translation.  

Having thus weighed up the inherent losses and gains, I argue that the recreation of 

colloquial or dialectal features, and of the individual voice of both narrator and characters, is 

a prime example of “when to translate”; although this strategy of adaptation would not 

necessarily be justified without the retention, elsewhere, of original features – nor without the 

advantage (i.e. the literary integrity of the translated text) to be gained through convincing 

and effective handling of voice.  

 

Language Attitudes in “Le Homard” 

The third and final part of my analysis looks at language attitudes, particularly those 

surrounding diglossia and codeswitching, in the short story “Le homard” (“The Lobster”). 

Taking a “case study” approach allows for a detailed, targeted application of the linguistic 

and sociocultural theories already explored; “Le homard” is especially apt for analysis 

because it contains many of the features typical of Québécois texts (as explained in Section 

1). Following a brief introduction to the story and its characters, the discussion will be 

divided into two sub-sections: first, the paradox resulting from reference to language(s) when 

the text is translated; and second, manifestations of diglossia and codeswitching in the text, 

and the real-life corollaries of the of the characters’ language attitudes. In both cases, I will 

use my translation of “Le homard” as the starting point for a broader exploration of the 

translational challenges and the high sociocultural stakes of such decisions.  

 

 “Le homard” appears towards the end of Sans cœur et sans reproche. By this late stage in 

the collection (which, as described in Section 1, chronologically follows the two main 

characters over the course of their lives), Benoît is in his elderly years and is going by the 

name of Marceau; his wife addresses him in one instance as “Benoît Marceau.” 
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The plot centres around a family dinner to which Marceau and his wife Laura have invited 

their daughter Marie, her husband Pete, and the two grandchildren Nancy and Ralph. 

Marceau’s simmering frustration with his situation of relative poverty and bad luck is pushed 

to breaking point by Pete, whose tendency to codeswitch into English provokes Marceau’s 

irritation, a sentiment bound up with his views on language and identity. Demonstrating what 

Heller ([1995] 2007, 106) has called “linguistic insecurity constructed through years of 

subordination and language transfer,” Marceau is, on one hand, self-conscious about his own 

Québécois dialect in contrast with the Parisian French which he reveres as the prestige 

variety; Blanc (1993, 246) points out that “the dominance of ‘hexagonal’ French norms 

prevailed well into the 1970s,” which ties in with Marceau’s attitudes as typical of the older 

generation. On the other hand, he is adamant that the use of English has no place among his 

family, who are of course francophone. This instance demonstrates once again how the 

fictional events in this text are reflective of the linguistic reality of Quebec – that is, the 

perceived threat to the French language – creating what Mezei (1998, 232) has described as a 

“semiotics of defiance towards English.”  

An interesting parallel can be drawn between Marceau’s attitude towards his own 

Québécois language and the attitudes displayed by quite different colonial voices: Niranjana 

(1990, 775) explains that the Orientalists imagined Hindu culture to be marked by “impurity 

and cruelty,” and its customs to be “disgusting” and “horrible”; echoing (albeit in a much 

more extreme fashion) Marceau’s opinion of his own “langue commune, si petite, avec des 

mots tellement pauvres et insignifiants” (179). Marceau’s insecurities are therefore borne of 

the dominating influence of both France (linguistically and culturally) and the UK 

(colonially); as a result, it is even more crucial to try to fairly represent these elements of 

Marceau’s character, given what they communicate of colonial and postcolonial factors. 

The twin challenges of language reference and of sociocultural significance will now be 

examined in more detail. As will be seen, while a certain challenge is posed by the translation 

of explicit references to language and of codeswitching (as outlined in Section 1), the most 

complex and significant aspect of translating “Le homard” lies in conveying the sociocultural 

import of diglossia and codeswitching; indeed, this aspect contributes a great deal to the 

sense of the narrative, as well as being integral to the story’s literary value as a reflection of 

Quebec’s social and political reality. In this context “how much (not) to translate?” becomes 

more a question of “what is (im)possible in translation alone?”  

Firstly, when reference is made to the language used by the characters or narrator, and/or 

the language of the translation, the effect becomes somewhat skewed when the text is 
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translated, and particular attention must be paid in order to avoid contradictions; what 

Hermans (2007, 27) has described as a “[case] in which the self-reflexiveness of texts 

invoke[s] the language in which the original was written, thus threatening the translation with 

self-contradiction.” In addition, the translator must attempt to communicate the original 

message of the source text – which is often reliant on tacit understanding or background 

knowledge of language attitudes. This is precisely the effect observed in Michèle Lalonde’s 

“Speak White,” which presents a “paradox” in the “act of translating this poem into English 

when its subject is living under English colonialism” (Mezei 1998, 230). References to 

English and French in “Le homard” are also demonstrative of the emotional charge behind 

language attitudes in Quebec, complicated by the fact that English is, in this case, the target 

language. For example, “T’es jaloux, tu sais pas un maudit mot d’anglais!” (176) became, in 

my translation, “You’re jealous because you can’t speak a damn word of English!”, and 

“C’est pas des lobsters, c’est des homards!” (175) became “And they’re not called lobsters, 

that’s English – they’re homards!” 

Evidently, these elements translated into English do not make logical sense. However, this 

(not uncommon) paradox does not usually present a problem for readers’ comprehension: as 

Lawrence Venuti (2004) reminds us, “readers of translations can perform several mental 

tasks at once. [...] When the meaning turns obscure or ambiguous, we instantly clarify or 

untangle it by correcting the error in form, in word choice or grammar.” 

Additionally, these utterances are central to the sense of the source text at the most basic 

level. As Jesse Harris (2010, 7) has pointed out, the borrowing of English terms into French 

can be due to a kind of “French snobbery” in which English functions as a prestige marker. 

The tensions caused by the generational, ideological, and educational divide between 

Marceau and Pete are themselves signalled by the fact that of the two characters, only Pete is 

able to speak English.  

In short, despite the (minor) risk of confusion, I would argue that again, this is 

unquestionably a case of “when to translate”; paradoxical here does not mean untranslatable, 

and the references to language in this text are so central to the sense of the narrative that they 

take precedence over the slight wrinkle in logic. 

 

The second aspect of particular translational interest in “Le homard” is that of 

codeswitching, which, as explored in some detail in Section 1, is a key feature of diglossic 

and bilingual societies such as Quebec. It is to be expected that Quebec literature be coloured 

by these features, and indeed, “a bicultural writer describing a bicultural milieu to a bilingual 
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audience cannot afford to ignore the bilingual nature of either, for to do so is to risk 

irrelevance,” and in the case of codeswitching, “if the audience itself is in the habit of 

switching from one language to the other, so must the characters” (Mackey 1993, 59). It will 

be recalled that these features nevertheless present complex questions for the translator – 

questions which Bednarski (1995, 110) has called “unanswerable” – especially when the 

translation is geared towards a monolingual readership, in which readers find themselves 

markedly “outside” the source text’s original target audience (for whom the linguistic 

behaviour of the characters reflects their own lived reality). In addition, it merits repeating 

that codeswitching, while a common feature of diglossic societies, was at one time indicative 

of the hegemonic position of anglophone culture which threatened to subsume the Québécois 

identity; what Ben-Zion Shek (1988, 89) has called the “crass homogenizing process of North 

American materialism and commercialism.” A postcolonial approach to translation 

necessarily pays close attention to this point in order not to perpetuate the subsuming 

domination of francophone culture via neutralising translational processes, since, as Mezei 

reminds us, “when translators choose to ignore, or omit to indicate, English-language usage 

in the French source text, they contribute to a de-politicization of the French text and a 

flattening of the levels of linguistic irony and play” (in Grant 2006, 185).  

Today, however, the significance of codeswitching in Quebec is quite different to what it 

was in the 1960s, and again in the 1980s – as seen in the example of Homel’s Broke City – 

and “where the presence of English was once an indication of infeudation, it is now the sign 

of a ludic indifference to language purity” (Simon 2006, 132). This shift is embodied by the 

character Pete, himself representative of the young adult generation; according to Blanc 

(1993, 249) “anglicisation coincides with the period of early adulthood, when young 

francophones seek work in an anglophone-dominated workplace.” As previously described, 

although Proulx does not foreground the linguistic and sociocultural situation in Quebec, 

these aspects nevertheless underpin her characters’ attitudes, and as such, these aspects 

cannot be overlooked in translation. 

Returning once again to my translation of “Le homard,” with reference to the strategies 

used by previous translators of Québécois texts, I will now address how both the pragmatic 

and the ideological aspects of diglossia and codeswitching can be approached in translation. 

Firstly, concerning the pragmatic challenge of translating codeswitching, we can once 

again refer to “Speak White” and its English translation by D.G. Jones. Mezei’s informative 

study, “Bilingualism and Translation in/of Michèle Lalonde’s ‘Speak White’” (1998), 

elucidates Jones’ strategies, of which his use of bold type to signal English demonstrates one 
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method of retaining the visibility of the codeswitch. There remains the unfortunate likelihood 

that bold type will be mistaken by readers for simple emphasis; a parallel effect in the 

translation of Acadian poetry has been compellingly analysed by Merkle (2014). The 

alternative strategy of use of italics would risk the same effect. Nevertheless, in my 

translation, I have used italics both in their ordinary function for emphasis and to signal 

elements of French or Québécois which are retained in the translation in their original form. I 

also chose to italicise the word “lobster” where it is used in English by the character Pete. 

The key difference between the translation of “Speak White” and that of “Le homard” is that 

the latter, as prose, is framed by narration and dialogue which contextualise the italicised 

terms; the former, as poetry, is devoid of such context. Therefore, whether or not italics be 

construed simply as emphasis is of little consequence in the translation of “Le homard” – 

provided the term is brought to the reader’s attention (through the use of italics), the nature of 

its significance can be inferred from the context.  

As a potential alternative, as in Ellenwood’s Penniless Redeemer, the translator may 

communicate codeswitching via a subtle in-text reference or stealth gloss. For example, in a 

passage in which characters discuss the meaning of the phrase “grand tabernacle d’hostie,” 

Ellenwood added a subtle explanation of Québécois pronunciation: “You’ve got it, Dr. Scot, 

you’ve got it; right down to putting the ‘a’ in the tabernacle,” which he has explained as “my 

way of pointing out to English readers a subtle and significant vowel shift between 

tabernacle [...] and tabarnacle” (Ellenwood 1995, 103). While Ellenwood realised that it 

would be “awkward and useless to explain all of that,” he also “didn’t want to obliterate the 

detail,” and as such, “merely mentioned it for readers who might be interested” (ibid.). To 

this end, and where appropriate, I supplemented my translation with additional information. 

For instance, “C’est comme ça, that’s the way it is, dit Pete” (176) became “‘C’est comme ça, 

that’s the way it is’, Pete answered, switching into English mid-sentence” (which also 

illustrates the use of italics, described above). The question of how much (not) to translate 

thus finds another alternative response: in this context, I would argue for the “translation” 

into concrete textual information of what was initially implicit – what might be called 

“overtranslation” –  for the express purpose of communicating important elements of the 

source text, and given the target readership’s somewhat limited familiarity with diglossia and 

codeswitching.  

The second challenge, the communication of underlying significance, is one which is 

perhaps faced by most literary translators. “How much (not) to translate?” again becomes a 

question of what is (im)possible in translation alone. The addition of supplementary 
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information is no longer an option in the case of much larger, more complex issues such as 

the historical significance of codeswitching in Quebec. In this context, “writers [and 

translators] who wish to address the anglophone public [...] are faced with the daunting 

challenge of transferring not only the words but also the emotionally charged message that 

the voice of a hybrid language articulates” (Merkle 2014, 94). One potential solution to this 

problem is to provide this information paratextually, whether in footnotes, or a translator’s 

preface or post-script. This can be seen extensively in the work of translators throughout 

history, a few examples being Andrew Hurley (Borges’ Fictions), Richard Pevear 

(Dostoevsky’s The Eternal Husband), and N.J. Dawood (Tales from the Thousand and One 

Nights) among many hundreds of others. As a more recent example, describing Pablo 

Strauss’ translation of Raymond Bock’s 2011 collection Atavismes: Histoires, Malla (2015) 

draws attention to the “helpful appendix,” which “explains joual cursing (in which 

equivalents of ‘chalice’ and ‘host’ are two of the most vile expletives) and French Canadian 

touchstones such as the Quiet Revolution.” Relevant once again is Sheila Fischman, who, as 

mentioned, retained Québécois sacres in her translation of La Guerre, Yes Sir! while 

providing useful contextual information in her preface.  

In such situations, the preferable decision is necessarily not to translate, since to 

“translate” cultural nuances stemming from social, political, and historical source-culture 

factors is simply not possible. Cultural elements are instead retained in the text and explained 

in the notes or preface. Of course, this strategy relies on the publisher being agreeable to the 

inclusion of such paratextual elements – and always entails the risk that readers will ignore 

the paratextual information, thus missing out on details or context which are essential to 

proper comprehension of aspects of the narrative, including linguistic features like 

codeswitching. Nevertheless, whether or not readers ignore such features is far beyond the 

translator’s control, and indeed, ties in with Ellenwood’s outlook on closed-minded readers: 

“too bad for them.”  
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Section 4: Conclusion 

 

In this study, I have addressed the question of “how much (not) to translate?” in the 

context of a Québécois source text and British target readership. The continually shifting 

ground in Quebec’s cultural, literary, and linguistic domains means that a re-interrogation of 

translation’s role in such changes is both valuable and timely. Building on the work of 

translators and translation researchers, I have sought to contribute to the wider conversation 

by focusing on two lines of enquiry: how much is it necessary or appropriate to translate, 

retain, or adapt for a British readership; and what are the particular considerations to bear in 

mind when translating a 1983 Quebec text in 2017? 

Section 1 reviewed the literary trends of the 1980s; notably, the clear move away from the 

collective, ideological concerns which had coloured much of the Québécois literature of the 

late 1960s and ‘70s, towards, instead, themes of the individual and of human experience, with 

a tendency towards experimental subversion of narrative and linguistic structures. Squarely 

situated in the literary context of its time, Sans cœur et sans reproche is characterised by all 

of the features just mentioned. The centrality of codeswitching and its continued (though 

shifting) sociocultural and ideological import in diglossic societies such as Quebec were seen 

to be a direct result of the changing relations between linguistic communities. The historical 

basis of language attitudes in Quebec have thus provided the background for the translational 

questions raised throughout the current study.  

Regarding the valuable works which have already approached the issues involved in 

Québécois to English translation, we saw that when it comes to questions of foreignisation 

versus adaptation, there can be no firm answers – given changes in francophone/anglophone 

relations and language attitudes – and as such, there is a continued need for the re-questioning 

of appropriate translational approaches, often on a case-by-case basis. Recently, growing 

awareness of translation’s role in constructing and perpetuating colonial power has led to the 

re-evaluation of the importance of retaining foreign elements vis-à-vis their adaptation into 

target codes.  

Section 2 recalled the repercussions of the translator’s “outsiderness,” particularly in the 

Quebec context. Not only is this my personal position as a translator from the UK, but it has 

been the position of previous translators such as Fischman, Van Burek, Ellenwood, and 

Homel – all of whom were relative newcomers to the province when they began translating 

Québécois. In the present context, the effect of my own outsiderness has resulted in 

translational decisions which reflect my origins as well as my target readership in the UK, in 
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two main ways. Firstly, in recognising the features of Québécois language or culture most 

likely to be unfamiliar, I have made decisions regarding which elements to retain in their 

original form and which to adapt – decisions which would have been different if the target 

readership were anglophone Canadian, given the greater recognition within Canada of 

Québécois elements. While the former has been driven by a desire to preserve aspects of 

Québécois identity – especially important since British English has historically been a 

dominating colonial force – the latter has also been a valid choice where comprehension of 

semantic content took precedence. Secondly, when translating dialectal and colloquial 

features, I chose to use my own native British dialect in order to achieve the most natural, 

authentic, and sustainable use of voice.  

Another important consideration discussed in Section 2 has been timing: in the thirty years 

since Sans cœur’s publication, and partly thanks to the efforts of small publishing houses, 

national and international interest in Quebec literature has grown. It is therefore an opportune 

moment to re-question how translation, especially for readerships outside Canada, contributes 

to this movement. Moreover, it remains equally important today that attention be paid to the 

representation of Québécois culture constructed via the translation of its literature, especially 

in light of postcolonial concerns of identity and sociocultural importance of the source 

culture.  

In my translation of the short stories in Sans cœur, discussed in Section 3, I drew on a 

number of sources in order to reach translational decisions which respected the concerns 

mentioned above. In the case of translating Québécois sacres, three potential solutions 

suggest themselves: retention of original Québécois (as in Fischman’s translation of La 

Guerre, Yes Sir!); adaptation to partial target equivalents (as in the same translator’s later 

work); and a middle-route which combines the two (as in Ellenwood’s The Penniless 

Redeemer). All three of these strategies can be observed in my translations from Sans cœur. 

However, concerning translation of the colloquial or dialectal features which construct the 

character’s individual voice, the need for consistency leads to a quite different translational 

strategy – namely, the selection of a comparable dialect or register in English. With a nod to 

Stratford’s use of “Stratfordese” when translating “Mailletois,” my translations made use of 

my own native variety, that of London and south-east England. 

Linguistic features such as diglossia and codeswitching were seen to present challenges in 

translation both pragmatically and theoretically, as demonstrated by my translation of “Le 

homard.” On one hand, the potentially paradoxical results of English in the original are often 

circumvented by readers themselves, who may be further aided by subtle explanations or 
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stealth glosses from the translator. On the other hand, while features such as codeswitching 

(integral to Quebec’s linguistic reality) no longer carry the sociocultural or political weight 

they once did, they nevertheless represent underlying and persistent language attitudes crucial 

to the understanding of literature such as Sans cœur et sans reproche. Communicating the 

nuances related to underlying language attitudes has proven a much knottier question, and 

different strategies have been shown to be appropriate in different contexts.  

Finally, where the reader’s comprehension of the narrative is underpinned by recognition 

of sociocultural factors, the only recourse for the translator may be to include a preface or 

appendix (assuming the publisher’s consent).   

To conclude, the approaches of previous translators of Québécois have been partly 

determined by the timing of the work, given the vast changes which quite rapidly changed the 

face of Quebec literature and translation within the space of a few decades, and partly by the 

translator’s own positionality and ideology; while the same parameters apply today, the 

circumstances are quite different. Nevertheless, the valuable work of translators and 

researchers over the course of the last thirty years (particularly in domains of Quebec 

literature, postcolonialism, and translation’s role in shifting cultural relations) has provided 

today’s translators of Québécois with a solid ground on which to base their practice. 

The specific requirements involved in translation of Québécois for a British readership in 

2017 provide the unique context of the current study; nevertheless, it is intended to be a voice 

among many, and a contribution to the wider efforts in Translation Studies to keep abreast of 

literary and cultural movements. In turn, the hope is that curiosity and enthusiasm for 

Québécois and other translated literature will continue its upward trajectory in the English-

speaking world. 
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II  Translations from Sans Cœur et Sans Reproche 

 

Anyway  

 

You’d never believe it, but every time I reeled in my line, there’d be six of them hooked 

on, bouncing around like diabolos. They kept wriggling, even in the basket, and bleeding, 

too, because I’d put out their eyes single-handed – bam! – to get them off the hooks. At first I 

hadn’t wanted to, but Maximilien swore to me that fish don’t feel a thing, even though they 

make those weird little cries when you grab them by the gills. Anyway. It was one hell of a 

fishing trip. We were fishing for smelt, and it was like they could read my mind – I’d whisper 

the magic words under my breath, eeny-meeny-abracadabra-piss-shit-almighty-bingo! – and 

a whole load of them would whizz towards my line, grabbing the bait like they hadn’t eaten 

for a hundred years. I swear, they were actually reading my mind. Everyone else was just 

bringing in loaches – but not me. By the end, all the smelt-fishers of Saint-Irénée came and 

gathered around me, shouting questions, trying to suss out my technique. Maximilien 

answered for me since I was too busy unhooking all my fish. Twenty feet out on the quay, a 

big Swedish boat had just dropped anchor. Men were moving around on the deck. They lit 

their fishing lamps, shining the beams out on the cold water, and then with a flop they threw 

out all their lines at once. When I looked up to the sky, I thought the Great Bear moved a 

little, and then a shooting star passed right under my nose like a firefly. It was one hell of a 

beautiful night.  

The old man next to me kept saying, “Blimey, his luck’s really in. Blimey, he’s lucky,” 

and it started to get on Maximilien’s nerves.  

“It’s not luck, it’s a gift! It’s plain to see, the boy’s gifted!” And he gave me a sneaky 

nudge with his elbow.  

He started telling unbelievable stories: about the trout from the Jacques-Cartier River that 

would jump into my arms, and the hundreds of salmon I’d caught in Gaspé, and the time 

when the fish in the aquarium followed me like lost puppies.  

“In the end, the owner of the aquarium wouldn’t let him in anymore,” he added, sadly. 

“He was afraid the sharks would escape, trying to follow him. You ever seen that, here? 

Sharks on rue Saint-Jean?” 

They were gobsmacked. “No fucking way! Crisse, that’s incredible!” 

There’s no bigger liar than my brother Maximilien. He could make you believe that the 

earth was flat as a puck. He could convince an amputee that they had four arms. I’m telling 

you, there’s no bigger liar than him. I had to beg him to stop – I was laughing so hard, the 
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fish were getting away. As for the other fishermen, I’d gone up in their estimation, and they 

were baiting hooks for me, giving me great mugs of scalding coffee that I had to swallow in a 

few gulps, shoving rollies into my hand. 

“Want a smoke, boy?” 

Meanwhile, Maximilien had snuck onto the Swedish boat. He came back with five sailors, 

introducing them to the rest of us with a warmth that was catching. Hands were shaken, the 

air rippled with laughter, and amber bottles of fiery liquor began to spring from nowhere. 

Suddenly it was like a party down by the lapping water on the Saint-Irénée quays. It felt like 

the night would never end, we were having such a good time. My brother started talking in 

Swedish like it was the most natural thing in the world, and I realised with astonishment that 

he knew it, he understood it all – that bloody great lad that everyone loved, instantly, almost 

as much as I did. Anyway. You can’t even imagine what a hell of a fishing trip we had.  

Like always, when we finally made our way back from Saint-Irénée or from Pointe-au-Pic, 

Maximilien and me, the sun was already high up in the east – we never got back before seven 

in the morning. Maximilien crept into my mum’s room and sneakily slipped a fish down her 

back. She woke up with a shriek, and vowed an eternal hatred for him – but in five minutes, 

her laughter was filling the house like a fanfare. She took me to one side. 

“Benoît! Were there women on that boat? Are you sure? I smell drink on you, you little 

monster. Get to bed, quick.” 

My mum is almost as much of a liar as Maximilien is, only with her, you can tell straight 

off when she’s not telling the truth. She’s always laughing. She’s a dancer, and it’s as if she 

walks on the air, if you can imagine that. When she does her acrobatic solo dances, she’s like 

a flame, she’s so light that you think she might fly away any second. She’s tall, and bendier 

than a snake. Maximilien calls her Mona Lisa. They get on well, those two, even if she’s not 

his real mum. Actually she’s Maximilien’s second mum. It seems complicated, but it’s pretty 

simple: his first mum died because of her lungs or her chest or something, and my dad – who 

is also Maximilien’s dad – our dad, then, got remarried to my mum, and then I was born. Got 

that? But there’s no bad blood between my half-brother and my real mum, if you’re still with 

me. It’s not like on films when the step-mother and the step-son get into horrible scenes and 

throw plates at each other’s heads, because they’re jealous of each other, like, “Damn you, 

woman, I’ll kill you!” – “You pig, I’ll tear your guts out!” – nothing like that. My mum loves 

everyone. And I think that Maximilien loves her more than he loved his real mum. He calls 

her Mona Lisa and he goes quiet when you ask him about his childhood. He doesn’t get cross 

or anything, he just goes quiet – so you do the same, because you understand that he doesn’t 
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like to dig up the past. It’s his business, no one else’s. The important thing is that the two of 

them, they get on. When they both put their heads down, you can hardly tell them apart, 

because they have the same fair hair with the same pale shine. 

So there were the fishing nights, like I said, and then there were Sundays. My mum would 

get up at dawn, and I’d hear her pacing around the house, keeping a nervous watch, for hours 

on end. Maximilien always holed himself up in his room, and he wouldn’t be out until the 

evening. Because, you see, we were going to see my father. Sundays were hell.  

This time, we got there around one-thirty in the afternoon. My mum couldn’t stop talking, 

but she had that look on her face that she sometimes has when she’s dancing – you think 

she’s there, but she’s not really there. You think it’s your mum, and then suddenly you don’t 

recognise her anymore. As for me, I chewed a piece of gum, my nails, anything. And then we 

were face to face with the old man who was my father.  

Maybe it wouldn’t have been as terrible if he hadn’t trembled like that, and if he hadn’t 

been so thin. But his hands fidgeted all the time, and you could count his bones through his 

shirt. He said nothing while my mum talked, and when she stopped talking, he still said 

nothing, but she didn’t stop very often – she told the same stories three, four, five times. To 

tell you the truth, I didn’t listen. Neither did my father. He looked at me. He looked at me the 

whole time. My mum talked, and he looked at me. You have no idea the terrible way that he 

looked at me. It was like he didn’t recognise me, like he hated me or something. It didn’t 

matter if I turned my head away, stared at the floor, or looked him square in the face, he 

never took his eyes off me, not even for a second. He scared me, if you must know. In fact, I 

could have screamed, I was so scared of him. Afterwards, I couldn’t sleep for days – I saw 

him in every corner of the room, with his big white eyes. Back at the house, my mum said to 

Maximilien, “He’s getting more and more schizophrenic, you know.” Maximilien shot her a 

nasty look – and it was the only time I’d ever hear him answer her in that voice that was 

sharp like metal.  

“Don’t want to know!” 

It’s true that he never bothered to go over there himself. He’d shut himself away in his 

bloody room, every Sunday the same, and the house might have fallen down around him 

before he’d have budged an inch. But then in the evening, he’d come and find me, biting his 

lip so hard I thought he’d bleed.  

“Did he talk? Did he say something?” he’d ask in a low voice. 

I said no, and we didn’t say any more about it. 
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 Eventually, there were no more Sundays. I mean, Sunday ended up being like any other 

day, like a fishing day, no different from the next. 

And yet I never could relax, not completely. I often dreamt about my father: at first I just 

saw him from behind, his back poker-straight, then he’d turn towards me, his lips moving but 

not making a sound – and then he’d start slowly, ceremoniously, pulling off the bandages 

which covered his face. I always woke up before I saw his eyes, and I never understood why 

my heart pounded more from sadness than from terror.  

 

One day, I tried to write him a letter. I started and restarted it ten times before chucking it 

in the bin. I didn’t know what to say to him. The words wouldn’t come. I should have spoken 

to him like a friend, but I didn’t like him, if you really want to know. I swear, that was the 

weirdest feeling, to realise that I didn’t even like the old bloke that was my father, but I 

couldn’t do anything about it. 

All I remember about him, from the time when he lived with us, is that he was as tall as a 

giant, and he never spoke to me. Hardly ever, at least. And then Maximilien came to live with 

us, and my father left to go and live in the other place. He must have been rich, because our 

lives carried on just like before – even better in fact, with our summers in Pointe-au-Pic, 

rafting on the river, and in the evenings, when it got cold, the three of us huddled together 

around a big pinewood fire, laughing like mad, the smoke burning our eyes. Anyway.  

The next bit… well, I don’t like telling the next bit. You know how much I loved them, 

both of them, but I swear I could have hacked them to pieces like birch wood. If I hadn’t 

gotten a hold of myself (or if I weren’t such a chicken), I really would have killed them. But 

my legs had turned to jelly. I ran down to the shed, I had to get away, to try and get my head 

around it. You have to understand: there was my brother Maximilien, who taught me to hunt 

squirrels, to tinker with car engines, to throw knives; and there was my mother, who would 

take me by the scruff of the neck and call me her little monster; and then of course there was 

him, out there, and all this got muddled in my head.  

I never should have been there in the first place. I know that I never should have crept in, 

cat-footed, to find them tangled up together, groaning like animals. Afterwards, nothing was 

ever the same. Afterwards, you can’t just sit around saying nothing while your mum is naked 

in bed with your brother, and your dad is locked up in an asylum. That’s the part you have to 

understand.  
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And so in the middle of the night, I went down to the quay at Saint-Irénée. There were no 

fishermen now, it was too windy. The river was churning up dark whirlpools, but down there, 

far down at the very bottom, something was glowing like the light of a beacon.  
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Saturday Night 

 

What gets on your nerves the most is the way she looks at you with that beaming, superior 

expression, as if you were a prize idiot. With your right foot wedged firmly against the toilet 

seat, you try your best to focus. They say there’s nothing to it. They give you little blue and 

white drawings with letters and figures showing where your various orifices are, so that you 

don’t accidentally stick the tampon in your belly-button. And so, amid the stale odour of 

menstruation, your fingers sticky with blood, you search for the promised cavity. The tampon 

is wrecked by now, it’s all lopsided – the cardboard tubes don’t slide anymore, the whole 

thing is falling apart. They advise (in their infinite wisdom) that you simply relax and take 

your time. They assure you that all women have been through this, even Raquel Welch, even 

Mary Poppins. The girl on the Tampax box is triumphant in her purity – white teeth, white 

dress, white flowers in her white hand – the very picture of immaculate conception. You will 

never be like her, because your period is always disgusting, and you ooze like a burst pipe. 

From the other side of the door, your brother is yelling blue murder.  

“What the fuck is taking you so long? Ostie de calvaire… stop powdering your nose and 

open the door!” 

You crush the Tampax box with your fist, the girl in white tumbles into the bin, and you 

hurl back your own obscenities: 

“Alright, alright, don’t shit a brick!” 

Realising that this is, at least in part, precisely what he wants to do, you collapse into 

hysterical laughter that even your brother’s profanities can’t drown out.  

The fifth tampon, for some reason, goes in perfectly. You wash your hands, powder over 

the spot which has ominously appeared on the end of your nose, and leave the bathroom 

victorious, truly a Modern Woman.  

Michelle is sitting in the living room, waiting for you. She pretends to listen to your 

mother, interjecting now and then with an ah! or an oh, really? or a no way…, perfunctory as 

a metronome, her glazed eyes fixed on the television screen. She has seen every Star Trek 

episode at least ten times, but she never gets bored of it, captivated as she is by the exotic and 

glacial Lieutenant Spock (who she thinks is sexy, despite or maybe because of his diabolical 

eyebrows). And now that you have appeared, your mother begins frantically flogging her 

favourite dead horse, urging you to be wise, abstinent, proper –  as if you were Red Riding 

Hood, as if hungry wolves waited for you at every street corner. You want to scream at her 

that nothing is going to eat you, but you settle for protesting distractedly while pulling on 
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Michelle’s shirt sleeve, in an attempt to drag her away from Spock and his cosmic 

adventures.  

 

The number 8 lurches towards the Upper Town. Safely on board, you dab mascara on your 

too-short eyelashes, and another coat of red on your lips – which, for some reason, your 

parents insist should be kept colourless and dull like unripe fruit.  

“I put one in.” 

“One what?” 

“Tampon, dummy!” 

“Seriously? Did it hurt? I’m totally trying it too, next month!” 

 

Everywhere you look, smiling, blonde women hold out their delicate hands, offering their 

fantastic products: the new bra designed by Concorde, created by Boeing; the new toothpaste 

for a wild love-life; the new cutting-edge, super-aphrodisiac perfume… the bus is plastered 

with these flawless females who have never had so much as a pimple. In their reflected glow, 

you suddenly feel about as attractive as an ill-formed maggot. Michelle digs you in the ribs – 

you’ve arrived. The bright lights of the clubs await, and as soon as you show up, they’ll blaze 

in the darkness like fireworks. 

 But the party starts without you, in any case, because at fifteen-and-a-half, the two of you 

are as likely to get in to a club as if you had shown up with leprosy – no matter how well the 

make-up masks your youth. Disillusioned, you head once again to Popaul, where you can 

pass the impatient evenings until the exasperating childishness is shed from your boyish 

frames, and you can finally get into real nightclubs, and real life.  

The moment you step inside, you see that (as usual) there is an overwhelming surplus of 

girls. The fight will be a tough one – your pet hate. You notice, with envy, Lise Martin and 

Claire Ouellet coming in with two boys, who – supremely pimpled though they be – will at 

least save Lise and Claire the awful humiliation of sitting out the slow-dances. You know 

them only too well, those moments of horror: the frenetic beat suddenly drops to a sensual 

blues, and you casually nod your head, keeping time; you make a show of going to find a 

seat; all the while, you look imploringly to the few solitary males who have appeared from 

nowhere; they look back, evaluating, weighing up, accepting or rejecting the merchandise the 

girls have become. You throw yourself – brimming with gratitude – into the arms of the first 

pitiful specimen who shows an interest, and the two of you sway earnestly on the spot, 

clinging to one another like limpets. You look around with sympathy at the less fortunate, 
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who sit, partner-less, biting their nails in misery. Most of the time, you share their fate. It’s 

the reason you started smoking: just to have something to do, to save you from ridicule, and 

to escape from the sweaty heat that always turns your stomach.  

The night is young. You feel your head fizzing like champagne. Michelle has chucked her 

bag down on a table and is already jigging about, unable to keep still. And you can’t take it 

anymore, either, your toes tap involuntarily, people move robotically aside as you push 

through with arms out like wings, carving your space on the dancefloor, danser, danser sings 

Nanette, and you dance, dance. Your denim skirt is too tight around your waist, Michelle is 

far prettier than you, but who cares, a thousand feet are pounding the floor around you now, 

raising you up, up, like a tornado, an avalanche waiting to drop. Next to you, the rest of them 

are nothing but dead weights.  

“Wanna dance the boogle?” 

“Okay.” 

And that’s when you see him. He looks so exactly like Clint Eastwood that your heart 

skips a beat. You and Michelle have seen every one of Leone’s westerns, your blood runs 

salty and the brine tingles on your lips when the men’s grey eyes fix on you from the screen, 

piercing right to your bones.  

So there he is, then, a stranger you know by heart. He’s looking at you, or maybe at 

Michelle – of course, he’s looking at Michelle. Never shy to blow her own trumpet, she 

“boogles” better than anyone, showing off as if there were nothing to it. Knees pressed 

together, she twists like an elastic and elegant corkscrew. You drown her in floods of 

poisonous bile.  

“Why are you staring at me like that, Françoise…?” 

“I’m not staring at you! Who do you think you are, Bo Derek?” 

Boule Noire is pounding from the speakers now, emmène-moi, drowning you out. You 

have to scream in one another’s ears to be heard. Suddenly you notice that Clint Eastwood 

has gone. It’s weird: from this moment, you no longer hear Boule Noire, nor Michelle’s 

yelling; you no longer see the girls hopping all around you like crazed sparrows, and you no 

longer feel like dancing.  

“Françoise! …up with you? …cross at me?” Michelle screams in your direction, while 

Clint Eastwood in person appears behind her back, with just enough of a sway in his 

shoulders and hips to complete the beautiful, cinematographic mirage. He even has a 

cigarette-end between his lips, giving him the added allure of a young René Levesque. It’s 

too much. You stop dancing altogether.  
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“What’s going on?” bleats Michelle, completely oblivious. Poor girl! Clint, the eighth 

wonder of the world, is within actual touching distance – and she’s none the wiser. 

He chucks his cigarette butt on the floor. He grinds it under his heel, like a bull getting 

ready to charge. He shakes his mane. Michelle turns around. He’s going to ask her to dance. 

He doesn’t ask her to dance. He steps back, as if she were rotting garbage. He looks at you as 

if you were Liz Taylor in her younger days. He asks you to dance, you, you, you. Angels sing 

in the heavens, it’s the end of the world as we know it, any second now you’ll pass out. As if 

by magic, the music has started to thicken, covering you like a syrupy caress, and Clint’s 

arms around you save you from fainting there and then. There’s dark hair on his hands, on his 

arms, and a genuine beard scratches your forehead deliciously. He must be at least twenty-

two. 

In your experience, slow-dance partners have either crushed your ribs, choked you around 

the neck, or pulverised your toes. But not this one. He moves sinuously, and somehow holds 

every part of you, so that you melt like caramel on his body, and you press against him with 

every inch of your electrified skin. The musky smell of his leather jacket mingles with 

another, the more subtle, more intoxicating fragrance of his neck… his hands move a little on 

you, and you practically collapse, trembling, on the floor… it’s like the wildest dreams of 

your solitary nights, where shadow-faced, deft-fingered strangers ignite in your belly the 

most incredible explosive regions, before you wake with a start.  

You dance. He doesn’t let go for a moment, even when the song changes. He whispers in 

your ear the most earth-shattering things, that you’re a good dancer, that your skin is so soft, 

that you’re beautiful… and the most astonishing thing of all is that you believe him, you, who 

never pass a mirror without wanting to smash it.  

“I’ve left my cigarettes in my car,” he says abruptly, and you understand the gravity of the 

situation. For a guy like Clint, the smoke he breathes is a part of his being; they can’t be 

separated. Depriving him of his cigarettes is like taking away James Bond’s gun, shaving the 

moustache off Omar Sharif, or tearing the trench-coat from Colombo’s back. You offer him 

yours. He refuses, of course. A guy like Clint doesn’t smoke just anything – no run-of-the-

mill Rothmans or plain old Players for him. The only cigarettes he’ll put between his lips are 

the slender American ones with names that ring out like horses’ hooves in the Far West. 

Every girl in the club looks on enviously as the pair of you leave, hand in hand.  

You see it all now: the toxic jealousy of your friends when you pass them in the street, 

proudly clutching Clint’s arm like a trophy; the inevitable, bitter feuds with your family, who 

have never known you to go with a “steady”; all the violent ruptures that your life will 
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undergo. And yet you accept all of this – you seize it with frantic impatience – because 

you’re certain, you feel it in your bones, that there’s a kind of liquid magnetism between the 

two of you, the scent of everlasting love.  

The two of you go to sit in his car for a few minutes – just, you know, for the peace and 

quiet. Clint has found his cigarettes by now, and twirls the packet deftly between his fingers.  

“We’re in no hurry,” he says. 

You say no, for the sake of agreeing, but you feel both hot and frightened at once, and 

your heart is pounding so hard, it threatens to burst out of your chest. Here it is: the biggest 

moment of your life has finally arrived.  

His right hand gropes under your shirt, creeping up to your breasts, grabbing at your 

nipples – and that’s what worries you more than anything else, because you suddenly 

remember the tissues that you stuck inside your bra to make yourself look bigger (men love 

that)… meanwhile his left hand tries in vain to separate your thighs, which you keep pressed 

together like steel bars. His mouth grates ceaselessly over your throat, your lips, your neck. 

He’s so busy with all this, he doesn’t notice your protests – he doesn’t even see the Kleenex 

in your bra. “Oh baby, sweet baby…” he murmurs huskily, and you think that really, you 

should tell him – admit that it’s the first time, and maybe he’ll go easier on you… “My 

darling,” he moans, and before you know what’s happening, he’s pulled something out of his 

pants, and he shoves it haphazardly between your thighs. You’re shot through with a searing 

pain and, amazed, you hear indecipherable, terrified sounds coming from your mouth. 

They’re the same sounds that spill from the women’s lips in dirty movies, the ones you had 

always thought were sounds of pleasure.  

 

It would seem that the biggest moment of your life is now over. Clint runs his hand 

through his mane of hair, straightens his pants, opens the door, and gets out of the car. You 

climb out of your side and stand there in an undisguised daze.  

“You coming?” 

He waits for you a few metres from the car, his eyes half-shut against the wisp of smoke 

from his American cigarette. Without quite knowing why, you feel horribly embarrassed – 

humiliated – for not having measured up. And then, of course, there’s the sticky liquid oozing 

down your thigh, which you can hardly just brush away with the back of your hand, casually, 

as if scratching your nose.  

“I have to go to the ladies’.” 

“Okay.” 
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An enormous gulf of silence stretches between the two of you, and you scamper along at 

his side, trying to keep up. You can’t put your finger on what’s changed. You hold on to his 

arm all the way to the bathroom in Popaul’s, ignoring the stiffness in his gesture. Right now, 

your mind is squarely on other things: in a sickening flash, you have just remembered your 

period, and the tampon that you’d put in, right where you now feel something like a gaping 

and painful hole.  

With your right foot wedged firmly against the toilet seat, you go in search of the missing 

tampon. It must have gone a long way, because you can’t find the string anywhere. No one 

told you what to do in this situation – the blue and white leaflet was as mute as a sphinx on 

the subject of buried tampons.  

Obviously, if Clint had thought to pull it out, you wouldn’t be standing here like a 

Christmas turkey, groping at your insides, your fingers red with blood. You wouldn’t be 

wracked with the primordial terror of uterine cancer, intestinal leprosy, or any of a thousand 

other fates which await you and your tainted belly. Still, you’re not cross with him. A guy 

like Clint Eastwood has better things to do than remove girls’ tampons for them; a guy like 

Clint fires his shot, clean and precise, and cuts loose, smoking gun in hand.  

That said, when you come out of the toilets and see him slow-dancing with Michelle, stuck 

to her like a postage stamp, you can’t help thinking that something not quite fair has 

happened to you. But you settle for going to find your bag, repeating under your breath the 

litany you’ll relay to your mother, when, like every Saturday night, she demands to know 

why you’ve been out so long.  

“Nothing happened! God, Mum, it’s not even late…” 
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Partir Partir  

 

Partir partir 

On a toujours 

Un bateau dans le cœur 

Un avion qui s'envole 

Pour ailleurs 

— Julien Clerc, 1977 

 

No doubt about it, the room had a smell. It was so strong that it stung your nose and 

gripped your throat like the rotting tooth of a vampire – such, at least, was the image which 

struck Benoît as he stood in the doorway.  

“Ugh, saint chrême de saint cibole de saint simonac de batèche – that stinks!” Max 

observed, not one to deprive the occasion of poetry.  

As for Ti-Cass, he was already kneeling on the bed, sniffing the rumpled sheets with 

delight.  

“Well, lads, it looks like we have a case of consummation!” he said, jumped off the bed, 

and danced around the room, chanting like a hooligan, “Sex! Sex! We want sex!” 

The room belonged to Benoît’s brother Luc, who, although just a few years older than 

them, already seemed a world apart: he had a place of his own, above the market in the Latin 

Quarter, and a girl of his own, too. They imagined her now – spirited and fiery, surely, 

judging by the suggestive disorder of the bed. Ti-Cass pulled at the bottom sheet in the 

unsavoury hope of finding even more conclusive evidence; something like an overflowing 

condom, or a damp, crumpled pair of lacy knickers… but all his search revealed was a large 

blood-stain, brownish like mouldy fruit, reaching all the way to the bed-frame.  

“Woah!”  

Benoît was lost for words. All Ti-Cass could manage was an affected snigger. And Max, 

fancying himself pontificate, gave a little shrug. “Well!”   

The pause that followed threatened to go on forever, and a peculiar malaise washed over 

them like a bucket of water, gathering in a puddle at their feet. There was no place in their 

sexual fantasies for blood. Blood belonged to that category of mysterious, troubling things 

that never failed to crop up where girls were concerned. Benoît took it upon himself to pull 

the covers back up over the dirty sheets. He was the most circumspect of the three, the most 

responsible, in some ways – which in itself wasn’t a particularly admirable quality, if his 

limited success with girls was anything to go by. Everyone knew that for girls to like you, 

you had to be built like a tank, or else be a joker of the most idiotic kind. Although not 
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exactly a tank, Max did have a few over-pronounced muscles, which he showed off with 

pride – already earning him a number of groping sessions, and at least one genuine sexual 

experience. Ti-Cass, on the other hand, was an expert in monkeying around – which had got 

him absolutely nowhere, since unfortunately, his behaviour wasn’t all that was monkey-like. 

The three of them had been friends, despite and because of their differences, for an eternity – 

two years, at least – and they shared almost everything: illicit beers, first unrequited desires, 

an obsession with girls’ hips and Wayne Gretzky’s game, and a profound terror of the twin 

giants that were the Future and the looming obligation to one day Be A Man. And now they 

were getting ready to share something else, a magical and transcendent experience – they had 

each swallowed two pills containing a mixture of mescaline, LSD, and mica (really, really 

mind-bending, Claude, the college dealer, had assured them). And so they waited, in the 

room borrowed from Luc, for something unforgettable to happen, as if waiting for an 

epiphany, or a promised encounter with an alien.  

 

The room looked like the burrow of some strange animal. Benoît knew that his brother 

was a hoarder of the first degree, but this, well, this was bordering on genius. In a minuscule 

one-room apartment (or one-and-a-half, if you were generous enough to include the cupboard 

that served as a kitchen), Luc had managed to stockpile everything he had brought back from 

his travels in Mexico and South America: small pieces of wooden furniture which creaked 

like ancient knuckles when you so much as looked sideways at them; cooking pots made of 

clay and painted in garish colours; furred and feathered creatures which seemed more alive 

than dead; enough coarse, woollen blankets to wrap up two whole colonies of shivering boy-

scouts; steel machetes that glinted viciously; and even a large flute with multiple tubes, from 

which it was impossible to coax anything like a note – although, to be fair, none of them 

knew how to play.  

Ti-Cass placed an upturned clay pot on his head and strutted about the room.  

“Look, guys… an Argentine bowler hat! All the rage at Lake Titicaca!” 

“That’s a chamber-pot, you fool! Can’t you feel the shit running down your face?” 

Horrified, Ti-Cass made a move to yank the pot from his head, at the same time as Max 

tried to ram it down further, the combined effect of which launched the pot across the room. 

Benoît, by sheer good luck, happened to be in its path and caught it mid-flight, clutching it to 

his chest like a football.  

“Phew!” they exclaimed in almost perfect unison, and fell about laughing, effortlessly, 

grateful for the complicity which was never lacking between them, even in the most trifling 
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of situations. Benoît was the first to notice that his throat was behaving rather strangely – it 

felt like a narrow bottleneck, or perhaps as if something was wedged inside it, moving around 

of its own accord, curled up at the top of his windpipe and blocking its passage.   

“It’s starting! I think it’s starting…” he said, and was surprised at the gravity of his own 

voice. The others agreed, just as gravely. No matter how exciting it seemed at first, what they 

were about to experience made them more nervous than they cared to admit. A ton of people 

ended up hooked on acid, not to mention all the bad trips they’d heard about – like big 

Marcel, who had had such awful hallucinations that he’d been afraid of the dark and spooked 

by silence ever since, and – so said his sister – wet the bed like a baby. Then again, who 

could say if that were true; the sister in question was notorious for her wild inventions, not to 

mention the fact that all girls lied through their teeth… 

Benoît sat down and put his hands to his stomach, pressing it gingerly. The tightening in 

his throat had moved downwards and now felt like a painful knot, twisting slowly in his 

belly, freezing and burning at the same time. He also had the odd sensation that his jaw, shot 

through with a bizarre energy, snapped open and shut of its own accord. Twice he had to 

touch his chin to make sure he was imagining it. He tried to think of the exact words to 

describe what he was feeling (having decided beforehand to keep a scrupulous written record 

of every new sensation, at every stage of the experience) but this already seemed over-

complicated. Besides, the sensation had already changed; the tightening had morphed into an 

overall tremor, emanating from the very centre of his body. In any case, he’d forgotten by 

now where he’d left his notebook and pen.  

When he looked up, he saw that Ti-Cass and Max had also sunk to the floor. Ti-Cass was 

curled up in the “Fur and Feathers” corner of the room, and a large, exotic bird’s feather lay 

across his forehead, to rather sinister effect. Max was lying with his head against the foot of 

the bed, his hand rummaging gloomily between his legs. They lifted their gaze towards 

Benoît at the same time and all three of them burst into helpless laughter at the sight of one 

another’s sombre expressions.  

“Take acid, they said,” Ti-Cass moaned, lying slumped behind the stuffed bird. “You’ll 

have the time of your life, they said.” 

“Trip out, they said,” Max joined in, “you’ll soar like angels on helium, they said…” 

“The stuff you’ll see, it’ll have you in stitches, they said…” 

“You’ll be on cloud nine, rose-tinted with pink polka-dots, they said…” 

“You’ll have twenty-four orgasms in twenty-four seconds, they said…” 
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They were suddenly shaking with hysterical laughter which left them gasping and 

threatened never to let up. Benoît was convinced that his guts wouldn’t survive the attack. 

The others were no better off; Ti-Cass hiccupped and drooled in the toucan feathers, and Max 

kept hitting his head on the foot of the bed, the laughter now an uncontrollable spasm which 

came and went like a boomerang. With no memory of having stood up, Benoît realised he 

was on his feet, blissed out, walking in circles around the room, possessed by a total euphoria 

– a euphoria that he could have spread on a cracker like peanut butter. By now, they were all 

talking at once, voluble in their good humour, and because they couldn’t do otherwise. Their 

words collided and combined with apparent incoherence, yet all was perfectly clear, and 

talking now came with its own delicious physical sensation, as did laughing, and breathing.  

“The air’s like water, you can move right through it, you can gulp it – and look, it even 

makes waves when you walk! Splish-splash!” 

“Yes! It’s like flowing with the current, with fifty thousand life-belts underneath you!” 

“Look at that! We’re swimming in air, we’re drifting in time…” 

“Splish-splash… the ground! Where’s the ground? Where did the ground go?” 

 

A few moments later, and they had reached another level. They were sinking deeper into 

something totally unfathomable, and out of their control, they felt sure. Benoît leant on the 

bed and saw that nothing in the room was holding still: the furniture was dancing about on its 

legs; the feathers had become huge birds crazily flapping their wings; even the unassuming 

little paper lamp (which had only ever shed a meagre light in the room) was now shooting out 

deep purple jets of the most surreal beauty. Contain yourselves, Benoît thought, and that was 

exactly how it seemed: things were no longer contained; they spilled from their outlines, 

leaked from their edges. It was as if the essence of things, too long constrained within rigid 

limits, was now seeping out from all places. Perhaps the lamp, after all, had the soul of a 

firework. Perhaps the footstool, now folding in on itself like a rotting pumpkin, had a soul of 

black liquid which longed simply to spread out in a puddle on the floor. Now there was an 

interesting thought, he ought to write that one down – and miraculously, the notebook and 

pen had reappeared on Benoît’s lap. Again, he just needed to hold still a minute, long enough 

to concentrate, but it was impossible. Everything around and inside Benoît continued to 

squirm and writhe. Every scrap of insight which he tried to grasp would splinter into 

thousands of tiny, fluttering bits, scattered in all directions, like atoms caught in the act of 

forming matter. His eyes fell back to his lap, and what he saw flooded him with dread. What 

was left of the blood in his veins turned to ice. Sliding towards Benoît’s stomach was a huge 
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snake with a white head, uncoiling across his thighs, its mouth stretching horribly like a 

gaping black hole. Benoît screamed, but the sound died on his lips, and all that came out were 

little peeping sounds like the sighs of a baby. Where were the others? Why were they not 

running to his rescue? Benoît couldn’t take his eyes off the reptile, its scales now shimmering 

from indigo blue to sickly beige, and suddenly he knew that the thing he was looking at with 

such terror was his arm, his own arm moving of its own accord, covered by the sleeve of his 

old, blue sweatshirt – and at the end of it, nothing but his clenched hand, which he hadn’t 

recognised for those interminable seconds (or was it minutes? hours?). He ought to watch out. 

The drug had infiltrated his system like a thin layer of gas, and he’d really better be careful, 

because everything he looked at threatened to transform without warning, for better or worse 

– there was no telling whether he’d be overcome by apocalyptic terror, or else, struck by 

delicate, shimmering beauty – that depended on him. He looked again at his arm, reassured to 

know that he still had a razor-sharp awareness of his mental state – stoned, he thought – 

which simply meant that Drama, Hallucination & Co. would be running the show while his 

real self, intact, looked down from above and watched the spectacle with a delighted smile. 

There was the snake again, only this time it was a friendly reptile, comically striped with 

glowing pink lines (my veins! Benoît thought, impressed at his own wisdom) and harnessed 

with a strange dark collar (my watch! he realised, smugly). He laughed out loud, and the 

voices of Max and Ti-Cass joined his own; they had been watching him all along as he 

crouched in the centre of the room, and now their laughter cascaded like a waterfall.  

“Tremblay, you’re completely nuts!” Max howled, bent double.  

“Tremblay, you’re the biggest hallucinator in town!” Ti-Cass gasped, clutching his sides.  

They were in stitches. Benoît blinked stupidly at them, baffled.  

“Who… what’s going on…?” 

The other two merged into a compact mass which bobbed about gaily in the middle 

distance. Benoît continued to stare at them until he no longer recognised their voices, their 

faces, or anything that identified them as his only friends, Max and Ti-Cass. All he saw was a 

noisy and hostile blob on the other side of the room.   

“My God, he looks like a Zouave who shat his pantaloons! He looks like a rabbit in the 

headlights!” 

“He looks like a guy waiting for his arse to grow wings! Yoo-hoo! Tremblay! Open your 

parachute… come back down to ea-r-rth... Trembla-a-a-a-a-y…” 

They were laughing, hands cupped around their mouths as if calling to someone lost in 

intergalactic space. It was probably a friendly laugh, and it was common enough that two of 
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them would gang up on the third; Max-Ti-Cass against Benoît, or occasionally Max-Benoît 

against Ti-Cass (but never, ever, Ti-Cass-Benoît against the great-and-untouchable Max), and 

the third one would join in, laughing a little sheepishly, waiting for the unfair contest to be 

over with. This time, Benoît saw things a little differently. Or maybe he was just seeing 

things as they had always been: his two friends were not really his friends, that was all there 

was to it. With painful precision – most likely due to the extraordinary intuition the drug gave 

him – the true flaw in the relationship dawned on him. He shot a critical gaze at the two wavy 

blobs that still hovered a few feet away. On one side was the great-and-untouchable Max, 

already serenely, brazenly set in his ways like a kind of ayatollah. (And how could you not 

admire Max? He reigned supreme in everything he turned his hand to –school, dating, the lab, 

the gym – winning gold medals, girls, and A-grades with the same cool nonchalance. And 

how could you not hate him, for the same reason?) On the other side was the good-natured, 

devious Ti-Cass, paddling along closely in Max’s wake, grovelling hilariously, never without 

a cheeky grin. (And how could you not resent someone for whom nothing was ever 

complicated or upsetting?) 

All of this made Benoît feel melancholy, but it was a melancholy that was bearable, almost 

soft to the touch. He lay down, stretching out fully, the better to appreciate the warmth of this 

new feeling. He was alone in the world. He would always be alone. Other people would 

always form a compact mass in front of him. (I’m a poor lonesome cowboy… piped up, in 

Benoît’s head, the incongruous voice of Lucky Luke on horseback. What would it be like to 

have a horse, as loyal as a collie, on which you could gallop for hours, he wondered? Come 

to think of it, hadn’t the three of them, he, Max, and Ti-Cass, once hatched the fabulous plan 

to buy a ranch together, one day in their far-off adulthood? Yes, that had happened, before – 

way before – he had realised their… their… what was he thinking about again?) His train of 

thought came to an abrupt halt. Someone had switched the radio on. That must be music, that 

cloud of little twinkling notes which shivered down the length of his body, from his head to 

his feet, although he had never heard anything like this. “Heard” didn’t mean a thing in his 

current state; he didn’t hear the music, he felt it taking him over physically, to the very 

marrow of his bones, while horses with ladies’ heads and kind smiles capered gracefully in 

front of him on the wall. He also saw buffalo, blue flamingos, camels, and even a pair of 

snakes who winked conspiratorially at him on their way past, the whole troupe unravelling in 

a wonderful chaos, along with the music, lit with colours that dazzled like the beginning or 

the end of the world.  
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Next he was overcome with intense pleasure, a kind of whole-body arousal, from the black 

hair on his shins to the very cartilage of his larynx. It was a delirious vertigo of the senses, 

compared to which the timid spasms of his laborious masturbations were about as significant 

as a mouse dropping. Whatever he’d had to go through to reach this point, this was 

desperately worth the effort – yes, he would face down another ten thousand snakes if it 

meant his body could relive the electric ecstasy of this moment. He knew from their 

breathless whimpers that Max and Ti-Cass, lying on either side of him, were feeling the same 

thing. After what seemed a century, he finally got up, and as if in a dream, stepped over the 

inert bodies of the others. Still guided by the sparkling notes, he wandered over to what must 

have been the kitchen – despite the total lack of recognisable objects that could have 

confirmed this. His legs – but were they really his, these two columns which made their way, 

of their own accord, from one side of the room to the other, deftly clearing the ill-defined 

obstacles in his path? – by themselves, his legs avoided the giant frog and the enormous 

lemurs which crawled towards him, and brought him safe and sound to the window, where he 

leant on the sill, relieved. It was very important not to look directly at things, he told himself 

firmly, but instead to glance quickly at them, screwing up your eyes, if you didn’t want things 

to morph into bizarre forms. For instance, he knew perfectly well that the giant frog and the 

lemurs were nothing but the humble little wooden footstools trying to give him a fright. By 

moving his head and his eyes quickly from side to side, he was able to achieve a more or less 

normal view of his immediate surroundings.  The music was coming from outside the 

window, where the clear night sky blanketed the rooves of the houses, the deserted terrasses, 

and the spiral staircases. What time could it be? There was no one outside, except an old man 

rocking himself gently on the balcony directly opposite the window where Benoît stood. How 

long now had they been in this room, doing nothing but tripping out? Were they behaving 

normally enough that the neighbours wouldn’t complain to Luc later? It came as a surprise to 

Benoît that he should wonder about such reasonable things while in this dreamlike state, and 

all the while, he couldn’t get rid of the blurry sensation of seeing double, even triple, as if 

through an out-of-focus lens.  

The music was coming from the old man’s balcony. It was strange that in the city and at 

this time of night (what time was it?), someone would be listening to the radio at full volume 

(what radio, though? He couldn’t see any radio on the balcony…). The old man, in a 

sleeveless vest, his face rosy and smiling beneath his mop of white hair, rocked back and 

forth in his seat in time with the music. On closer inspection, he wasn’t sitting in a rocking 

chair, or any kind of chair for that matter – he was simple rocking on his legs, like a true 
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music enthusiast, Benoît thought rather stupidly, starting to see the peculiarity of the 

situation. The old man himself was odd enough, sitting out on his balcony in the dead of 

night, bobbing quietly along to some kind of wild ghost-music, wearing only a vest – it was 

already October, Benoît remembered with a certain detachment, and weren’t the nights 

already terribly cold? But the strangest thing of all was just how clearly Benoît was able to 

perceive the whole scene: the wrought-iron balcony with its worn-down fretwork, the 

crinkled face of the smiling old man, the harmonious weaving of his old, spry body, and even 

the veins in the leaves (were they tobacco?) that he ground up in his half-open hands.  

The music came to an abrupt stop. The old man ceased his rocking and calmly looked 

straight through the window at Benoît, who felt his gaze like a punch in the face – it was 

neither benevolent nor harsh, simply charged with an intensity beyond mere emotions – and 

he backed away, right across to the other side of the room, frightened, aware that he’d 

crossed a boundary into a state now bordering on madness.  

“I want to come down, can I come back down now?” croaked Ti-Cass somewhere off to 

Benoît’s side. Looking over, all Benoît could see at first was a bundle of clothing barely a 

metre from his elbow, before he spotted Ti-Cass himself, who seemed to have shrunk down 

inside his own body, his teeth chattering furiously.  

“Oh Jesus, oh fuck… I want to come back down, mummy, oh baptême… mummy…”  

Benoît tried and failed twice before he managed successfully to grab Ti-Cass’ arm, which 

felt like gelatine, his fingers seeming to sink right in. He shook it as hard as he could, calling 

out in a curious falsetto quite unlike his own voice: 

“Everything’s fine, everything’s great, relax, it’s a voyage, you’re just going on a voyage, 

that’s all, a voyage, a voyage…” 

Benoît continued to repeat the word “voyage” with an inexplicable insistence, until it 

sounded hollow and discordant, ringing out again and again like metal striking crystal. And 

yet still he repeated the word again and again, not taking his eyes off Max who was lying 

almost at his feet, eyes rolling back, breath shallow, probably fighting his own interior 

demons.  

“We’re on a wonderful voyage, just a voyage, voyage, voyage…”  

Benoît made a superhuman effort and stifled the shrill voice shooting from his mouth 

against his will. Suddenly Max sat bolt upright, raising his large hand like a visionary.  

“The wall!” he murmured, weakly. 

The only bare wall in the room, directly opposite them, was made of pale wood, dusty 

beige and dotted with clove-like knots. And, look at that, the wall was hurtling towards them, 



66 
 

the entire stretch of wood about to collapse in on them like a loosened tent canvas. Benoît had 

the childish urge to duck his head, to lessen the impact – though of course, it wouldn’t save 

him from being smashed to a pulp.  

The impact didn’t come. The wall fell on them at a colossal speed and they were 

swallowed into the wood, mixed up with the cloves and the dusty surface, part of the wall 

now, just like the timber grain, the boards, and the little round knots. Meanwhile, all around 

them, the dry surface was becoming a landscape, a huge desert plain with the three of them in 

the middle, awkward and swaying where they stood, dazzled by the bright light. They started 

to walk. They walked on the sandy ground that stretched away in every direction, as far as the 

eye could see, and they had a precise destination, they were heading for something far away, 

huffing and puffing as they walked. It was bizarre and exhilarating, like moving in a dream 

while fully awake. Benoît inched forwards at a snail’s pace, though faster than the others 

nonetheless. He sensed his bending legs, his feet placed down one in front of the other, his 

mechanical walking motion. He also saw himself from the back – he saw their three pathetic 

silhouettes etched on the immense, fluid horizon – as if part of himself was left behind, a 

watchful, indifferent witness.  

This part of him noticed every detail with a certain objectivity; he watched like an 

entomologist as their three figures progressed in an endless zig-zag across the bleached 

landscape. He calmly observed that there was something different in their general 

appearance. Their clothes were just the same as in “real” life – their creased trousers, 

Benoît’s dark blue sweater, Max’s loose white shirt, and Ti-Cass’ striped hoody. No, it was 

something else – they were lit with a kind of radiating glow which made them almost 

transparent, carriers of a bright substance which Benoît knew positively to be the self of each 

one of them, their true essence, illuminated like stained glass.  

Under Benoît’s curious gaze, the luminous substance became more defined and began to 

split into different zones: some white, some coloured, some striped with shadows, and they 

all seemed to carry a particular significance (but what? what?). Each of them carried a glow, 

a kind of will-o’-the-wisp, and now Benoît noticed that each one was different – Max’s in 

particular had two separate parts, a small, very bright centre, and a grey belt surrounding it 

like a storm-cloud. Benoît was so struck that he wanted to turn towards Max for a closer look, 

but he wasn’t able to; he had only a vague awareness of the others’ physical presence, 

breathing heavily on either side of him. He saw that their eyes were locked obsessively on a 

fixed point somewhere ahead. Max murmured something sleepily, then repeated, louder this 

time, in the same lethargic tone: 
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“Tired… I’m tired…” 

“What?” Benoît suddenly heard himself muttering. “What?” 

“Too far… it’s too far… never gonna get there, never… too tired…” Max’s voice was 

heavy with sadness, now. He sighed deeply and said nothing more.  

The three of them struggled onward, their bobbing lights merging and criss-crossing in the 

distance, as they made their slow way towards who knew what fateful destination. Max’s 

light trailed behind, its shadowy belt seeming to weigh him down as he walked. Benoît’s 

observant and rational self knew that this was no less real than his own dark blue sweater, 

than Luc’s bedroom, than the musty smell that hung there like incense – that the three of 

them had crossed over into a parallel reality which, somewhere, actually existed, outside and 

in spite of the blindness of their everyday lives.  

 

Max began to yell – the physical, flesh-and-blood Max sitting in the room – which cut 

short the vision of the plain and their three glowing silhouettes. The wall became once again 

what it really was (or what it also was?), a wooden-planked surface scattered with knots. 

(This searing fragment, which Benoît would otherwise have forgotten, came back to him 

from the depths when, in February of the following year, Max died brutally in a hockey 

accident; Benoît understood with a jolt that what they’d seen was Max’s Death in the making, 

gathering like a cloud, eating away at his light – after which he suffered an insomnia worse 

even than Marcel’s…)  

Max hadn’t stopped yelling. The room was almost back to its familiar shape; a couple of 

objects still jumped and shapeshifted when observed too closely, but that was all. Ti-Cass 

was sitting on the edge of the bed, teeth chattering, his hands over his ears, in the early stages 

of a panic attack. Max, meanwhile, stood upright in the centre of the room, yelling like a 

maniac, deaf to anything other than his personal nightmare. For a moment, Benoît didn’t 

know what to do for the best. His efforts of persuasion and his calls for calm were an utter 

failure. Turning in hopeless circles like a dog on a lead, his eyes fell on the kitchen window, 

through which the opposite balcony was visible. The old man in the vest was still there, just 

where he had been, from time immemorial. It was getting light, now, the dawn pale and chill. 

The old man had some sort of musical instrument in his mouth, which he must have been 

working silently, since no sound was reaching Benoît. The old man held up the instrument 

with a knowing look. (Later, Benoît would swear on his mother’s life that this episode – the 

old man and the balcony – was just another hallucination; that it wasn’t, that it couldn’t be 

real…) 
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So it was that Benoît, without really knowing why or how, took hold of the big flute that 

belonged to Luc, and began to play. The sounds it made were like the cries of a sparrowhawk 

and the rustling of leaves. He played for a long time, until eventually Max and Ti-Cass fell 

asleep, their faces blank, their muscles limp. And the smoky shadow of madness drifting 

above them finally thinned and disappeared like mist.  

 

When they went back down onto rue Saint-Jean, still shaking off the last remnants of the 

drug, they had no idea that two whole days had passed – and that Ti-Cass’ father had called 

the police to search for them. It was a warm and fragrant evening, a final rosy burst of Indian 

summer, before they’d be shivering once more under the reign of eternal winter. Max, Ti-

Cass and Benoît strode along the pavement, three abreast, shoulder to shoulder, bumping 

shamelessly into anyone who didn’t get out of their way. The hilarity from the beginning had 

returned – and something more, a brotherly kind of solidarity – and they elbowed each other 

hard in the ribs, for the simple joy of physical contact. The countless pedestrians pointed at 

things in the shop windows, trailing from one to the next, “like a herd of cows on their way to 

the Cross,” Max pointed out eloquently, and they revelled in how different they themselves 

were from everyone else, in their superiority over the poor crowds of dimwits who knew only 

banality. Was life even worth living without knowledge of the magical side of things, being 

always content with the miserable first degree of perception? The answer was no. At that very 

moment, the houses breathed out a perfume of musk and Canada goose, the wind was the 

colour of heather, the setting sun sang a triumphant oratorio that they heard through their 

toes, everything had a meaning and an incredible beauty, and no one knew it but them.  

As they passed the window of Bar Chantauteuil, they spotted Luc sitting at a table with a 

group of his friends – old guys in their thirties, clutching their beers and caught up in a 

conversation of mysterious importance. Benoît stopped for a moment, and Max and Ti-Cass 

stopped too – not an insignificant detail, and one which brought to Benoît’s attention the new 

status of leader which had just been conferred on him… 

“We’ll meet back here,” he decided on an impulse. “Same day, same time, ten years from 

now. Ten. Cross your heart, hope to die. Agreed?” 

The other two nodded gravely. They were just kidding around, of course, they would 

never actually meet back there, the future was so incredibly far off – and Max would never 

reach thirty, not even twenty – but how could they have known that then? The evening was so 

beautiful, their happiness was so real, that Benoît started to dance right there in the street, to 

applause and hoots of laughter from the others.  
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(Later, Luc would tell Benoît some truly troubling things about the opposite neighbour’s 

balcony, which didn’t exist; about the old neighbour, who was a woman; and about the flute 

that he had bought in Tijuana years before, from an eccentric old Indian – half medicine man, 

half musician – who was always dressed in an old sleeveless vest, and who rocked back and 

forth in the moonlight to call on the spirits. Benoît, white as a sheet, refused to answer a 

single question from Luc.) But that was later. For now, Benoît was dancing, dancing in the 

street, caught up in the warm night and the hopeful energy. Everything would come at its 

proper time – love, happiness, eternity – his exquisite destiny lay just around the corner. And 

how could he not believe it? The future was a gorgeous, blue-satin ribbon, which had only to 

be pulled and everything would fall into place.  
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Cold Blood, Warm Heart 

 

I might as well tell you this straight off: love stories really aren’t my thing, and only very 

occasionally do they tickle my tear-ducts. I’m talking about other people’s love stories, 

obviously, the kind that romance writers like Guy de Cars insisted on hashing out until Cupid 

himself, sick to his stomach, decided one day to shoot him with arrows just to shut him up; 

the kind of love stories that roll out thick and gooey on our TV and cinema screens, to 

sweeten our evenings with granulated dreams. Love stories are a personal thing, if you want 

my opinion. You either have one or you don’t, and if you don’t, then life is quite nauseating 

enough without some syrup-dripping sadist coming along to warble their own in your ears. 

But if you do have one, well then, that’s something else entirely – suddenly you know the 

immense weight and fragility of love; you know that there simply aren’t words to describe 

the dizzying whirlwinds that sweep you to vertiginous heights, and if that’s where you are, 

you couldn’t care less about other people’s stories, given that you yourself are drifting 

blissfully through the interstellar regions – which might be the only reality that matters, when 

all is said and done. Whatever. I’m still going to tell you the love story of Françoise and 

Benoît, because you are hopeless romantics – I see it clearly from your eyes that glisten with 

emotion as soon as you spot a pair of insignificant, attractive young people getting started on 

the tonsil hockey. I’m well aware that the heart, thinly sliced and dressed in whatever 

abominable sauce you can think of, is the one dish you can never resist, you bunch of 

sentimental cannibals. So, I’ll tell the story – and for all kinds of other reasons, too, that don’t 

concern you in the slightest.  

 

Let’s be clear, though – it’s a very ordinary story, scant on dramatic plot twists. Our 

heroes are heroic only in name. There is no hint of fatal leukaemia, nor the slightest cerebral 

lesion threatening either of the protagonists; they’re normal, ordinary people, as healthy as 

they can be, given their abuse of alcohol, nicotine, cannabis, and all kinds of lipids, in which 

they can’t help but indulge, just to squeeze a little enjoyment from existence. Consider 

yourselves warned, then. And don’t come crying to me if the ending isn’t rare enough for 

your taste.  

There exists among the young, modern intelligentsia a whole clique of perverse souls; 

perfectionists who complicate their lives enormously in the name of Independence. But I’ll 

come back to that. For now, I’ll just say that Françoise and Benoît were of this group when 
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they met for the first time in a bar on rue Saint-Jean, which will remain nameless, unless of 

course the owner agrees to let me drink there for free, for the next week at least.  

 

It was an ordinary, quiet Monday night in winter. Françoise entered the bar accompanied 

by a friend whose glum look verged on the suicidal. Françoise’s somnambulant steps led her 

– whether by chance or by design – to a table at the very back of the room, right beside the 

bench where Benoît sat quietly reading. Next to Benoît, an ill-defined creature was slumped, 

wrecked with drink; the kind of peaceful old tramp often to be found in bars, and who 

sometimes turn out to be mathematics professors or erstwhile Nobel Peace Prize laureates. 

Françoise sat down without lifting her gaze, the friend flopped down next to her with a 

melodramatic sigh, Benoît didn’t stir from his book, and the tramp mumbled a few 

unintelligible words. Time passed.  

 

The friend – let’s call her Marie, she’s no more than a passing figure in our story anyway – 

had been reeling off a whole monotonous string of worries to Françoise, about life, love, 

death, and all such profound things, for quite some time – or so it would seem, at least, from 

Françoise’s weary silence. Suddenly, the tramp let out an alarming, guttural wail. All eyes 

turned towards him, including those of the small group of people a few tables away, the only 

other customers in the bar. The inebriated septuagenarian had not died prosaically of a heart 

attack. On the contrary, his cheeks had suddenly flushed a violent red, and he pointed, aghast 

and still gurgling painfully, at the walls of the bar. “Dreadful!” he gasped, finally. 

“Dreadful… horrible!” 

 

All eyes turned with curiosity from the tramp to the cause of his outburst: the walls of the 

bar. There was nothing immediately striking about these walls, apart, perhaps, from the 

canvases – paintings by a local artist – with which they were hung. Granted, the artist in 

question had gleefully daubed the canvas in a jarringly skewed fashion; but given the 

permissive and culturally mediocre age we live in, who can really claim to know the beautiful 

from the ugly? Alright then. The tramp, though, not only strongly disapproved of the artwork, 

he was dead against it. The little group at the nearby table, rather irritated by this, plunged 

back into their intimate discussion; Benoît chuckled approvingly at the tramp; Françoise 

contemplated the offending paintings with some amusement; Marie-the-friend attempted to 

pick up her depressive monologue where she had left off; in short, order seemed to have 

resumed. The old man saw things rather differently: getting to his feet, he began to hurl 
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furious invectives in the direction of the paintings, threatening to rip them to shreds if they 

were not immediately removed from his sight.  

“Total rubbish! Dizzgraceful… ‘orrible… dizzguzzting… makes me sick!” he yelled.  

 

And so on. As it happened, the small group a few tables away included a few of the artist’s 

friends, who were beginning to tire of the joke. A big bearded fellow got up, almost knocking 

his chair flying, and brandished his fist in the tramp’s direction.  

“If that old geezer don’t shut ‘is mouth, I’ll smash ‘is face in…” 

But the old geezer was thrilled – encouraged, it would seem, by the opposition – and only 

bellowed louder, with ever more eloquent vocabulary. Beardy moved aggressively towards 

him.  

Benoît was next to get to his feet, calmly laying his book down on the table.  

“I agree – they’re definitely ugly,” he said in a neutral tone. “Actually, I’d say they’re 

hideous, repulsive, excremental.” 

And that’s when fur began to fly. The artist’s mates pushed over the table in front of them, 

Benoît and Beardy pounded each other mechanically while the distraught waiter tried to 

break them up, and the tramp, sniggering, took it upon himself to remove the paintings from 

the walls.  

Suddenly a firm, clear voice rang out over the fray, with the odd effect of stopping all of 

them in their tracks.  

“Monsieur Riopelle!  Come on, now! Monsieur Riopelle – sit down.” 

Françoise took the tramp gently by the arm, and, with a firm yet respectful grip, made him 

leave the canvases in place, then steered him to sit heavily down on the bench.  

“Calm down, Monsieur Riopelle. We’ve got to give budding artists a chance… isn’t that 

right now, Monsieur Riopelle?” 

After a gaping silence, the artist’s pals, who had been frozen to the spot, went slowly back 

to their table and sat down, and it’s here, finally, that my story really begins – or rather, the 

story of Françoise and Benoît.  

 

Given that you weren’t born yesterday, you’ll have figured out that the tramp was no 

famous artist, and his name was not Monsieur Riopelle, any more than mine is Simone de 

Beauvoir. Françoise and Benoît found themselves at the same table, both bent double – albeit 

discreetly – in fits of hysterical laughter. Marie-the-friend eventually left, the group at the 

other table gradually thinned out, and the old tramp – who was nothing less than a 
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professional boozer – sank into a comatose slumber. Meanwhile, Françoise and Benoît 

couldn’t stop talking, laughing, feeling some spiritual connection; and so it was that 

Françoise’s hand strayed, as if inadvertently, to Benoît’s thigh; and so it was that they saw in 

one another’s eyes a glimmering light, which after some time rendered them silent; and so it 

was that not long afterwards, they found themselves in Françoise’s double bed, in a fusion 

and confusion of limbs, laughing, still laughing, the very pores of their skin ablaze.   

 

Make no mistake, such nocturnal liaisons were not an unusual occurrence for Françoise, 

nor for Benoît. They were both happily verging on thirty, both of them quite accustomed to 

light, bubbly flings that could be gulped down like champagne and were over in a matter of 

hours; likewise, to sudden forces of passion which led them, perforce, to the beds of silky-

voiced strangers they’d met in some smoky bar.  

Sometimes, those flings had happy sequels. One-night-stands might become regular 

lovers, at least for a time, before the relation was shed with a kind of affectionate complicity, 

rarely encumbering them further.  

Other times, the affair would end in disaster. They’d wake up the next morning with an 

indefinable angst, close to disgust, shocked once again to be in bed with an insipid stranger 

who couldn’t even hold a decent conversation – but who, in a boozy haze the night before, 

had been nothing short of dazzling. 

 

Back, then, to the case in hand. The whole thing had gone like clockwork, from the 

moment that Françoise and Benoît first spoke, to the next morning when they went their 

separate ways. They hadn’t had much sleep though – it was as if their bodies, in being 

discovered, in being touched, were set ablaze with a fire that couldn’t be put out, and then of 

course there was the exhausting hilarity which shook them the whole night through. In the 

morning they awoke, hungry, and dragged themselves out of bed – bodies stiff, eyes 

shadowed, in excellent humour all the same – and continued where they had left off, with 

mischievous glances, confessions, and outbursts of laughter. The omelette was good, Benoît 

turned out to make decent coffee (oh, happy surprise), and Françoise didn’t turn out to be a 

fanatic for lentils, raw sugar, and natural products (oh, joy). In short, it was in a state of 

delight that they said their goodbyes at Françoise’s front door, repeating to one another just 

what a great evening it had been, and this, and that, and one last little hug, and one final wink, 

and stifled giggles, and a nonchalant “Yep, see you soon” – and that was it, for the beginning.  
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For the rest of the week, Françoise threw herself into her usual commitments with an 

excess of feverish energy, which, at the time, didn’t ring any alarm bells. Françoise’s “usual 

commitments,” it has to be said, would have been enough to exhaust the combined energies 

of half a dozen people less dynamic than she. Françoise was a born militant, kept awake at 

night by the pecuniary worries of Monsieur Philémon Tremblay, 3rd Avenue, unemployed 

(and one-armed, asbestos-poisoned, and tubercular to boot) and the tribulations of Madame 

Roberte Roberge, tenant of rue de Couillard (grappling with rent increases directly 

proportional to the “king sized” cockroaches in her apartment). Thus, Françoise could be 

found at any local meeting with the mission to improve the fate of humankind in general, and 

the quality of life of her neighbours, in particular.  

 

Benoît was far from inactive himself in the days which followed, but in his own way – 

inward-looking, reflective – which often took on the rather blank appearance of a daydream. 

He taught at the Université Laval, in the literature department to be precise, although what he 

actually did bore a closer resemblance to revolutionary sociology than to literary studies. 

There was a kind of power, both serene and spontaneous, in the most unassuming of his 

lectures (“Why don’t the poor like to read?”; “Is feminist literature really literature of the 

Left?”; “Who profits from the book industry?”) which tended to ignite impassioned debates 

among his students. Sometimes, to his great surprise, these even escalated into noisy 

demonstrations outside the university, and provocative manifestoes would circulate, claiming 

to have his approval.  

 

All things considered, the week passed as normal, or relatively so: it was only around 

Friday evening that Françoise noticed a feeling of bitter indifference concerning Monsieur 

Philémon Tremblay’s money woes and Madame Roberte Roberge’s bugs, and she began 

suddenly to think about Benoît and about their night together. This led her to realise that she 

had been thinking about him all the time, insidiously, despite the various tasks which had 

consumed her attention, and this, well, this wasn’t normal for a little end-of-the-night-fling-

that-was-really-nothing. She was surprised and amused to find herself contemplating her 

phone, which did not ring – or not how she wanted it to, if you see what I mean – and feeling 

vaguely depressed, wondering if he would call, telling herself that he wouldn’t, and 

remembering his velvet-soft hands, and the cute dimple in his chin, and thinking that maybe 

she should go back to that bar, just, you know, in case, then convincing herself that no, he 

surely had a wife and five kids – which is always the way when you meet an interesting man.   
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Since it had been tacitly implied that there would be no future dates or formal 

engagements, and since he himself did not dare raise the subject, out of pride or God knows 

what inadmissible feeling, Benoît, midway through his lesson plans, began to hatch a 

complex strategy to see Françoise again while making it look like total chance. There was the 

telephone, of course – and he had indeed kept Françoise’s number, also by total chance, 

obviously – but he worried that this primitive method might be disagreeable to someone who 

appeared to skim deftly over such finicky questions of practicality. Never mind, the 

possibility remained – among those total-chance methods – of the coincidental meeting. 

Benoît had glanced in a number of times at the bar on rue Saint-Jean (which I won’t name 

unless the owner etc. etc.), and he hadn’t seen Françoise (since she wasn’t there, she was at 

home, waiting by her telephone). And he needed no further proof that she wasn’t interested in 

seeing him again, she who was so beautiful, so free, so untethered-by-finicky-questions-of-

practicality, and already overwhelmed, surely, by the attentions of a dozen other men more 

interesting than he.  

So. A pair of idiots, I’ll give you that – but be patient, because the worst is yet to come.  

There’s a limit to everything, however, to the darkest misfortune as well as the stupidest 

nonsense, and so it was that they bumped into each other in the newsagent near where 

Françoise lived, and where Benoît – oddly enough – had been coming to buy his paper for the 

last fortnight. They greeted each other immediately, of course – but without a kiss, since both 

were seized by a stupefied and all-consuming emotion that made them babble absurdly about 

the snow that would or wouldn’t fall, and the weather they’d been having, and the forecast for 

next week. Still, they managed to arrange to meet the same evening, albeit with a casualness 

that rang false: “If you’ve nothing else planned, of course…” They met, then, at Françoise or 

Benoît’s house, it doesn’t matter, and that was it – the brutal, decisive bolt from the blue 

which caught them off-guard and threw them together with the force of molten lava. They 

saw each other again the next day, and the day after, and the day after that, and every evening 

afterwards for weeks and weeks, with the same electrified passion, in the same perfect 

delirium.  

Here, perhaps, it’s worth coming back to the subject of Independence with a capital I – 

don’t worry, my lambs, I haven’t forgotten you – which is the pretext for so many sacrifices, 

especially when it takes on the strictness of a virtue.  
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Both Françoise and Benoît liked to think of themselves (off the record, of course, since 

there was some modesty in their social convictions) as belonging to a certain advanced, 

mature class of individuals entirely dedicated to the search for, and freedom of, the self, 

having learned to be totally self-sufficient (a rough definition of Independence, if the Petit 

Robert will forgive me). Consequently, their ideas about love were somewhat breezy – 

somewhat different to those of Jean Paul II, let’s say – being instead critical of unhealthy 

possessiveness and the systematic lumping together of couples. But as we all know, it’s one 

thing to hold sincerely to our theories, and quite another to put them into practice.  

 

At first, euphoria came naturally. They had only to let themselves be carried along by this 

powerful groundswell, which they’d long ago stopped believing in (or so they’d thought), but 

which now left them brimming and breathless.  

Every day, as dusk was starting to fall, Françoise would go and meet Benoît at the 

University; or she would wait for him in a café, feigning nonchalance; or she would throw 

herself bodily into concocting an enormous meal for the two of them, knowing that she’d take 

no more than a few bites, because being in love paralysed her stomach and her appetite as 

surely as nausea. Every day, Benoît became impatient knowing that he’d have to wait until 

evening to see Françoise’s enigmatic smile, and he never tired of seizing her ravenously in 

his arms, in a violent embrace; of feeling her tremble against him with desire; of murmuring 

in her ear sweet nothings of the most earth-shattering kind – and both of them would be left 

staring, speechless, and reeling. 

 

Until… well. Until they noticed, with a shock, the undeniable spanner in the well-oiled 

workings of their lives. They became more and more suspicious of this new sense of calm 

and security in which they found themselves plunged up to their necks – and they began to 

lose their nerve. Françoise, always an eloquent proponent of creative independence and the 

sanctity of solitude, was horrified to realise that she needed Benoît: guilty as charged, she met 

him at the end of each day with unequivocal eagerness and delight, and at any given time, 

she’d find him perched comfortably among her thoughts, even when she’d considered herself 

sheltered by the company of ill-treated tenants and the unfortunate unemployed… didn’t this 

prove that she was sacrificing herself to that feminine regression, sliding into the age-old 

position of the nearly-wed, devoured by the Other? 
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Benoît, meanwhile, surprised himself by reacting violently to a light-hearted joke from a 

student who had caught him with Françoise. He had the sudden and uncomfortable 

impression that his image was betraying him, that little by little he had lost control of his own 

emotions, and that he was playing the role of star-crossed lover in a melodramatic set-piece 

which, in reality, neither he nor his libertarian principles could agree with. He began to doubt 

the authenticity of this all-consuming feeling which he inexplicably held for Françoise. It 

seemed to him unhealthy, soppy, restrictive, blandly conformist. The evidence was staring 

him in the face: he had begun the slippery descent into middle-class bliss.  

 

And so it was Benoît who, with virile audacity, dealt the first blow. He took his phone off 

the hook and played dead for several days. Françoise, worried and saddened by this sudden 

silence, eventually ran into him one evening by chance as she wandered the Latin quarter, 

depressed. She spotted him through the window of a café, and went inside without a second 

thought, crossing over to his table. He greeted her with great warmth and affection, as if there 

were nothing wrong, enquiring about her health and about the well-being of Monsieur 

Philémon Tremblay, unemployed, and launching into a meandering peroration about the 

latest Altman movie which he’d just seen at the Cartier with Manon or Sandra or Marie, who 

happened to be beside him now, and on whose thigh his hand was – almost distractedly – 

resting. Françoise played along, as if there were nothing wrong, grinned cheerfully at Manon 

or Sandra or Marie, and weighed in on the discussion of Altman’s style (so singularly 

charming, so unexpectedly American) after which she got to her feet, kissed Benoît on both 

cheeks with excessive politeness, beamed once again at Manon or Sandra or Marie, and left 

the café, shattered. Her legs trembled. Her stomach churned. She had an overwhelming desire 

to throw up, or to scream. She dragged herself back home, giving herself the sternest of 

tellings-off, refusing to let it hurt, kicking herself inwardly. Really, it was nothing to get 

worked up over, it had just been a casual thing, which, like a pre-pubescent teen, she’d 

exaggerated rather – that was all. Françoise was almost relieved, despite the terrible pain that 

was welling up in her stomach, since now she could continue to believe without a doubt in 

her mind that there was no such thing as love. She lay down on her bed, switched on the 

television, strictly forbade herself from crying, and ended up falling into a dreamless sleep, 

just as if there were nothing wrong… stoicism being a virtue most crucial for Independence. 

 

Yet, first thing the next morning, Françoise’s telephone rang, and who should it be but 

Benoît, all sweetness. What he didn’t tell her was that he had been up half the night, wracked 
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by a secret and stubborn terror: what if his inexplicable behaviour had wounded Françoise to 

her very core; what if she refused point blank to see him again? But no. Françoise answered 

in her usual voice, warm and kind as ever, and told him that she was doing fine, and yes, they 

could see each other that evening. And when they met, miraculously, it was as if nothing 

were wrong. The spark and the passion were there, as always, and the two of them laughed 

like two old accomplices and held each other tightly. Françoise asked no questions, Benoît 

made no confessions. Tacitly, they said nothing of what had – perhaps – happened the night 

before, and any number of nights before that.  

 

From that moment on, the precedent was set. Benoît convinced himself that he had been 

right to bring some fresh air into the relationship – not only did Françoise not seem to be 

upset by it, she even seemed to embrace the change with unflappable good grace – perhaps 

she, too, had wished for it, deep down. And so Benoît’s dates multiplied, with Manon or 

Sandra or Marie, followed by more with Sylvie, Laura, and Julie. He banished the word 

“guilt” from his vocabulary and from his everyday life. In order to carry on as if nothing were 

wrong, Françoise persuaded herself that hers was a truly healthy, normal, in some ways 

privileged situation – wasn’t it far too easy for traditional couples to give in to 

possessiveness, to neurotic jealousy? – and that her relationship with Benoît was turning out 

to be entirely satisfying, and gave her exactly what she needed. Didn’t they see each other at 

least twice a week? And wasn’t every time just as extraordinary, just as passionate as the 

last? What more could anyone ask for? Granted, she hadn’t had the chance to shake off the 

last vestiges of a culture of romance; its decadent remains were surely the sole cause of the 

painful jolt, the sharp, inexplicable anguish she felt every time she came across Benoît 

exchanging familiar gestures of affection with another girl. She likewise decided that a little 

epidermal recreation would probably do her a world of good, and, decisively, she went back 

out on the pull – having been something of an expert in this department before she’d met 

Benoît. And so it was Benoît’s turn to feel an icy wave welling up inside him when 

Françoise’s enigmatic smile shone on someone else, or when he spotted her sensual hand 

casually stroking someone else’s leg. But such were the rules of the game, now, and there 

was nothing he could do but maintain, for better or worse, his pretence of casual swagger, 

nervously gulp the rest of his beer, and cast around for a woman he could go home with, so 

he wouldn’t be left out.  

And then one evening, Françoise was sitting with a friend – you know what, let’s call her 

Marie – in the very bar where we first encountered them, expounding on the many perks and 
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benefits of her relationship with Benoît, when who should walk in unannounced but Benoît 

himself. Noticing Françoise, he gave her a knowing wink from across the room. He 

proceeded to sit down at a table with a pretty blonde woman – another one, it might be said – 

whom he must have known fairly well, given the spirited conversation he began with her, 

punctuated with furtive touches and little meaningless kisses, meaningless, Françoise 

repeated to herself, immediately recognising the vague cramp which now tightened in her 

stomach… nevertheless she went on feverishly talking about loyalty, yes, the kind of interior, 

visceral loyalty which she and Benoît shared, even if, from the outside, it would appear that, 

er, even if… and then, suddenly, she stopped. She trailed off mid-sentence, just like that, 

without warning, and apparently lost all interest in the conversation, falling instead into a 

strange reverie from which Marie-the-friend was unable to shake her. When the pretty blonde 

got up to go to the bathroom – or to hell, same difference – Françoise slipped into the seat 

next to Benoît and told him, in a small, strangled voice, without leaving him time to kiss her 

on the cheek or even to smile, that she had just discovered that she wasn’t cut out for the big 

contest of playing it cool, and that she gave up. She quit. She was tired of the stomach aches, 

she was exhausted from lying to herself. Benoît did not reply. She gave him a final, decisive 

bonsoir, sounding very much like a goodbye, and there she was, already outside, robed in an 

Olympian calm, Marie-the-friend following in her wake.  

 

We next come across the two women much later on, in another bar, of course, spinning out 

the eternal reel of feminine woes – he was never capable of love, I should have known, and to 

think I invested in this relationship, God women are crazy to love like they do – so much, and 

for nothing – waiter, five more beers, five more beers to forget the harshness of life and the 

weakness of men… Françoise was adrift in a lyrical drunkenness, she had found her own self 

again, even if she had lost Benoît, at least the pain was honest, it didn’t deceive, and it was 

easier to quell this way, to cauterise… starting this very evening with the doe-eyed chancer 

loitering near her table, whom she decided remorselessly to pick up, in the interest of libido, 

only of libido, and to bring a little warmth to the left-hand side of her bed now that the nights 

were getting so chilly…   

 

When she eventually made it back home, arm in arm with the stranger (who with a bit of 

luck might just turn out to be a good lover), who should she find, haggard and shivering on 

the front step, but Benoît, his eyes shining with what looked like tears. He told her that he 

loved her – what else! – and that he didn’t want to lose her. The truth in his voice was 
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unmistakable. And all this, on the steps of the shabby apartment, in the half-light just before 

dawn, with the anonymous stranger standing about like a useless hat-stand before eventually 

deciding to shove off since no one was paying him any attention.  

 

There you are, my darlings, I’ve brought you all the way to the epilogue. But the ending, 

the real ending – where is it? What is it? (What’s its name, what’s its game?) – I hear you 

ask, fixing me with your unsated pterodactyl gaze. You’re about as subtle as your new-wave 

neon. Alright. Françoise and Benoît might have got married. I mean, why not? It still happens 

you know, it’s making a comeback, and in the past few years, has had a surprising resurgence 

among the under-twenty-fives. Don’t count on it, though, my little chickadees. I have already 

pointed out to you that Françoise and Benoît were intelligent young people, well-versed in 

the facts of life, the first of which is this: that matrimonial arts – inevitably, and in all cases – 

evolve into martial arts. Fine, you’ll sigh, like a platypus ruffled the wrong way. Married or 

not, children or none, Françoise and Benoît might have had a long, happy future, long-long-

long as eternity. Well, sure. To tell you the truth, I’d like for that to have happened, too. But 

that’s not how it is in real life, when the happy ending isn’t written into the script or 

published by Harlequin. I’ll tell you, then, what happened to Françoise and Benoît: after the 

twisting, treacherous beginnings we saw, they finally managed to establish a balance – a rare 

and precious thing – between independence and the demands of a loving relationship. They 

had the privilege of a deep, close, and passionate love, which lasted three whole years. Or 

five. Or eight. And then one day, they came to the mutual agreement to separate, because it 

was time, because it would only be damaging to try to resuscitate what was dying between 

them, and because it doesn’t last forever, alas. They wanted the best, and they refused to 

pretend. I’m not saying they burned all their bridges – certainly not. When you reach that 

level of intense, almost total communion with another person – a rare and precious thing – 

when you’ve lived a real love story, you never truly leave it behind, not completely. There is 

a little roped-off section of the heart which will nobody else can fill.  

 

Put it this way: last year, on the anniversary of their first meeting, Françoise received a big 

rectangular package, by express delivery, from Benoît. She was at home with some friends 

and a casual lover – let’s call him Max, or Pierre, or Victor-Hippolyte – when she opened the 

package. It was a reproduction of a painting – a bizarre, moustached owl, stuck like a gremlin 

in the middle of a confused landscape. At first, Françoise started to laugh, immediately 

recognising the Riopelle. Then she began to sob, if you want to know, to cry like a fountain, 
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to weep like Mary Magdalene. She wept until her insides were ready to burst. She wept 

inconsolably, unceasingly, so much that we probably ought to have called on Benoît, to come 

to our rescue and calm her down a little.  

This is why we have alcohol, and weed, and rose-tinted love stories. This is why I told you 

about Françoise and Benoît, and why I am now off to knock back a couple of glasses of the 

cheap stuff. There are certain indigestible truths, the kind that have to be swallowed by the 

teaspoon, drop by drop, so as not to turn your stomach. Such as this one, for example.  

 

Life. When you’re strong, you know it’s a path that you travel alone – even when there’s 

love, and even when there are people standing along the road, catching hold of your heart as 

you pass. You have to keep going, keep going to the end, reach out and touch the little light 

that shines only for you, go and take hold of your own light, every one of us our own light, at 

the end at the end of the road.  
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The Lobster 

 

“Are you mad? What d’you expect me to do with those? How d’you even eat them?” 

As always, Laura’s first words were recriminations. It has to be said that the creatures 

were no less threatening for being quite dead: amongst the tangle of legs, claws, and feelers 

which now filled the sink, you could make out here and there the glimmer of a small, black, 

malevolent eye – more alive than the others, you’d swear – peeking at you with belligerent 

hate. Marceau had stopped twice on his way home, hearing the wind flap against the big 

plastic bag, worriedly checking to make sure that the contents weren’t still wriggling, and that 

his hand wasn’t about to be sliced clean off by a claw.  

“You eat them just like that, with butter.” 

“With butter?” 

“Yes, with butter, with butter, for crying out loud!” 

The strained voice of Marie, trying to dissuade the children from stabbing each other with 

forks, came from the room next door. Meanwhile, apron in hand, Laura was impatient – too 

despairing to be really angry.  

“Butter, my foot, I’m not about to stand here and spread butter on these bloody great 

carcasses of yours. What am I to do now? We haven’t even got butter, all we’ve got is 

margarine…” 

“That’ll do just fine.” 

 

They were walking ahead of him. Marceau had simply raised his head, and had been immediately 

drawn to the subtle magnetism of their presence; it wasn’t just their furs (so silken that they 

seemed to ripple all by themselves, marbled with snowflakes like crystalline stars); it was in their 

very step, a kind of victorious advance, the animal joy of treading the earth. The woman turned her 

small, round head towards her companion; he gently squeezed her arm; their every movement 

betrayed the closeness of an almost priest-like complicity. “Artists” off Radio-Canada, no doubt, 

Marceau had thought at first, but as he looked more closely – staring with a kind of admiring 

abandon – he decided that couldn’t be true, they were too beautiful, too real. A thousand possible 

lives seemed to dance in their eyes, in their dazzling smiles. Besides, the man didn’t look like a 

poofter, that was for sure. And when they disappeared inside a shop, Marceau couldn’t resign 

himself to losing them so abruptly, so he stayed right where he was, in front of the window of the 

fishmonger, wriggling his toes inside his poor-quality boots to keep the biting cold at bay.  
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Pierre, aka “Pete,” was doing his best Smart Alec, nut-cracker in one hand and fork in the 

other, with a pretence of dexterity which irritated Marceau to high heaven.  

“See that, Gramps, you take your lobster like this, and you…” 

“Enough with the advice already! And they’re not called lobsters, that’s English – they’re 

homards!” 

Once they’d gotten over their initial shock, Ralph and Nancy had found a wonderful use 

for the crustacean’s claws and, under the table, took violent stabs at one another’s shins.  

“That’s for eating, not for fighting with…” Marie said wearily, her eyes glazed. But even 

she was forgetting to dip the pieces of lobster in the melted margarine, and she was struggling 

to hide her repulsion.  

Pete, as always, was talking: about the cold that had wrecked the doors so they wouldn’t 

close, about the Nordiques’ last hockey game, about the new government would surely put 

them in the red, and even about the humble ways of the lobster, which, did you know, can 

only walk backwards… he knew everything, and on and on it went. At the head of the table, 

Marceau suffered in silence. Usually mild-mannered by nature, he couldn’t help but be 

alarmed, each time he and Pete were together, to rediscover this bottomless pit of animosity 

for his son-in-law. 

He had Marie, of course – and she was the only reason that he agreed to Laura’s idea of 

inviting them to dinner – and yet when Marceau and his daughter found themselves face to 

face, a kind of reciprocal embarrassment paralysed them both; they never said more than a 

few words to each other and even those were feebly banal. But what could they have said, 

after all, over Pete’s vociferations, the children’s shrieks, and Laura’s petulant complaints? 

Marie sank into a nervous silence which Marceau felt as a reproach. He had discovered to his 

astonishment that (much like himself) his daughter just wasn’t the family type; at heart, she 

was quite as elusive and away-with-the-fairies as he was. He even caught himself blaming the 

children for causing her to age prematurely, and even more so, blaming Pete for willingly 

drowning her in this wearisome mediocrity.  

“Why’s it like that, p’pa, that lobssers only walk backwards? Why’s it like that?” 

Nancy was hanging on her father’s forearm, forcing him with her imperious grip to let go 

of the nut-cracker in her greedy desire to know everything now.  

“C’est comme ça, that’s the way it is,” Pete answered, switching into English mid-

sentence. And he proceeded to launch into a generous explanation, the words gushing 

inexhaustibly from his mouth like the spray of a machine-gun. At the same time he held back 
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Ralph’s hand, which sneakily tried, with well-calculated jabs of the pincers, to pinch his 

sister’s ribs.  

Irritated, Marceau bit his lip.  

“What I want to know is why you speak to your kids in English half the time… reckon 

you could just talk French to them, like everyone else. It’s not like they don’t understand 

French!” 

“Dad, please…” Marie sighed, feeling the tension ratchet up a level. 

“Don’t start this again,” Laura began.  

“He could just talk in French,” Marceau insisted. “D’you see the rest of us talking 

English? No, eh? We’re all French, here, aren’t we?” 

“You’re a fine one to talk,” Laura cut in. “You’re jealous because you can’t speak a damn 

word of English!” 

“Let it go, let it go,” Pete said diplomatically. “This is one subject we’re never going to 

agree on, Gramps and me. For what it’s worth, I don’t want my kids ending up second-class 

citizens. I want my kids to be bilingual from the get-go, so they can get a good job, and a 

decent salary.” 

“Yeah… and if they follow in their Papa’s footsteps, that’ll be nothing to write home 

about!” 

“That’s enough, Dad, drop it!” 

Marie’s hands were clenched into fists on the table, and Marceau stopped in his tracks, 

aware that he was about to push it too far. Again. But it wasn’t his fault – whenever he was 

with Pete, Marceau’s resentment would skulk like a wildcat just behind his lips, ready to 

spring out and mangle his every word. All his good intentions (which he never failed to 

resurrect when he saw Marie) went out the window. But really, this was too much – it was 

more than he could handle to confront both his daughter’s furious glare and the unbearable 

yacking of his son-in-law, for whom unemployment was like a badge of honour. 

“You could have used the good china, Laura,” Marceau said by way of a diversion.  

“This is the only china we have, Benoît Marceau. Heavens, where’s all this coming from?” 

“Right, right, well I’ll buy you a new set, don’t you worry.” 

“With what – your pay from the shoe repair shop? I don’t think so!” Laura retorted, and 

Marceau wanted to tell her to shush, but she was on a roll, obviously still cross about the 

lobsters, and not about to let him off. “I’ve never seen anything like it, he’s worse than a 

lobster – he goes backwards instead of forwards, he brings home a smaller salary every year, 
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I wonder sometimes just how on earth we make ends meet, never in my life have I met a man 

so lacking in ambition…” 

She was off on one. Marceau played with the antennae of the crustacean on his plate, and 

just for a moment, he had the impression that it looked back at him with sympathy.  

 

He could have stood for hours in front of the fishmonger’s window. Their life was spreading out 

before his eyes, unrolling dreamily, filling his whole field of vision. It stretched serenely like a 

beautiful film from which he was powerless to escape. They appeared to be madly in love, and 

what’s more, they floated serenely above it all – the winter, the slush, the smell of petrol – while 

Marceau stood on the pavement, wistful, his senses slowly numbing. Their overflowing happiness 

cut him like a knife. Good God! They must be rich, draping one another with love like that, 

gratuitously, for all the world to see, with their fancy fur coats and silver-screen faces! Wait for 

me, Marceau longed to cry out, let me catch up, I want to understand… but it was impossible, they 

were in their own little bubble, quite apart from the rest of the world. They were in a foreign 

universe, as untouchable as extra-terrestrials. The man looked like someone familiar, but who? 

Who? Marceau racked his brains for the answer, but couldn’t put his finger on it… 

 

Without realising what he was doing, Marceau had pushed the door open and now found himself 

inside the shop, next to them. They were buying everything, as if they had an army to feed, and on 

and on they went, picking out rare, delicate fish, and bizarre creatures of all varieties, costing 

upwards of $10 the half-pound. Up close they were even better, and they radiated a warmth that 

was catching – and the best part was that you could hear everything they said, my love, my darling, 

my treasure, all in the most impeccable French, no doubt from France. Enchanted, Marceau 

followed the silken melody of their words, and he was mortified that all he could do was mumble 

his common speech, his meagre language, his poor and insignificant words. The man turned 

towards him – Marceau recognised him instantly – and the shock was so great that the room 

started to spin, and he had to grab hold of the counter to keep from falling.  

 

Marceau could practically smell the hostility, which hung in heady distillations like an 

aura around the family table. With her fists and forearms stained greenish up to the elbows, 

Nancy was trying to splatter her brother with the liquid intestines of her lobster; in the blink 

of an eye, despite Marie’s sugar-coated warnings, the tablecloth was plastered in mess; the 

supper was ruined. “And whose fault is that,” Laura added, “no prizes for guessing! He can’t 

do a thing right, I told him to get steaks, but oh no – look what he brings back instead…” 
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Ralph was giggling under his breath, Marie stared obstinately out of the kitchen window, and 

Pete’s chin was clenching in a sort of pained twitch, as if from an electric shock. 

“Anyway, Gramps, the important thing is, you obviously feel like you’re rich…” he said.  

“Rich? Rich? What’s that supposed to mean?” 

Laura, having tossed aside her apron, now wiped her hands on the good tablecloth. She 

was taken over by a sudden, visceral worry as she listened to her son-in-law, thinking she 

could make out the metallic jangle of cash echoing between Pete and her husband. 

“What are you trying to say? If there’s one thing we can be sure of, it’s that we ain’t rich!” 

“It’s just,” Pete said in a strange, throaty voice, “it’s just that I find Gramps to be very 

generous, that’s all!” 

Laura still didn’t get it.  

“Why? What do you mean? Not because of those horrid creatures, surely?” 

Marceau raised his head and looked Pete straight in the face, his eyes veined with 

menacing zigzags.  

“What does you mean?” Laura repeated stupidly. “Are they really all that pricey, those 

things?”  

“Pricey? Lobsters? I’m saying nothing.” 

Pete had spoken with such uncharacteristic economy that his words dropped as heavily as 

balls of lead. A deathly silence fell.  

“Benoît Marceau, how much did those things cost you? Benoît Marceau, I asked you a 

question!” 

 

In the fishmonger’s, the world had frozen for a fraction of a second; the cashier hurriedly sponged 

the counter as she leant towards Marceau: “What would you like, Monsieur?” 

“Yes… six… six of those…” 

The couple were leaving the store, disappearing into the snow – she with her furs and bright 

laughter, and he with his borrowed face, his stolen, unbelievable face, the face which had belonged 

to Marceau thirty years ago before life screwed him over, that face he couldn’t forget because it 

was there, shut away in the drawers, etched on every wedding photo… “My double,” Marceau said 

to himself. “It’s my double, the happy one,” he thought, over and over again, while the cashier 

handed him the package and he scooped out the money, almost half his pay, from the bottom of his 

dog-eared wallet.  

 

“Have you finally gone mad?” 
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Laura was gobsmacked. She hadn’t even got her head around the full extent of the disaster 

yet, nor the gaping hole in their already-tight budget – it was a catastrophe, they’d have to 

patch this up as best they could – but how? – even if they ate nothing but bread and 

margarine every day, destitution was hot on their heels, they’d soon be on the streets, crushed 

by debts, drowned by unpaid bills, and the rent was already two months overdue, and the 

heating, and the electricity… 

“You’re being a little dramatic there, Laura,” Pete said, with a rising sense of indefinable 

remorse.  

“Monster!” Laura shrieked. “Madman! How could you be so cold-blooded? Answer me, 

you useless layabout, say something! What did I do to deserve this? Oh, for the love of God, 

what did I do…?” 

Her despair knew no limits. Marceau babbled apologetically, cringing, wishing he could 

sink under the table and hide.  

“It’s not as bad as all that, Laura”, he said, “I’ll do extra time at work… I’ll buy you a new 

set of china…” 

“Cold-blooded good-for-nothing!” 

There was no way out. His whole life, poverty had followed him like a black mark, like a 

stain; he ruined everything, even his family, who were already up to their eyes in shabbiness. 

It was a cruel God indeed who let someone be born as unlucky as Marceau – more pathetic 

than a maggot, more insignificant than a speck of dust, nothing, in fact, less than nothing. 

“I’m sick of it, crisse, I’M BLOODY SICK OF IT, OSTIE!” he suddenly exploded.  

 

“Don’t you dare swear in front of the kids, Benoît Marceau!” 

“Sshh, Mum,” said Marie, placing a firm hand on Laura’s arm.  

Marceau had got up, trembling, his face a deep purple; he felt it all rising in his throat like 

too-strong medicine; the cancerous frustration he had always brushed aside, the loveless void 

which yawned, terrifying, all around him… 

Ralph kicked his sister under the table.  

“Look!” he squawked. “Look, he looks like a lobster!” 
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Pink and Black 

 

Have a seat, then, have a seat – if I’d been expecting a big visit like this… you’re really 

the inspector then, the police inspector, out on investigations – crimes and bandits and real 

blood, that sort of thing…? Eugène will be kicking himself for having missed you, he’s 

hooked on all that, Kojak, Hawaii Five-Oh, The Six Million Dollar Man, Colombo – oh, but 

don’t look too closely, heavens above, the kitchen’s a wreck, I was just finishing the sauce for 

tonight’s spaghetti… 

Yes, of course, you’ve come about Madame Sinclair, or no, I mean Madame Bouchard – 

she went back to her maiden name, didn’t she? – I’d been thinking to myself that something 

wasn’t right, it’s at least two weeks now that she’s been gone… still, nothing’s happened to 

her? Hmm. You don’t say. Missing. Excuse me a moment, my mince is starting to stick, this 

stove’s a bloomin’ nightmare, it gets hot far too quickly, you know how it is – in fact you 

probably don’t, someone of your standing, it’s handcuffs you know about, not stove-tops, 

hee-hee! 

Missing. That’s got to be a bad sign. You’re thinking she’s been kidnapped, then? I’m just 

saying, with a son as important as hers, you know, a celebrity, practically prime minister 

already, it wouldn’t be all that surprising, don’t you think? No, of course, you don’t think 

anything yet. You’re investigating. Quite right too – never believe anything or anyone, and 

I’m sure you have an inkling at the back of your mind there, but you’re keeping it under 

wraps, I understand completely, especially in your line of work, and anyway, it’s not for me 

to ask questions, you’re quite right. Me…? You want to know my opinion on the matter? My 

dear Monsieur Inspector. I have an opinion on everything, if you want to know, although no 

one ever asks me for it, hee-hee! You do me quite an honour. And if you could pass me the 

mushrooms that are just next to you there, well, that’d be an honour and a helping hand.  

I certainly did know her, Madame Bouchard… Madame Sinclair, if you insist, but I assure 

you, she’d kept her maiden name, she wouldn’t answer if you called her Sinclair, and it 

wasn’t just a whim brought on by the Change, in all seriousness, she had her identification 

papers changed, she said that her mistakes had followed her quite enough already, she didn’t 

want to drag them to the grave with her – her words, not mine – but it’s silly to talk of her in 

the past tense, as if she weren’t alive and well… what’s that? Yes, yes, until proven 

otherwise, obviously, you’re quite right, and so optimistic, hee-hee… 

Anything out of the ordinary? Like a kidnap, you mean, fisticuffs, stifled shouts, men in 

black overcoats hurrying down the hallway? Hee-hee-hee. Sorry. No, I’m not making fun, 
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honestly, no, in all seriousness, I didn’t hear anything out of the ordinary. Oh, I’d known her 

years, just think, we were neighbours, and with these paper-thin walls, you could hear each 

other breathe… She came over for coffee from time to time, not often… Nice? Well yes, if 

you like, but that doesn’t seem quite the right word to describe her… more different, yes, 

different and odd, very odd. Is it Monsieur Sinclair Junior who’s looking for her? I’m just 

asking because, you know, he might already have received a ransom demand, it’s none of my 

business but I’d be surprised, a kidnapping, I mean, for a man like Monsieur Sinclair to be 

mixed up in all that – such a good man, so elegant, stylish, polite and all, do you think he’ll 

stand in the next election? 

Back to Madame Bouchard, yes, I wouldn’t want to speak ill of her of course, it’s always 

easy to blame someone who’s absent, and I can’t tell you anything of consequence anyway, 

but really, in all honesty, you couldn’t deny that she was odd – Eugène would use a much less 

charitable word if he were here, and if he were, you know what else, I’d ask him to open my 

jar of Cayenne pepper, this one just here, thank you, you’re too kind, sometimes I think they 

seal these new bottles with super-glue, wouldn’t you agree? You must understand, I don’t 

mean that she was mad, far from it, she had – she has I should say – above-average 

intelligence, quite frighteningly so, she was interested in all kinds of complicated things, the 

life cycle of the stars, the reproduction of atoms, the politics of South Africa, the habits of 

kangaroos, I don’t know if you noticed her bookshelves when you were at her apartment this 

morning, but between you and me, what’s the good of all that reading? Does it help solve 

unemployment, does it help the economy? No. Alright then. And as for her appearance, you 

know, the way she looked, she had a way of dressing, really you’ll say it’s just a minor detail 

and you’re right, but not entirely because decency ought to be respected, a basic appreciation 

of normal standards in clothing and general appearance, even if, as they say, there’s no 

accounting for taste. She’d started dressing in pink, a little while ago, she always wore 

something pink, a scarf, a dress, a big canvas bag… not the kind of sensible pink that a smart 

woman would wear, either – no, a provocative pink, a wayward-little-girl’s pink, if you want 

to know, she said the colour did her good – her words – and her hair, more than anything else, 

her hair, Monsieur, she had it floating around her shoulders like a Mater Dolorosa, not pinned 

up, not dyed, nothing, you have to agree that there are limits, at the age of sixty-five, there are 

limits to wanting to look a bit different! 

Besides, that was her way of doing things, I mean, nothing like the rest of us – to give you 

an example, one morning I asked her, she was here for coffee, I asked her just like that, trying 

to be nice, thinking to myself that she must get lonely, I asked her to come along with me to 
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the club that evening, Golden Years it’s called, we play cards there, and draughts, there’s 

prizes to win, we have coffee, sometimes with a drop of gin, hee-hee, we have a good time 

and it doesn’t cost us a thing, which is a rare thing these days, and she asked me, “what 

club?” and I told her Golden Years, it’s the seniors’ club – you see, I’m getting on for sixty-

something myself, even if I don’t look it – and she started to laugh, my dear Monsieur, I 

nearly choked on my coffee, she said, “what golden years would they be?” and I didn’t even 

give her a reply because there I was, showing her a bit of kindness, being rather soft on her 

actually, and I’m quite able to tell when someone’s laughing in my face and when someone’s 

asking me an honest question. Speaking of coffee, I don’t believe I offered you one, where 

are my manners, and I forgot to add the basil the thyme the bay leaves the chili to my sauce, 

heavens, I’m away with the fairies, are you positive that you won’t have coffee? I’ve got a 

little bottle of gin somewhere, too, I always keep some for emergencies, oh but don’t tell me 

your duties don’t allow it, like those inspectors on the telly who I’ve always suspected of 

lying through their teeth… Your liver. Yes. We’ve all got to think of our liver, some more 

than others, you’ll forgive me if I have a little drink anyway, without you, to the health of 

your liver and Madame Bouchard’s too wherever she might be at the present moment.  

The day after our little misunderstanding about the seniors’ club, she came back here to 

see me, clutching two theatre tickets – imagine – to make up for having laughed in my face 

no doubt, but also, whatever Eugène might say, because it was her nature to be, there’s no 

other word for it, generous – you know, the sort to give away the shirt off her back – even if 

not everyone likes pink, hee-hee! …Anyway I accepted, innocent as a lamb, and what would 

you have done in my position, especially since I could count on one hand the times that 

Eugène has taken me out for the evening, and that’s in thirty years of marriage, thirty, my 

dear Monsieur. I really ought to have realised that her kind of theatre wouldn’t be anything 

like what I had in mind, a big hall with velvet seats and smart people dressed up for going out 

and actors reciting beautiful things, and all. What’s the point of sitting in the dark, listening to 

people speaking the way they would at Saint-Roch mall, that’s what I think, anyway, and you 

can tell me that spaghetti sauce is more my department than theatre shows are – anyway, 

that’s what she had no qualms about suggesting, Madame Bouchard, that evening. It was a 

play about the life of Jesus, from what I could make out, but the actors talked like troopers, 

“chrisse, we’re outta wine,” “viarge, lemme take care of it,” and I’m sure you’ll agree, that 

sounds a little surprising coming from the Son of God and the Virgin Mary, although the 

people around me weren’t a bit surprised, all of them young from what I could see, roaring 

with laughter, they were, in seventh heaven – no pun intended. As for me, I was mortified, 
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especially since, to give you an idea how tiny the room was, the actor playing Jesus kept 

flinging beads of sweat into my face, which certainly didn’t help my concentration, but her, 

well, she was as happy as Larry, she was laughing loudest of all, swigging her Brador, I 

remember it quite clearly, and during the interval, she seemed to know everyone, she went 

around greeting all and sundry, and all the youngsters hugged her and kissed her on the cheek 

and called her Françoise, sure-fire way to catch some horrid disease if you ask me, and as if 

she wasn’t old enough to be their grandmother! 

All this to say that she wasn’t the sort of person to keep herself to herself, Françoise 

Bouchard, or to stay at home quietly knitting woolly slippers, stirring green-tomato catsup 

and spaghetti sauce for her family, like I’ve been doing for more than thirty years now, I’m 

not saying that it doesn’t get a little dull but you do what you have to do, and I’ll tell you 

what else, when you’re old you ought to keep company with other people your age, it’s just 

common sense, Eugène says the same thing and he’s probably right. I could tell you all sorts 

of other stories like that one, some rather more off-colour than others, but I suppose your time 

is precious like they’re always saying on the telly, which begs the question of what they think 

of our time which we’re wasting anyway by listening to the same thing over and over again, 

hee-hee, but you didn’t come here for me to give you Madame Bouchard’s life story, you 

must already know it off by heart anyway, you’ll have got it from Monsieur Sinclair Junior, 

or Senior, or from her daughter, I forget her name now, Marie, Maryse, Mariette, whatever, 

anyway she came to visit nearly every week. Yes, now, is that important? Ah. Good-oh.  

Just give me a moment while I stir my sauce, and gather my thoughts, and pour another 

little tot of gin – you’ve put me on the spot rather, after all, I was only her neighbour – and I 

wouldn’t want you to think that I’m not wishing for her family to find her safe and sound, as 

is surely their intention, and the very reason that they contacted you in the first place, and that 

you’re listening to me so patiently… Oh I see, you’re not working for them, you’re 

conducting your own investigation as a sort of private detective – oh no, I didn’t want to 

insult you, clearly you’re not a private detective, that’s obvious from your – and your – 

anyway that’s obvious, not everyone gets to be Kojak after all, hee-hee.  

I don’t know what they’ve told you, I don’t know anymore what I’ve just told you, but in 

any case, don’t go thinking that I want to speak badly of her, of Françoise Bouchard, I’m 

simply explaining to you the ways that her oddness came out, if I can put it like that, anyway, 

she wasn’t easy to dislike – except in Eugène’s case, he achieved it pretty quickly – she was 

always so polite and likeable and cheerful, despite her pink clothes and her wild grey hair.  
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It’s true that she spent a lot of her time with young people, no doubt about that, but she 

was quite old enough to do what she liked, hee-hee, and even older, hee-hee-hee-hee, do 

excuse me, I’ve nothing against her really… They must have told you about Marcel T., and 

the other one too, young Vigneault who always turned up with an enormous bunch of awful 

flowers, they looked more like huge bugs than plants, he even gave me one once when I just 

so happened to open my door at the very moment he was knocking on hers, sheer coincidence 

obviously, wasn’t it though? I mean really, no? I was shocked by the whole thing, and 

especially on behalf of Monsieur Sinclair Junior and Marie-Mariette-Martine who between 

them made quite a fuss of the whole thing, and I wonder, incidentally, if that’s when 

Monsieur Sinclair Junior got his first stomach ulcer… oh, you didn’t know about that.  

There were plenty of others who used to hang around at her place at all hours of the day 

and night, at one point I even wondered if she was opening up a youth hostel, there were so 

many comings and goings – usually little gaggles of five to ten people at a time, and not the 

same ones, either, the Monday night lot talked much louder than the Wednesday night lot 

who were better dressed than the ones who came on Saturday afternoons, the women I should 

say, it was only women who came on Saturdays, but don’t start thinking of brothels or 

anything sexual like that, Lord no! Hee-hee, quite the opposite, they were more feminist than 

feminine if you get my drift, every one of them with a face like a wet weekend – of course 

Eugène found all this to be downright disreputable – fancy being that sociable, and knowing 

that many people.  

He belonged to the first group, Marcel T., the “work meetings” as Françoise Bouchard 

called the noisy Monday-night gatherings, the ones that got Eugène so wound up because 

he’s hard of hearing and they upset his television programs. Work meetings for what, even 

Eugène didn’t have an answer to that one, suffice it to say that she’d recruited this lot at the 

University where she’d got it into her head to take a course in politics – imagine, at our age – 

and as if it wouldn’t have been much easier for her son to have given her private lessons. 

Well, that led her to get involved in all kinds of business that isn’t our business, Amnesia 

International, human rights, war, imperialism, and it was always Marcel T. who was the most 

outspoken, I never knew his family name, that was just how he signed the notes he left on her 

door. Their relationship, yes, their relationship, I knew you’d be coming to that, all of them 

have racked their brains over that, Monsieur Sinclair Junior and the other Inspector, he was 

from the Mounted Police, that one, he came to see me a year ago after the death of Marcel T., 

didn’t even smile when I asked him what he’d done with his horse, just goes to show how 

little humour people have these days. The pair of them started seeing one another outside of 
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the Monday nights, but he came back practically every other day, he was bordering on 

depression or so he said in the notes that he left on her door, which of course I didn’t read! 

It’s true that he seemed rather lacklustre, he was pale like the walking dead, and unhappy, 

you felt sorry for him, I can understand how Françoise was rather taken in, whatever Eugène 

might say – of course he only ever sees the bad in people – anyway he was looking for a 

sympathetic ear, a friend, some emotional support, that’s what he wrote, a mother more than 

anything, despite his being well into his thirties. You know what men are like, anyway – you 

see what I mean. So by that time, if you’re still following me, Marcel T. was forever turning 

up on the landing outside Madame Bouchard’s apartment, waiting for her, sometimes for 

hours at a stretch, knocking on her door with that lost-puppy face, it was already clear that 

there was something funny about him, and personally I wasn’t surprised to find out that he’d 

made a bomb to blow up our prime minister, obviously he didn’t succeed, the bomb didn’t go 

off, I heard he slipped on the ice its being winter and all and cracked his skull before he even 

got to the Parliament and died just like that with a no-good bomb in his pocket and a silly 

letter addressed to the prime minister – is that crazy or what, the kind of thing you’d read in 

the paper and wouldn’t believe but anyway it wasn’t in the paper.  

Needless to say that all this touched a nerve with Monsieur Sinclair Junior who was 

gearing up to launch his election campaign and certainly didn’t need an old felquiste 

separatist in the family – his words, not mine – but perhaps it wasn’t fair to throw that back in 

Madame Bouchard’s face, she hadn’t expected her little extra-curricular gatherings for 

innocent political chit-chat to degenerate into revolution, but then she probably put a little too 

much passion into it, as Eugène said albeit in less polite terms. And she was the one who was 

most affected by all of this, she thought Marcel T.’s death was somehow her fault, as if she 

had invented ice, and then she got such a row from Monsieur Sinclair Junior who didn’t come 

to visit for two whole months afterwards, of course she gave up her politics course at the 

University, and the Monday gatherings too – but not the Wednesdays – which brings me back 

to young Vigneault, who I think I may have mentioned earlier.  

On Wednesday evenings, she offered her apartment for a young troupe of experimental 

mime artists – their words, not mine – who didn’t have anywhere else to rehearse. To 

rehearse what, I couldn’t tell you, but they’d repeat the same routine over and over again, 

funny because they looked a bit like parrots too, often they were all dressed the same in 

scarlet and orange silk, must’ve stood out in the street, I’m telling you, I was almost 

completely blinded, practically got sunburnt when I bumped into them at the top of the stairs. 

Young Vigneault was one of their number, as you might have guessed, a little older than the 
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others but still not yet thirty, still wet behind the ears, a nice demeanour, that’s for sure, black 

curls like an angel or a demon, kind blue eyes like a girl’s, and flowers by the armful – oh, he 

must have brought her twelve big bunches in the space of six months – the sort of boy you’d 

like for your son, I’d guess, when you’re Françoise Bouchard and you already have a son and 

a daughter as chic and distinguished as hers. Alright then.  

I’m telling you all this, you understand, because you seem so reliable and discreet, I’m 

sure you’re bound by professional secrecy, and not the sort to pin a hidden microphone on me 

so you can play back everything I’ve said later, I mean it’d be awful if Madame Bouchard 

knew I’d been talking about her, even though everything I’m saying is God’s truth and 

nothing but, and quite well known already by Monsieur Sinclair Junior and Marie-Marine-

Marguerite, let’s call her Marie for argument’s sake. All I want is to assist you in carrying out 

your duties – which I imagine still prevent you from swallowing even the tiniest drop of gin, 

but don’t go taking me for a drinker, will you, if I pour myself another – alcohol has no more 

effect on me than pure water, I assure you, it’s just better for the digestion, more invigorating, 

and it helps chase along the afternoons and the evenings when they start to drag, you must 

accept a jar of my spaghetti sauce at least, you can tell me how it is when it’s ready, I added 

some veal kidneys and a bit of liver for flavour… yes, yes, I’m coming back to that. Young 

Vigneault.  

One afternoon she came over, Françoise Bouchard, to explain to me her point of view on 

the whole thing, love which knows no age, yada-yada, and I have to admit I was almost at the 

point of understanding her – or allowing myself to be bamboozled, as Eugène said at the time 

– but it’s true that there are limits, morality, rules that have to exist somewhere even if you 

don’t believe in the good Lord. Young Vigneault, my dear Monsieur, started coming over to 

see her outside of the Wednesday nights, him too, but it wasn’t to discuss politics or complain 

that he was depressed, quite the contrary, we’d hear laughter and rather… significant noises, 

coming directly from her bedroom, I assure you, it isn’t just the walls that have ears.  

Yes, you’ve got it, an affair – sexual, erotic, the whole caboodle – that’s what they were 

having, she an older lady of sixty-five-plus, and he a youngster, barely twenty-five, I mean 

they wouldn’t be the first, there’s Harold and Maude from that film I saw on the telly, it made 

me laugh because it was all just put-on, but you won’t convince me there isn’t something 

gone wonky in a world where young boys go out with grandmothers before they go out with 

girls their own age, and vice-versa, anyway, it certainly won’t result in healthy kids.  

They didn’t even hide it, you’d pass them in the street walking arm-in-arm, sometimes 

they’d kiss here in the hallway and I’d be blushing on her behalf from the other side of the 
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door. Everyone knew about it, of course, since she did her best to flaunt it, but even so, it was 

a good six months before Monsieur Sinclair Junior’s entourage got wind, and this time he 

was well into the leadership race, you know what a hard worker he is. In the meantime, things 

were going from bad to worse here, not only were they carrying on that dreadful love affair in 

plain sight and to everyone’s knowledge, but then she started dabbling in illegal, immoral 

things, thanks to his bad influence. I began to smell smells coming from under her door, and 

under mine – you know, smells, I don’t need to spell it out to someone in your profession, 

fumes of hallucinatory drugs and God knows what else.  

This time round, when Monsieur Sinclair Junior paid a visit to Françoise Bouchard, well, 

it wasn’t pretty – he turned up just as she was in the middle of smoking you-know-what with 

young Vigneault. Her son had known about it for some time and was just waiting for me to… 

for someone to give him the tip-off by telephone, and he arrived almost immediately, I’m 

telling you, the house itself trembled, so to speak, I’ve never seen Monsieur Sinclair so beside 

himself, he hurled all the names under the sun at the young Vigneault, gigolo-parasite-

exploiter-user-of-old-ladies, and I think they even came to blows, young Vigneault must have 

come off worse because he was first to leave but that was far from the end of it, for hours 

afterwards we could hear Monsieur Sinclair and Françoise Bouchard screaming at each other, 

Monsieur Sinclair was saying “Your behaviour is inexcusable – you’ve got it in for me – 

you’re doing everything you can to damage my reputation – you’re ruining me – it’s my 

death that you want, isn’t it, my political death,” and Madame Bouchard was repeating over 

and over, “No – don’t you get it – leave me alone – this is my life – no, it’s my business – get 

lost, leave me in peace why don’t you – just leave me alone…” and they went on yelling like 

that for hours, and after that I didn’t hear anything more but the building here is L-shaped and 

they’d left their living-room light on and I saw them hugging and crying on each other’s 

shoulders – it was like a holy scene.  

So apparently, after that, they went digging up young Vigneault’s past, trying to pin him 

as a criminal or a revolutionary – I reckon Monsieur Sinclair had got his fingers burnt in that 

business with Marcel T. – and sure enough, they came across irregularities, overpayments 

from Employment Insurance, taxes owing and not declared, enough little things to give him a 

fright, I suppose, and enough that he didn’t set foot in Françoise Bouchard’s apartment again, 

and that was the end of it – almost. Later that same month, she popped round, “in passing” 

she said, but that wasn’t true because she never came over here in the evenings, especially 

when she knew Eugène was in the vicinity. She hadn’t even bothered to get properly dressed 

or comb her hair, she was quite a sight, the dark circles under her eyes reaching practically to 
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her chin. She started by apologising very politely for disturbing us – I don’t know why I’m 

telling you this it’s really not important or interesting – maybe it was her eyes, she had a way 

of looking you right in the eye that made you feel ill at ease, guilty of something, Eugène 

disappeared into the living room to watch the television, so he said, so I was alone with her in 

the kitchen, oh, not for long, a few minutes if that, “I’ve finally reached rock bottom,” she 

said two or three times in a calm and courteous voice, as if she was talking about the weather. 

I didn’t know what to say to her, or what she meant by that, and she stared at me and 

although her eyes were dry, they were wide, and sad, very sad. I felt bad for her and I offered 

her a biscuit, a coffee, but she refused, she said “I just wanted to live, but it seems I’m not 

allowed to anymore, don’t you want that too, sometimes, just to live…?” to which I had no 

answer, of course, it was completely out of place and indecent and awkward, she must have 

been taking drugs, like Eugène said, and I drank two, three glasses of gin after she’d left, 

maybe four don’t ask me why and I took the old clothes that I’d been repairing, vests, socks, 

Eugène’s underpants, and I threw them in the bin, I really don’t know why I told you that, it’s 

got nothing to do with anything I’m sorry.  

Anyway, don’t let this give you the impression that her family only came to have a go at 

her – quite the opposite in fact, as I said, her daughter Marie visited every week and even 

Monsieur Sinclair Junior came fairly often, despite his being so busy, but in any case you’ve 

met them, you know how kind, admirable, full of good intentions they both are, that much is 

plain to see. I’d even say that they cared for her with an enormous amount of love and 

affection, as if she were their child and not their mother, it’s true that she often behaved in a 

manner infinitely less mature and reasonable than her daughter Marie, for example, who 

didn’t once arrive here empty-handed, she brought food, clothes, all sorts of gifts, “Maman, 

you’re not eating well, you’re not dressing well,” that’s what she’d say, but always laughing, 

without the slightest accusation in her voice, it was heart-warming, really, you felt just how 

much she wished to see her mother well and happy. Children like that are rare, I’m telling 

you, she should have been proud, but she never talked about them, it was – goodness, I don’t 

know how long before I found out her daughter was a lawyer too, her brother’s chief 

associate, isn’t that just wonderful, two in the family, now that’s what you call success, they 

must have got it from Monsieur Sinclair Senior, about whom I unfortunately know nothing at 

all except that he’s a businessman and that Madame Bouchard completely erased him from 

her life during the fifteen years after she left him. Isn’t that always the way, the lucky ones 

don’t know what they’ve got, for years her daughter Marie was trying to convince her mother 

to come and live with them in their big house in Sillery instead of carrying on the way she 



97 
 

was, living on a shoestring, in a decrepit flat, whittling away at her measly pension. I 

certainly wouldn’t have needed telling twice, especially since she could have continued all 

her chit-chat groups, “within reason,” obviously, as Marie put it – and quite right too, since 

the home of a politically-involved lawyer is certainly no place for mess and chaos, nor is it 

like one of those old run-down houses in Limoilou where you can invite any old crowd 

without a care for what the neighbours will say.  

Everything changed in the last few weeks that she was here, mind you – Françoise 

Bouchard had suddenly begun to see sense, if I may say so, especially after what happened 

with the feminists, which was the straw that broke the camel’s back. I told you about the 

Saturday afternoons when Françoise Bouchard would invite that gaggle of women over to her 

place, all ages they were, and usually dressed like mechanics, and it turned out I’d been right, 

they were feminists organised into some group that I forget the name of, they’d stick their 

nose into everything, kicking up a fuss about the plight of women as if that would make a 

blind bit of difference. And believe it or not, the group in question had just recently held a 

public meeting, photographers, journalists, everything, and they began by criticising the 

government, nothing new there of course – but then, imagine, they got started on the policies 

of Monsieur Sinclair Junior, who wasn’t yet in office but certainly looked set to be. They 

brought up all sorts of complaints, crying sexism, to use the fashionable term, and who do 

you think was sitting in the very front row listening religiously to every silly word, as if it 

were an audience with the Pope? There she was, plain to see, smack-bang in the middle of the 

photo in next day’s paper, her name was even written underneath, Françoise Bouchard 

herself, yes Monsieur, I suppose you read the same paper as I do.  

This wasn’t long after the affair with young Vigneault, and it struck me just how patient 

her son and daughter were with her because this time, when they came to her flat, I barely 

heard a peep out of any of them, despite the paper-thin walls. It seemed that they were talking 

to her very reasonably, her daughter Marie held her by the arm while Monsieur Sinclair 

Junior leaned over her, one hand on her shoulder, and she, well, she listened to them both in 

turn, her face gravely serious, which shows that she was starting to realise how silly and 

deranged her behaviour had been, how undignified for a woman of her age, and given the 

social standing of her children. And the fact was, in the days that followed, she completely 

transformed herself – starting by doing her hair properly, and dressing decently in more 

muted shades, already an enormous improvement, and she gave up all her outings and 

fanciful gatherings which in the end had brought her nothing but trouble, and the house was 

calm again, like it was ten years ago before she arrived, so much so that you’ll laugh at this I 
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began to find it dull, without that wild music she used to play at full volume – just goes to 

show that you get used to everything eventually.  

You’ll no doubt have noticed the jumble of boxes all over her living-room, she’d finally 

agreed to move in with her daughter Marie, whose house was quite large enough to 

accommodate, and a very sensible decision if you ask me, I’m sure they’ll have told you the 

same thing, I see that they’re at a loss as to what’s happened, they think she’s been 

kidnapped, and you can never be too wary, when you think of all the maniacs out there in the 

world.  

Except… well. I should perhaps have started with this, with the last time she and I spoke, 

she had such a curious look about her and you’ll tell me that was normal for her but no, there 

was more to it than that. She was just back from dinner with her two children, they’d taken 

her out to a restaurant, and she turned up here almost without knocking and asked me to pour 

her a gin, laughing all the time, a strange mad laugh, well alright, I thought, why not, I have 

nothing against good humour. “They want me to re-join ‘Femmes en Marche’” – that was the 

name of the group I told you about – she was still laughing the same odd, forced-sounding 

laugh. “They say that their advisors think it’s a good idea, after all” – her words, not mine – 

“it seems that after all that, a subversive mother is good for their image – gives a hint of the 

progressive.” I hadn’t a clue what she was talking about, obviously, so just for something to 

say, I asked “who’s that then?” and instead of answering me, she stopped laughing and stared 

at me with that look that made you wish the ground would swallow you. “I have no children,” 

she said, very distinctly, I assure you, just ask Eugène, I told him everything, although I don’t 

agree with him this time when he claims that she was drunk or on drugs.  

No, that’s not the last time I saw her. The last time I saw her, she had just left the house, 

she was walking down the street and she stopped for a moment in front of my kitchen 

window, when was it? I can tell you exactly – just about two weeks ago, two weeks, yes, it 

was the first warm day of spring, I remember, she looked up as if she already knew I was 

there. 

She smiled and waved, and I was struck dumb, I can’t explain, she’d let her hair down and 

it fell to her shoulders like a grey mane, she was dressed all in pink again, with the big pink 

canvas bag, and she suddenly seemed twenty years younger – it reminded me of when we 

were little, the two of us, that’s true I forgot to tell you that we were at school together, at the 

Ursulines, Françoise Bouchard and me – I recognised her straight away when she arrived 

here because of her big laugh like a stack of logs tumbling down and because of her eyes and 

that look she had, which even at that age had set her apart from other people, and it’s true she 
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didn’t remember me, well, I’ve changed rather a lot in time, and of course life hasn’t always 

been easy.  

No, she didn’t have a suitcase, but I could tell she was going away. She was going away 

just like that, you understand – it was a day for that, for following your heart, somewhere, 

anywhere, all alone without anyone following you, looking for you – tell them not to look for 

her, I don’t think she wanted to be found, make sure you tell them that, it probably makes her 

what you’d call a runaway, but it takes courage oh such courage, I closed up the kitchen 

window, I wasn’t able, do you see, I wasn’t able to call out to her, take me with you…   
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