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On the Stylistic Constraints in Literary Translation: A Case Study of the Translation of 

J.M.G. Le Clézio’s Histoire du pied et autres fantaisies into English 

 

Aleiya Polin 

 

Abstract 

J. M. G. Le Clézio was the recipient of the 2008 Nobel Prize in Literature. His Histoire 

du pied et autres fantaisies was published in 2011. It is a breathtaking collection of short stories 

which paints the portraits of women determined to fight off the difficulties they encounter. These 

tales have yet to be officially translated into English. The aim of this thesis was threefold—while 

being a translation into English of Histoire du pied, it set out to provide a better understanding of 

the subject of stylistics in relation to literary translation. It also posited that due to stylistic 

―constraints‖ (Boase-Beier 2006: 54), literary translators leave inevitable ―fingerprints‖ (Baker 

2000: 244) and resort to ―textual deformation‖ (Berman 2000: 286), partly naturalizing the target 

text in the process. I focused on the stylistic issues—namely issues pertaining to sentence 

structure and syntax, diction and figurative language, encountered during my translation. My 

stylistic choices left traces in the target text, inevitably combining authorial and translational 

style. 

  

 

Résumé 

J. M. G. Le Clézio fut Lauréat du Prix Nobel de littérature en 2008. Histoire du pied et 

autres fantaisies, un recueil de nouvelles qui dépeint des femmes déterminées à combattre les 

difficultés de la vie, parût en 2011. Ces récits n‘ont pas encore été officiellement traduits en 

anglais. Tout en étant une traduction en anglais d‘Histoire du pied, ce projet de mémoire avait 

pour but d‘apporter une meilleure compréhension de la stylistique par rapport à la traduction 

littéraire ainsi que de prouver qu'en raison de «contraintes» (Boase-Beier 2006: 54) stylistiques, 

les traducteurs littéraires laissent d‘inévitables «empreintes» (Baker 2000: 244) et ont recours à 

la « déformation textuelle » (Berman 2000: 286), naturalisant ainsi en partie le texte cible. Nous 

nous sommes concentrés sur les questions, à savoir stylistiques et sur celles relatives à la 

structure des phrases et à la syntaxe, à la diction et au langage figuré, rencontrées lors de notre 

traduction. Nos choix stylistiques ont laissé des traces dans le texte cible, combinant 

inévitablement le style du traducteur à celui de l‘auteur. 
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Introduction    

J. M. G. Le Clézio‘s stories have been part of my life for as long as I can remember. 

Mondo et autres histoires was the first Le Clézio work that we were exposed to as children in 

Mauritius. It is a collection of eight short stories. In each tale, we come across a child longing for 

a life free from the shackles of modern existence. We first meet Mondo himself, an amazing little 

boy who gives his name to the collection of stories. He walks though Nice (Le Clézio‘s 

hometown), asking total strangers in the streets whether they would like to adopt him: ―… quand 

il y avait quelqu‘un qui lui plaisait, il l‘arrêtait et lui demandait tout simplement ―est-ce que vous 

voulez m‘adopter?‖ (Le Clézio 1982: 11). All these children are particularly mindful of things 

usually beyond the understanding of others their age. Le Clézio encourages the reader to see 

reality through the eyes of these characters. Henky explains how the senses are crucial in these 

stories, emphasizing how the author celebrates ―la puissance du vrai regard‖ (2004: 226), hence 

the insight of these Le Clézian characters.   

After Mondo et autres histoires, I moved on to other works by Le Clézio. Being 

Mauritian contributed to my attraction to and curiosity about his stories as Le Clézio happens to 

be of Mauritian descent and many of his stories reflect his undeniable attachment to Mauritius. I 

find it exciting to stumble upon Mauritian Creole words and names of places like Rose-Hill (my 

hometown), Moka and many others—words and places that mostly inhabitants of Mauritius 

know. I feel proud to have the love for this small island in common with Le Clézio. 

Despite being the recipient of the Nobel Prize for literature in 2008, Le Clézio is 

unfortunately not very well known in the English-speaking world. Some of his works like 

L’enfant de sous le pont, Révolutions, Ballaciner, Ritournelle de la faim, Histoire du pied et 

autres fantaisies, Tempête: Deux novellas among others, have not been translated into English. 

Many Anglophone friends here in Québec to whom I mentioned his name had never heard of 

him. Hence for this thesis, I chose to work on the translation of Le Clézio‘s Histoire du Pied et 

autres fantaisies, published in 2011. It is a breathtaking collection of short stories where he 

paints the portraits of courageous women who fight off the difficulties that life throws at them.  

Through the translation into English of Histoire du pied et autres fantaisies, this thesis 

provides a better understanding of the subject of stylistics in relation to literary translation. It also 
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shows that stylistic ―constraints‖ (Boase-Beier 2006: 54) cause literary translators to leave 

inevitable ―fingerprints‖ (Baker 2000: 244) and to resort to ―textual deformation‖ (Berman 2000: 

286), partly naturalizing the target text in the process. I will first begin with an introduction of Le 

Clézio and his works, followed by the critical reception of his works in the French and English-

speaking worlds and by an overview of Histoire du pied et autres fantaisies. Given that style, 

which is the choice of a particular mode of expression, is ―central to the way we construct and 

interpret texts‖ (Boase-Beier 2006: 1), a chapter on style, stylistics and the elements that make 

up literary stylistics will follow. Reference to style in relation to translation can be traced back to 

early writings by Cicero and Horace (Boase-Beier 2006:1). More recently, various attempts have 

been made to explore this topic, namely by Meschonnic in 1970 (but he preferred the term 

poetics to style), Koller in 1979, Munday in 2001 and others (Boase-Beier 2006: 1). The 

traditional approach to style in translation has mostly been source-oriented. More importance 

was given to the style of the source text and it was widely believed that ―a translator cannot have, 

indeed should not have, a style of his own or her own‖ and the translation should ―simply 

reproduce as closely as possible the style of the original‖ (Baker 2000: 244). Recent studies have 

not been as rigid and some scholars have argued for the recognition of the translator‘s style, 

namely Mona Baker in 2000 and more recently Gabriela Saldanha in 2011 and 2014, and they 

have tried to ―legitimize translations as stylistic domains in their own right‖ (Saldanha 10). 

According to Baker, no matter how willing the translator is to reproduce the style of the author, 

traces of translational style will inevitably be left in the target text. She compares these traces to 

translator‘s ―fingerprints‖ because ―it is as impossible to produce a stretch of language in a 

totally impersonal way as it is to handle an object without leaving one‘s fingerprints on it‖ (2000: 

244). She questions the demand on the translator to reproduce exactly the style of the original. 

 A comprehensive investigation about style in relation to translation has also been carried 

out by Jean Boase-Beier in her 2006 book Stylistic Approaches to Translation where she focuses 

on the place of stylistics in translation theory and its place in the translation process. Her view is 

somewhat source-oriented but she does acknowledge the stylistic value of the target text 

(Saldanha 2011: 11). Indeed, the study of style is essential in order to understand the different 

choices a translator makes as there are stylistic decisions involved in the process of transferring 

meaning from one language to another. For Leech and Short, style is an important factor in the 

literary genre and ―stylistic knowledge is a prerequisite for literary translation because stylistics 
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is a study that explains ―the relation between language and artistic function‖ (2009: 13). This 

knowledge helped me better understand Clézio‘s style and choose certain words, phrases and 

sentence structures in the target language. The style of the source-text author also provided a set 

of ―constraints‖ upon the ―stylistic choices‖ (Boase-Beier 2006: 54) I made.  

I will focus on those stylistic ―choices‖ (Boase-Beier 2006: 54) pertaining to sentence 

structure and syntax, diction and figurative language. In her article Translating J.M.G. Le Clézio 

(1997), Alison Anderson gives a comprehensive analysis of her experience translating Le 

Clézio‘s Onitsha (Onitsha) and La Quarantaine (The Quarantine) into English and she 

acknowledges the stylistic difficulties which she came across in her rendering. Like Anderson, I 

found ―the very long sentence[s]‖ with ―the accumulation of images‖ and ―the rich vocabulary 

and subordinate clauses‖ (1997: 697) in Histoire du pied particularly hard to translate. In the end, 

the source text became a combination of two styles—that of the author and that of the translator. 

I will show that these choices in turn left ―fingerprints‖ (Baker 2000: 244) and led to what 

Antoine Berman calls ―deforming tendencies‖ (2000: 288), He considers that translators often 

resort to ―textual deformation‖ (286) which destroys the foreignness of the source text. The third 

chapter will show that this ―textual deformation‖ can be compared to the ―fingerprints‖ that a 

translator leaves behind and is the direct result of stylistic ―choices‖ (Boase-Beier 2006: 54). I 

will wrap up with the translation into English of Histoire du Pied. 
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CHAPTER ONE: J.M.G. LE CLEZIO AND HISTOIRE DU PIED ET AUTRES 

FANTAISIES 

1.1 Biographical Details and Critical Reception of Works 

Jean-Marie Gustave Le Clézio, known as J.M.G. Le Clézio in the literary world, was 

born in 1940, in Nice, France. He holds both French and Mauritian nationalities as his family on 

his father‘s side had immigrated to the formerly French and subsequently British colony of 

Mauritius. He spent some of his childhood years in Nigeria, where his father practised medicine. 

He then proceeded to complete his secondary education in France. After studying English at 

Bristol University, he returned to France, where he earned an undergraduate degree in 1963 from 

the Institut d‘Études Littéraires and a Master‘s degree in 1964 from the University of Aix-en-

Provence, followed by a PhD from the University of Perpignan (Thibault 2009: 9). 

Le Clézio made his debut as a novelist with the publication in 1963 of Le procès-verbal 

(The Interrogation by Daphne Woodward)
1
 for which he was awarded the prestigious Prix 

Renaudot. He was only 23 years old. Other publications that further consolidated Le Clézio‘s 

reputation in France include the short-story collection La Fièvre (Fever by Daphne Woodward) 

in 1965 and the novels Le Déluge (The Flood by Peter Green) in 1966; Terra Amata (Terra 

Amata by Barbara Bray) in 1967, La Guerre (War by Simon Watson Taylor) in 1970, and Les 

Géants (The Giants by Simon Watson Taylor) in 1973. 

Steven Serafin explains how Le Clézio has traveled widely and taught at a number of 

universities around the world. The author studied other cultures, namely the peoples of Mexico 

and Central America, which he wrote about in Trois villes saintes (1980), Le rêve mexicain; ou, 

la pensée interrompue (The Mexican Dream, or, The Interrupted Thought of Amerindian 

Civilizations by Teresa Lavender Fagan) in 1988; and La fête chantée (1997). Serafin also 

describes Le Clézio as being ―drawn to those who are marginalized in society‖ and says that his 

portrayals are ―compassionate and evocative‖, given that his characters are often in search of 

―meaning, identity, as well as reintegration‖. In Désert  (Desert by C. Dickson) in 1980, after 

having left for Marseilles, Lalla, a North African Berber comes back to her desert homeland to 

                                                           
1
 English translations and translators are indicated in parentheses. 
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fully embrace her cultural inheritance (Barclay 2011: 2). Désert was awarded Le Grand Prix Paul 

Morand by the French Academy. 

 Since the publication of Onitsha (Onitsha by Alison Anderson) in 1991, a tale influenced 

by his childhood in Nigeria, Le Clézio began incorporating semiautobiographical details in his 

writings, as in La Quarantaine (The Quarantine by Alison Anderson) in 1995 and Révolutions in 

2003. And in L’Africain (The African by David R. Godine) in 2004, Le Clézio recounts how he 

was reunited with his father after World War II (Serafin). He was awarded the most prestigious 

literary prize, namely the Nobel Prize for Literature in 2008. Histoire du pied et autres fantaisies 

followed in 2011. His latest work is Tempête: Deux novellas, published in 2014. Le Clézio‘s 

phenomenal body of work includes nineteen novels, twenty essays, nine collection of short stories, 

three travel diaries and nine books for children. He also translated into French The Books of Chilam 

Balam, originally written in the Yucatec Maya language. In the light of all his accomplishments, I 

have to agree with Bruno Thibault when he says that Le Clézio is one of the greatest living 

French writers—―Le Clézio est certainement l‘un des plus grands écrivains vivants de langue 

française‖ (2009: 9). 
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1.2 Critical Reception of Le Clézio’s Works in the English-Speaking World 

Despite being a prolific writer acclaimed in France, Le Clézio was not very well known 

in the Anglophone world before the announcement of the 2008 Nobel Prize for Literature. 

Maxim Jakubowski admits that Le Clézio is ―overdue for recognition - and translation‖ and the 

fact that he is ―virtually out of print in English is both sad and a reflection of our traditional 

insularity and lack of curiosity for foreign culture.‖ 

Jakubowski explains how Le Clézio was once nicknamed the Steve McQueen of French 

writing by the French popular press because of his good looks, blond hair and his passion for 

adventure. Readers are now rediscovering his first novels. When the English translation of Le 

procès-verbal was published in 2010, there was nothing but praise for the French writer. David 

Bellos, Professor of French and Comparative Literature at Princeton University who is also well 

known in the Translation Studies world, lauded Le Clézio‘s The Interrogation (Daphne 

Woodward) on the back cover: 

 

―When it appeared in 1963, The Interrogation brought a strange and 

haunting new voice to French Literature. Icy and passionate, 

controlled and intoxicated, The Interrogation made readers sit up and 

take notice of a writer only twenty-three years of age. Half a century 

later this unprecedented, brilliant and profoundly influential work 

remains the cornerstone of Le Clézio‘s reputation and assures it a 

permanent place in the pantheon of French literature.‖ 

 

On the same back cover, Barbara Probst-Solomon from The New York Times Book 

Review wrote that ―it is powerful and daring‖ and also added that Le Clézio ―has altered the form 

of the novel‖ which in itself speaks volumes.  
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1.3 Histoire du pied et autres fantaisies—an Overview 

Le Clézio‘s collection of stories Histoire du pied et autres fantaisies (2011) is made up of 

ten tales—Histoire du pied, Barsa, ou barsaq, L’arbre Yama, L.E.L., derniers jours, Nos vies 

d’araignées, Amour secret, Bonheur, Yo, Personne and A peu près apologue. The author paints 

the portraits of women who courageously fight the difficulties they encounter. There is Ujine, the 

young law student who chooses to keep her unborn child even when she finds herself up against 

her cowardly and irresponsible lover Samuel. We then meet the incredible Fatou who saves her 

lover, Watson and brings him back safe and sound after his unsuccessful attempt to immigrate to 

Spain. We have Yama, a loving grandmother who gathers enough courage to hide her 

granddaughter Mari during the war. Mari, in turn, as an adult, will save her friend Esmée from 

savage rebels.  

Le Clézio‘s depiction of the remarkable modern feminine characters in these tales 

illustrates perfectly why Marina Salles calls the writer ―le peintre de la vie moderne‖
2
. She 

describes Le Clézio as being particularly concerned about the problems that affect contemporary 

society. Keith A. Moses also describes Le Clézio in similar terms:  

―Although Le Clézio is not a didactic thinker, as he even 

expresses his distrust of any type of dogmatic ideology that claims 

to possess definitive answers for life‘s greatest mysteries, his 

narratives often pose disconcerting questions related to the realities 

of the increasingly interconnected and interdependent modern 

world.‖ (2012: xi) 

 

The author‘s ability to create vivid and emblematic characters is undeniable. He brings out the 

best in these women and his exquisite descriptions serve to create an exotic décor as backdrop to 

their stories. 

 In their book, Léger, Roussel and Salles describe Le Clézio as ―passeur des arts et des 

cultures‖
3
. This is particularly true concerning Histoire du pied et autres fantaisies where some 

of the plots are delicately flavoured with African customs and rites (Barsa ou barsaq, L’arbre 

                                                           
2
 The title of the book itself is Le Clézio, peintre de la vie moderne. 

3
 The very title of their book is Le Clézio, passeur des arts et des cultures. 
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Yama and L.E.L derniers jours). Also, Le Clézian readers are transported to whole new settings 

by the mere mention of exotic places as in Histoire du pied: 

 « Et toutes ces villes, tous ces pays dont les noms s‘affichaient sur 

les moniteurs, Seoul, Tokyo, Osaka, Guam, San Francisco, Denver, 

Rome, Berlin, Abu Dhabi, Bangkok, Angkor, Manille, Maurice, 

Mexico» (Le Clézio 2011: 49) 
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1.4 Histoire du pied—a Glimpse 

 In Histoire du pied, we get to meet a young woman named Ujine whose very story gives 

its name to the collection of tales. What strikes the reader from the early pages of the story is the 

main character‘s apparent obsession with her feet. Ujine, we are told, has big toes and she walks 

on her heels like a penguin. Throughout the story, the difficulties and hardships that Ujine 

encounters will help make her stronger. She will fall madly in love and later become desperate. 

She will struggle with her inner demons before realizing that her unborn child is the most 

important thing in the world. 

 Le Clézio describes Ujine‘s feet as being different in a unique way, having been 

criticized because of them all her life. Her lover Samuel‘s feet, on the other hand, are described 

by Ujine herself as being ―des pieds d‘artiste‖ (Le Clézio 2011: 23)—artist‘s feet. Ujine will go 

out of her way to please this young man—she will dance, she will wear high heels but the 

cynical Samuel is not worthy of the young woman‘s adoration. When she learns that she is 

carrying his child, instead of being drawn in a downward spiral of despair and grief, Ujine will 

gather the pieces of her shattered dreams and go on with her life with all the courage and 

determination she can muster: 

« Il ne fallait pas laisser revenir le vide. Chaque minute, chaque 

seconde compte. Il faut marcher, aller au cours, à la Fac de droit, 

à la chambre de commerce, chercher du travail, s‘inscrire à la gym, 

aux visites de musées, aux randonnées, au chant, aux ateliers. 

Marcher, parler, écouter, de toutes ses forces, du matin au soir, 

même la nuit, sans s‘arrêter, sans penser, monter-descendre, 

enregistrer, compter, diviser, juger, sans jamais attendre.» (Le 

Clézio 2011: 50) 
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CHAPTER 2: STYLISTICS AND LITERARY TRANSLATION 

This chapter investigates the relationship between stylistics and literary translation. To 

understand the concept of stylistics, I will first look at the notion of style. Then, I will turn to 

those elements of literary stylistics that will pertain to my study of Le Clézio‘s style, namely 

sentence structure and syntax, diction and figurative language. I will wrap up with an overview 

of the traditional approach to style in translation. 

   2.1 Style  

Style is mentioned frequently in numerous fields and is used in several interlinked areas, 

namely literary criticism, sociolinguistics, translation studies and especially stylistics. According 

to Katie Wales in A Dictionary of Stylistics (2001: 312), the word ‗style‘ comes from ‗stylus‘, 

which originally meant ―instrument for writing‖ but later, the meaning changed to ―manner of 

writing‖. 

Definitions of style vary according to the field with which authors want to make links 

with, whether it is with ―rhetoric, with structural linguistics, with generative linguistics, or with 

any other subsequent development in linguistics or literary studies‖ (Boase-Beier 2006: 12). But 

traditionally, style has been defined as ―the manner of linguistic expression in prose or verse—as 

‗how‘ speakers or writers say whatever it is they have to say‖ (Abrams 1999: 303). In a similar 

line, Leech and Short define it as ―the way in which language is used in a given context, by a 

given person, for a given purpose, and so on.‖ (2009: 11) 

Indeed, in either spoken or written forms, we use the rules of language, but there are 

variations so as to change meanings or say the same thing in different ways. Hence, the concept 

of style is based upon different ways language is used in order to negotiate meaning. 
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2.2 Stylistics 

The linguistic study of style is known as stylistics. According to Burke, stylistics is 

sometimes also referred to as ‗literary linguistics‘ and it studies and analyzes literary texts in 

particular, but not exclusively (2014: 1). This extends the scope of stylistics beyond literature to 

non-literary forms of language. Examples of such forms include advertising, academic writing, 

news reports as well as non-printed forms such as TV and pictorial advertising, film, and 

multimodal publications (Nørgaard  2010: 1). In fact, it refers to all kinds of language use but 

stylistics is primarily concerned with the literary focus of style, whether that form of literature is 

prestigious or not:  

 

                               ―The preferred object of study in stylistics is literature, 

                               whether that be institutionally sanctioned ‗Literature‘ 

                                as high art or more popular ‗noncanonical‘ forms of  

                               writing.‖ (Simpson 2004: 2) 

 

 

The origins of stylistics can be traced back to the ancient classical world, namely to 

Aristotle‘s Poetics and more particularly to his Rhetoric. It became a significant academic field 

within linguistics in the 1960s (Wales 2001: 269), thanks to Russian Formalists like Roman 

Jacobson and Viktor Shklovsky (Nørgaard 2010: 2) and it has continued to attract attention ever 

since. The ‗tool kit‘ or ‗tool box‘ is a metaphor often used to describe the interdisciplinary nature 

of stylistics, not only because it brings together linguistics and literary studies but also because it 

borrows views from fields like philosophy, cultural theory, sociology, history and psychology 

(Nørgaard  2010: 2). 

 

Stylisticians are concerned with the study of the language of literature or the study of the 

language habits of particular authors and their writing patterns. They use linguistic models, 

theories and frameworks to describe and explain how and why a text works as it does. The main 

aim of stylistics is to enable us to understand the intent of the author in the way the information 

has been conveyed and stylisticians do so by examining grammar, lexis, and semantics as well as 

other elements.  
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2.3 Elements of Literary Stylistics  

As mentioned above, the aim of stylistics is to analyze language habits and to explain 

why certain features have been used as opposed to other alternatives. Leech and Short agree that 

we study style to explain this but they add that literary stylistics also explains the relation 

between language and artistic function (2009: 110). They argue that the literary stylistician is 

mostly concerned with how a particular form of expression creates an ―aesthetic effect‖ (Leech 

and Short 2009: 11).   

Literary stylistics comprises many literary elements that an author employs to create this 

―aesthetic effect‖ (Leech and Short 2009: 11) as well as a distinct feel for a work. These 

elements include, but are not limited to sentence structure and syntax, pace, vocabulary, figures 

of speech, dialogue, diction, tone and allusion. I will analyze three of these elements, namely 

sentence structure and syntax, figurative language and diction which are particularly noteworthy 

in Le Clézio‘s style. 

 

Diction 

The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms describes diction as: 

―The choice of words used in a literary work. A writer's diction 

may be characterized, for example, by *ARCHAISM, or by 

*LATINATE or Anglo-Saxon derivations; and it may be described 

according to the oppositions formal/colloquial, abstract/concrete, 

and literal/figurative.‖ (2001: 65) 

 

An author‘s diction is made up of various choices. The language used might be colloquial in one 

situation and formal in another. Authors may also use certain words or phrases repeatedly, 

making these distinct characteristics of their writing. 

 

Sentence structure and syntax 

The Merriam-Webster Dictionary describes syntax as ―the way in which linguistic 

elements (as words) are put together to form constituents (as phrases or clauses)‖. Sentence 

length, sentence structure and sentence pattern come together to form syntax. Diction and syntax 
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are closely linked since syntax determines how chosen words are used to form a sentence. 

Hence, a complex diction will mean a complex syntactic structure. 

   

Figurative Language 

 Figurative language is language that uses figures of speech to make a particular 

linguistic point. It is very common in poetry but is used in prose as well. Abrams describes it in 

these terms: 

 

―Figurative Language is a conspicuous departure from what users 

of a language apprehend as the standard meaning of words, or else 

the standard order of words, in order to achieve some special 

meaning or effect. Figures are sometimes described as primarily 

poetic, but they are integral to the functioning of language and 

indispensable to all modes of discourse.‖(1999: 96) 

 

Figurative language includes but is not restricted to metaphors, similes and personifications. I 

will focus on personifications in my analysis of Le Clézio‘s style. When something that is not 

human is given human-like qualities, this is known as personification. 
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2.4 The Importance of Style in Literary Translation 

The earliest document that mentions the importance of style in literary translation in the 

West can be traced back to Cicero. According to Douglas Robinson (2002: 10), Cicero was the 

first to comment on translation processes and how to undertake them. In his The Best Kind of 

Orator, Cicero mentions his concern with preserving the style of the language when he translated 

the famous orations of eloquent Attic orators from Greek to Latin (Robinson 2002: 11). Cicero 

argues that he aimed to preserve ―the general style and force of the language‖, to give the target 

readers the same ―weight‖ of the speeches as they were delivered in original Greek. For him, 

individual words are not important in their own right, so long as the overall weight of the original 

is maintained (Robinson 2002: 11). 

In fact, Boase-Beier states that style is central to the construction and interpretation of 

any text (2006: 1). Also, a translator who possesses stylistic knowledge will produce a better 

rendering than one without. She states that ―a translator who is stylistically aware is likely to be 

able more fully to appreciate both stylistic effects and the state of mind or view that informs 

them.‖ (Boase-Beier 2006: 29). This is true concerning literary as well as non-literary texts, but 

the distinction is more apparent in literary works. Also, ―stylistic knowledge is a prerequisite for 

literary translation because stylistics is a study that explains ―the relation between language and 

artistic function‖ (Leech and Short 2009: 13). My analysis accords with Boase-Beier as well as 

with Leech and Short, for I found that this ―prerequisite‖ indeed helped me choose particular 

words, phrases or sentence structures in the target language, shaping the target text in the 

process. 
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2.5 Source-Oriented or Target-Oriented Approach? 

There are two main types of translation approaches. One focuses on the source text while 

the other emphasizes the creation of a target text that sounds natural in the target language. 

Traditionally, these approaches have been known as word-for-word translation vs. sense-for-

sense translation or source-oriented translation vs. target-oriented translation. Both source- 

oriented and target-oriented approaches have their advocates. While some assert that a 

translation is mainly a copy of the original and that it should replicate the tone and  linguistic 

structures of the source text, others maintain that the main function of a translation is to convey 

the information contained by the source text to the target readership so that it is fully accessible 

to them. Over the years, different scholars have described these two approaches using different 

oppositions: formal equivalence vs. dynamic equivalence by Eugene Nida; semantic translation 

vs. communicative translation by Peter Newmark, who claims that ―the central problem of 

translating has always been whether to translate literally or freely‖ (1993: 45); foreignization vs. 

domestication by Lawrence Venuti, among others. 

The traditional approach to style in translation has mostly been source-oriented. It was 

widely believed that translation is a secondary activity. Hence, the translator should not have a 

style of their own and they should replicate the style of the target text as precisely as possible. 

Recent studies have not been as rigid and some scholars have even argued for the recognition of 

the translator‘s style, namely Mona Baker in 2000 and more recently Gabriela Saldanha in 2011, 

among others. Saldanha herself claims that, although scholars like Malmkjær and Boase-Beier 

see the style of translation as influenced by the subjective interpretation of the translator, the 

focus remains clearly source-oriented, i.e. on the source text‘s style and its reproduction 

(Saldanha 2011: 100).  

 Antoine Berman considers that translators often resort to ―textual deformation‖ (2000: 

286) which destroys the foreignness of the source text. His twelve ―deforming tendencies‖ which 

are ―the series of tendencies or forces that cause translation to deviate from its essential aim‖ 
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(2000: 287), place him with ‗sourcerers‘
4
 like Boase-Beier and Malmjkaer.  He is against 

naturalizing the target text by bringing it as close as possible to the receiving culture:  

       

 ―The negative analytic is primarily concerned with ethnocentric,    

annexationist translations and hypertextual translations (pastiche, 

imitation, adaptation, free rewriting), where the play of deforming 

forces is freely exercised.‖ (2000: 286) 

                                                                                                             

He also refers to translation as the ―trials of the foreign‖ and examines the system of 

deformations—different forms of domestication—that operates in every translation. He calls this 

examination the ―analytic of translation‖—a detailed analysis of the deformation tendencies that 

prevents the target reader from fully experiencing the foreign culture (2000: 286). According to 

Andrew Chesterman, when Berman calls these features ―deforming tendencies‖, he is making a 

value judgement and implying that literary translation should not have these features or else 

―people will react by not liking the translation‖ (2004: 6-7). 

On the other hand, a clearly target-oriented perspective is adopted by Baker, who focuses 

on translator style, understood as ―a kind of thumb-print that is expressed in a range of linguistic 

– as well as non-linguistic – features‖, including open interventions, the translators‘ choice of 

what to translate, their consistent use of specific strategies, and especially their characteristic use 

of language, their ―individual profile of linguistic habits, compared to other translators‖ (2000: 

245). According to Baker, in the process of recreation, the translator‘s labour is obvious through 

their selection and organization of words, their long or short sentence structures, or their plain or 

oratory way of speech (2000: 245), thus leaving their ―fingerprints‖ (244) on the target text. All 

such labours ―deserve praise and appreciation‖ (2000: 245). As for Saldanha, she places herself 

at the target-oriented end of the debate with Baker and she also firmly believes that for 

translation to be considered as a literary activity, the concept of style is very important (2011: 

100).  

 

 

                                                           
4
 ‘Sourcerers’ as opposed to ‘targeteers’—terms used by Newmark. Reference is in Literary Translation, a Practical 

Guide by Landers (p. 51). 
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CHAPTER 3: STYLISTIC ‘CONSTRAINTS’ IN THE TRANSLATION OF HISTOIRE 

DU PIED ET AUTRES FANTAISIES 

This chapter will deal with the notions of ‗constraint‘ and ‗choice‘ in relation to stylistics. 

My main focus will be how and why my translation of Histoire du pied preserves or avoids 

certain words, expressions, syntactical structures, punctuation, and stylistic elements from the 

original. Berman considers the main aim of translation to be the preservation of the foreign in 

both a cultural and a linguistic sense. I will focus on the linguistic aspect here. I will also show 

how the ―deforming tendencies‖ (2000: 287) are inevitable in certain cases and are the direct 

result of ―stylistic constraints‖ and ―choices‖ (Boase-Beier 2006: 54).  

3.1 Style, Choice and Constraints 

While examining the concept of stylistics in relation to literary translation, it is also 

important to focus on the concept of choice. I agree with Boase-Beier when she says that ―the 

style of the source-text author will thus provide a set of constraints upon the stylistic choices 

made by the translator‖ (2006: 54). The concept of choice is crucial in stylistics as it deals with 

the different options that are available to a text producer and depending on the situation and 

genre, the writer chooses specific words in order to express what they want. This also holds true 

for the translator. Stylisticians are interested with why one particular structure is preferred to 

another. Hence, ―choices in style are motivated, even if unconsciously, and these choices have a 

profound impact on the way texts are structured and interpreted‖ (Simpson 2004: 22).  

The study of style is essential in order to understand the different choices a translator 

makes as there are stylistic decisions involved in transferring meaning from one language to 

another. Henceforth, this thesis will focus mainly on analyzing the ―constraints‖ involved in 

translating Le Clézio‘s Histoire du pied et autres fantaisies which led to the specific ―stylistic 

choices‖ (2006: 54) and ―deforming tendencies‖ (2000: 286). 
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3.2 Stylistics ‘Constraints’ and ‘Choices’ in the Translation of Le Clézio’s Histoire du Pied 

et autres fantaisies into English 

 

In A Glossary of Literary Terms, Abrams stresses that: 

―The style specific to a particular work or writer, or else distinctive 

of a type of writings, has been analyzed in such terms as the 

rhetorical situation and aim; characteristic diction, or choice of 

word; types of sentence structure and syntax and the density and 

kinds of figurative language.‖ (1999: 303) 

 

It is precisely Le Clézio‘s ―characteristic diction‖, sentence structures and syntax as well 

as figurative language in Histoire du pied et autres fantaisies that will be the main focus of this 

section. These stylistic elements are particularly hard to translate in many of Le Clézio‘s texts 

which are made up of very long sentences containing an accumulation of images, with 

subordinate clauses and rich vocabulary (Anderson 1997: 697). In her article Translating J.M.G 

Le Clézio (1997), Alison Anderson gives a comprehensive analysis of her experience translating 

Le Clézio‘s Onitsha and La Quarantaine into English and she acknowledges that there are 

certain specific stylistic constraints in translating Le Clézio‘s texts, including those mentioned 

above. 

 

a. Sentence Structure and Syntax  

In Histoire du pied et autres fantaisies, Le Clézio‘s literary style is made up of a combination 

of long sentences and short abrupt phrases. I found that some of these long sentences provide ―a 

set of constraints upon the stylistic choices made by the translator‖ (Boase-Beier 2006: 54). In 

the following example, the ―stylistic choices‖ I made while translating this specific sentence left 

traces and changed the sentence structure and syntax of the source text. 
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Example :  

« L‘idée du froid, sans doute, la masse mouvante de la mer qui 

déferle (les pieds peuvent-ils entendre?) mais le souffle du vent du large, 

le souffle venu des profondeurs de l‘horizon et remontant la côte au 

moment de la marée, et glissant sur la jeune femme en bikini, hérissant 

chaque poil le long des jambes, caressant la peau d‘une main froide, le 

ventre au nombril orné d‘un piercing vert, les seins dans le soutien-gorge 

aux bonnets triangulaires, jusqu‘au visage renversé, abandonné, lui, 

complètement, les yeux révulsés derrière les paupières closes, les 

cheveux voltigeant s‘emmêlant jusqu‘à cacher le visage, une mèche folle 

détachée des autres qui va et vient d‘une joue à l‘autre par-dessus le pont 

du nez entre les yeux. » (Le Clézio 2011: 11-12) 

 

Our first impression of this passage is of a meticulously detailed setting of the scene for 

the story. The description is so clearly etched that we can reconstruct, in our mind‘s eye, the 

whole scene. This passage is rendered even more striking when we realize that it consists of one 

single sentence. I counted a whopping 133 words and 13 commas. Through certain specific 

features, we can explore and give descriptions of the physical appearance of a literary text. Here, 

the author‘s use of punctuation to create stylistic effects is significant. At first, I wanted to 

preserve all the punctuation marks as I believe that Le Clézio‘s skilful and abundant use of 

commas in this sentence are relevant to the setting of the story through this descriptive passage 

where we get a vivid sense of nature and human life becoming one. However that was not 

possible. 

I had to use periods to separate the sentence into three shorter ones at the specific 

instances where I felt that it would not change the beautiful descriptive flow of the source text.  I 

also chose to use an em dash in much the way a colon or a set of parentheses is used. I found it 

appropriate as it shows a change in thought here. I did consider a period first but it eventually 

turned out to be too strong as the pause is not supposed to be a long one and it would have 

broken the staccato rhythm intended by the author. Next, I considered the comma which proved 

to be too weak before finally settling for the em dash. 
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 ―The thought of the cold, no doubt. With the sea moving in 

waves engulfing the beach, not the sound of the ocean (can the feet 

hear?) but the open sea breeze, rising from the depths of the horizon and 

blowing back up the coastline during high tide—the breeze gliding over 

the bikini-clad young woman causing each and every hair along the thigh 

to bristle, caressing with a cold hand the skin, the belly button adorned 

with a green piercing, the breasts held by the triangular cup bras, making 

its way to face thrown back, abandoned, with eyes rolled upwards behind 

closed lids. Fluttering hair strands tangled up to completely hide the face, 

with a wild strand breaking free from the others, swinging from one 

cheek to the other over the bridge of the nose, between the eyes.‖ (My 

translation) 

 

Le Clézio‘s long sentence has a special connection with rhythm. When read out loud, this 

particular sentence can be said to be designed to sound like a poem through the staccato rhythm 

created by the abundant use of commas. Therefore, any change in the sentence structure will 

upset its cadence. I tried to adhere as much as possible to the punctuation and the length of the 

sentence fragments as they are in the original. Rationalization would be obvious and would result 

in deformation of the rhythm of the text. For Berman, rationalization affects the syntactical 

structures of the original, starting with an important element in a prose text, namely punctuation 

(2000: 288). For instance, breaking up this long sentence into several smaller sentences with 

periods is what Berman would call rationalizing. He also adds that it could be recomposing 

sentences, changing their order, or rearranging them according to a certain idea or discursive 

order. Another aspect of ―rationalization‖ is abstractness, which annihilates what Berman 

considers an inherent element of prose: ―its drive toward concreteness‖ (2000: 289). This 

tendency can make the original pass from concrete to abstract by changing the order in 

sentences, by translating verbs into nouns, and by generalizing (Berman 2000: 289). However, 

rationalization was inevitable here as it was impossible to keep the translation in one single 

sentence in English as the author did in French.  

Although more common in poetry, rhythm is particularly important in this short story and 

can be ‗destroyed‘ by deformation of word order and punctuation. The destruction of rhythms 

has significant relevance to the translation of Le Clézio‘s Histoire du pied. One way to destroy 

these rhythms, for instance, is ―an arbitrary revision of punctuation‖ (2000: 292). Breaking up 
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the long sentence can also be seen as destroying the rhythm of the source text but it also 

constructs the rhythm and style of the target text. 

  No matter how willing I was to reproduce the authorial style, I inevitably left traces of 

my own style in the translation. Baker compares these traces to translator‘s ―fingerprints‖. She 

questions the demand on the translator to reproduce exactly the style of the original, because ―it 

is as impossible to produce a stretch of language in a totally impersonal way as it is to handle an 

object without leaving one‘s fingerprints on it‖ (Baker 2000: 244). 

At other times, I managed to stick to the same structure like fly-paper when I did not 

want to shift emphasis in meaning. I was able to do that only when Le Clézio‘s sentences were 

not too long and when the clauses were kept short. Here is one instance where I kept the same 

structure as Le Clézio: 

« …. il faisait chaud, 

il pleuvait, 

les chaussées étaient embouteillées,  

trop de monde sur les trottoirs, 

les cours étaient chiants,  

le prof de droit public ânonnait, 

son accent trainant, 

ses blagues à deux balles,  

sa façon de pencher la tête en lisant ses notes 

d‘une voix monocorde,  

cet ennui qui flottait dans l‘air comme une 

haleine lourde . . . » (Le Clézio 2011: 25)  

 

―… it was hot, 

 it was raining, 

 the roads were congested, 

 the sidewalks were too crowded,  

 classes were damn boring, 

 the public law teacher droned on,  

 with his drawl, 

 with his pathetic jokes,  

 with his way of tilting his head while reading 

his   notes monotonously,  

and the boredom that hung in the air like a 

permeated breath…‖(My translation) 

 

 

 

I was reluctant to break the staccato rhythm so exquisitely created by the author through his 

skilful use of commas. I did my best to use the exact same amount of commas—nine, avoiding 

the ―destruction of rhythms‖ which may occur when the translator resorts to the deformation of 

word order and punctuation (Munday 2013: 150). 
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b. Figurative Language  

 

Le Clézio‘s stories are full of images and ‗sourcerers‘ advocate that the translator has to 

work towards preserving the imagery. As Boase-Beier puts it, the translator has ―to try, in the 

target text, to make choices potentially able to give rise to effects on target-text readers which 

reflect the potential effects of the source text on its readers‖ (2006: 51). In the light of this 

statement, we found that the only way to achieve this ―effect‖ was with a literal translation, 

almost word-for-word. Throughout Histoire du pied, the foot is personified. It is not part of the 

body anymore; it takes on a life of its own. Le Clézio‘s personification of the foot also makes it a 

strong character: ―Mais le pied lui ne s‘abandonne pas. Debout, face au vent et à la mer…‖ (Le 

Clézio 2011: 12). We can even say that it is one of the main characters of the story. It symbolizes 

Ujine herself. Ujine‘s life story evolves with the story of the foot. Just like the foot overcomes its 

weaknesses—from being flat-footed to dancing and being free, Ujine overcomes all the 

hardships that she encounters one by one.  

 

« Au repos, allongée, ou bien debout, reposant 

à la verticale au soleil, non loin de la mer. » 

 (Le Clézio 2011: 11) 
 

 

―At rest, stretched out, or upright—lying 

vertically facing the sun, not far from the 

ocean.‖ (My translation) 
 

 

 

Taken out of context, it is hard to imagine that the author could be describing a foot here. 

Everything in the description indicates that he is referring to a person who is sunbathing at the 

beach. Such is the importance of the foot in the story and particular care must be taken in the 

rendering to retain this concept of ‗an ode to the foot‘, as Le Clézio intended. Hence, I found that 

keeping my translation very close to the source text worked better at recreating the 

personification of the foot in these different instances. 

 However, I found that following the source text closely in order to preserve the imagery 

was not always an easy task:  
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« … mais le souffle du vent du large, le souffle 

venu des profondeurs de l‘horizon et remontant 

la côte au moment de la marée, et glissant sur 

la jeune femme en bikini, » 

―…but the open sea breeze, rising from the 

depths of the horizon and blowing back up the 

coastline during high tide—the breeze gliding 

over the bikini-clad young woman,‖ 

 

 

 

Here, we can imagine ―le souffle‖ (―the breeze‖) to be a gentle lover, slowly caressing his 

beloved. It is the embodiment of sensuality and takes on a life of its own. I first tried to translate 

this so as to achieve the same effect as in the source text and prevent the powerful imagery from 

being lost. However, when I was unable to follow the lexical repetition of « le souffle » as 

closely as in « mais le souffle
5
 du vent du large, le souffle

6
 venu des profondeurs de l‘horizon », 

I felt that I did not quite reproduce the original effect as in the source text. Some of the intended 

intensity was lost. However, this loss was compensated for and created a stylistically different 

target text. Hence, I agree with Baker when she says that compensation is sometimes inevitable 

and it is a technique for dealing with ―any loss of stylistic effect which may not be possible to 

reproduce directly at a given point in the target text‖ (2000: 78).    

 

c. Diction 

As a result of having been in contact with multiple languages since an early age, the 

author sprinkles Histoire du pied et autres fantaisies with English, Spanish, Hindi and even 

Bhojpuri words and sayings, foregrounded in order to give them prominence through the use of 

italics. I was faced with two choices—either translate these and run the risk of losing the foreign 

flavour of the text, or leave them as they are. I opted to leave all of them as they are in order to 

preserve the author‘s exotic touch and ―to retain or recapture as much as possible of the original 

sensation, the original impulse (Anderson 1997: 699).  But for the sake of the target readership, I 

added the translations as footnotes.
7
  

                                                           
5
 Highlighted to illustrate my point. 

6
 Ibid. 

7
 Excerpts taken from the translation of the rest of the collection of stories not featured in my thesis. 
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Also, in her article, Alison Anderson recounts how while working on Onitsha, she 

encountered one of the ―thorniest problems‖ (1997: 699) when trying to translate the word 

―varangue‖, which appears at least a dozen times in the source text. She could not find any 

documented translation anywhere. A few days later, on board a flight to Mauritius, she found a 

restaurant recommended to visitor called Varangue sur Morne. She explains:  

―And on arrival, as I asked around, I learned that ―varangue‖ did in 

fact mean veranda, and was the usual word in Franco-Mauricien, 

perhaps even in Creole. Le Clézio would have heard this word 

throughout his childhood, as he is of Franco-Mauritian background. 

Sometimes a translator has to travel halfway round the world to 

find out something that is second nature to the author.‖ (1997: 699) 

 

After studying Le Clézio‘s diction in Histoire du pied at autres fantaisies, I found his diction at 

times to be just that—―second nature‖ to him. Often times, his choice of words is influenced by 

his own life experiences. He has stated more than once that he regards himself both as a 

Frenchman and a Mauritian and calls Mauritius his ―little fatherland‖. Mauritius is a 

multicultural island where several languages are used including Mauritian Creole, Hindi and 

Bhojpuri. Mauritian Creole, the lingua franca of Mauritius, is a French-based Creole due to its 

close ties with French pronunciation and vocabulary. 

Examples in Mauritian Creole: 

―… zistoir Marie, zistoir Puja, Madame!‖ (224) « …Marie‘s story, Puja‘s story, Ma‘am!‖  

  

  

« Touyé. » (230) ―Kill.‖ 

 

 

 

Examples in Bhojpuri, which is an amalgamation of several Indian languages spoken by the 

early Indian settlers on Mauritius, are:  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lingua_franca
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―… ist aspara
8
 kota sari, tohre raasta taakat 

rahli » (233) 

«… oh female spirit wrapped in the clouds, 

you have rendered the path clear before me‖ 

 

« Dada » (131) ―Grandfather‖ 

 

Le Clézio completed part of his military service in Mexico and later lived with the 

Embera-Wounaan tribe in Panama, allowing him to perfect his Spanish.  

Spanish examples taken from Barsa ou barsaq:  

―… maricon, covarde, bastardo!‖ ―…fagot, coward, bastard!" 

 

―Cielo empireo‖. ―Empirean sky.‖ 

 

 

Le Clézio studied English at Bristol University and also spent part of his childhood in 

Nigeria and Mauritius, two countries where English is the official language. Things get a tad 

complicated when translating into English as Le Clézio often uses English itself in Histoire du 

pied:  ―Fuck a duck and learn to fly‖ (44), ―Assets and Liabilities‖ (52), ―this little piggy‖ (72). 

In all these instances also, I chose to leave the English untouched even if it meant that the 

emphasis intended by the author is lost given that I was translating into English itself. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
8
 I believe that the correct Bhojpuri word here should be ‘apsara’ instead of ‘aspara’.  
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3.3 ‘Deforming’ Le Clezio’s Diction through ‘Expansion’ and ‘Clarification’ 

 For Anderson, in Onitsha, Le Clézio‘s language is ―fluid and evocative, not too difficult, 

clear and classical‖ (1997: 682). In a similar line, I found Le Clézio‘s style in Histoire du pied et 

autres fantaisies poetically simple, so simple at times that the author effortlessly and 

purposefully omits words without disrupting the flow of the story as in the following examples:  

Example 1: 

 

 

« Et Ujine courait, toutes affaires cessantes, 

bus, métro et, quand le temps manquait, taxi. » 

(Le Clézio 55) 

―And Ujine would run, dropping 

everything. She would either hop on
9
 a bus 

or the metro and when she was pressed for 

time, she would even take a taxi.‖  

 

 

Example 2: 

 

«La douleur depuis des jours.» (88) ―The pain lingered
10

 for days.‖  

 

 

 

 

Berman states that target texts tend to be longer than source texts. He claims that this is 

due to empty explicitation that unshapes the rhythm, to overtranslation and to ―flattening‖ (2000: 

290). For him, these additions only serve to reduce the clarity of the work‘s ―voice‖ (2000: 290). 

Clarification in Berman‘s article refers to the willingness ―to render ‗clear‘ that which does not 

wish to be clear in the original‖ (2000: 289). In many instances in my translation of Histoire du 

pied, my ―clarification‖ automatically led to ―expansion‖. In the first example, the fact that the 

number of words almost doubled in my translation is noteworthy. In both cases, I found my 

options more suitable than word-for-word translations as I consciously chose to use the verbs ―to 

                                                           
9
 Addition of verb in target text. 

10
 Ibid. 
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hop‖, ―to take‖ and ―to linger‖ that were inferred in the source text. While I found that this did 

lead to ―flattening‖ (Berman 2000: 289), I chose not to bypass it. 

3.4 Lexical Repetition  

The author‘s diction is also characterized by his art of repeating words without falling 

into awkwardness. In numerous instances in the text, Le Clézio‘s resorts to repetition of words 

within the same paragraph and even at times, within the same sentence: 

« Je dirais que le type qui s‘amuse à des choses 

comme ça est un malade mental, et je m‘en 

irais le plus loin possible ».  

C‘était donc ça, Tout bonnement, un malade, 

Ujine a été la proie d‘un malade. Elle en est 

devenue un peu malade à son tour. (Le Clézio 

72) 

―I would say that a guy who amuses himself 

like that is a psycho
11

 and I would flee as far 

away as possible‖.  

That‘s what it was then: he was quite simply a 

madman. Ujine had fallen prey to a madman 

and in the process, she had turned a little mad 

herself. (My translation) 

 

 

 

 

Clifford E. Landers words came to mind when I had to deal with the repetition of ―malade‖: 

 ―In English prosody, the tradition is not to repeat a word in the 

same sentence, or if possible, even the same (short) paragraph but 

in many languages even the best writers utilize the same word with 

a frequency that in the United States would have Elementary 

Composition instructors sharpening their blue pencils. A translator 

faces the problem of whether to reproduce this, honoring the 

author‘s style, or to shape a more readable English. Ultimately, it‘s 

a case by case decision‖ (Landers 2001: 133). 

 

 

In this case, the deliberate repetition of the word ―malade‖ four times is done for emphasis. At 

first I wanted to replicate this emphasis and retain all the intensity by choosing a single English 

word for ―malade‖. The first word that jumped to my mind was ―madman‖. However, since the 

first part of the extract forms part of a dialogue, I found the word ―psycho‖ to better fit the 

register. And, it was also impossible to use ―madman‖ for the last ―malade‖ in this extract as, 

                                                           
11

 Highlighted to illustrate my point. 
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unlike in French where ―malade‖ is both a noun and an adjective, this is not the case in English. 

Hence, I had to use ―mad‖, which did not quite create the impact that the author intended. 
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CHAPTER 4: TRANSLATION OF HISTOIRE DU PIED—THE STORY OF FOOT 

 

 

                                                        One 

A flat surface—flabby and curved in the middle and yet not totally hollow. 

A little furrowed. 

At rest, stretched out, or upright—lying vertically facing the sun, not far from the ocean. 

What makes all five toes of each foot curl up? No, not really curl up but rather tighten, arch 

upwards, outspread—like a fan, as they say. The thought of the cold, no doubt. With the sea 

moving in waves engulfing the beach, not the sound of the ocean (can the feet hear?) but the 

open sea breeze, rising from the depths of the horizon and blowing back up the coastline during 

high tide—the breeze gliding over the bikini-clad young woman causing each and every hair 

along the thigh to bristle, caressing with a cold hand the skin, the belly button adorned with a 

green piercing, the breasts held by the triangular cup bras, making its way to face thrown back, 

abandoned, with eyes rolled upwards behind closed lids. Fluttering hair strands tangled up to 

completely hide the face, with a wild strand breaking free from the others, swinging from one 

cheek to the other over the bridge of the nose, between the eyes. 

 

But the foot, it didn‘t give in. Erect, facing the wind and the ocean, as if watching, as if 

resisting.  Against what, against whom? All the muscles and all the tendons were ready and taut, 

not relaxed. The softness of the sole was visible. The nerves were drawn inside and the ossicles 

and the cartilages were in their place. No rest. No sleep. 

It was a long story. It all began twenty-six years ago, when Ujine came into this world—

still tender, as if floating in water with the soles of the feet and the palms of the hands all 

crumpled and red. She had very supple toes, which her mother had immediately counted to make 

sure that there were none missing or one too many. There was the big toe on which Ujine sucked 

on to drop off to sleep, with the leg flexed until it reached her face and arms around her thighs, 

like some kind of pink-fleshed coil—warm and soft, very ardent and alive. It was a long time 
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ago. Now, Ujine had forgotten what her big toe tasted like. It had become distant and unfamiliar. 

Different. With barely a recollection—that of her mother who once told her: 

―You looked like Bala Rama, Krishna‘s brother, who would suck on his toe while sitting 

on his lotus leaf which floated on the river waters.‖ 

Her mother was now gone. Her memory took her back to a time that did not exist. This 

was called loneliness, no doubt. 

 

To find out, she asked Marc, her boyfriend, to take her big toe in his mouth.  

―What does it taste like?‖ 

Marc was in love. He liked strange stories and escaped from the ordinary  

―It tastes like milk‖ he said, after a moment‘s thought. There were sparks of laughter in 

his eyes. He wanted to taste each and every inch of her body but Ujine shrank away. She took 

back her toe.  

―You pervert‖ she said. 

But she didn‘t want to explain why.  

―You asked me to do it‖ 

Ujine covered his mouth with her hand. 

―Let‘s kiss, it‘s better!‖ 

That‘s what is called loneliness then—to be alone like a big toe. Of course, it is in the 

company of the other toes, of both feet but that does not make loneliness more bearable. Without 

seeing; without speaking. So far from the mouth. So far from the soul. 

The earth. With the endless corridor of black and white terrazzo, leading to the concrete 

stairs. Granito. Something that had been discontinued a long time back, imported from Spain—

tiny stone cubes in a spectrum of colours, lengthily polished with an electric grindstone to 
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achieve that smooth and cold surface. The bare feet curled up as a result. They formed arcs and 

walked on the sides or on the heels to flee the contact of that once spiked stone that was not 

totally smoothed by the polishing. 

―But you walk like a penguin!‖ 

―Ujine, stand straight, walk normally, for goodness sake!‖ 

―This girl‘s feet are flat. She will have to be taken to the orthopaedist.‖ 

Flat feet—too long, sagging and lacking support. Boys‘ feet. ―Cows‘ feet‖ said the girls 

at school. They had to be fixed, then, punished, locked up in metal-stemmed boots, trained and 

subjugated. One and two. One and two. 

―On tiptoe, Ujine, on tiptoe!‖ 

The varnished floorboard of the large dancehall was slippery and fine-grained. The pain 

pierces like a blade, forces the toes, tightens, burns the tendons and goes up the thighs, to the 

hips and to the groin. 

―I can‘t go on, Ma‘am. It hurts too much.‖ 

―There, there. No self-pity, Miss. One and two. One and two.‖ 

And the dancing instructor‘s long cane brushed against her bottom and her back, barely, 

lightly. The feet received the electric discharge which thrust them forward, made them leap and 

made them fly! 

To run. Years after, to run. On the sandy beach, in Brittany—the lieu de grève as it is 

called, with the sand hardened by the wind and the low tide sea. To run faster and faster, jumping 

over the seaweeds and the gray patches of washed up jellyfish. To run further and further 

away—the feet fly on the beach, plunge in the puddles, splashing drops of salty and warm water 

all around. 

―Ujine! U-jine, stop!‖ 
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To be free, at sixteen. To strike the ground, to dash and to fly for a few seconds. To 

dance, to leap; as if the ground returned the blows, here, anywhere. On the concrete sidewalks; 

on the asphalted roads. The plumpness under the toes—flexible and hard skin cushioning; the 

heels round like shingles, worn-out, yet very smooth, and the tendons sensitive under the skin—

this obverse side of life, obverse side of the soul, continuously on the floor, perpetually in 

contact with the earth, supporting the burden of life. A ninety-two pound woman, in her work 

outfit, in her charcoal-grey three-piece suit, in the exhibition hall where she works as a 

receptionist for the Fashion or Horse Show, for the Pacemaker Exhibition, for the Medical 

Publishing Fair, for the Travel Agents Fair. . . 

―You will have to wear stilettos.‖ 

―Neither sneakers nor ballet slippers.‖ 

―Closed shoes.‖ 

There was laughter from the other girls and moaning as well. 

―My feet, my poor feet!‖ 

―They‘re killing me!‖ 

―I can‘t feel them anymore.‖ 

―It feels like I‘m wearing clogs.‖ 

And after that, the hot bath—soothing and softening to doze off and to forget. With toes 

erect in the depths of the tub; ten islets lingering in the sea of foam like a family of ducklings. 

Like in olden days with her mother‘s small voice, counting again and again: 

―One, two, three, four, five . . . and ten! And ten!‖ holding the last one, as if with pliers—the 

small pink end with its tiny pearly nail. 

 

To move forward, always. 
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To stamp the floor with the shoe tip, and bear all the weight on the tiny heel. Training. 

The first time, it was long ago. Ujine was still little. She had put on her mother‘s shoes—too big, 

it felt like walking with boxes. She wanted to hear the sound, the clickety-clack on the living 

room floor, and the applause and the laughter from her mother, from Aunt Annie, from Grandpa 

Robert, from Grandpa Dany and from Uncle Jacques; their laughter, their comments: 

―A real little woman!‖ 

―And did you see how it makes her back arch!‖ 

―It‘s amazing, she‘s instantly a little woman, with her back arched and her butt 

protruding!‖ 

But the real first time, it was a long time after that, for a party, a wedding perhaps. It was 

in a large room with a varnished wood floor, a veranda and a garland-adorned winter garden with 

potted plants. The air was tinged with perfume. A band was playing somewhere—Trots, mambos 

and the cha-cha-cha. Ujine slipped on the hard leather stilettos. She was barefoot despite the cool 

spring. 

It was the first time. She felt as if she was floating—bigger than most men, slimmer and 

taller. The heels must have been twelve centimeters high. Suddenly the floor was far away, light. 

At first, she touched the floor with the tip of her toes, waiting for the contact of the heels, very 

carefully, one then the other. She danced.  Her feet were flying now, carried by the rhythm of the 

music. Her heels clattered on the floor, served as pivots. Everything had become easy and swift. 

 "You dance well, Miss. Do you often go night-clubbing?"  

After that permission, she had gone every weekend, even every night during the holidays. 

The baccalaureate was far away. That was the urgent thing, the first priority, that adventure 

which began her real life, which turned her into a woman, a real woman—not a reserved and 

needy child anymore. No more tango nor trot. Instead there were violent and wild dances, with 

the bass guitar and drums reverberating in the background—a mechanical tempo, oppressive and 

tight, mimicking the heart‘s rhythm beating in the arteries. Blood pulsated from top to bottom, 

pressed by the tendons, by the calf and thigh muscles. The blood rushed to the head, so deep in 

the head, setting the cheeks ablaze and intoxicating the brain. But it was the blood that came 
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from the floor, from the phosphorescent dance floor; the blood that came from the soles of the 

feet, with the ground that snaked up and down and struck her feet and with the hidden music 

being unleashed by thuds within her whole body. 

―You‘re beautiful. You dance like a pro. You're really a turn-on! Look, all the young men 

desire you when you dance!‖ 

She was not listening. She did not want anyone to come up to her. In nightclubs, the 

young men would always come from behind, touching, even brushing against her.  It was a little 

game—they would jerk off against her buttocks. She hated that. She would shove them off, her 

hand flat on their chest; she would feel the sweat soaking their T-shirts. They were lecherous and 

pathetic. They would move away for a moment like scared puppies, and then they would come 

back again. 

Her legs were bare, with every muscle tense, her stomach flat and an apple-green piercing 

on her belly-button—the colour of her eyes. She would get home at four in the morning, worn-

out, on edge and electric. She would throw herself onto the bed without even undressing with 

only four hours of sleep before class—Psychology tomorrow then Business English, some Math, 

anything. She was not even thinking about it. Her soles were free and painful, with the toes 

fanned out, the music still quivering, trembling within the core; an electric root which did not 

wither. And it glided, leaving her body through the heels‘ hard skin, through the phalanges of the 

toes, and through the nails. 

It was the year her mother had died of pancreatic cancer in the hospital--it hardly took 

three months. She had been buried in the small Villejuif cemetery, but as she had been of 

Buddhist faith, she had been cremated in a furnace first. Her father had left for a round the world 

trip. He had never returned. 

 

Ujine could no longer do without. She could run, jump, walk, wait, perched on her five-

inch heels, leaning on the tip of her toes. She could do anything, yes anything. Ben, her 

boyfriend at the time, made fun of her. 

"How do you chicks keep your balance on these things?‖ 
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He, with his same old sneakers—red and white things like divers‘ boots. She was one 

head taller than him. 

 ―This is what we do best, us chicks, as you say, didn‘t you know that?‖ 

In the metro—late for classes as usual and late for work to welcome the CEOs, the 

perfume and cosmetics people at the airport‘s Ambassador Lounge. She would go down the 

stairs; she would climb them back two at a time, with the tip of the stairs obstructing her heels. 

She ran on the wet roads, between the pavements covered with cracks and on the stony ground of 

the road works. But she did not like soft carpets and sometimes she was trapped by the overflow 

grids, and gridded pavement areas were her foes. Employers forgave her; they liked her because 

of her Eurasian light hair and slanted eyes. She was thin as a rake and this suited the exhibitions; 

they said she wore black sheath dresses beautifully. 

―Why do you think we hired you, huh? Because you're pretty, there! But that doesn‘t 

mean you don‘t have to be on time.‖ 

Every morning—to get up, to set the soles of the foot on the cold tiles. After sleep 

(loving; dreaming).  

"Hello!"  

The amazement of the first touch. The toes curled up on the pavement. To walk.  

"You walk on your heels!"  

The words of that old girl—a spinster, no doubt. It was Ujine‘s first studio apartment, on 

the fifth floor, without any elevator. Freedom felt so good and intoxicating—not having to 

answer to anyone, not having to bear her brother‘s jibes and her father‘s criticisms. But the 

spinster on the fourth floor, just below, an Arts teacher—moody, badly dressed and sexually 

frustrated. She would wait behind the door, and when Ujine would pass by, she would call out to 

her. She would block Ujine‘s way with her skinny arm and she would touch her with her cold 

finger tips.  

"Just a minute, Miss!"  
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She was a little scary despite her gauntness and small size, with her hair dyed in a reddish 

hue and her gray eyes which looked like cold sores.  

―I would like to make a comment.‖  

It was years since Ujine had last felt intimidated by a teacher—she no doubt recalled 

Miss Doux, whose name was so ill-suited—nasty, crafty, vicious, with her poor grades, her 

blows given with a ruler, her claw-like fingers which would catch in the little girls‘ hair strands, 

very slowly pulling them out. And Miss Doux would laugh upon hearing their tiny mouse-like 

squeaks: Hai! Hai! Hai! 

―Miss, are you aware that you walk on your heels?‖  

Not waiting for an answer, she went on:  

―Looking at you, Miss, one would think that you are light, a true sylph, with your wings, pfuii! 

Pfuii! But when you live below, it‘s boom! Boom! You turn into an elephant! With heels 

forward I thump, I stomp, I have plows attached to my feet!‖ 

Ujine had run away. She went down the stairs four at a time. The ramp shook and the 

high-pitched voice of Miss Doux followed and caught up with her:  

―The heels! You walk on your heels! On your heels!‖ 

So, Ujine had to live barefoot, even the beach mules made noise. To unfurl the foot‘s 

sole, slowly, toes first, to gently press the heel—gently, g-ent-ly! 

Love—it was unexpected and unhoped for. 

She had met Samuel when she had lost all hope. It had not been easy. He did not frequent 

the same places as her, like the sushi bars, the clubs, and the restaurants. He did not dance. He 

did not like karaoke. He liked simple things, that‘s what he claimed—the strolls along the river 

banks, on the towpaths. He liked the pool, but at night when there weren‘t any children. He liked 

one swimming pool in particular, with a Belle Époque decor, tiled in green rather than blue, with 

its small loggias adorned with lotus flowers in mosaic. Delicately outdated. 
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It was where their first dates took place. She would never forget the contact with the 

green tiles—cold and wet, the viscous footbath and the steps of the half-moon stairs immersed in 

the fresh water. It was June, early summer. It was muggy and raining. Water streamed down the 

glass roof and the lights projected starry shadows on the concrete beams. There were nine stars.  

She had counted them while sliding on her back, everything muffled by the rubber bathing cap.  

―It‘s mandatory here,‖ Samuel had pointed out. ―They are very strict about hygiene.‖ 

Samuel respected all prohibitions and he followed rules to the letter. He was that kind of 

person. He was so thoughtful at first.  

"Excuse me, Miss ..."  

He apologized for everything—for taking her hand, for grazing her chest, for asking her 

personal questions, and for not answering her questions.  

"Excuse me. I can‘t talk about that right now."  

He had had a mistress at twenty: he had admitted, turning his gaze away.  

"Maybe he‘s a fag?"  

It had been Mado‘s remark, a friend from work. It had made them laugh. His feet were 

very large and very long. He was so tall, six feet? Ujine had always liked tall men—with long 

and slender feet and the middle toe bigger than the others: is this called the Egyptian foot? Ujine 

had immediately fallen in love with his feet. Obviously, he was not aware of that. Ujine would 

have died rather than admit to something so stupid, especially when she hated her own feet. She 

hated their shape--too flat, with their pale hue and their pudgy toes. She remembered the first 

time she had heard it. She had been with girls at summer camp on the river bank. It was hot; no 

one had a swimsuit on. She had rolled up her pants to let the cold water run over her legs. The 

monitor had arrived. She had told Ujine: 

"So, Miss-with-the-big-toes?" 

It had taken a few minutes for Ujine to understand, but it hadn‘t taken that long for it to 

sink in for the other girls. They kept saying over and over again: 
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"Miss-big-toes! Miss-big-toes!" 

Why hadn‘t she forgotten? She had tried to struggle, had worn closed-toe sandals, ankle 

socks. She said that she never wore tap shoes—they hurt her and tore at her skin. So she took the 

habit of painting her nails bright red. Since I have big toes, it‘s best that they‘re seen right away! 

And also she didn‘t care anymore.  

Samuel had apologized after the first kiss. He had apologized after their lovemaking. 

Instead of asking, like the others: 

―Was it good?‖ 

 He had asked shyly: 

―Did I hurt you?‖ 

It was ridiculous, but Ujine had been moved. Everything was so different with him. Later, 

she had had this epiphany:  

―But he has an artist‘s feet!‖ 

Perhaps that explained everything, like what would be said of a pianist: it‘s normal, his 

hands are made for this. The idea had made her smile. 

His skin was matt, brown and almost totally hairless. She loathed men who had hair all 

over their toes, their feet and their arms! It was inexcusable! This ridiculous idea of masculinity. 

Samuel, he was manly. He was very tall, very strong and very sweet—robust with thick legs, 

steady as a statue, slow and quiet. In a crowd, he towered by a head; he always leaned forward a 

little to listen. He did not talk much. He never lost his temper, except once, at his work at the 

bank, with a cantankerous deputy chief clerk who had taken a dislike to him and who was jealous 

and short-tempered. Samuel did not give a damn. Samuel ignored him; he only smirked, as if 

saying: ―Go on, I‘m not afraid of you!‖ The chap had been horrible to one of the office 

employees—a somewhat dim-witted girl. He had insulted her; the girl was crying, and Samuel 

had intervened. 

"You can‘t talk to her like that!" 
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Right after that, he had been summoned to the deputy chief clerk‘s office. The latter was 

seated in his CEO chair, behind his huge desk. To Samuel, he had gestured towards a chair, not 

just any chair but a very low chair—a stool, almost level with the floor. Not complying, Samuel 

had remained standing, and in the end the deputy chief clerk had lost his composure. He had 

walked up to him threateningly, with his small arms slightly apart and with this weird twitch in 

his shoulders, as if he was trying to look taller. Standing on his small feet, despite his heels, his 

head barely reached Samuel‘s chest. He had mumbled a few sentences; he had not known what 

to say anymore. In the end, he had said: 

―That will be all for now‖. 

 With a triumphant smile and a little conceitedly, Samuel had told Ujine what had 

happened. It was funny, she thought, to see him so blatantly proud, as if being tall made him 

superior, as if it was thanks to him. At the same time, she felt relieved to be with him, with 

someone so tall, who was not afraid of anyone. Someone who was so simple. She was so tiny, so 

weak; even her head seemed too heavy for her to carry! All the same, she could not refrain from 

teasing him: 

―How romantic! A gentleman who stands up for a poor young woman in a bank!‖ 

She added: 

―She was cute, at least?‖ 

Samuel shot her one of his chilling looks, implying he disliked the mockery. But she 

snuggled against him; she rested her head on the wide chest. 

―Come on, I'm kidding, I'm very proud of you‖. 

He grumbled: 

"That‘s not what I . . . for God‘s sake; you‘re getting on my nerves!" 

But she was listening to his heartbeat, slow and deep strokes. Next to this big heart, hers 

seemed restless as a bell. She even thought: this heart belongs to me, it beats for me, but it was 
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not something she could tell him. He would not have liked to hear that; he wanted people to 

believe that he belonged to nobody. 

 

She was lighter. She had never imagined such a thing. She walked in the streets upon 

leaving law school. Everyone was complaining about something or the other—it was hot, it was 

raining, the roads were congested, the sidewalks were too crowded, classes were damn boring, 

the public law teacher droned on, with his drawl, with his pathetic jokes, with his way of tilting 

his head while reading his notes monotonously, and the boredom that hung in the air like a 

permeated breath. . . And Ujine, she wanted to run, to dance.  

―What‘s going on with you? You‘re in really good shape‖. 

Her friend Micha looked at her wryly. Wasn‘t that ridiculous? All this for a young man 

that she hadn‘t even known for more than six months, who had entered her life and caught her 

off guard, and nothing was the same anymore? There was no boredom and no sadness anymore? 

She wanted to reason with herself. 

―No, it‘s just the blessedness of being alive, nothing else.‖ 

―That‘s original, it‘s new! So, there‘s no death, there‘s no sickness, all is well in the 

world?‖ 

―Just a momentary lapse, let‘s say, an interlude, a mood swing.‖ 

―A self-centered bliss then?‖ 

―If you like, one has to be stupid to not be selfish.‖ 

There was no rationalizing when it came to this. The floor would become springy, 

bouncy, as if made up of millions of tiny springs, millions of bubbles, her joints heated?, the 

electric current pulsing through her body, making its way through her thighs and her arms. When 

she walked, she would open and close her phalanges to breathe in her freedom; she would smile 

to people and they would think she was crazy. 
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She was surprised. So, that‘s what love was? Like a halo hovering over her head and like 

an invisible armour—she felt safe, in the heart, she felt invincible. Fluid—she danced. 

She went to her dates with no ulterior motive. Samuel wasn‘t looking for anything 

serious and definite. He would say: 

―Ok, I‘ll call you, then?‖ 

But he had never given her his phone number. He said that he did not own a cellphone—

he could only be reached at work, at the bank, but calling him there was out of the question. He 

was probably hiding behind his work and behind his parents. He had discussed his mother a little 

with Ujine—a frail woman, he was the only one that she had since his father fell sick. They lived 

in the same building and on the same floor. When he was late in the evening, she would call the 

police and the hospitals. It was kind of ridiculous—he was thirty-five but at the same time Ujine 

was moved by his filial love. She had nobody—her mother had passed away, her father was 

miles from anywhere and her brother was somewhere but unconcerned. That was probably why 

she felt so light and so free. Love was like a violent gust and she was all free to reverberate like a 

grass harp, turn like a windmill, and feel that movement that had been triggered at the core of her 

being, a dizzy spell in her stomach, a pivot which quivered while spinning upon itself. That is 

why the ground was flexible, under her feet—sonorous and tense, without any crease and 

without any hollow. 

People paid attention to her, now, in the streets—at work, at college, in the stores; she 

could feel that she caught their attention. Some time back, she would have felt ashamed. She 

would have tried to find out what was wrong, she would have hidden behind her hair or she 

would have pulled her cap down over her face. But now, she would run to her date with Samuel, 

or she would just think about him very hard and the gazes would glide over her. She felt under 

the protection of an aura, inside a centre of light. She could see the loved one‘s face, the 

brightness of his gaze, the line defining his eyebrows and his nose and the perfect rim of his lips. 

She did not even have to get ready. She was always ready, and when her phone vibrated, 

the small face would light up—unknown number. She knew it was Samuel—she would run to 

rue de la Banque, to the bistro on the other side, with its everyday regulars—old drivelling fools 

and youngsters dazed by video games. She would wait and he would show up.  He would come 
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in, look around for her and this would make her smile as he would not recognize her—he was the 

only one not to notice her. She had to stand up and wave. He would drink a black coffee quickly 

and afterwards they would leave together for her place. He didn‘t want to be seen walking with 

her, he remained in the background a little—silent. She thought about how much she would have 

liked him to hold her hand, embrace her. But he had imposed his rules: 

―This is my work neighbourhood. I hate malicious gossip and the kind, you understand?‖ 

At first, she had been annoyed and she had wanted to reply harshly: 

 ―You‘re ashamed?‖ 

She had probably even said so but he never caved in. She liked the fact that he had rules, 

the fact that he did not go with the flow like the other young men—she saw it as a game. 

Besides, it was what he had told her, one day, like a compliment: 

 ―You‘re good at my game.‖ 

Without understanding why, she had been glad. 

It was a whirlwind that carried her away. She enjoyed the motion so much that she did 

not feel the loss of her freedom. Nothing mattered anymore—neither honour nor self-esteem. 

Next to this emotion, only vanity remained. 

For a brief moment, her mind would get clouded because of an unkind comment, a 

missed date, a cold silence or a trivia. But her body and her heart did not stop at that—her feet 

flew, took her in leaping steps to rue de la Banque, to the bistro on the other side. She would go 

all the distance from college to the other side of town without fatigue, without catching her 

breath, without feeling the weight of the books in her shoulder strap bag; oblivious to the cold, 

the rain, and thirst. Her cellphone had vibrated thrice and then had stopped, and this little 

ungracious noise opened up a draft within her body, propelling the windmill‘s wings. 

At the bistro, certain days, Samuel would choose his meal. He would read the grimy 

menu carefully—a tuna salad, an apple pie, an always extra-strong coffee. He would look 

inquiringly at Ujine, as if he couldn‘t recall. But she wasn‘t hungry, wasn‘t thirsty. She thrived 

by observing him; she ate and drank of him, of the halo enveloping him, of the electricity that 
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glimmered in his body, of the sparks in his black strands—all that everyone, except Samuel, 

understood. Until she felt nauseous. 

If she happened to say: 

―I feel kind of sick‖, 

He would take it at face value: 

―So would you prefer to go home and rest?‖ 

She would pull herself together: 

―No, no, I‘ll be fine.‖ 

The thought that he could leave had made her dizzy. 

Ujine had done something that she had never thought herself capable of. She had gone to 

the hotel with Samuel several times. It was dingy and rotten. But he had seemed to like that. He 

had said: 

―I can‘t go to your place.‖ 

Ujine had not asked why. He would not have replied anyway. He probably behaved like 

that for her to understand that there was no answer. 

He was different during their lovemaking. He was affectionate, gentle and kind. She 

loved watching his tall naked body, his matt skin—mixed–race like hers. She would sniff his 

skin. That smell—it seemed she had known it all her life, had craved it. She permeated herself 

with it to keep it with her when they were apart, to still feel his presence, to be imbued with it. 

Even in the dingy hotel rooms (with the large mirror in front of the bed, the condom slot 

machine, the cheap cosmetic kit, the soaps, the creams, the Vaseline, the tissue and the TV set 

hooked on the adult channels), she captured brilliance, light and beauty, for the days and weeks 

to come and to prepare for a long journey without him. 

Then life was light and adventurous. Ujine (Samuel called her ―Jeans‖ because she was 

dressed in them most of the time—a pair of jeans, a white men‘s shirt, high heels and he had 
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once told her that, for a man, this was the most exciting feminine outfit) was changing looks and 

was changing blood. She had realised that her feet were warming up—the same feet which 

usually were two icy blocks. She had pointed this out to him: 

―My feet aren‘t cold anymore! Feel them.‖ 

It hadn‘t seemed extraordinary to him. 

―Me neither!‖ 

―But your feet are always warm. Men‘s feet are always warm and women‘s feet are always cold. 

Didn‘t you know that?‖ 

He shrugged: 

―Nonsense! I know women with warm feet.‖ 

She had interrupted him: 

―Oh yes? And who would these women be? Please do tell me?‖ 

She pretended to laugh, to be vexed, but in fact, each time, she felt a lump in her throat, 

an anxiety, which wrenched her out of her illusion, dragged her back to the harsh reality and to 

loneliness. So that was jealousy? How ridiculous! 

But their feet were tangled up, and when he placed his large sole inside her thighs, she 

would quiver with pleasure. 

Certain moments were overwhelmingly long. One night, they had made love—he had 

done so hungrily, even a little violently. He wanted to touch and taste every parcel of her body, 

silently, to run his swollen penis, with its pulled back foreskin, over it. And after he had come 

outside of her—for some time now he had ceased wearing a condom—he would fall asleep 

immediately, his mouth pointing upwards. He would even snore a little because of his big nose. 

Ujine would have loathed him. But she gave in to sleep, curled up next to his large body, to 

capture his warmth, trap it deep within her—this was her nourishment and her inspiration. And 

when she opened her eyes, the very first thing she would do was to feel the space next to her in 
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the bed to check whether Samuel was still there. Without even opening her eyes, she would seek 

him out—she would place her arm on his chest and drift back to sleep. 

And in the light of dawn, they remained stretched out on the mattress, motionless and 

quiet. He was sleeping while she was half-awake. Their feet rested—Samuel‘s on the side with 

the arch crumpled and the toes spread out while Ujine‘s feet were erect, freed from the bed sheet, 

with her toes upright to better grasp daylight‘s stroke and to clinch the surprise of dreams. 

Nothing in the world could disturb the lovers; nothing could disrupt their rest. It was a time 

wrung out of infinity, without thoughts and without wisdom. Outside, in the streets and in the 

avenues around the hotel‘s façade of white stucco, the rumblings resumed. The garbage trucks 

slammed their jaws, with the puffing and panting buses releasing compressed air, with the 

scraping, the squealing, and the banging. And on their room‘s ceiling, like a reflection in water, 

there was the flashing of the reversing lights, and gradually there was a mild sound, released 

from the earth, through the air vents—the distant sound from the first suburbanites entering the 

city, with the blind cars groping their way, looking for parking spaces. Far way, even further 

away, unreal, a song probably, or a prayer or a radio set which came back to life in a kitchen, all 

by itself, to give the time. But on the mattress, the feet were still motionless for some time, calm, 

somewhat majestic, white like marble sculptures, so close to death. 
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Two 

She never got enough. She was constantly alert and ready for anything.  

―He‘s pushing you around?‖ had commented her friend Rita after classes  

It had made her laugh. 

―Precisely‖ had thought Ujine, ―That was it, that was very precisely it‖.  

Samuel was pushing her around. She covered miles every day in order to piece together all the 

fragments of her life—from her place to Law School, from school to rue de la Banque, then to 

the hotel (most often the one called Merbeau, no one could have guessed why). Then, when 

Samuel was back to his parents‘ house, she would walk the streets aimlessly, wherever her 

wandering footsteps would take her, further off, to impossible, unimaginable neighbourhoods, 

disaster areas—gloomy and danger-filled. But Ujine wasn‘t afraid of anything; she just needed to 

be in the open, to avoid staying in one place and to walk in the night dappled with neon lights 

and flashes.  

 

 That summer, she felt something strange and unfamiliar—a growing emptiness, which 

was taking root within her. It was strange as she had known for a few days now that she was 

pregnant. She even knew exactly how it had happened—they had gone to the countryside by car, 

very far away, through a dirt road amidst fields of wild grasses and while the sun was setting, 

they had made love in the car. She had realized that she had forgotten her condom box—he never 

brought any. And when he had spilled himself inside her, she had had a new sensation, a kind of 

certainty, immediately followed by anxiety--she had felt a shiver run down from her nape to her 

soles. Later on, she had wanted to share that with him but she had not known how; she didn‘t 

even know how these things are said, something like: 

―Oh, by the way, don‘t you know? I‘m having a baby.‖ 

Or, with feigned cheerfulness: 

―Darling, I‘m so happy! . . .‖ 
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Perhaps dramatically: 

―Do you love me? I really need you to love me . . .‖ 

She was worn-out. Once outside in the street, she would stagger. She would lean against 

walls, dizzy. Her feet would part slightly as if they knew that Ujine already had to carry extra 

weight—they would stand very flat on the ground, splay-footed as they say. And Ujine had had 

to replace her high heels with flats, tennis shoes, and mostly flip-flops. She needed to feel the 

earth under her feet, firm and sturdy. 

Meanwhile, she had stopped smoking, without having given it any thought. Samuel was 

surprised: 

―Oh really! Why did you decide to do that?‖ 

He would go on and calmly light his cigarettes—he did not really want to hear her explanations. 

She could have jumped at the chance and given him the reason, but she did not, perhaps because 

he could not care less whether she smoked or not. She tried:  

―Wouldn‘t you like to stop with me for a while? It would help me keep to it.‖ 

He replied: 

―Why would I stop? I enjoy smoking and I don‘t give a shit if I die.‖ 

And on the same subject, he would sometimes repeat: 

―To quit drinking, to quit smoking and die hale and hearty!‖ 

Ujine felt abandoned.  

―And to please me?‖ 

All the same, she knew quite well what Samuel‘s response would be—his same old pessimistic 

motto: 

―We are born alone and we die alone; we sleep alone—that‘s the only thing we are certain of!‖ 

She was so tired. She had confided in Charlotte, a college friend she had run into. 
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―The only thing that I would like is to be someone else.‖  

The girl had stared at her blankly. Ujine had not dared to go on; it was too private. The 

Ob-Gyn on the other hand, had not beaten about the bush: 

―You are still less than three months along. We can stop if that‘s what you want.‖ 

It was very simple indeed. She only had to say yes and to make an appointment at the 

clinic. Why she did not do it, she didn‘t have a clue. Perhaps it was fatigue, perhaps solitude; or 

the need to go further out of curiosity, to go for once to the end, since it depended on her and on 

nobody else.  

Her steps would take her daily to rue de la Banque, out of habit. She would wait for the 

moment when Samuel would come out of the office, between two appointments—looking weary, 

with his tie in a coil and two sweat stains on his shirt, under the arms. She would wait for his 

colleagues to leave, and wait at the curb for him to join her. She would listen to him complain, 

she would hang on to each and every sentence; the words would echo two or three times in her 

mind. She thought she was like those married women who welcome their husbands on the 

doorstep, in order to hear what happened at work. She knew that she would listen to him when he 

was no longer there—she would lie alone in her bed and she would go over the snatches of 

conversation in her head.  

―….I‘m sick of all this, I‘m sick of their faces, of their hairstyles…you know. Earlier, I 

was looking at the guy seated right in front of me at the office, who has his back to me and I was 

looking at his neck … He is already losing his hair and he is not even forty. I was thinking that I 

would end up like him in a few years. I‘ll get eaten up by boredom—I‘ll be finished, stuck in the 

same rut every day; doing the same things every day.‖ 

But why? Ujine made up the answers and the objections—everything she had not dared 

tell him. All this is nothing, nothing at all. It‘s trivial—a ripple at the surface of life. It‘s not even 

worth the trouble to talk about it; it‘s nothing when you share everything else, when you know 

what is real and what is beautiful in life, with every passing second. There is no boredom, no 

routine—if you live with someone, you share all this and you are not alone, never alone; it is a 

moment in life, a huge moment …  
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Why was she expecting so much? As for him, he did not even look at her. He would 

drink his espresso, with his cigarette burning between his fingers. The hot wind blew the smoke 

towards the sky. He would watch the smoke; his eyes would follow it. She wanted to smile, say 

something funny and clever like she used to--those witty little words and puns which twinkled 

like fireflies and attracted friends, college girls, adventurous flirts she sent packing. But now she 

felt a knot in her throat and in her mind and emptiness in her belly. It was because of the child—

it was settling in and it drained her of all energy. She would sit on her bed, watching the night 

come through the slats of the blinds. She felt tears run down her cheeks and wet her pillow—she 

did not know where all that water was coming from. 

 

 One evening, Ujine did something irreparable. Samuel had left. He had been sent by the 

bank on some business abroad. He had only left a message on her phone—a few words. As 

usual. Words are only there for communicating. Actions are preferable, he would say—to live in 

the moment. A farewell before leaving: pretend I‘ll never come back. Freedom is best.  

Then after days of waiting for nothing and for no one, Ujine snapped out of her 

numbness. It was very hot and thunderstorms whirled around the city. There was the distant 

sound of engines and thunder and the vibration of the underground trains. 

 Now she felt impatience and need. No more words, action. Samuel had said so. I have to 

act as if he will never come back--just like looking, from the back of a train, at the countryside 

unfolding itself in reverse. This tree, this house, these kids, this dog, I see them and I will never 

see them again. She would not look for excuses. There was a vacuum to fill, a bubble that 

swelled--full of reflections and mirages.  

 Ujine had dressed up for the first time in days, as if to attend a business appointment. It 

was the style that Samuel liked—gray skirt suit, white shirt and high heels. She had cut her 

bangs, put on the pink coral loop earrings that Samuel had given her for her birthday, with red 

matching lipstick and a touch of scent on her neck. The mirror had given back the image of a 

pretty and daring girl, with her almond eyes, her full lower lip and the bright pearl-coloured 

incisors. She recalled the first time Samuel had presented her to his colleagues from the bank—a 

tall woman, in her fifties, who had looked her over: 
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―My, my, isn‘t she lovely? Is she an actress?‖ 

Just because of that Samuel didn‘t want to have another such encounter again. He hated such 

comments and he had replied: 

―No. No. She‘s just a student, that‘s all.‖ 

 He had later said: 

―An actress, yeah right? Do I date actresses? I‘m a small bank employee, I lead an ordinary life.‖ 

But Ujine loved making him jealous. That he could be jealous made her laugh. 

In the metro towards the airport, people were watching her a little slyly. The women 

scrutinized her clothes, commented on her electric blue shoes, on her purse and on her earrings. 

A man, a tired looking man in his forties, somewhat a dandy, was staring at her—she felt his 

eyes slide down her body, her breasts, her stomach, and her feet and then go up and down again. 

She thought about going up to him and saying harshly: 

―So are you satisfied? You want me to move a little, spin around?‖   

But it also felt good to be nothing but an image—to be empty inside. No more anguish and no 

more swelling bubble.  

Ujine remained standing throughout the remaining fourteen stations to the terminal. 

Once in the lobby, she realised that it was hopeless. The crowds, the lights, the line-up at the 

ticket counters—the situation was beyond her control. She knew the date; he would be coming 

back that evening. Nothing else. Samuel never revealed where he was heading; he loathed to be 

accompanied and to be picked up. He always said: 

―Trips are difficult; farewells ridiculous.‖ 

He had a take on everything. He also said: 

―To leave and never return, that would be perfect.‖  
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Ujine loved airports. For her, who never travelled, it was a place where one had already 

left even before leaving. She loved the hubbub, the incomprehensible announcements preceded 

by a bell, the distant thunderous taking off of aircrafts which shook the floor and windows, the 

disoriented look of those who were leaving, the baffled ones of those left behind and the 

weariness of those coming back. Everything that Samuel loathed. He spoke of it as organized 

hell. He, what he loved was to stay at home reading a book, or to speed through the fields on a 

motorcycle on winding mountain roads. He never said where he was going. He had once 

remarked: 

―I want to die on a motorcycle like Lawrence of Arabia.‖ 

And all these countries, all these cities with their names displayed on monitors—Seoul, 

Tokyo, Osaka, Guam, San Francisco, Denver, Rome, Berlin, Abu Dhabi, Bangkok, Angkor, 

Manila, Mauritius, Mexico. It was as if Samuel went everywhere. Ujine ran right and then left, 

towards the arrival gates—she tried to catch sight of the faces, to recognize a stature, a garment, 

a hair colour, a gait. She had bought a writing pad and a marker at the newsstand. She wanted to 

write a name in big letters, not Samuel of course, he would never forgive her, a name, any name, 

a word he would see from afar and recognize—MERBEAU, the name of the hotel they 

frequented, or MILES DAVIS, because he liked him, or WINGS, because he sometimes took her 

there for a sandwich after work. But her hand was unable to write—she trembled as if it were a 

momentous decision. Then, her feet would lead her from one end of the terminal to the other. 

She listened to the sound of her heels slamming on the floor—clack, clack, clack. It echoed in 

her head and in her body. It made her feel dizzy but her feet could not stop anymore. They had to 

walk, go faster than everyone in order not to miss a moment, an arrival of passengers. 

 The afternoon went by, then the evening. Through the large windows of the Terminal, 

Ujine saw the night fall, the pink streetlights come on, and the headlights of the cars which 

glided regularly along the sidewalk, slowed down, poured people out, took off again, signalling 

with breaks and position lights and turn signals--some fast, tic tic tic, others slow and heavy—

kitong, kitong, kitong. The air-conditioned buses, the shuttles and the maintenance trucks drove 

by. Sometimes a police car passed, very slow and suspicious, grazing the sidewalk like a shark. 
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 To fight fatigue, Ujine seated herself at the bar, not far from a control door. She drank 

very hot green tea from a paper cup, in small gulps. The waitress had spoken to her—something 

concerning food or perhaps more hot water for the tea? Ujine looked at her, clueless. She must 

have looked so lost that the woman had said softly, like someone sympathizing or pitying: 

―Are you ok, Ma‘am?‖ 

She had replied vaguely, gesturing with her hand. She had mumbled: 

―Yes, yes. Everything‘s fine.‖ 

At that moment, she did not know why she was there anymore. Her feet were so swollen that she 

had taken her shoes off and placed her purse on the chair next to her. The people at the next table 

were noisy—a somewhat obese family. The man and the woman were quarrelling, about money 

or something else, and the fourteen or fifteen year-old boy, already as fat as his parents, was 

looking at Ujine slyly, with a sarcastic fold to his swollen mouth. Then there had been raised 

voices, as if these people would fight like cats and dogs, and the waitress had stopped to watch. 

Then the couple made up; they even kissed. It was pathetic and somewhat disgusting, and the 

family eventually left. And then the café was empty again, as it had to be late at night, and there 

were fewer passengers. There were a few stragglers—running after their luggage carts, pulling 

their suitcases with one runaway wheel writhing on the floor, making the tac tac sound of a 

machine gun, a kind of ghost train zigzagging between obstacles, spinning towards the dark 

doors. Ujine rested her head on her folded arms on the table tray. The tea had been cool for quite 

a while now; silence was spreading through the terminal and Ujine clearly heard the crackling of 

the ceiling‘s neon lights.  

 Then there was no one in the lobby. On the café terrace, the waitress was piling up chairs, 

wiping the counter, tying up garbage bags full of soda cans and sandwich cartons. Now and then, 

she would cast a glance at Ujine, seemingly saying: ―I get you, I am familiar with your sorrow, 

he won‘t come tonight….‖ 

A song melody: Let it snow… Had she whistled it as she was sweeping? Ujine had hated 

her fake sympathy, that thing between women—was she asking for anything? Did she have 

anything in common with this waitress—humiliated, doleful, this eternal victim crystallized in 
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her submission to men, unable to extricate herself from it, unable to feel anything except guilt? 

Her wickedness made her dizzy. Yes, I love a man, he is worthless but I am the only one 

responsible. My heart aches and so does my stomach, my legs feel like jelly and it is 

ridiculous—it‘s my stuttering, my slipping on a banana peel, on dog poop. I tumble but I know 

how to laugh about it, while you…Ujine gathered her strength, she got up, she donned her shoes, 

she even stretched to show that she‘d been really bored and had fallen half asleep. She pushed 

back the chair; she walked away slowly with her bag over her shoulder. She was certain the 

waitress was staring at her, gazing at her back. She should not stumble, not show any weakness. 

She headed towards the door and went out.  

Outside, in the night, it was the emptiness that engulfed her. The wind blew and the sky 

was impenetrable--an imaginary pink.   

At the top of the tower, it was still hot despite the season. Ujine felt the hair on her arms, 

legs and back stand up, and an icy sting in her armpits. She arrived like an automaton, she felt as 

if it was her feet that brought her there, with the heels of her pumps blocked at the risers of the 

concrete staircase echoing with a metallic sound. 

The hotel was very high—thirty-three floors with the roof terrace at the top. The 

concierge at the reception did not pose any problem. With her gray suit, her purse, her high 

heels, the man believed he had recognized a familiar silhouette. While taking the imprint of the 

credit card, he had said: 

―…a good night‘s rest after a long flight…‖ 

Ujine smiled—the smile she thought was most worthy of a stewardess. Samuel liked to make her 

jealous by telling her about his flings with stewardesses—that was all he brought back from his 

travels to New York, Abu Dhabi and Tokyo. In midair. Fuck a duck and learn to fly! She had 

chuckled while panting because of the overly steep steps.  

The stairs led to the roof; she had had to push the metal door against the wind—a whip of 

fresh air contrasting with the stuffy atmosphere of the stairwell. Smells, plenty of smells, like in 

a forest. Ujine did not expect the smells—she tried to decipher them: hot tar, engine airplane 
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kerosene of course, and also the smell of the sea, very distant, mixed with the Eulalie fields of 

the countryside and the heavy and sweet smell of swamp. 

 Ujine had calmly taken out all the bottles from her purse—small flasks of alcohol, from 

the hotel room fridge, samples rather, enough to fill a glass. Vodka, gin, Kahlua, green and 

yellow liqueurs, white alcohol in bulging green bottles, sake, soju, that she swallowed in a gulp, 

because it was pleasant and sweet. She sat on the floor, with her legs on the side in order not to 

rip the skirt of her suit. She had left her shoes outside the roof door. The floor was covered with 

green elasticated leather, very cool—something soft, reminiscent of a marine animal. She liked 

to walk barefoot on that roof. She felt free. She thought about the sea, when she walked on the 

beach at low tide, and she watched her footprints filling up behind her.  

She sipped the small bottles, one after the other. This made her smile—she now 

remembered that Samuel had told her one night they had been in a downtown Karaoke, drinking: 

―You hold your liquor well; you know how to drink like a man.‖ As for him, his head 

would spin after two glasses and he would become sentimental. He would talk nonsense and his 

head would fall on Ujine‘s shoulder! His eyes were weird, as if he had four pupils. 

She propped her back against the chimney blocks. The air-conditioning compressor made 

the floor vibrate. Above the low wall, the city stretched out ahead—the city that never sleeps. Far 

beyond the yellow-lit highways, there were the external boulevards, the first buildings, and even 

further away, there were the flickering houses, the towers, the gas plants, the marshalling yards, 

and the churches‘ arrows, highlighted in red. There were the blind spots of public gardens, the 

wastelands and the dark river valley. 

Ujine fancied that in this whole city there is somebody was perhaps thinking about her 

and Samuel was as small as a pinhead, like an amoeba. If she called out, if she screamed his 

name, would he hear? If she thought about him hard, squeezed her temples in her hands, would 

he turn over in his sleep, would he look towards the horizon? Would he see her in his dreams? 

Suddenly, she bent over in half—she received a blow to the upper abdomen. She was not 

expecting it. The memory came back violently; it overwhelmed and suffocated her. She whined a 

little, she felt the tears rise from her whole body, brim over her eyelids and flow into her mouth. 
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She and Samuel were on the road that winds through the fog along the North Sea, through 

Eulalie hills. She recalled how their name was unknown to her. She called them weeds and 

Samuel had explained and he had even given the Latin name—they were plants from China or 

Japan. Eulalie—that sweet name appealed to her. Samuel had stopped the car in a clearing at the 

end of a dirt road. Together, through the windshield spotted with droplets, they had watched the 

wisps of fog skimming the plants. The light of the rising day illuminated the sky with a burst 

multiplied by the dew drops. The tall stems were motionless, light, gushing out and exulting. 

There was not a single sound. Ujine heard the vibration of her heart. She placed her head on 

Samuel‘s chest to listen to the rhythm beating at the same pace—a short beat, a long beat … she 

believed it was a moment of bliss unlike any other she had ever experienced before. She thought 

of all those lonely years, of her mother‘s passing in the hospital, of the anxiety of having to 

work, of having to find a place in the world. She was quiet; he too was silent. She knew that she 

loved him and that he loved her. She was certain of it. Nothing would ever take away this 

moment; what is beyond the world and beyond time.   

It wasn‘t the memory that overwhelmed her. It was a feeling buried deep since her 

childhood—a scald, a pain, happiness, a rise from the depths. It was connected to the life that 

had settled within her belly—that thing that clung to her and made her dizzy.  

Ujine was now standing at the edge of the chasm. She lifted her arms away from her 

body, like barely-raised wings. The light of dawn was already facing her, penetrating the depths 

of her eyes and bathing her with an irresistible appeal. 

 ―I‘m coming‖ she thinks, ―I‘ll come‖.   

She felt this persistent gaze surrounding her, an eyeless gaze that penetrated and pierced 

her. In the naked sky, she saw a face emerging--a pale, smooth and featureless face, like a moon 

being born. It was a voice, a call to join infinity, to be free, to fly, without recollections, without 

suffering, hanging between heaven and earth, between two lives, up till the dream.  

She was on the roof edge. Her toes clung strongly to the cement. Under each phalanx, she 

felt the pungent and cold granule, made flexible by rains and winds that had passed over the 

building since its construction. In Ujine‘s mind, in her head, there already was the big jump onto 

the parking lot, her body open and in pieces, with the blood gushing through her throat and 
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covering her eyes with a scarlet film—the blood flowing in streams between the wheels of the 

stationary vehicles. All this made a sound, not a sound, but a thin film surrounding the sky, the 

seas, the air terminal and even the Eulalie fields.  

Her feet refused. The toes had parted—they were strong, entrenched. They would not let 

go of the cement ledge. They aimed their waves towards the centre of Ujine‘s body. They turned 

her legs into iron poles; they bent the spinal cord and threw her head back. They did not listen to 

the song of sirens! They were alive and they had no intention of dying! 
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Three 

Ujine had to free herself now. She did not decide it. Does one decide anything when one 

is alone? But she was not really alone anymore. She was not a mom yet but there were two of her 

already. Something had changed within her--she felt solemn and languid. No more being 

intoxicated—going out at night in search of happiness or despair; no more wandering aimlessly 

through the hills and climbing up stairs until it hurt. All that was good before. Before what? She 

asked herself that question; she brushed it aside like an annoying fly.  

―So, how‘s the love life?‖ 

Micha, Charlotte and Rita—the girls from Commercial Law classes, as prying as ever.  They 

were all the same, with their tales, their schemes and their gossip.   

―You know what honey? Everything lies in manipulation. You get it? Either you 

manipulate or you are manipulated!‖ 

It was simple indeed. One only had to choose.  

Everything seemed ludicrous—the wait, the anger and the wounded pride. And there was 

that crazy thing that Ujine did--to go knock at Samuel‘s parents‘ door. The look on the old lady‘s 

face was that of alarm and from the back of the apartment, the father‘s voice quavered—such 

frailty and such ordinariness. The apartment smelt of heavy cooking—coq au vin and beef stew.  

―No Miss, he doesn‘t live here but he comes every day or he calls. Leave a message. We 

will give it to him. What‘s your name, please?‖ 

Ujine stammered. She had never been good at making up a name and at lying:  

―Merbeau, Miss Merbeau. Thank you, Ma‘am. Sorry to have bothered you.‖ 

When the game was not a game anymore; it turned into a stupid bet, a rehashing, and a grimace. 

There was no answer nor would there be any.  

―No, no thank you, no need to write down a message. It doesn‘t matter. I‘m sorry.‖ 
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The old lady was holding a notepad and a ballpoint pen. Ujine had time to read the letter head of 

an airline company—a gift from the Traveler probably. Was it from one of his air hostesses? She 

did not wait for the old lady to close the door—she pressed the elevator button but did not wait 

for it to arrive. She ran down the stairs, all eight floors but the time-switch had gone off and she 

had to grope her way down the remaining two floors, her heart pounding and her hands sweaty. 

It was something one could not forget.  

 The emptiness should not be let back in. Each minute and each second counted. She had 

to walk, attend classes at Law School and at the Chamber of Commerce, look for work, enrol at 

the gym, visit museums, go hiking, and attend singing lessons and workshops. To walk, to speak, 

to listen with all her strength all day long, even at night, without stopping, without thinking; to 

go up and down, to register, to count, to divide, to judge, without ever expecting. Expectation 

was an insatiable monster. It lurked, seeking its prey. The face of the tyrant, of the great 

manipulator remained hidden in the emptiness. To expunge it; to destroy it. To learn to loathe 

what one once loved.  

 First of all, to stop being submissive. Ujine recalled the time when she always stayed 

close to her phone, for fear of missing a call from Samuel. Everything was coming back to her 

now, piece by piece—a web of lies and mortification. During those evenings when she was lying 

in bed, she would listen to the sounds of the city—the horns, the roaring of a motorcycle (T.E. 

Lawrence‘s motorcycle on which he had sought death), and the sirens of ambulances which 

came from everywhere simultaneously. The phone would be on the sheet next to her. She would 

look at the black casing; the screen remained blank. It did not light up; it refused to vibrate.  

―Come on, ring! I beg you! Now, right now, ring! I will count to a hundred and you‘ll ring. I‘ll 

take a shower, leisurely. I‘ll wash my hair and when I‘ll come out of the bathroom, I‘ll see the 

call. I go down to the courtyard, I throw out the garbage bag, I go round the building as if I had 

something to check and I come back up--well, look here! The incoming call signal!‖ 

She recalled Samuel‘s condescending air: 

―Never wait, never expect anything.‖ 

Or, some other time, she did not remember why anymore: 
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―The world does not fulfill your desires.‖  

One night, they were together on a hilltop, in Samuel‘s beautiful car. The sky was huge; a plane 

had just taken off. Had Ujine spoken of the future, or simply whether they would meet the next 

day? Samuel was watching the plane‘s contrail. It was as if wishing very strongly was enough to 

make it fall! Ujine had felt a pain near her heart—a small stab. She had not replied then but now 

she rebelled: 

―Bullshit!‖ she said out loud, probably making heads turn in the street.  

―Bullshit! Why would I believe that I can bring down a plane?‖ What a goddam fool I‘ve been!‖ 

All that she had not dared say. All that she had allowed to be said. What she should have said.  

 How it was hard not to answer the phone. Ujine had changed her phone number— 

nothing much to expect now. But that was not enough. She wanted to understand what had 

happened, how she had let herself fall into the trap. She tried to go back in time. She would thus 

be able to erase the wounds and blur the lines. She had to see them first, clearly and erase them 

afterwards. All those trials and tribulations and that meanness. All that she believed to be a game 

before realizing that she had been played. Was love enough to mask insults? Or was it not love 

but pride? She located her memories. She would like to write them down in an account book. 

She would call it Assets and Liabilities.  

Well, let‘s see! A date—she had waited in the cold rain, in front of the metro, because 

Samuel had sent a message: Exit 2, 3 pm. 

She went back to that place--to check, to comprehend. It was the station near the Stock 

Exchange, full of people as usual--a busy crowd, jostling. In front of the metro, there were street 

peddlers and groups of students who looked like grasshoppers. There was a beggar, panhandling 

and as usual, that ageless man, with the black,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 

dyed hair and the pale face. He stood there, leaning against the wall, watching the girls pass by. 

They had given him a nickname—they called him Beethoven. He had this frozen expression; 

legend had it that he had lost his fiancée long ago and that he kept waiting for her at that very 

station, every day. Ujine returned to Exit 2. She now felt a kind of rage, thinking she, too, had 

looked like Beethoven, standing with wet hair, waiting for the arrival of the fiancé who did not 
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show up. Because Samuel did not come to the rendez-vous. But what if he had been there--on 

the other side of the street, hidden behind a pillar, or near Exit 1, or even at the bottom of the 

stairs, near the ATMs? Her heart pounded heavily in her neck; she felt the anger sweeping over 

her. From each of these spots, Exit 2 could be seen clearly.  

Well, let‘s see, something else! There was that telephone call one morning while she was 

leaving class with Micha and other girls—they had to review the preparation of their presentation 

on King Lear. She had taken the call, all the same. She had said: 

―Don‘t hang up; I‘ll get to you right away.‖ 

To the girls, she had said: 

―Order the sashimis and green tea, I‘ll be right back.‖ 

She left the cafeteria, it was too noisy. She was bursting with a wave of pleasure as she brought 

the phone to her lips. She heard him—his voice curt and nasty: 

―I told you already, I hate it when you talk to someone else while I‘m on the phone with you. I‘ll 

leave you to your business now.‖ 

After that, there was silence. She kept trying to call back but there was no answer. That kind of 

silence could not be broken: it was (almost) the everlasting, mechanical silence of interrupted 

communication. Did he do this to me? And immediately she gave the answer out loud: 

―Well yes, he did it to you! You deserved it! You accepted it!‖ 

To accept nothing from now on—nothing from this guy and nothing from any other guy.  

Well… let‘s see, what else? She recalled the lack of consideration and the so-called life 

lessons. That was indeed what he called the Game. She had believed that it was a game that he 

had made up just for her, that young man, who was so tall and so confident; that she then was his 

young woman, without experience, without a family, without a profession, that he would take 

under his wing and to whom he would teach the rules of life. It was a dance where he was the 

guide and she was the paragon. The only dance he loved was the tango and she had followed him 

to that strange nightclub in the basement of a building where men of a certain age were twirling 
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around with very young women. He had told her that she needed to let herself go, let herself be 

swept away. Now she understood this dance and why he loved it so much—it was a stiff and 

theatrical dance, with the bandeneon‘s music squealing through the loudspeakers. She had gone 

there only once. Did he still go? But anger made her forget everything—the steps, the music and 

even the place where all that was hiding. Maybe he had gone there only once—to show her that 

game for which he had set up the rules and the first rule was that he would never have to account 

for them. 

To change the meeting place as he pleased, to call, to send a brief text in his own 

distinctive way: ―RDV Hilton Hotel 1 30 pm‖. And Ujine would run, dropping everything. She 

would either hop on a bus or the metro and when she was pressed for time, she would even take 

a taxi. She would arrive panting, with her heart pounding and her hands sweaty. Several times, 

Samuel was already there, looking bored, with his hands in his pockets, talking with the 

receptionists—he did not even recognize her from afar. Oh, that‘s right, that young man was very 

short-sighted, but why didn‘t he wear his eyeglasses? Several other times, he was not there. The 

hotel lobby--huge, jammed with people but empty. At the reception, nobody knew him. The 

receptionists--but these were probably not the same ones—watched her, stared at her and 

probably even snickered. What to do? That‘s right, the Game forbade her to inquire, to ask 

questions. Only this rule that Samuel had stated once and for all:  

―I never wait. Three minutes past the appointment time, I leave.‖ 

Why three minutes? In case we would not have the Atomic Clock time? 

 But what was it that Ujine missed so much? Was it the date, or that brief moment of 

happiness when they would meet, when Samuel seemed to forget everything, when their bodies 

would slide over each other and they would become one, like in those childhood games where 

you would bring your faces closer to each other, to see the eyes lose themselves and become 

one? When they would fall asleep side by side, carried away by their dreams, but on the same 

raft, until dawn, until the beach of awakening, and she could look at his body, feel the softness of 

his upper thighs and the warmth of his shoulder at the neck joint.  

 To obliterate everything, unless it was to remember everything, even the pain, even the 

inner core, Ujine returned to those places they had gone, retracing her steps backwards--the hotel 
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and movie theatre foyers, the bars, the church, the steps of the central library, the entrance of 

Daimaru store. All those places where her steps had relentless pounded, those monuments that 

expectation had either rendered magical, glorious, transcendent, sparkling with neon lights, and 

embellished with marble or steel, or frightening, ominous and secluded. There were also arches 

under the bridges, train station platforms, metro entrances and vacant lots.  

 What was there left? Nothing; not even bitterness, that bitterness that Samuel sought, that 

he held up as example. The two poles of life according to Samuel: boredom and bitterness. She 

remembered—at first she had replied:  

―It‘s strange, me, I never get bored.‖ 

Samuel had shrugged his shoulders. 

―I‘m not talking about boredom like you would say you are bored shitless.‖ 

He had gestured to the café, to the stained mirrors on the walls, to the seated people and to his 

cup full of black liquid. It was an underground café, situated under the metro stairs, with a 

strange made-up name—La Crêpe Michèle.  

―No, I‘m talking about this. You get it? All this.‖ 

She had begun to understand that it was anguish and dissatisfaction--she had realized what it was 

that felt incomplete and was weighing on her heart, as if until then she had never wanted to 

acknowledge it. Later on, in her wandering, in her lunacy, Samuel‘s words had come back to her: 

―All this.‖ 

The bitterness; the emptiness. The taste of the espresso. The people waiting; the dizziness. That 

which will not be fulfilled, which never will. All this. The lessons of life.  

  

 For her to get through this, there had to be public condemnation. It was either Rita or 

Micha who provided her with the solution. One day she ventured, in veiled terms, to speak of 

herself as if she was talking about someone else: 
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―What would you say of somebody who asks you to call them at a certain phone number and 

when you want to call, the line remains busy for half an hour and when finally the call goes 

through, nobody answers?‖ 

And the answer, obvious: 

―I would say that a guy who amuses himself like that is a psycho and I would flee as far away as 

possible.‖ 

That‘s what it was then: he was quite simply a madman. Ujine had fallen prey to a madman and 

in the process, she had turned a little mad herself.  

 To cure herself, Ujine retraced backwards the steps of her last walk, that crazy night 

when she almost died. Her steps led her to the train, towards the airport. Time had gone by—the 

child had begun to really exist; it was no longer just an idea. It pressed against her stomach, 

against her bladder. Ujine threw up in the bathroom sink of the railway station. In the mirror, 

behind her wan reflection, a woman was watching her.  

―I‘m sorry.‖ 

Ujine‘s eyes were filled with tears. The woman came up to her. 

―It‘s your first?‖ 

Ujine nodded. She felt ashamed. 

―You‘ll see, in two months you‘ll feel better. You‘ll even feel great!‖ 

She held out a tissue. Usually, Ujine hated pity; yet there, in the solitude of the station bathroom, 

it made her feel better. She whispered a hesitant ‗Thank you‘ and went out onto the platforms 

which were swept by the cold wind. She decided against going up to the terminal. Now she was 

certain of it--Samuel never went away on trips; she might even have made up everything. She 

crossed the parking lot and walked up to the hotel. It was late in the afternoon and the night shift 

was not on duty yet. At the reception, a young woman watched her suspiciously. With her pale 

complexion, her sunken eyes, her shapeless coat (with nothing to conceal yet; but the need to 
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dress in large sizes, to cloak her shapes), Ujine looked nothing like an air hostess, one of those 

hostesses that Samuel used to bring here.  

―Could I see a room?‖ 

Asking the question, she could not believe it. Miss Priss looked at her ironically. 

―Sorry, I‘m not allowed to give tours. Anyway, there‘s no room available but you can always 

check our website!‖ 

She was lying. Ujine had seen only three or four rooms with their curtains open. Ujine went over 

her night on the roof; it was as if all that had happened a long time ago, to somebody else. 

Something was still shaking within her; it was neither the knees nor the ankles. It was in the 

memory area which was found behind the neck, between the shoulder blades. She felt the sweat 

dampening the palms of her hands. She wiped them nervously on her coat. The young woman at 

the reception was now downright hostile; she was eyeing the phone on the counter.  

―Can I be of any more assistance?‖ 

Ujine retreated, step by step. 

―No, no, thank you.‖ 

She walked towards the exit. She left. When she reached the centre of the parking lot, she turned 

around and looked up at the roof of the building, at the edge of gray concrete against the sky. It 

was too high for the birds but she thought she saw a lean silhouette, with arms outstretched, 

somewhat resembling a stork.  

 

 There was no being alone; there was no time to be at peace. Ujine wanted revenge for her 

wasted actions. She did everything the Game prohibited. She called the bank and left crazy 

messages for Samuel. Now that she had managed to get his cellphone number, she set up dates 

via text messages and watched hidden in a building entrance, disguised in her coat and dark 

glasses. Sometimes he came. He did not look too triumphant. He would look left, then right, he 
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would turn, would wait, he would expect, he would glance at his phone. As it happens, Ujine had 

just sent him a message: 

―Never mind! See you one of these days perhaps.‖ 

Those were his favourite words. Since we were certain of nothing, that tomorrow did not exist.  

 She did not want to stay idle anymore. She forced herself to go out, to be outdoors, and to 

meet people. It was her feet which took her; she did not even have to think. After classes—the 

gym, not light gym intended for moms-to-be, but rhythmic combat in a cheap downtown room, 

in the company of strong women, under the guidance of a very plump but agile mixed-race 

woman. Ujine thought that in this case it was a good omen. And one, and two, uppercut, straight 

left, and one, and two, right swing, hook, the body forward, resting on the left leg, the foot really 

flat. All those unnecessary movements were a little ridiculous but beneficial to the soul. The 

woman next to her was not very young anymore and must have been pretty once. She now was 

worn-out by sedatives and sleeping pills. She struck out blindly, swung and hit. It was not that 

hard to imagine her to be lashing out at her man, at her traitor.  

 Ujine had found work in a rental agency—the manager‘s name was Christian Jonquet. 

They were on first names terms with each other. He was in his forties, gay and stressed but she 

got along well with him. He sent her on assignments, because she looked good and her law 

studies had impressed him: 

―Ujine, there‘s this apartment to show. It‘s far away. Take a taxi. We must not miss this deal.‖ 

When he got all worked up, she would say: 

―Come on, relax, it will be fine.‖ 

She secured deals. She dressed well, she wore makeup. She was well aware that with 

some eye shadow, with some red on her cheeks, with her black hair slicked in oil like silk, she 

could win anybody over. It was a kind of challenge. To bring in money, to be competent, to 

outdo oneself--not for herself, nor for the company but for the fun of it, like when one ran a 

hundred metre-race or jumped over a rope, it was a matter of muscles. And then to feel grown-up 

at last (at almost thirty, it was high time). To experience the city like never before—the 
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interviews, the meetings, the chic restaurants, and the conferences with the bankers. To ride in a 

comfortable car, with a chauffeur, with tinted windows, air conditioning, leather seats, she who 

was accustomed to shabby cabs, with diaper-wearing drivers! Once or twice, she felt a little 

emotional as she thought she recognized Samuel‘s car—the dark gray sedan of which he was so 

proud, with a somewhat ridiculous name—Prima, Prélude, Protégé, something like that. A 

furtive image; a reminder of her former life. She stretched; she had taken off her pumps in the 

car in order to spread her toes. She propped her back against the cushions and she watched the 

gray and white scenery unfold on the side. She felt nothing; she thought about nothing. 

 

But everything had to end sooner or later—the weight, the nausea and the 

lightheadedness. Christian was the first to figure it out. The girls, Rita, the others--no one had 

guessed, but Christian was intuitive; he was more attentive. One day, he stopped her in her 

tracks: 

―Ujine, may I talk to you?‖ 

He did not beat about the bush: 

―Tell me the truth, when is it due?‖ 

His eyes twitched when he was angry.  

―Why did you lie to me?‖ 

Ujine burst into tears, not to move him but because reality had caught up with her. She sat down, 

she felt heavy, heavy and foolish and this made her cry even more.  

―Of course, I would not have hired you.‖ 

Christian was puzzled. His anger had vanished. He sat down facing Ujine: 

―And he, what does he say?‖ 

Ujine shrugged her shoulders. He, well, there was no he. 

―So you‘re alone with your problem.‖ 
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He added: 

―How did you do that? I thought you were smart.‖ 

He took out a box of tissues. Really, that was the universal answer to single mothers‘ tears.  

―Okay, well, you will work some more until I find someone to replace you. After that, you fend 

for yourself, OK?‖ 

No contract, no compensation; there was nothing to say. In the end, with a three-month advance, 

he didn‘t have to. It was he, the homosexual, temperamental and demanding, who had been her 

only support. When Ujine had told Rita, she had yelled: 

―What? That‘s all? It was useless to have studied law. It‘s you who did him a favour!‖ 

The day she left, Christian kissed Ujine on both cheeks. 

―You‘ll keep me posted, at least?‖ 

And when she wanted to return his box of business cards with the agency name, he refused: 

―Keep them. They might come in handy next year.‖ 

 

 Life had slowed down within her, around her. Ujine observed the changes, day after day. 

It was a hot spot at the centre of her body, and also in the room and in the building. Something 

that was opening up but at the same time, it was enclosing and protecting her. Silence. 

 After the work frenzy at the agency, the hustle and bustle had subsided; there was no 

more expectancy, no more plan. But there was not nothing--there was strength, there was power. 

Not wisdom, that no, and not reason. There was a pulse of life beating in her folds, moving. At 

the OB/GYN‘s, Ujine listened for the first time to the heartbeats of the foetus, muffled and 

impetuous, amplified by the speaker. A different rhythm from hers, faster. 

 When she went out into the street, despite the snow blocking the sidewalks, she heard the 

beat. It covered everything, even the roaring of the engines, even the racket of metro bogies.  
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 Time dragged on. Every second and every gesture, once insignificant and irrelevant, 

today went on and on. Ujine was amazed with herself for living each moment as if it would 

never end. She realized that she lived with someone; not with Samuel, not with Christian, but 

with someone else, who was her double within herself.  

 A weight. It could not be the foetus, with only a few grams of flesh and almost boneless. 

But her belly was becoming bigger; it was filling up with liquid. Her breasts were swelling. She 

noticed veins where once the skin had been smooth. The nipples had hardened and were covered 

with little raised bumps. At night, she gasped for air and sweated—she would send the quilt 

flying. With her toes spread out like at the beach, she rested her hands on her belly in order to 

feel the waves and shivers. She was the core of the universe; everything revolved around her. 

Through the bare window, she looked at the night. The moon moved slowly—it is a god of 

infinite beauty. It looked back at her and she welcomed the wave of blessing that washed over 

her. She knew that she would be strong enough to go all the way, to live her story. She knew she 

would never be alone. Nothing else mattered. The cellphone could vibrate on the nightstand and 

the small window could light up. It could be Samuel who had found her number and was calling. 

Perhaps he knew everything; perhaps he had learned everything. He had inquired into the matter 

and now he would like to know. He believed he had rights. Ujine did not leave a greeting 

message on her answering machine, except for the voice of Kiri Te Kanawa singing 

Bailero…that voice she loved, who spoke for her. It was as if time had stopped—that which was, 

that which would never be; the same thing, the same second, infinitely long. 

  

 Ujine experienced two disappointments. 

First, she took a taxi to drive her around at random--an outrageous and unreasonable luxury. She 

felt too fat to walk. She told the driver: 

―You drive; I‘ll show you the way.‖ 

The guy did not answer. From time to time, he glanced suspiciously in the rear view mirror. He 

looked as shabby as his car--an old man, with gray curly hair and a drooping moustache 
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yellowed by nicotine. He smelled of Cologne and urine. He probably drove with adult diapers to 

avoid having to stop. As a matter of fact, in the hills, she found an isolated and misty area.  

―Stop here, please.‖ 

They were in the open countryside--not a single house, not a single car.  

―I‘ll only be a minute.‖ 

He left the engine running and got out of the car to light a cigarette. Ujine shivered in the fog, the 

fine drops covered her face, making her hair stick to her forehead. The tall grasses were 

motionless, frozen in the air--flowerless, mere bent spears. The eulalies. It was her first time 

back here since the one with Samuel, when life had implanted itself in her belly. It really was a 

memory of the future, delicate but tenacious, like the great humble grasses. Ujine returned to the 

car, she told the driver: 

―It‘s really beautiful, isn‘t it?‖ 

But he was sucking on his cigarette butt and came out with: 

―These damn weeds! They probably come from China.‖ 

She could either laugh or cry at this. 

 Rita was the source of the other problem. When she learned that Ujine was pregnant, 

alone, without help, she began to come more often. She brought fruits, she took steps regarding 

the clinic arrangements, she invited people from her community, from a church where she sang 

every Saturday afternoon. Ujine had even accompanied her there. It was in a posh 

neighbourhood, far from pollution and traffic.  

―You‘ll see, my dear, you‘ll be fine. We‘ll take good care of you.‖ 

Ujine was worried about money. Her savings had dwindled.  

―Let‘s not talk about that. We are friends, right? I told them that we have known each other 

forever.‖ 
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It felt good to have a friend, not to be alone for the delivery. At Rita‘s clinic, they were nice. Mr. 

OBGYN was a small, chubby and cheerful man, with a reassuring grip. Rita accompanied Ujine 

to all the appointments. She would stay in the waiting-room, flipping through magazines and 

when Ujine came out, she would kiss her.  

―How was it? Nothing to worry about? We will go through this until the end, together.‖ 

However, one day, with the due date imminent, she brought a folder to the clinic.  

―You must sign here, and here. ― 

―What are these papers?‖ 

Rita put her arms around Ujine.  

―It‘s for the baby, you understand? For it to have a future.‖ 

Ujine did not understand. She read the forms. It was an act of abandonment, and while reading it, 

her eyes filled with tears. 

―But I want to keep the baby. Why are you showing me these papers?‖ 

Rita claimed to be understanding.  

―I assure you, my dear, this is the best solution. How will you manage otherwise? I already found 

a home for it, with good people. You saw them at church, they have a nice house. They will take 

care of all the costs. It‘s arranged. The baby will have a real dad and a real mom.‖ 

Ujine was so desperate that she signed the act. She wrote her name in the box. 

 Then she pulled herself together—Rita, with her attitude, her hymns, and her principles. 

Life; to defend life. To steal children. She had brought a bouquet—a spray of blooming 

forsythias taken from the clinic‘s garden.  

―Your papers, you can tear them up and your flowers, you can take them back. I will never give 

my baby away, do you hear? And you can tell it to the whole clinic, to all these people with their 

beautiful houses.‖ 
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She did not scream but her voice carried so much rage that Rita left with her yellow flowers. She 

took off like a rat, so fast and so far that Ujine would never hear of her again.  

 

 Something was under way; it would not stop. It was a motion that came from afar. In fact 

it had begun with the universe, and it was slow, it was long and it was deep. It was animal but it 

was also the will of the other, an unknown other (certainly not Samuel, he had been nothing but 

the agent of fate), a desire.  

 Every day brought Ujine closer to the birth. She hoped for it and feared it. At night, she 

sometimes dreamed that she was light. She was a child again. She ran as fast as she could on a 

hard sandy beach, along the waves. Her mother was sitting in the dunes, sheltered from the wind. 

The evil that was going to kill her had not been declared yet, but the pain was already there, 

somewhere in the belly, to announce it. Occasionally, she made a face. Ujine looked at her: 

―Are you in pain, mom?‖ 

―It‘s nothing. Just a pain on the side. It will go away.‖ 

When Ujine woke up, she was puzzled for a few seconds: all that was a dream? Her hands 

sought her stomach; she felt the foetus move and the shape of its foot on the lining of the uterus. 

 

―Breathe in, breathe out. Breathe in, breathe out.‖ 

The hospital room was less chic than the clinic but it was free—the women practiced their 

breathing. Ujine thought how three months back she would have laughed: all these women lying 

on their back with their big bellies, breathing in and breathing out. Sea lions on the ice field 

bank. Were we going to deliver through the mouth?  

 She had had Samuel on the phone, quickly. She saw that it was him and she did not pick 

up. And then yes, she finally picked up. Why hide? He was a stranger now. She had forgotten 

how deep his voice was, always faltering. She recalled how she had loved his voice before 

everything else. For the pleasure of hearing his voice, of remaining aloof and evasive: 
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―What are you doing at the moment?‖ 

Ujine replied literally: 

―Well, I‘m between two, uh, occupations.‖ 

Samuel spoke about his job at the bank, of an upcoming trip, of a transfer to Africa or perhaps to 

Korea.  

―How about we meet?‖ 

Ujine panicked briefly. There was no way she would let him see this big belly, she did not want 

to explain herself.  

―Look Sammy, I‘m a little busy myself. I have to go.‖ 

There was silence. 

―And where are you going?‖ 

She wanted to answer: on the moon or to Eulalie land, but she did not. She just said: 

―I‘ll tell you about it someday.‖ 

She sensed that he was intrigued. He was probably even jealous and she felt a quite foolish sense 

of triumph which made her want to laugh. That certainty not to give in was stupid. She was 

ashamed of it but she acknowledged that it made her feel good. She hung up. She would not 

answer the phone anymore. Perhaps she already was a mom and she should think about nothing 

else than to protect her child. After all, it was well-known that male rabbits devour their 

offspring.  

  Ujine lived one day at a time. She ate a lot to feed the baby. She stopped looking at her 

weight on the scale. At the gym, each woman had her own story. There were the huge ones, the 

passive ones, the plaintive ones, accompanied by the genitors. There were the ones like Ujine 

who had a little round belly, almost pointed, the ones lost in their overblouses, the ones in their 

tracksuits, as if they were heading to a competition, a volleyball game maybe. Ujine spoke to 

Nelly, the one closest to her in the room. She was a cashier in a supermarket, and when she left 
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there, she went to work. Was she given a comfortable chair at least? And the niño, did he like 

working? Nelly laughed. She had bad teeth, but her smile lit up her bronze-coloured face. 

―It‘s funny, at each cha-ching of the cash register, he moves in my belly as if he wants to grab 

coins!‖ 

―So he‘ll be a banker!‖ 

Nelly laughed. 

 Ujine recalled how eight months back when the foetus was still as small as a shrimp and 

she was going to meet with Samuel in front of the bank, she was thinking this: Samuel in his 

mother‘s womb, sleeping while sucking his thumb, his feet already so big that he did not know 

where to shove them! Did a man think of such things? He would then have to no longer be a 

man, to cease to give in order to receive. One day, Samuel was theorizing, as usual--men this, 

and women that and Ujine had said: 

―The only difference is that men give (their semen) and women receive it.‖ Everything they had 

not said to each other; everything that had been held in abeyance. Everything she had buried 

within her and, there you go, it had become a child! A life within life; a stranger within you. 

 

 The pain lingered for days on. The contractions of the uterus. The midwife‘s lesson 

unfolded as expected. The ten-cent coin, the twenty-cent one, the fifty-cent one. A ripple. In the 

delivery room, she imagined a huge and distended belly—a belly the size of the globe! ―It‘s me‖, 

thought Ujine, ―it‘s happening to me. I can‘t be someone else, I can‘t be elsewhere‖ Men could 

always be elsewhere. Even when they were cowardly at war, there was not one single moment 

when they didn‘t get to choose. 

―To be free rather than to be King!‖ 

That was Samuel‘s motto. Did she believe in it? She was not sure anymore.  
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 It was here; it was happening. The hospital OBGYN had decided it thus. He consulted his 

appointment book (not his almanac), and with a single shot, he had triggered the event. He was 

not one to be convinced that it was something unique, wonderful and miraculous. Every day, 

every hour, it happened: at 9 am, Ms. Nadeau; at 10 pm, Mrs. Sauvaigo; at 11 30, Mrs. Janicot; 

at 12 30 Ma‘am, uh, Miss… Definitely not at night, not on Saturday, which happened to be his 

day out with his son (he is divorced), nor on Sunday, because he practiced rowing in the park 

lake. But this did not always work. Sometimes, he had to hurry. It did not go well, the   three-

thirty required surgery—forceps, the vacuum extractor, a C-section.  

Ujine babbled incoherently, probably due to the epidural… she had not wanted one. She 

hated shots. She had let herself be persuaded. Her feet were in the stirrups: breathe in, breathe 

out; breathe in, breathe out…ten cents, five cents, twenty, fifty cents, was there a bigger coin? 

Ujine was not there, she was no longer there. The labour was taking place elsewhere. She had 

been replaced by someone else—a fat woman, squashed on her back, with her legs pressing 

backwards. Her feet were clinging to the stirrups; she was pushing and pushing with her feet as if 

to throw herself backwards, to pull herself out, to resurface. Breathe in, breathe out. Might she 

have to carry the weight of the world like Atlas the giant? There were faces before her, leaning 

over her—the midwife, the nurses. The OBGYN had not deigned to show up yet. He was a 

traveler like Samuel, a business representative, with his chubby face and his hairy ears, his big 

nose and his shaggy eyebrows. Let‘s hope he will not come. If he came, she knew what she 

would say: No Sir, I don‘t need anything. I have all I need at home—vacuum cleaner, iron, 

refrigerator, freezer. For the laundry, I go to the Laundromat; the machines are always out of 

order.  

―How does it look?‖ 

―Well, well thank you, and for you?‖ 

She winced. Where was Lord Moon? That‘s who I wanted to see, his beautiful face, his smile in 

the night. No, not that iodine projector that flooded the scene with that horrible light. Otherwise, 

Lord Sun please, in a clearing, in the pleasant summer atmosphere in the stubble field. The thing 

was, one witness was absent—in other words, the child‘s father.  

―Will somebody be present for the birth?‖ 
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No, that‘s all. But this made the rounds of the hospital staff—it was recounted, noted down and 

underlined.  

―Poor girl, all alone. There will be no one with her, no one to visit her.‖ 

The faces leaned forward, attentive like good fairies. Ujine squeezed the hand of the midwife on 

her left—she was very young, with a child-like face, pink with blond curls slipping out of her 

cap. She felt a surge of gratitude—she wanted to know her name, how old she was and how long 

she had been a trainee midwife. Did she have a boyfriend? Would she be getting married soon? 

Breathe in, breathe out. Between two breaths, she had no time to ask these questions. She was so 

tired now—the day was almost over, the sun was hiding behind the clouds, and there was no 

moon. Only that dazzling light lingered. I would like so much for the baby to be born in blue 

water, in a clearing, in a field. When Lord Moon appeared in the sky, on the other side of the 

wall, she heard his song clearly—a soft murmur of water and weed. Ujine‘s daughter was born 

and Ujine fell asleep. 
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Epilogue 

Summer was here again. The clouds glided over the dunes while the wind stirred the 

thistles in the sand—the hair on the skin quivered only slightly. Ujine was lying in the foetal 

position, sheltered by the dune. She felt the wind on her skin and the sand between her toes. 

Eulalie had fallen asleep in the hollow of her stomach. She slept upside down, with her head 

down, as if she remembered her birth. Lying between Ujine‘s breasts, her little feet were 

surrendered and abandoned. Ujine then counted her toes, relentlessly. To make Eulalie laugh, she 

sometimes hummed to her the nursery rhyme that her mother used to sing softly—this little 

piggy. This little piggy went to market, this little piggy stayed home; and at the last little finger-- 

wi-wi-wi-wi-wi, all the way! One, two, three four, five, ten in all—tiny and pink, with pearly-

white nails.  Eulalie—that was the name Ujine had chosen, in memory of the large stems and 

fluffy pompons which mingled with the mist, on the road to the airport. Samuel did not say no; 

he did not ask why. He had returned from his travels—he would never go to the end of the world 

again. Life was as unpredictable as the clouds that passed over them, like the sea making its 

hourglass sound. When Eulalie was born, Ujine had decided she would take the baby to the sea 

every day to fill her with its sound and with its smell; for her to hold on to them forever. And 

that‘s what she did.  
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Conclusion 

The literary translator is the link between the source text author and the target text reader. 

As a result, the translator has to make choices—stylistic choices among others. The stylistic 

constraints discussed in this thesis have determined the importance for the translator to possess 

stylistic knowledge. Indeed, knowledge of stylistics helped me better understand Le Clézio‘s 

style and I selected my approach accordingly. I first set out to follow the source text closely as I 

wanted to recreate Le Clézio‘s syntax, diction and figurative language, in order to reproduce his 

style. That proved to be unrealistic. I was restricted by certain stylistic constraints imposed by Le 

Clézio‘s distinct style, but I endeavoured to be creative through the different choices I made. 

This sometimes meant altering the original structure, merging two sentences into one and 

changing the style of the text, as long as the original message remained unchanged.  

The style of the target text thus became a product of both the original author and the 

translator. My analysis showed that I inevitably left my stylistic presence in the translation 

through my repetitive tendencies in specific cases (like consciously expanding for the target 

reader). ‗Sourcerers‘ argue that a translator should be able to imitate the author‘s style and 

reproduce it in the target language as if it were the author‘s own writing if the author knew the 

target language. My analysis demonstrated that this is not always possible. No language can 

match another stylistically. Also, no matter how willing the translator is to reproduce the 

authorial style, they will inevitably leave traces of their own style in the translation—the 

―fingerprints‖ (2000: 244) mentioned by Baker, or the ―deforming tendencies‖ (2000: 288) 

Berman refers to—whether through their choice of words or sentence structures. 

Boase-Beier, in yet another article about style namely, Mind Style Translated, uses an 

interesting concept—the concept of ―co-authorship‖ of the translated text. My translated text 

indeed ―felt co-authored‖. Malmjkaer (2004: 2004) makes a similar point when she discusses the 

idea of ―translational stylistics‖, arguing for an analysis which takes some degree of 

―amalgamation of source-text and target-text stylistic characteristics into account‖ and she 

―considers the style of the translator and how the presence of the latter is felt in the translation‖ 

(Boase-Beier 2006: 66).  

In the light of my translation and of my analysis, I have concluded that stylistics can help 

look for the visible presence of the translator in a target text, and this can be done ―either more or 

less explicitly in interaction with the presence of the original author‖ (Venuti 2004: 5). Also, the 
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study of translated texts may provide evidence for the notion that translation can be seen as a 

separate literary type with a special language which has its own stylistic characteristics, a text-

type distinguishable both from non-translated texts and other types of translation.‖ (Boase-Beier 

2006: 67) 
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