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The sky had li@ed at least thirty feet.
I sat there, not moving. The shock must have cracked the 

pavement, my right hand fumbled in the rubble. As I breathed, 
the silence stilled the explosion of stars whose sparks still 
crackled in my head. The white lines in the pavement showed 
dimly in the darkness: my hand le@ the ground, felt up my le@ 
arm, up to my shoulder, back down my ribs to my hips: noth-
ing, I was intact, I could go on.

I stood up. Falling Oat on my face, sprawled out like a cross, I 
remembered that I had forgo!en to check over my legs as well. 
Piercing the night, wise and familiar voices sang out at me:

“Careful, Anne, you’ll wind up with a broken leg!”
I sat back up and began exploring myself again. This time, 

near my ankle, I ran into a strange swelling which puVed and 
throbbed beneath my $ngers. . . .

When I go to the in$rmary, Doc, and try to fake an illness, 
and describe imaginary pains in places I think are inacces-
sible; when I have to bring tea up to you in bed, li!le sisters, 
I tiptoeing carefully, envying your stomachaches. . . . That’s all 
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over: now you’ll have to take care of me, you or someone else, 
I’ve busted my leg.

I raised my eyes to the top of the wall where that world still 
was, asleep: I’ve Oown away, my dears! I Oew and soared and 
wheeled around for one second which was long and good, a 
century. And here I am, si!ing down here, safe from up there, 
safe from you.

Again this a@ernoon I was full of atropine and had injected 
some benzine into my thighs. Rolande was out, I had no inten-
tion of waiting around for her to come back and get me: I $xed 
it to have myself sent to the hospital, where the life would be 
so@er and the days turned to dust more quickly.

“But you look green!” the matron says to me during the 
evening.

“I must have brushed up against the wall,” I say, feeling my 
cheeks turn white, and twisting around as if trying to see the 
back of my blouse. We were just in the process of repainting 
the dining room, one wall yellow, one wall blue, two walls 
green, and the window ledges orange to look like the sun.

“No, it’s you that’s green, YOU! Your face! Do you feel all 
right?”

But I didn’t wait to enjoy my $rst cup of tea; the gentle slope 
on the other side of the wall, beyond the gate, I would not 
go down that way. I preferred to jump. And I got down all 
right, not too far from the highway, I’ll have to make it that 
far; they’re not going to pick me up two feet outside the wall, 
are they?

The place and the night when I will see Rolande again are 
still far away: $rst I’ve got to drag this lump that keeps me from 
walking out to the road . . . twice, three times I try to put my 
foot down: lightning strikes, shoots through my leg.
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Since my feet are useless, I will walk on my knees and el-
bows. I crawl twenty yards, I bump into some bushes, I get 
back onto the pavement, trying to orient myself.

Another century must have gone by, I can’t recognize any-
thing.

My ankle is locked, the foot and leg at right angles; I heave 
it along like a weight, up and down, it seesaws between the 
cement and the thorny bushes. The night is opaque. From 
up there, all these last months, I used to look down at those 
bushes so close to the highway and I was sure I could $nd my 
way with my eyes closed: my plans hadn’t go!en that far yet, 
but all the same a constant temptation to jump and run away 
would automatically take this path. And, smiling at the shiv-
ering girls herded around the matron, squeezing Rolande’s 
hand when she slid it into my pocket, I would Oy down to 
the pavement and I would pick myself up, hee hee, cra@y and 
puri$ed. . . .

And we would go back into the lights, dragging our feet. I 
would leave my friend’s hand in my pocket and I would feel 
around inside hers to $nd through the material the one-two 
of the joint, Rolande, I can feel your bone walking. . . . And we 
would burst out laughing inside our coats, and the bright lights 
of the hall would drown out our dreams until the next day.

I crawl along. My elbows are covered with dirt, I am oozing 
mud, thorns scratch me at random from the bushes, I am in 
pain but I must keep going, at least as far as that light, over 
there, a house which must be on the highway . . . between me 
and the light, there is an iron fence which I fall against: I feel 
good, here, lying on my back, my eyes closed, my arms limp. . . . 
They’ll pick me up while I’m asleep, so what. I’ll pay for this 
rest with punishments, more suVering, I was heading for the 
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ground, that’s where I’m staying. Maybe the wall will follow 
me down and bury me under it.

I am up, on the soles of my kneecaps, I drag myself along the 
fence. One knee, one elbow, one knee, one elbow . . . it’s O.K., 
I’m ge!ing used to it. I dream that I’m starting over again, that 
I’m taking my time: instead of hurtling down like a maniac, 
gripping onto the stones and le!ing go when my foot touches 
emptiness, I look for a so@ place to land, a place where the 
grass grows thick and springy. . . .

I pass the house, whose light is still shining; I go on along 
the wall, on the grassy path, elbow, knee, elbow . . . there is the 
road, gleaming, divided by the yellow line. There is a metal 
sign on the sidewalk advertising a brand of gas: I hang onto it, 
the panel clangs, I will start hitchhiking here. . . . No, Paris is in 
the other direction, let’s go across. The $rst step is a white-hot 
poker, the second jelly, I pitch forward across the yellow line, 
the $rst car will run over me. . . . Here it comes, it’s a truck: it’s 
going my way and will take shreds of me to Paris sticking to 
its wheels. I stare at it, into its huge yellow eyes. It bears down 
on me.

A few yards oV the truck veers, mounts the embankment 
and stops. I hear the air brakes, then the door slams and steps 
approach. I stay Oa!ened out, my eyes closed.

“Miss! . . .”
Fingers touch me, searching, hesitant, anxious.
I say:
“If you don’t mind, get me out of the road. . . . Hold me, I 

think I have a broken leg.”
The truck driver helps me over to the running board of the 

truck. I sit down there, my ankle pulled back into the shadows. 
I don’t want to look. A street lamp, very close, lights my right 
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foot: it is covered with dirt, mud is drying around the black 
nails and rises in thick coils up to my knee, which is striped 
with cuts where drops of blood slowly form. I hug myself in 
my coat, my $sts in my pockets: I don’t have another stitch on 
and I’m ge!ing cold, cold to my very heart.

“Could you let me have a cigare!e?”
The guy gets out his Gauloises and gives me a light. In the 

Oame I see his face, the face of truck drivers at night: the lumi-
nous skin, the stubble beginning to grow, and that worn-out, 
$xed expression.

“What happened to you?”
“I . . . oh, what the heck. The mess I’m in, I have nothing to 

lose. You know this neck of the woods?”
“I make this run three times a week, I guess I do.”
I point across the road to where the prison beacon is the 

only landmark in a confused blob of trees and walls.
“Then, you probably know what that is over there. . . .”
“Oh. . . . Yes. That’s where you. . . ?”
“Yes, just this minute. Well, a hall-hour ago, an hour. . . . 

They can’t be looking for me yet. Oh, please, take me to Paris. 
You won’t get into trouble, I promise you. In Paris, just drop 
me oV and I’ll make out all right.”

The man thinks, a long time, and then says:
“I’d like to help you out, but . . . you understand, there’s your 

leg.”
“But even so. . . . Just as far as Paris, Mister, that’s all I ask 

of you. I’ll never breathe a word about you, no ma!er what 
happens. Believe me.”

“I believe you. But you can’t change things, ‘they’ have ways 
of $nding out that we don’t even know about. I’ve got a wife 
and kids, I can’t.”
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I take my ankle in both hands and brace myself against the 
cab in an eVort to get up:

“O.K. then, leave me. Only, please, don’t tip ‘them’ oV at 
your next stop. Forget about meeting me, be . . .”

I was about to say, “Be kind,” but suddenly I realize bow 
meaningless those words are, just like the taste of the ciga-
re!e I’ve almost $nished, and the ten minutes this man has  
given me.

“Listen,” he says, “there’s one thing I can do, I can Oag down 
a car for you: a private party might take you. . . . I’ll give them 
some story. . . .”

Let him do what he wants. Me, I only want to amputate this 
leg and go to sleep, sleep until it grows back again and wake 
up laughing about my dream. Recently Cine wrote me: “My 
darling, I had a nightmare: you had fallen, very badly, from 
very high up, your ears were bleeding and there was nothing 
I could do for you, nothing except cry. . . . When I woke up I 
looked at your picture and almost died of joy because it wasn’t 
true, because I was going to see you again, as you are each 
morning, looking like a new penny, racing oV to the kitchen 
with your big pot of milk. . . .”

How we laughed, Rolande and I, when we read that! Cine, 
last year’s lover, who was still ready to drop everything for me, 
while I would have forgo!en all about her if it hadn’t been for 
the endless trickle of neatly folded li!le notes that a neutral 
and accommodating girl brought me almost every morn-
ing. . . . Cine! I was tired of her certainties, of her possessive 
extremes, of the mark she thought she had le@ on me, of her 
maternalism, my big girl, my li!le baby.

I had met Cine on a train. The men and the women were 
sharing a compartment in two carefully separated groups: the 
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men were singing, the women were silent or were crying. I had 
plastered myself up against the window looking out at Paris, 
whose outlines were blurred through the triple screen of the 
dirty glass, the rain, and my tears, as we le@ it behind.

“Don’t cry! . . .”
I sniVed up the contents of my nose as quietly as possible, 

ran my $ngers under my eyes, and turned toward the voice. A 
woman of about thirty, with eyes like black olives and a brown 
chignon, was si!ing beside me, and her smile was as pleas-
ant as her voice. My tears stopped, and I looked at her more 
closely, from her so@ scarf down to her slippered feet. I leaned 
forward a li!le and noticed black medium-heeled pumps un-
der the seat —  a real lady. . . . I asked her:

“A long time?”
“A long time . . . done, or le@ to do?”
“Le@: the rest is none of my business!”
“Oh, why not? It’s no secret: seven years, in all.”
“Hey, the same as me. . . . I’ve got $ve le@, and you?”
“You never know how much you’ve got le@: there are par-

dons, parole. . . .”
“Nah,” I said, “that’s a lot of talk. I’m crying, yes, because I’m 

quite convinced that I’m leaving Paris for $ve years. Look, it’s 
all over already, anyhow. If only those men would stop singing! 
Thank God they’ll be ge!ing oV soon.”

We exchanged $rst names and ages.
“But you’re a minor! How . . .” Francine said.
“I beg your pardon, I’m an adult! Criminally adult, men-

tally adult, completely adult. The proof is that I waited two 
years, like a big girl, so that they could hang $ve more on me. 
I’m young, but where we’re going everyone is young. I think 
prison schools only take people under thirty, or thirty-$ve.”
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During the morning, the countryside changed, blurred, 
stripped itself bare: we were “going up” north. Around noon 
the train stopped, $nally: I was dying to take oV my shoes. 
I hadn’t thought to get out my slippers, and, from having 
dragged around so long in prison shoes, I’d lost the habit of 
wearing high heels.

“Tie up your shoes!”
I’d heard that for two years, along with “Wipe that frown 

oV your face” and “Go and put on your slip, naked under 
your sweater, no but, that’s not nice, I’m telling you! . . .” What 
would they yell at me next?

“Would you like a hand?”
They weren’t ordering us around anymore, they were mak-

ing suggestions, and the suggestions were sung rather than 
barked; our troupe gathered on the platform, and smiling and 
seraphic women helped us carry our suitcases, our badly-tied 
bundles, our shopping bags stuVed with various things, all 
indispensable.

“Let’s try to stay next to each other, all right?” Francine said,
A@er that, other signals, other coincidences brought us 

together: we were assigned to the same group, and therefore 
visited by the same matron during the three months of soli-
tary. We talked over the walls of the individual exercise yards, 
or during chores, dishwashing, cleaning, which we also did 
together: two by two, in the same group, Cine and I, taking 
turns with the others.

A@er the three months, we would rejoin the same group. 
We spoke about that day with more excitement than about the 
day when we would be released, which was still too far away; 
we dreamed of a sort of vita nuova, of an obliteration of the 
past in the brightness and tidiness of the group, sequestered, 


