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Alexis,

It	was	only	in	the	autumn	of	my	pain	that	I	received	your	letter,	old	friend.	For	three
years,	 if	my	memory	 is	 correct,	 your	words	 fluttered	 around	 like	 airborne	 seeds	 before
coming	to	rest	 their	burden	on	my	eyes.	We	spent	 three	years	 together,	making	our	way
through	a	precious,	sacred	forest,	Alexis,	filled	with	fountains	and	mysteries.	I	thought	it
would	go	on	forever	since	I	was	never	able	to	visualize	it	completely.	In	our	last	days	as	a
couple,	 I	 remember	 experiencing	 it	 differently—freer	 and	more	 secret	 still,	 if	 that	were
really	possible.

Your	music	created	a	restlessness	that	pervaded	our	home,	but	strangely	enough,	it	was
soothing	to	our	little	Daniel.	His	blue	eyes,	already	open	to	the	world,	used	to	drift	toward
the	 musical	 notes	 that	 filled	 the	 air.	 At	 that	 time,	 your	 music	 was	 so	 invasive	 that	 it
prevented	the	very	act	of	listening.	Today	when	I’m	tormented	by	my	difficulty	hearing,
I’m	finally	able	to	listen	to	my	memories	and	allow	them	to	speak.

I	 thought	 about	 it	 a	 long	 time	 before	 I	 began	 writing	 this	 letter—fifty	 years,	 to	 be
exact.	The	right	 time	 is	now;	 it	will	never	come	again.	Later	on,	 I’ll	 talk	about	 the	pain
you	caused	when	you	left.	Later	on,	I’ll	talk	about	the	pain	you	caused	when	you	ignored
your	obligations.	But	right	now	I’m	going	to	tell	you	about	my	early	life,	when	all	 time
was	future	time,	when	all	time	was	harvest	time.	You	don’t	know	a	thing	about	that	part	of
my	life	because	we	never	got	to	talk	about	it.	Our	own	childhood	is	something	we	cannot
share	with	others;	we	can	only	take	someone	on	a	tour	through	it,	and	discovering	me	was
never	 something	 you	 wanted	 to	 do.	 But	 I	 want	 to	 tell	 you	 about	 my	 birthplace	 in	 the
French	 Antilles	 and	 how	 I	 left	 there.	 Although	 the	 path	 I	 traveled	 through	 childhood,
Alexis,	was	filled	with	absences,	there	were	some	presences	I	cherished	too.

It	 was	 in	 a	 colonial	 house,	 not	 far	 from	 the	 city	 of	 Sainte-Pierre,	 on	 the	 island	 of
Martinique	 that	 the	 Thiebaud	 family	 lived.	My	 family.	My	 father,	my	mother,	 and	 I:	 a
sacred	triangle.	My	dreams	were	centered	at	the	bottom	of	the	garden	in	a	hut	hidden	by
thick	vegetation.	My	father	used	to	leave	for	long	periods	of	time,	and	that	was	when	the
entrance	 to	 that	 palace	 made	 of	 wood	 and	 shadow,	 where	 his	 riches	 rested,	 was
inaccessible	 to	me.	Then	with	my	open	palms	glued	 to	 the	window	pane,	 I	pretended	 to
touch	 the	 shadows	 lying	 on	 the	 table	 and	 cast	 onto	 the	 floor;	 shadows	 of	 my	 father’s
former	 presence.	 My	 father’s	 far-away	 botanical	 discoveries	 lay	 there	 like	 maps.	 A
cartography	of	memory.	Fragments	of	life	that	had	the	power	to	explain	the	world.	They
opened	up	the	start	of	my	beginning.

My	 father	 had	 devoted	 his	 life	 to	 those	 discoveries.	 I	 lived	 only	 to	 watch	 as	 he
conjured	 up	 his	 perfumes	 and	 scents,	 extracting	 floral	 spirituality.	 He	 was	 able	 to
reconstruct	the	world.	When	he	was	at	home,	he	worked	in	the	hut;	I	sat	on	his	lap	where	I
too	constructed	the	world,	and	together	we	fitted	the	pieces	into	the	puzzle.	And	when	I
thought	everything	was	ready	and	we	could	finally	play,	my	father	left	again.	He	always
wanted	to	know	more,	to	investigate	more	thoroughly	and	farther	and	farther	away.	But	I
still	 remained	 expectant.	 I	 strolled	 through	 the	 park	 that	 surrounded	 the	 house.	 I	 leafed
through	 the	 papers	 where	 he	 had	 been	 drawing.	 I	 looked	 at	 the	 lines	 that	 described	 a
memory	here	and	sketched	out	a	meaning	there.	I	studied	his	books,	the	research	of	Père
Labat1	 on	The	Natural	History	 of	 the	Antilles	 or	 the	 four	 volumes	 of	Flora	 Antillarum



illustrated	 with	 the	 beautifully	 colored	 drawings	 of	 F.	 Richard	 de	 Tussac.2	 My	 hands
smelled	good;	they	smelled	musty	like	the	books	in	his	library	that	had	been	touched	by
time.	I	was	able	to	live	inside	of	History.	I	spelled	the	Latin	words	that	gave	sense	to	the
images.	 The	 sonorous	 implication	 of	 solandra	 grandiflora,	 the	 obscurity	 of	 the	 term
oncidium,	or,	still	more	terrible,	the	word	trignocephalus,	all	left	me	fascinated.

Latin	was	my	first	foreign	language,	and	to	this	day	I	sometimes	hear	myself	saying,
“ex	nihilo	nihil,”	during	 the	 luminous	snowy	mornings	of	winter	while	 I	 look	out	at	 the
mountain	 that	 protects	 my	 house.	 As	 my	 father	 used	 to	 say	 when	 he	 marveled	 at	 the
beauties	of	nature	 that	he	brought	home:	“Do	you	see	my	darling,	everything	that	exists
now	in	any	way	has	always	existed?	All	we	do	is	create	meaning	for	the	fragments	that	we
find.”	Nevertheless,	 today	 I	 speak	Latin	 only	 to	myself	 because,	 as	with	 other	 precious
things,	 this	 language	 lost	 itself	 along	 the	 way	 to	 progress,	 through	 superficiality	 and
through	 the	easy	way	out.	 It	became	useless.	 It’s	alive	only	on	 the	pages	of	my	father’s
books	and	in	my	unconscious.

In	fact,	only	Latin	has	 the	power	 to	decipher	my	feelings	and	express	meanings	 that
emanate	 from	 between	 the	 words	 themselves.	 In	 his	 Dictionary	 of	 Received	 Ideas,3
Flaubert	entered	under	“Latin”:	“Don’t	trust	Latin	citations:	They	always	hide	something
inconvenient.”	It	was	exactly	that	concept	that	had	lured	me	to	Latin.	I	was	captivated	by
the	idea	of	hiding	because,	besides	hiding	something	inconvenient,	it	also	revealed	a	kind
of	 freedom	that	could	never	be	confined.	 It	was	 through	hiding	 that	Latin	could	say	 the
unsayable.	Its	loss	de-eroticized	our	language,	and	cost	us	a	great	deal	of	cultural	memory.

During	 the	 first	 days	 after	 my	 father’s	 return,	 I	 used	 to	 listen	 as	 he	 related	 his
adventures,	and	then	they	became	my	adventures	too.	I	knew	how	to	recite	the	geographic
contours	of	the	Caribbean	Sea	and	blow	like	the	trade	winds	that	smoothed	and	charmed
his	 tales.	My	 father	 arrived	with	 the	 first	 rains,	 and	 that’s	why	 I	 always	 loved	 the	 rain,
Alexis.	It	reminds	me	of	my	childhood.	It	returns	me	to	a	space	of	meditation,	of	intimacy
and	 warmth.	 Of	 self-reflection.	We’re	 forced	 to	 listen	 to	 the	 rain	 as	 it	 makes	 us	 keep
ourselves	company.	That’s	why	most	people	don’t	like	rain	because	it	forces	them	to	make
contact	 with	 the	 center	 of	 their	 lives,	 occupy	 their	 own	 inner	 space,	 and	 speak	 to
themselves.	The	rain	doesn’t	listen	to	them;	it	makes	itself	heard,	and,	while	they	listen	to
it,	they	submerge	themselves	in	the	waters	of	memory.	I,	on	the	other	hand,	always	liked
those	humid	days	of	gray	sky	when	the	essence	of	the	world’s	mystery	is	able	to	escape
and	awaken	the	damp	black	land.	After	the	rain	I	like	to	talk	about	the	game	of	listening.
To	discuss	it.	It’s	like	after	you	make	love:	By	listening	to	someone	else’s	body,	you	learn
about	your	own.

According	 to	my	 childhood	memories,	my	mother	was	 always	 sick.	 I	 associate	 her
image	with	the	perfume	of	the	periwinkle,	the	violet	of	death,	vinca	minor,	with	its	leaves,
shiny	green,	and	its	flowers,	that	very	specific	blue.	They	sent	it	to	us	from	France,	and	we
used	 it	 to	 staunch	 her	 hemorrhages:	My	mother	 was	 a	 sea	 of	 invisible	 blood;	 she	 was
gradually	 being	 emptied	 of	 it.	 But	 what	 really	 puzzled	me	was	 the	mystery	 of	 its	 loss
because	 I	 never	 saw	 that	 red	 sea	 disappear.	 I	 thought	 the	 blood	must	 have	 flowed	 out
slowly	through	the	edges	of	her	curly	hair	like	waves	and	washed	up	onto	the	sheets	that
were	constantly	being	changed.	Each	day	my	mother	became	more	transparent	and	fragile.
Like	glass.	So	I	also	thought	she	could	be	the	victim	of	a	vampire,	a	being	from	another



world	 that	 I	 couldn’t	 see,	 but	whose	presence	 I	 perceived	 in	my	mother’s	 transparency.
She	was	wasting	away,	each	moment	more	feeble.	The	vampire	frightened	me	because	I
sensed	its	presence	without	being	able	to	construct	an	image	of	it,	and	what	scared	me	still
more	was	that	I	welcomed	the	pleasure	that	accompanied	the	fright.	I	entered	my	mother’s
room	during	the	day	to	surprise	the	vampire,	without	really	wanting	to	find	it.	During	the
night	I	would	never	have	had	the	audacity	to	do	that.	What	was	going	on,	I	think,	was	that
to	understand	what	was	wrong	with	my	mother,	I	needed	to	construct	a	fiction	around	it	to
better	accept	it.

My	mother	never	left	her	room;	the	doctor	had	forbidden	it.	Sitting	in	an	armchair,	she
used	to	look	out	through	the	large	picture	windows	at	the	leaves	dancing	on	the	tree	trunks
in	 the	 garden,	 listen	 to	 the	 barking	 dog	 playing	with	 the	 shadows	 of	 some	 inaccessible
birds,	and	drink	absinthe	to	suffocate	her	pain.	She	dreamed	during	the	entire	day,	but	at
night	 I	 was	 never	 able	 to	 take	 her	 by	 surprise	 in	 her	 sleep.	 I	 was	 almost	 sure	 that	my
mother	was	 a	manatee,	 one	of	 those	 creatures	 they	 call	 “mermaids,”	or	 “cowfish,”	who
could	only	be	captured	by	hunters	who	surprised	them	while	they	slept.	Like	a	manatee,
my	mother	was	afraid	to	be	surprised	by	death	during	her	sleep.	My	mother	had	decided
that	would	never	happen;	in	fact,	she	died	in	a	lucid	moment.	When	my	father	was	home,
he	was	the	one	who	cradled	her,	and	if	he	weren’t,	it	was	anyone	else	who	could	provide
her	a	warm	body.	It	didn’t	matter	who	did	it.	Her	nightgown	was	always	white	and	faded,
like	her	lips;	the	lace	of	her	collar	traced	labyrinths	on	her	skin.	It	was	all	white	on	white.	I
couldn’t	take	my	eyes	off	those	colorless	drawings;	they	choked	me.

I	never	went	near	her.	She	frightened	me	and	at	the	same	time	I	felt	sorry	for	myself
because	she	was	lost	to	me.	Her	brilliant	gray	expression	was	gone.	She	could	hardly	see.

Sometimes	she	tried	to	touch	me.	Her	hands	would	approach	my	face,	groping	the	air,
trying	to	imprison	me,	and	I	would	pull	back,	cringing	against	the	door,	forcing	it,	trying
to	escape.	I	felt	her	clammy,	feverish	hands	in	my	nightmares	until	Daniel	was	born.	After
that,	 they	 disappeared,	 but	 now	 it’s	 only	 the	 grayness	 of	 her	 look	 that	 still	 haunts	me.
Especially	when	I	look	at	myself	in	the	mirror.	Her	look	is	reflected	back	to	me.	Cloudy.
But	I	never	could	see	very	well	anyway.

When	I	was	born,	my	father	wasn’t	home.	Or	even	on	the	island.	He	was	exploring	the
world	 as	 usual.	 Both	Dr.	 Adalberto	 (who	 later	 brought	 the	 sour	 and	 absinthe-dreaming
calmness	to	my	mother)	and	the	midwife	(who,	in	agreement	with	the	ritual,	asked	that	my
placenta	be	buried	under	a	tree	in	our	garden,	specifically	a	rose	laurel,	podocarpus)	came
to	lend	me	a	little	courage.	My	difficulty	wasn’t	finding	the	strength	to	enter	this	world	we
live	 in,	 but	 gathering	 the	 courage	 to	 abandon	 the	 primordial	 home	 forever.	 There	 is	 no
return	from	birth,	Alexis.	It	is	our	first	suffering.	The	maternal	shell	is	paradise.	The	lost
paradise.	And	 besides	 that,	 in	Martinique,	 as	 in	 some	European	 countries,	 a	 child	 born
with	a	full	head	of	hair	is	a	child	blessed	with	luck.	But	when	I	was	born,	my	head	was
impoverished	of	hair.	I	was	born,	you	could	say,	with	less	possibility.	My	mother,	who	had
left	France	with	my	father	several	years	before,	had	expected	me	impatiently,	but	when	I
finally	arrived,	she	wasn’t	really	there	anymore.	Her	absence	created	my	first	emptiness.
She	existed,	my	mother,	but	she	had	no	warmth;	I	felt	cold	in	her	presence.

I	really	don’t	know	what	words	to	use	to	tell	you	about	my	mother.	She	wasn’t	pretty,
but	 I	 think	 if	 she	 had	 survived,	 she	 would	 have	 been	 what	 is	 referred	 to	 as	 a	 “very



beautiful	older	woman”	because	she	was	like	her	own	mother.	I	know,	old	friend,	that	my
maternal	grandmother	frightened	you	a	bit	by	the	way	she	used	her	hands	to	communicate.
Her	 hands	 could	 do	 her	 talking	 for	 her	 all	 by	 themselves.	 You	 spoke	 sometimes	 about
what	 you	 called	 her	 “hypnotic	 power,”	 thinking	 you	 understood	 her	 much	 better	 than
others.	Today	I	understand	you.	As	a	pianist,	your	hands	are	your	voice.	Maybe	that	was
the	reason	I	couldn’t	hear	you.	You	never	touched	me	very	much,	Alexis.

It	 is	 possible	 that	 I’ve	 confused	 my	 mother	 and	 my	 maternal	 grandmother	 in	 my
memories.	 I	 imagine	 them	 as	 one,	 but	 in	 different	 settings.	My	mother	 is	 the	 heat	 and
perspiration	 of	 the	 tropics,	my	 grandmother,	 the	 cold	 and	 goose-bumps	 of	 the	 north	 of
France.	 My	 grandmother’s	 name	 was	 Anna-Cornelia.	 My	 mother’s	 name	 was	 a	 little
sweeter	and	more	perfumed,	and	it	had	certainly	attracted	my	father:	the	name	of	a	flower,
Marguerite.	They	both	had	 the	same	hands.	Perhaps	you	can	understand	now,	my	sweet
love,	if	I	tell	you	that	these	two	women	in	my	life	didn’t	contribute	much	to	my	formation,
except	maybe	to	develop	in	me	the	desire	of	being	closer	to	men,	of	wanting	to	be	a	boy,
and	having	the	right	to	explore	the	Montanha	Pelada	of	my	childhood.4

When	 I	 was	 a	 child,	 living	 near	 the	 city	 of	 Sainte-Pierre,	 I	 was	 very	 happy	 and
somewhat	 savage	 for	 the	 customs	 of	 the	 time.	 My	 mother’s	 illness	 and	 my	 father’s
absence	gave	me	freedom	unknown	to	young	girls	of	my	age	and	social	status.	I	could	go
barefoot	in	the	park,	sit	on	the	ground,	and	take	a	shower	under	tropical	rains	whose	force
annihilated	 everything	 and	 whose	 noise	 suffocated	 my	 mother’s	 cries.	 I	 owned
domesticated	birds:	green	parakeets,	with	whom	I	spoke	Latin	and	a	trained	pelican	who
was	 a	 great	 fisherman.	 My	 favorite	 parakeet	 was	 named	 Prima	 Luce	 and	 the	 pelican
answered	to	Thesaurus.	Next	to	my	father,	they	were	my	closest	confidantes.	I	used	to	go
to	 bed	 early,	 completely	 exhausted,	 and	 the	 next	 day,	 I	 awakened	 the	 sun	who	 in	 turn
awakened	Prima	Luce.	 It	was	his	responsibility	 to	pronounce	 the	first	words	of	 the	day;
the	dawn	always	discovered	him	talking.

The	 people	 around	 me,	 the	 servants,	 were	 always	 being	 hired	 and	 leaving	 soon
thereafter:	 Serving	my	 parents	was	 not	 easy.	My	mother	was	 nailed	 to	 the	 bed	 and	my
father	wandered	 through	 his	 overgrown	 dreams	 in	 the	 sparsely	 furnished	 spaces	 of	 that
enormous	house.	I	was	forbidden	to	touch	his	things.	The	little	seeds	of	the	fig	trees	near
the	gazebo	and	the	myrtle-like	guava	trees	on	the	mountain	that	had	to	be	called	by	their
Latin	names	at	home	(respectively),	 ficus	and	myrcia,	were	 the	 royalty	above	all	others.
Also	deserving	the	same	respect	was	the	 tussacia	pulchella,	 the	honey	grass	with	its	red
chalice	and	yellow	corollas,	which	stayed	 in	a	 fixed	position	after	 they	were	dried.	The
aroma	of	the	sacred	myrrh	tree	was	sad	and	moist.	My	father	told	me	how	the	son	of	King
Kyniras	 had	metamorphosed	 into	 a	 sacred	myrrh	 tree	 that	 could	 never	 be	 touched	 and
whose	perfume	was	born	from	his	tears.

Another	 reason	 that	 the	young	women	of	golden	skin	and	 thick	silky	hair	came	and
went	every	hour	was	because	I	tried	to	get	rid	of	them	as	soon	as	I	heard	them	repeating
my	 father’s	 stories.	 In	 reality,	 the	women	who	 replaced	 them	 told	 the	 same	 stories,	 but
used	different	words	and	intonations.

I	had	some	favorite	stories	and	listened	to	them	ad	exhaustium.	Did	I	ever	tell	you	how
crazy	 I	was	 for	 stories	 about	 dolphins,	Alexis?	 I	 loved	 the	 story	 of	 a	 particular	 type	 of
dolphin	they	called	souffleur5	that	came	to	shore	because	of	an	earthquake.	Many	died,	but



the	ones	 that	survived	couldn’t	 resist	 the	 lure	of	Montanha	Pelada,	and	since	 then,	 they
live	 inside	 the	volcano.	When	 their	dreams	are	populated	by	sea	monsters,	 they	spit	out
fire.	 I	 imagined	 them	 like	 giant	 frogs	 dressed	 in	 gray	with	 black	 and	 yellow	 smudges.
They	 seemed	 to	me	 a	 little	 bit	 like	 the	 image	 of	 Papa	 Legba,6	 the	 god	 of	 the	 voodoo
pantheon,	who	points	out	the	way	at	crossroads	to	show	travelers	the	right	direction.

I	never	got	attached	to	any	of	those	sweet	and	docile	women	with	chocolate	skin	who
had	to	earn	a	living	satisfying	my	whims.	They	were	both	tender	and	melancholy,	and	they
didn’t	interest	me	at	all.	I	wanted	to	be	left	alone	with	my	father,	his	books,	and	the	stories
we	composed	 together;	and	 in	his	absence,	 I	wanted	 to	become	 the	mistress	of	my	own
self	 and	 share	my	dreams	 of	 flying	with	my	birds.	 I	was	 very	 young	 and	 assumed	 that
childhood	would	be	the	permanent	condition	of	my	life.

Until	the	age	we	live	for	our	friends,	about	ten	years	old,	my	life	was	a	tapestry	woven
out	 of	moss	 and	 fronds,	 climbing	plants,	 liana,	 orchids	 and	vanilla,	 sugar	 cane,	 and	 the
murmuring	 lament	 of	 the	 bamboo.	 I	 had	 learned	 to	 read,	 write,	 and	multiply,	 and	 also
learned	about	the	sunset,	the	taste	of	cassis	and	pineapple;	and	I	had	already	learned	how
to	draw	a	map	of	the	islands.	When	Marguerite	died,	that	was	what	we	called	my	mother
at	home,	my	father	sent	me	to	his	parents’	home	in	France.	I	left	in	July.	The	ship	“Peru”
took	 fifteen	 days	 to	 take	 us	 across	 the	 ocean.	 My	 father	 kept	 me	 company	 on	 that
melancholy	crossing	as	we	mourned	my	mother,	and	now	it’s	clear	to	me	that	we	mourned
my	 childhood	 and	 our	 intimacy	 as	 well.	 We	 nestled	 together.	 My	 father	 was	 my
schutzgeist,	my	guardian	angel.	We	shared	a	 restlessness	 that	grew	as	our	distance	 from
the	 island	 increased.	A	 sea	without	 end	was	 about	 to	 come	between	us.	 I	 already	knew
France	 through	 postcards	 and	 the	 wondrous	 jelly	 glasses—green,	 orange,	 violet—that
arrived	 like	clockwork.	Apricot	 and	perfumed	orange.	 I	used	 to	 stick	my	 fingers	 in	and
lick	off	all	the	colors	of	the	Caribbean.	Salty	prosciutto	and	pâté	of	duck,	fat	and	greasy.
Glazed	chestnuts	that	I	ate	every	night	before	I	went	to	bed.	When	I	was	that	age,	France
was	a	word	that	we	could	eat,	and	it	was	very	tasty.

After	I	arrived	in	France,	my	life	changed	completely.	The	northeast	of	France	was	a
vast	 plain,	 immense	 surfaces	 that	 revealed	 the	 earth’s	 roundness	 and	made	me	want	 to
embrace	it.	A	land	of	sugar	and	open	sky,	where,	at	sunset,	a	flock	of	birds	drew	moving
circles	in	the	air.	I	had	no	friends	and	I	was	jealous	of	the	birds—their	camaraderie	and	the
pleasure	 they	shared.	Growing	 in	me	was	 the	will	 to	follow	them,	 to	get	drunk	on	wind
and	friendship.	I	missed	Prima	Luce	and	Thesaurus	very	much.	In	the	spring	there	was	the
lemon	green	of	the	fields	that	refreshed	my	gaze	and	celebrated	the	conquest	of	invincible
winter,	and	everything	became	a	little	more	joyous,	more	luminous.	Nature	tried	to	keep
me	company.

My	paternal	grandparents	lived	in	one	of	those	old	family	mansions	and	had	very	strict
habits.	In	their	house	I	found	books	that	didn’t	speak	about	life	the	same	way	the	books	in
my	Caribbean	home	did.	The	books	in	my	grandparents’	 library	introduced	me	to	a	new
kind	of	life.	The	first	time	I	met	them,	I	asked	myself	if	I	had	enough	courage	to	have	an
intimate	relationship	with	them.	But	at	that	time,	I	had	already	begun	to	feel	the	need	for
literature;	it	kept	me	from	dying	of	my	new	reality.	At	first	I	only	touched	those	books.	A
few	weeks	later	I	returned	to	them	and	leafed	through	them	slowly,	so	I	wouldn’t	disturb
the	characters	upon	whom	I	had	just	begun	to	bestow	existence.	I	had	a	premonition	that
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