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Fabienne KANOR 
 
There is always something more lasting than writing, something that has to do with childhood. 
When I think about the vague rules that I happen to observe in creating my books, I see before 
me the tiny apartment where I grew up, the fears I had that my mother organized like glasses in the 
sideboard. And also the fireman calendar where I recorded my sad days in order to erase them 
later when I would be grown up and capable. 
 I am little now, it’s Saturday, and the French sky is a baby blue. It’s football day, my father 
kicks the ball around with his friends and I watch his legs as he runs. I have the same ones, the 
same way of crossing them, the same knees. I don’t yet have breasts. Nor a stomach and, yes, it’s 
true that I have my father’s legs. 
 In the stands, not far from me, there’s a blonde who, in ten years, will be a slut but for now 
she’s just super-blonde, super-white, and then she speaks. She says, “négresse euh la négresse euh 
négresse euh.” She has no right to sing that, we’re in a country with a short and selective memory, 
so I call Papa and I tell Papa what the bitch with the baby-sky-blue eyes has done. 
 I was standing, and my father ordered me to sit down again and also to apologize to Miss 
Barbie because I didn’t have to be there, we, the coal-skinned French, didn’t have to be there. In 
my country that isn’t my country, I am seven years old, and I don’t have the right to say no. This is 
the first rule. 
 The second was my mother’s doing, and since you don’t know who she is, I’m going to 
describe her for you. Wide hips, white coat (she works as a nurse’s aide), a Bible in one hand, a 
bottle of bleach in the other. Sunday is her day. She polishes, she is washing machine, mop, 
dishwasher, she teaches me everything a young girl should know how to do if she wants to make a 
life for herself later. In Mother’s dictionary, life = marriage, lots of children, a normal job along the 
lines of “Morning, sir,” “Yes sir,” “Thank you, sir,” “Morning, sir.” In the code noir of my mother, 
a preteen girl should be a very clean one. That means having immaculate underwear, a closed 
body, a mouth that is stitched shut. Do not breathe: that is the second rule. 
 I was still little when I learned the third rule. I learned it by heart, like my times tables. And 
I swear to you that I have never forgotten it. How could I forget what the children said, repeated. 
“Go back to your country!” 
 But what country? 
 I have breasts now, and I have made a life. Not really the one my mother wanted, but 
“What woman wants, God wants” only exists in African proverbs. In short, I did what I could and 
the question of country still sticks beneath my skin. Go back to your country! Good god what is 
this country they want me to go back to? 
 
I write to invent this country. 
To say “No, sir.” To cry “Here I am!” 
Even if I must admit that it’s when I write that I look most like my mother. 
We don’t change. 
 
I never write in a skirt, for example. It’s a matter of concentration. In pants, there’s no danger, the 
hand does what it has to do, you keep a cool head. No risk of being sentimental. 
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 I never write at night. The night is made for men. Writing and loving are not compatible. 
One must always choose. 
 I write only sad stories. Laughter depresses me. I always choose characters with a heap of 
problems. Slaves, failed feminists, deceived wives, illegal immigrants, women who age too quickly, 
murdered millionaires, schizophrenic dogs. 
 I avoid writing in public spaces as much as I can. It’s counterproductive. There is always 
someone, in trains or in pubs, to bother you. To tell you the story of his life as if you could do 
something about it – maybe rewrite it? The worst are airplanes. I remember a trip from Fort-de-
France to Paris. Eight hours of flight, departure at 5:30 pm to arrive at Orly Sud at 6:40 in the 
morning. I was about to finish a chapter when my seatmate got it into his head to be my friend. 
Eight hours of my life that could be summarized in a few words: Olivier / surfer / vegetarian / curly 
blonde hair / sky-blue baby blues / forty-three / getting a divorce. I also have a few prejudices 
against parks for obvious reasons: pigeons, flashers, screaming children, pregnant women, the 
smell of piss, etc. 
 But above all, it’s on the behavior of readers that I am adamant. I want them in their place, 
meaning: far away from me. And may their praise never reach me. Because readers always have 
things to say after the fact, scores to settle, lessons to give, division and subtraction tables to make 
you learn by heart. 
 To hear them talk, sometimes you have to murder half your characters, transform this one 
into that one, thingummy into whatchamacallit, make X brunette and Y blonde. Cut dialogue, redo 
chapters, invent a new ending, write what happens next, a second, fourth, tenth volume. I hate 
them with their glasses on the bridge of the nose like an insurance agent’s or an accountant’s, their 
crab-like sidle as they come up to you, put into your hands your own book, now theirs, 
authoritatively open it to the first or second page so that you’ll sign it for them—something 
personal, intimate, something witty, spiritual, funny. 
 Bloody readers who, after having gotten their dedications, turn their backs on you and, with 
the same scuttling movement, make their way towards another author, one who is better, more 
well-known, more hypocritical – and therefore richer – than you. No, I don’t like them much. 
 You will tell me, surely, that readers are like friends, you can always choose them, accept to 
meet with just the “small” audiences: scholars, university professors, librarians, journalists. Wrong, 
those readers are the most formidable because they come at you armed, with questions longer than 
your responses and your book soiled with their annotations. They come before you with all their 
knowledge when all you know is the age of your hero and the color of the girl’s skirt on page 184. 
 The family remains. But don’t count too much on them. At best, they will say “Your book 
is great” without having even read it. At worst, they will get angry, convinced that you have written 
only to display your dirty laundry in public. That, in sum, you’re neurotic. 
 When my first novel, D’Eaux douces, came out in 2004, I called my mother, or maybe 
vice versa. And do you know what my mother, her Bible in one hand and her bottle of bleach in 
the other, said? She asked me, “What’s your problem?” I went, “My problem?” She repeated it; 
“Yes, what’s your problem because it looks like you have a problem with men.” Frankly, I don’t 
know how I got out of it. I must have just shut my mouth like she and Papa taught me. I must have 
regretted writing what I’d written like the good girl that I am, a little. I must have sworn, spit and 
sworn that I would never do it again because maybe my mother was right: there are rules to respect 
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when one writes. I wrote Humus, my second novel, just after that. And, as though it were an 
accident, it was a story about slaves, about black women forbidden everything. 
 There is always something more lasting than writing. 
 
____ 
 

Translated from the French by Addie Leak 
 


