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				To my wonderful daughter

			

		

	
		
			one

		

	
		
			1

			“It’s a girl.”

			It starts with a word, like light or darkness. Your birth is like the creation of the world, and there is heaven and there is earth, one word cleaves space in half, splits the masses in two, separates time. It’s not God who pronounces it, though—better for you to know that right away. It’s Catherine Bernard, a midwife at the Sainte-Agathe clinic where the clock on the wall says it’s a quarter after five. She didn’t prepare this announcement, she didn’t want or determine anything, having all the less opinion on the matter because she’s a nun, but the result is the same: she says it, she labels you as she brings you into the world, there in her immaculate headdress this virgin bride of Christ pronounces her judgment, she gives birth to you by labeling you. You’re born from this word as if from a rose, you bloom in her mouth. You’re still nothing at this stage, barely a subject, struggling to come to life; you can’t yet say “I am,” no one says “she is,” not even in the past tense, “and the girl was,” even with an indefinite article—“and a girl was”—it’s not something people say. You’re not indefinite, anyway, oh no, you weren’t born indefinite, there’s already an “s,” you see, just one tiny letter to make the switch from he to she, but a huge letter all the same. In fact, you’re a very definite article. The facts speak for you. Born a girl. There it is, it’s been said, it reverberates in the room, a white space with a bottle of water, a small bed, and a crucifix. Your birth is a commonplace enigma. You’re almost nothing when you’re born, it’s all a little rough-and-ready. Some schism is taking place, but where? And there is evening and there is morning. The one follows the other, the one becomes the other. But not you. You can’t be changed. That’s how it is. It’s too late now for the fairies to gather around your crib. The deed is done. You arrive in this world headfirst and your newly delivered life unfolds in the free air, well, “free” in a manner of speaking because day or night, morning or evening, you won’t be anything else ever again. You cry, you scream out loud, it’s a cold hard truth filling your lungs, a feminine rhyme, and the crying gives you a harsh sense of separation, you can feel a division, it’s as simple as that, there are now two, there’s a cut, it’s cut. Your birth separates you both from your mother, who’s also a girl, that’s a known fact, and from all of humanity that isn’t labeled a girl. The opposite word isn’t spoken, and with good reason, but it hovers silently in the ether of the room, the inverse word creates a stencil effect in the air, until now the embryo, the fetus, the baby had been “he” or, at best, “it.” She or he, only a few seconds ago everything was still possible, grammar could still glide dreamily over the landscape, but now your wings have been clipped (and what else?), you’re more alone than Robinson Crusoe but still, it’s done, the die is cast along with the placenta. God (who was born a boy, people say, who was the father of a son, people believe), God is a child who plays dice: it’s a girl.

			

			—

			“It’s a girl.”

			The voice that formulates your incipit has no particular inflection other than the modulations induced by a job well done. Catherine Bernard likes a little drink when she’s not on duty, but her results haven’t been affected to date. She’s helped plenty of women become mothers, oh yes, and brought so many fruits of their wombs into the world. Even when really probed, she wouldn’t reveal a preference—an ambivalence at most: newborn boys always remind her of baby Jesus in the manger, the sacred aspect of her work and of the nativity. But girls are less alien to her, she finds it easier to wash them. On reflection, she realizes she spends a lot of her time fiddling with genitalia. Baby boys’ parts are huge in proportion to the rest of their bodies, inflated with hormones, they’re all anyone can see. With girls, where they’re more discreet, she feels less shame, even though that’s ridiculous. Lord, forgive me my thoughts.

			

			—

			“It’s a girl.”

			On the other end of Sister Catherine’s announcement are your parents, its recipients, and its guilty parties too, the girl-manufacturers, the troublemakers—in the zero hour, which of them failed to supply what? But right now, that’s not the prevailing question, although later they might blame each other in order to ratify their disappointment, to deal with the intransigence of it. So, they receive the news. When they were waiting for it to come, waiting for you to come, they knew nothing. They didn’t see you through the opaque walls of your mother’s womb, didn’t watch your hands stirring its liquid air on a glowing screen studied by someone in a white coat. Someone whose practiced eye they would have eyed eagerly, clinging to a decisive statement always clouded in some doubt (for the sake of professional conscience), touched by such intimate interpretations (to be moving about that much, this must be a…)—hanging on the oracle’s pronouncement, on the likely truth of it, not “It’s a girl” but a more cautious equivalent, an approximative synonym: “I can’t see anything.” They weren’t informed of your missing configurations in the specific place where this matter is configured. “I can’t see anything,” by which you understand: “It’s a girl…” Nothing to see here, move along please, it’s a girl. Your parents didn’t expect or hear such announcements because the appropriate equipment doesn’t exist yet. It’s 1959. A shadow of the family jewels—or nothing—pixelating before the viewer’s eyes has only just been conceived as an idea; technology isn’t yet inscribing the thickset waves of longings and disappointments, no image captures amniotic swimmers, so you can go to great lengths, you can move heaven and earth with your kicking, but the suspense remains intact to the end, and your “hello there”s with your toes are wasted, despite all the pregnancy predictions: no morning sickness, it’s a boy, can’t stop throwing up, it’s a girl; soaring libido, it’s a boy, zero sex drive, it’s a girl. Craving salt, craving sugar? Girls like their food, everyone knows that. They say that if the bump is as round as a soccer ball, the baby’s a boy; if it’s shaped like a rugby ball, then it’s a girl. (“Pah!” says your grandfather who tricked the All Blacks in 1925 in a stadium full to the rafters.) There are still more secret hypotheses, whispered from ear to ear by laboring women, in between two bouts of panting: if you orgasmed when the baby was conceived, it will be a boy, if you didn’t feel a thing, you’re having a girl. Your mother’s worried.

			It’s news for another reason too: you’re not the first. It’s not just a girl that’s being announced to them but another girl. A second girl—second and final they’re thinking, not anticipating any more (they’re wrong). You’re not just a girl, you’re a girl again. You follow on from a girl. Your sister (you’ll soon become aware of this), your sister was born before you—and with your birth, you’re the one who gives her the name “sister,” you’re the one who baptizes you both with a label other than girl, the label you now share of sisters (she doesn’t want it, mind you, and neither do you nor anyone else). By the grace of God, your elder sister was allowed to come into this world without too much haggling. Still, she was named Claude just to let God know (not that anyone believed in him) that, well, they were expecting, they thought, they hoped…You, though, the second girl, you’re bewildering. “It’s another girl”: you’re disappointing news. You weren’t expected. Your sister didn’t set things up well for a pigeon pair, but you’ve made it a couple of lame ducks.

			Your father’s taken the trouble to be here, all the same. Full of impatience, he attends your birth. It’s still very unusual, ten years before May 68; fathers are kept away from their wives’ dilated vulvas, from the pain that stirs smells of shit and blood in them, from the way they moan like dying animals as they empty out their innards. The fathers would never get over it, so people claim, the sight would make them impotent. Men are protected from a bankrupt libido and couples from mutual disgust. But an exception has been made for your father, he’s deemed strong enough to stay in the delivery room, after all he’s in the business…well, nearly: he’s a dentist. So he’s used to gaping wounds, then, not horrified by bloodied mucous membranes. Being accustomed to gums, he’s unlikely to feel threatened by a vagina with teeth. Unlikely to pass out on the spot, gelded for life by the terrifying spectacle. Every day, he…Wait, what? No…It’s not your father who’s a dentist, what nonsense, that’s Dr. Galiot whom he came across earlier in a billow of cigarette smoke along the corridor, next to the midwives’ station; he’ll be your dentist when you have teeth, and the son he’s about to take in his arms, without even putting out his cigarette, will be in the same class as you for eighth and ninth grade—Jérôme Galiot, a little asshole born the same day as you, your not-twin whose cheap jokes will help you understand just how opposite the opposite sex can be, but for now he’s his parents’ trophy at the Sainte-Agathe clinic in Rouen, just fifteen minutes and a few centimeters in length ahead of you. No, your father’s a GP on the rue Jeanne-d’Arc and he already has a name for you: Jean-Matthieu. Jean like his father and Matthieu like himself, honoring the men in the family and the two finest Gospels, an expression of puritanical Protestantism. He was contacted at his office and told it would be soon, he dropped everything and came running then left again, then came back at five in the morning, the night air nurtures the XY chromosome, it’ll come right this time, it’s a boy, he can tell, he wants to be there. He waved to Dr. Galiot in passing, “Congratulations,” and hurried into the delivery room just as you emerged from the abyss. Sister Catherine feels lukewarm about the intrusion, she makes a sort of draping action with her apron as if she’s been caught naked, and your father hardly has time to see you crown before she dispatches him toward your exhausted and still-ignorant mother: no room for jealousy, and it’s more seemly. Judging by the scant hairs stuck to the top of your head, you’re of the male gender, for sure, it could even be said there’s no mistaking you’re in your fifties with galloping hair loss and not long left before you’ll be bald: your father’s joking but no one’s laughing, your mother’s demented with pain, the fruit of her womb is raking through her, she’d forgotten this monstrous pain, she’ll never say a word about it to you because pain is erased from the body’s memory more readily than pleasure, nature’s a clever thing, and you’ll experience this supreme torture meted out to the girl-born soon enough. Your father stands by the bed half-heartedly holding the mask over your mother’s nose, and her want of oxygen and tenderness, while she strains her neck toward Sister Catherine who’s immersed in the struggle of new life, “come on, push, come on, breathe,” hoo, hoo, and back to that, and on again, the shoulders are out, how many babies has she given birth to in words? The moment of delivery is near, meanwhile your father—as he waits to hold the baby, or at least the truth about this baby—holds his breath, he suddenly loses faith, strangulated and lost for words as he teeters on the brink. “What is it?” your mother asks between two gasps for air, no one knows yet, one last push, there isn’t a smell of roses and yet there it is, your father falls apart, did he ever believe otherwise? What is it? It’s a missed opportunity.

			You’re laid on your mother’s stomach, hi there, says your father when he sees your undeniable vulva. You cry. On autopilot, he breaks into a smile, then backs away. You’re not mewling, you’re yelling, screaming, what a pair of lungs, funny that, you couldn’t tell the difference from the sound of it. A booming voice, 3.9 kilos, 52 centimeters: we came so close. Your father leaves the room. It all feels exhausting to him, he’s empty, goes home to bed—the cord, the first feed, the first bath, they don’t mean much to him, in four hours he’ll be giving consultations again. And calling the family in the Ardèche, carefully modulating his rasping voice: “It’s a girl…yes, yes, that’s nice too.” A girl. There, it’s said, it’s done. The champagne can stay in the car. With a boy he’d have watched the first bath for the pleasure of seeing those favored body parts float. But a girl…nothing to see. It’s not that he’s unhappy, no. There’s just a little something missing from his happiness. He slinks along the walls to avoid seeing Dr. Galiot again but bumps into him on the way into the parking lot. “Well?” “It’s a girl.” “Ah! That’s nice too.”

			

			—

			“It’s a girl.”

			Come to think of it, perhaps those aren’t really the first words you hear—because you do hear them, that much is indisputable: it’s not known exactly what newborn babies can see, whether they’re more or less blind or shortsighted in the first few hours, but no one has ever suggested they’re deaf. It’s even said that they hear sounds in utero, several months before they come into the world, that, through the gurgling and whispering of amniotic fluid, they can make out their mother’s voice or its reverberations, the father patting her stomach, when there’s a father around, and music if it’s played loudly enough. In your particular case, your father certainly made no effort to engage in conversation before you were born, it’s not like him to talk to strangers—male or female. It’s also unlikely that you heard Bach’s cantatas or Mozart’s sonatas because he listens to records late at night, at a time when a pregnant woman should already be in bed. On the other hand, in the mornings and afternoons, when your father wasn’t there, your mother listened nonstop to that year’s hit, “Only You,” crooned by the Platters, “You’re my dream come true, my one and only you,” because she’d bought the single the day it came out. Or Doris Day singing “Qué será, será, whatever will be, will be”…So perhaps, before that inaugural sentence, during your multilingual gestation, you caught snatches of bottom-of-the-swimming-pool English, and would translate them later when that became your job, only then understanding “You’re my dream come true”; and possibly a few words of Spanish muffled as if by earplugs, “Whatever will be, will be, the future’s not ours to see.” The last of those lyrics are more fitting to the happy event than the first because what happens is categorically not what anyone was dreaming, given that what happens is in fact just you, in other words it’s only you. Six months before you were fully developed, then, you were all ears, ready to listen, firstly to the refrains of your future existence and then, on the cusp of the outside world, to both the plop of a pebble skimmed across the relatively smooth surface of the surrounding silence (“It’s a girl”) and its ricochets bouncing from voice to voice (“That’s nice too,” “Better luck next time,” “Girls are easier,” “You’ll just have to keep trying”).

			

			—

			You’re swaddled in a white sleepsuit, a present from your grandmother who didn’t want to tempt fate. Have you heard the one about the two babies on the maternity ward? Two babies have just been born and they’re lying next to each other in the hospital’s nursery. “What are you?” one of them asks, “A boy or a girl?” “Don’t know,” the other replies. “Hold on,” says the first one, leaning toward the other crib, lifting the blanket, and peering in. “You’re a boy.” “How do you know?” the other one asks. “Well, you’re wearing blue slippers.” There was a degree of caution with you, they resisted knitting anything sky blue, decided against painting the walls periwinkle, refrained from hanging a navy frieze in the nursery that had been readied. A little patience with that azure. Never count your cockerels till the eggs are hatched. But they didn’t tend toward candy, salmon, or blush either, they even avoided eggshell in favor of pure white, snow white (virgin white) onto which fate and chromosomes could project some (blood) red or (royal) blue: it’s nature, not our dreams, that writes the story. The presents offered to the new arrival soon make up for this hesitation. Rabbits, rattles, hats, towels, you’ll have a vie en rose, pretty in pink—like that dress of Grace Kelly’s that so many women have copied since she married her prince. Even the safety pins holding your diapers in place will be pink—yes, you’re born at the historic frontier between washable and disposable diapers; and that doesn’t make you look any younger, I know, I know. And, can you believe it, this white layette doesn’t do your mother any favors, it wasn’t really a brilliant idea. Your grandmother’s knitted enough for six months, what with the sleepsuits, the blankets, the cardigans and socks, all in neutral white, so every passerby in the street, everyone in her apartment block, and every patient of her husband’s who takes an interest but has nothing to go on has to ask “What is it?” or “What’s your baby’s name?” and your mother has to keep replying “It’s a girl,” or even (and this takes the cake) to disabuse anyone amazed by your misleadingly sturdy frame, “No, no, I promise you, it is a girl.”

			Your father goes to the records office in the morning to register your birth, to register your presence in the world (your presence with its significant absence). Confronted with the registrar, he can’t remember the name they’d chosen if they were unlu—, if by chance, in case…What was it again? Juliette is Romeo’s other half, his appendage, well, there’s no appendage on her, ha, ha! Juliette is ground zero in the wiener department, she’s all about waiting for what she herself isn’t, for what she doesn’t have, she’s a girl’s suffix for life, that patronizing -ette that makes things small, feminine, and cute—brunette, rosette, statuette, dinette—Juliette is a diminutive made girl, a perennially diminished Julie, the girl languishing on a balcony, a paltry rhyme for an embittered poet, making the hero Romeo shine implicitly by his absence. It has to be said, your father’s family name is Barraqué, a relatively unusual name but it sounds just like a common word for muscular, beefy, brawny, hunky, stacked, built—that’s quite the patronym, the sort of name that gets you a son, a stacked Jean-Matthieu. But given the circumstances the onomastics have him stumped—and they’re not going to make your life any easier, by the way. So then? Nathalie? Annie? Sophie? A serenade of silent “e”s, a tango of mute little girls. Martine? (Tell me another one!) Jeannine? Hmm. Josette? No. (Phew!) He’s all at sea. He finally remembers a film he’s just seen at the movie theater, The Prince and the Showgirl with Marilyn Monroe and Laurence Olivier. The showgirl was Marilyn Monroe. Marilyn then? With an “e” to make it more French. Marilyne. Not bad…But what if you grow up ugly? What if you don’t develop a decent handful? Marilyn’s not a gift. It puts quite a weight on the bearer’s shoulders. And her breasts, and her derrière. (And, anyway, Marilyn Stacked…yeah, right. Your father’s not actually a total idiot.) It’s like Juliette but in a different vein: too in-your-face. Why not Carmen, while we’re at it! And what would Simone, your mother, say? It would be like giving her a rival in the crib. The prince, on the other hand…“Baby’s name?” the registrar asks again. Laurence Olivier…Plus your father looks like him, several people have told him so. (And Sean Connery too. And Tyrone Power, a bit.) Laurence Olivier. Dark and brooding, like him. A priest’s son (an Anglican one, but hey…), a wonderful actor (he even played Romeo). Suspected of being homosexual? Your father doesn’t know, he doesn’t listen to malicious gossip. “Laurence,” he says. Laurence from the Latin Laurus, “(covered in) laurels” (your father has no great knowledge of etymology, but he’s a doctor, he knows every plant by its Latin name). You’ll be a Greek athlete, a Roman tribune, your forehead wreathed in leaves. You’ll be Spartacus, you’ll be Romeo, you’ll be Caesar, Apollo, Napoleon if need be. You shall be a prince, my girl. At least those rosbifs, those Brits, will think so. You’ll be Laurence, the perennial laureate—and there you go, another silent “e.” No one can say your father wasn’t conciliatory the day you were born, acknowledging the silent “e,” accepting that powerful “s” that made the transition from he to she. (“She or he! SHE or HE! I can’t be bothered with this inclusive nonsense,” he’ll tell you sixty years later. “Women are already included when you refer to men.”)

			

			—

			Later he returns to the clinic with your sister, Claude, who hasn’t yet grasped that you’ll be coming home with them, but she still can’t see what’s so fantastic about you and why everyone’s going into ecstasies. The main points are: Uncle Albert’s mouth (poor child), Grandma Marcelle’s nose (thank goodness), feet far too big for your age (twelve and a half hours), and slightly slanting eyes although no one knows why. Two slits in the middle of your face: you look Asian (just don’t mention Mongolia—yes, people said that in those days). “I asked the midwives why my baby looks Chinese,” your father says to entertain the gallery (and in an attempt to gloss over his memory lapse at the registry office). “They said something about neonatal jaundice, genetics, and the will of God: I wasn’t convinced. I pressed the point and then they said, ‘We could run tests, we’ll write you with the results, so check your mail, man…’ Aha, I thought so!” Everybody laughs except your great-grandma (who goes to the post office later to check). On hearing your name, your grandmother intones “Law-runs?” and wrinkles her nose. Why not Florence instead? “Flaw-runs?” your father asks. So you’ll be paired with a city? What a thought. You’d lose your laurels, you’d no longer be expected to accumulate them on your head, like a man. That would be a shame. “Looks like I need to wait a while for my rugby team, then,” your grandfather says, giving your biceps a feel all the same.

			

			—

			You’re a girl. It’s not a tragedy either, you see. You are slant-eyed but we’re not in China. We’re not in India. In India the words “It’s a girl” are now banned. Saying “It’s a girl” before the baby is born is punishable by three years in prison and a fine of 6,000 rupees: people are no longer allowed to ask for or carry out scans to identify the baby’s sex and then have an abortion, and this is because too many girls are vanishing; so many have been nipped in the bud that there are whole villages of single men. So many girls have been liquidated, they never use the words “sister” or “wife.” Before scans were invented girls were killed at birth. If you’d been born in India or China, you might be dead. In Rouen everything’s fine. You’re loved in spite of it.

			You might reply that in some parts of the world it’s the other way around: in Mexico, among the Zapotec people in Juchitán de Zaragoza, there are huge celebrations when a girl is born because women are the head of the family and pass their name on to their children. Men hand over their wages to their wives, who manage the household accounts. But, well, that’s in Mexico, and even then, it’s only in one tiny corner. Meanwhile, in your household, your mother has no bank account and isn’t allowed to write a check or to work without your father’s permission—she doesn’t work, in fact. She does the cooking (very well, she’s been to housekeeping school), she plays tennis (well) and checkers (moderately well). The tennis is tricky, your father’s not in favor because of the tournaments that take her and her short little skirt away from the big Sunday meal, which ends up being thrown together or left entirely to him to manage. She’ll soon make the most of her idleness by taking a lover. That’s the system that girls in our country have found to assert their freedom, on a par with the boys. Only you can come in a variety of forms, Only you, and you, and you. Watch out, boys, two can play at that game. The female of the species is more deadly than the male.

			

			—

			“It’s a girl.”

			It starts with a word, like light and darkness, like the darkness extinguished by light.

			Now, you may hear this word a lot, coming from Catherine Bernard then from your mother on the telephone, her face very white against her pillow as she spreads the news; you may hear it a lot from the very first day, but you don’t necessarily understand it. Well, of course you don’t understand it. The word “girl” means nothing to you, no more than the word “boy,” which sometimes pops up in your mother’s conversations. Gradually, with the passage of words, you’ll grasp its inaugural significance. You’ll understand that, despite what that “It’s” might lead you to believe, this is no neutral observation, no statement, but also and rather more emphatically a position in relation to the world, a destiny in counter-relief, so to speak. What “It’s a girl” means first and foremost is “It’s not a boy.” But before you know this, you’ll need to learn other words.

			You meet your family. By ear and then by sight, and touch. First of all, there’s Mommy. Mommy, it’s the first word you learn and it’s a girl’s name. It would be the same if you were a boy, you’d keep up your mantra of Mommy just the same—Daddy comes later, it’s a proven fact. Boys and girls all love their mommy first. Love is a girl, when it comes down to it. Skeptics claim that it’s the first word simply because it’s easier to pronounce. Mmmmm is what lips do naturally when they’re rooting for the breast. A bilabial consonant that lends itself to the mumblings of hungry newborns. Mommy is basically yum-yum, they say, it’s the classic mammalian call confirmed by phonetics. Love is a breast, when it comes down to it, nothing more. Yes, but it’s a girl’s breast. Rounded, swollen with milk, nourishing. Daddies don’t have those, you’ll notice this. You’re already noticing. When your daddy picks you up, there’s nothing to latch on to under his white shirt, it’s all flat. Nada behind his tie. That must be why he never picks you up. Would he pick you up more if you were a boy? Probably not because, whoever you are, at this stage you’re just a dribbling baby. And anyway, boys don’t need cuddling so much. It softens them. Still, the question’s there. Besides, Mommy’s always around. You cry, she shows up. You’re hungry, her breast appears. You poop in your diaper, she cleans you. You stink, she covers you in nice smells. Your teeth hurt, she gives you your giraffe teether to chew. You’re afraid of the dark, she switches on the night-light. And all relatively quickly. Daddy, on the other hand, does absolutely nothing, you notice. You also notice that Mommy’s voice is softer and more tender, she says kissy-kiss, peekaboo, sweetheart, there-there, and sings soft words that send you to sleep. The deeper voice—that you’ll soon associate with all hairy, flat-chested figures that have lumps in their necks and wear pants—has more inquiring inflections: All okay with the baby? Where’s my shirt? When are we eating? By and large, the daddy voice asks a lot of questions and the mommy voice answers. As a general rule, Mommy’s body is here now, you walk around with it, in its arms you discover the kitchen, the bathroom, and the bedroom, whereas Daddy’s body is somewhere else, beyond the door, out of sight. The daddy voice isn’t addressed to you, it refers to you, occasionally, almost scientifically: diaper rash, breast pump, vaccine shortage; whereas Mommy’s voice helps you associate words with things, sensations, and actions: crib, bath, kiss, hot, beddy-byes, love. The daddy concept is an absence, Daddy’s not around, whereas Mommy is. And if she ever doesn’t reply, another voice picks up the baton, a voice paired with breasts and dresses, that goes by the name of Grandma or Nana or Auntie or Ginette, a soft, attentive voice—obviously other girls’ voices. A syllogism is imprinted in your brain’s signage system: love means being there. Girls are there. So girls are love. Mind you, your sister is the exception to this rule. She wears dresses and has a tinkling voice, but she’s not often around and when she is you don’t feel safe. So you can’t be sure that your sister’s a girl. To be confirmed.

			On the subject of girls, there is one strange fact. You’re a little girl, that much is clear. But you’re also your father’s little girl. And your mother’s little girl. Some languages, but by no means all, have the luxury of the word “daughter,” but in many—and French is one of them—your sex is not distinct from your relationship to your parents. You will only ever have this one word to describe your being and your lineage, your dependence and your identity. A girl is forever affiliated, she never leaves the family. Dr. Galiot, on the other hand, had a boy and he had a son. You have only one entry in the dictionary, he has two. The phenomenon is repeated later: when you grow up you become a woman and you may possibly also become a wife. Again in some, but not all, languages this distinction doesn’t exist: femme in French, Frau in German, and γυναίκα in Greek mean both woman and wife. This single word to identify you is a
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