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A Cage in Search of a Bird 

 

By Florence Noiville 

 

 

Translated from the French by Teresa Lavender Fagan 

 

“A cage in search of a bird.” 

-- Franz Kafka 

 

“There is another world, but it is inside this one.” 

 

-- Paul Eluard 
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Prologue 

 

 Are people’s psychological disorders really in the order of things?  Very ill people 

live among us, psychotics who pretend to be normal, because they don’t want to be crazy.  

For the average person, if he or she isn’t a victim, there are no visible symptoms.  Our 

defenses are down, we rub elbows with the unhinged.  They might hold responsible jobs.  It 

may even be the case that we like them.  Until the day when the unhinged door falls off. 

 

 www.afp.comfr/societe/faitdivers -- Friday, 23 June at 7:13 p.m. a woman fell from 

the roof terrace of the Hotel Molitor on rue Nungesser-et-Coli, near the Bois de Boulogne in 

Paris.  The investigation will determine whether it was an accident, suicide, or murder. 

  

http://www.afp.comfr/societe/faitdivers
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1  

 

Something Is Wrong 

 

 That day I became convinced that something was wrong. 

 “Look! I’m dressed as you!” 

 C came into the room where I was working and made that statement, her voice filled 

with joy. 

 Even today I hear her throaty voice stressing the you.  I should have looked up, but I 

let the words sink into my brain.  There was something strange about them.  Why “as you,” 

and not “like you”?  And the stress on you? 

 I finally looked away from my computer screen.  And I saw her... “as me.”  The gray 

cashmere coat, the tight skirt, the silk blouse.  Letting the effect of looking in a mirror sink in.  

A few days earlier she had complimented me on what I was wearing, asked me where I 

bought my clothes.  So she must have bought the same ones.  Exactly the same ones.  Only 

her shoes were different.  Extremely thin heels, slightly curved, much higher than I usually 

wear. 

 She walked back and forth in my office, slowly, without taking her eyes off me.  

Looking at me with an icy stare.  I was incapable of uttering a word.  I remember having the 

feeling that her statement sounded like a warning. 

 “I dressed as you.”  See how easy it is for me to be you. 

 At that moment I felt strange tingling in my fingers. 

 That day, I understood that something was wrong. 

 

* 

 

 My name is Laura Wilmote.  I’m a journalist.  I work for a large television station 

whose very existence seems miraculous.  At least to me.  It’s hard to express exactly how 

attached I feel to this profession.  Not just because I find it useful, or because I am naturally a 

perfectionist and often stressed out – this is putting it mildly, as my fiancé, Eduardo, would 

say. It’s just that my interview subjects rarely bore me.  Artists, writers, thinkers, scientists.. 

they follow each other in quick succession.  Each time, my challenge is simple: to make them 

give a bit of themselves.  Something emotional, something true.  I don’t like pomposity. 
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 In the editing room the technicians tell me that I do this very well.  Sometimes the 

hair stylist or the makeup woman come to watch the show – “It’s a sign,” the director 

exclaims, delighted.  “For twenty-six minutes you really put the viewer into the skin of 

someone else.  He enters an “experimental identity,” a bit like one visits a model apartment.  

What could be more exhilarating?” 

 

 Maybe what I experience is intense enough to be sufficient in itself.  Off the set, I’m 

not very concerned with others.  Not deliberately, though.  Let’s say that I’m on the sidelines, 

I slip by.  I have friends, but they are very well selected.  Sometimes I’m considered stuck up.  

Distant. Cold.  That bothers me.  I’m just solitary and discreet.  At least I always had been 

until I encountered C. 

 

 I said I wasn’t that concerned about others.  That’s not entirely true.  In fact, nothing 

attracts me more than the “Other.”  To get in front of him.  Not for a polite exchange, but for 

a true encounter. “Ready, Laura? Headphones, there, you hear me? 4-3-2-1.  And go...” And 

we’re off for 13 x 2 minutes during which I will attempt to plunge inside the guest, to swim 

with him in the deep end, to approach the shadowy depths of his anxieties, to travel along the 

weak lines, to explore his fears, elicit his memories, circumvent his secrets to better reveal 

them, find his wounds, inhibitions, disgusts, dreams, fantasies, pain, obsessions, destructions, 

frustrations, anger... 

 Very often – and this is true of all of us – only one of these emotions really count.  

The primal emotion.  Everything turns around it and we return to it, as to a spring.  It’s up to 

me to detect it with my divining rod.  If I don’t sense anything, if nothing vibrates – emotion 

functions on the same basis as sound and light, vibrations – it’s because I’ve understood 

nothing about the person who is sitting across from me.  But if I’m allowed to get closer... 

 

* 

 

 To understand, is that to “stand with”?  A bit like “compassion” – or that funny word 

Balzac invented: “comatissance” – describes the ability to “suffer with”?  When the guest has 

the feeling he has been understood – I can see it in his eyes – he takes me with him.  Includes 

me in a halo of gratitude and benevolence.  I need that minute of grace.  When, happy with 

his dive and return to the surface, the interviewee takes off his diving suit, breathes a large 
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gulp of oxygen and smiles at me.  With an air of saying: “If I had known... that all of that 

would take us so far...” 

 I smile, too.  Not at him or at the camera.  But at those moments when I am no longer 

alone.  I have conquered the unhealthy timidity that enslaved me throughout my childhood.  

Constant apprehension.  A lack of confidence.  I have approached the Other.  We have 

“spoken together.” And our words had the exact weight of words.  A miracle. 

 

* 

 

 All of that really has very little to do with the media aspect of the thing.  It is an 

intimate victory.  People can’t imagine just how vulnerable I was... before.  When I was 

young I never expressed myself, I never laughed.  Seeking refuge in my books, dreams, 

nature, I liked to walk alone, barefoot, on the warm grass.  Contemplative... between two 

shows I go back to being like that.  Perhaps because I have too much respect for language I 

suffer during conversations when nothing is being said, when words turn on themselves, like 

in an empty tub of a washing machine.  Washed out, colorless, deformed, with no more color 

or shine.  So I prefer to retreat.  But no one seems to understand.  Silence and solitude have 

become luxuries today.  I am considered stuck-up.  “Laura Wilmote, you know....” 

 

* 

 

 My father was also a man of few words.  Before he died he quoted this marvelous 

saying to me: “It is not proof of mental health to be perfectly at ease in a sick society.”  He 

saw me, suffering from the same misunderstandings as he was, dragging my hypersensitivity 

around with me, paralyzed by the gaze of others, lowering my eyes, hugging walls, fleeing 

contact and hating myself for it.  It would have taken years of work on myself to overcome 

that.  It’s probably difficult to understand for anyone who hasn’t gone through it.  But to hold 

the gaze of someone without my heart beating out of my chest, to agree to be myself without 

pretending, just as I am, peaceful... yes, it would have taken me years to reach that balance. 

 Paradoxically, television helped me.  There’s nothing like the conditions of live TV to 

confront “danger.”  I took the bull by the horns and I’m very proud of that.  Today, I think 

I’ve won the match against myself.  At least I thought so.  Until I ran into C again. 

 

* 
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 When I think about the “clothing scene” I say to myself that someone else might have 

smiled about it.  Or even laughed.  Why did I immediately sense something unsettling? Why 

was I ill at ease? 

 

* 

 

 When I think about it I also say to myself that there had been early warnings.  Now I 

remember the time when I had thought I saw C at the Café des Arts, for example.  At the TV 

station where C and I work, everyone goes to the Kobra.  Not I.  My usual neighborhood is 

on the other side of the city.  I’m sure I won’t run into anyone there.  I sit at my table.  

Always the same one.  I immerse myself in the preparation of my show.  I dive in.  I’m 

somewhere else. 

 

 That week I was working on the theme of jealousy.  A toxic passion.  A poisoned 

elixir. Inadmissible, too.  One can say: I am happy, sad, depressed, in love, furious, 

disappointed, nervous, preoccupied... no one will willingly tell you: I am jealous.  It’s an 

unspeakable feeling.  Because, at the risk of being dropped or loved less is added that of 

being ridiculous; we don’t speak of it.  And it is exactly because we don’t speak of it that I 

wanted to do a show on the subject. 

 

* 

 

 So, on the first floor of the Café des Arts, I was drawing up a list of jealous people.  

Hera, Agrippina, Iago, Madame de Montespan... the great jealous people of History.  I even 

thought of the French president’s former partner, Madame Trierweiler – her name had been 

in the papers that week -- when the waitress came up to me... could I settle my tab?  The 

room was emptying.  I looked up and at that very moment I noticed a pump with very high 

heels quickly turning the corner in the room... 

 

* 

 

 I was certain I had recognized that shoe.  But why would C have gone to the trouble 

of coming all the way there?  A work meeting?  No one in our circle ever had meetings in this 
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neighborhood... Had she followed me?  The next day, I had the impression I saw her again, 

not far from where I live near the Trocadéro.  A hallucination? Foreboding? Something of C 

was prowling.  As uncontrollable as a sail in the wind. 

 From that moment, a suspicion began to unfold inside me like a man-eating plant. 

 

* 

 

 Also from that moment I began to understand what might have happened to me a few 

weeks earlier.  I said I was a journalist, but I also write novels.  These two activities satisfy 

my need for expression.  The old media are enough for me.  I don’t use the so-called social 

networks.  And yet, recently people have been sending me bizarre emails.  People I don’t 

know thanking me for having “friended” them – a term I’ve always found stupid.  A certain 

Horacio Assuncao invited me to “like Horacio Assuncao” and pointed out that four other 

friends “liked” him.  These people commented on photos of me that I was completely 

unaware of.  Responded to something I had never said... At the beginning it made me smile.  

Then it became disturbing.  I went to the station’s IT department where I explained my 

problem.  “You see,” I said to the technician, “I’m not on Facebook, I haven’t asked anyone 

to do anything....” 

 “Yes you are,” he interrupted me, “you have an account you don’t know about.  

Someone created it for you.  And this someone who isn’t you is speaking through you.  Do 

you have any idea who that could be?” 

 

* 

 

 At the time I had no idea.  But later, C’s statement came back to me.  You see how 

easy it is for me to be you.  The heady and horrifying idea of the interchangeability of people 

started to churn in my head.  C had created this fake account to be “even more me”?  A space 

to which, ironically, I didn’t have access and where surely she was having me say... what 

could she be having me say? 

 

* 

 

 Absurd.  What if I was just making all this up?  Too much work, too much stress.  

Imagination running wild.  “You’re working too hard...” I heard Eduardo say: “Slow down, 
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Bebita... why don’t you and I go on vacation? You could come with me to Mexico.” 

Eduardo’s great fantasy: that we leave together and settle down in his native land. 

 

* 

 

 Had I dreamt it all?  Independently of C, I have always had a tendency to think that 

facts are never “true” in themselves.  They simply punctuate our fantasies.  Films that we 

create for ourselves.  Stories that we tell ourselves... 

 And yet, shortly after the clothing scene, my phone rang in the middle of the night. 

 “My cell phone vibrated..” C said in a voice that was cooler than usual.  “I knew right 

away it was you...” 

 Knew it was I?  I made an enormous effort to pull myself out of sleep and stupor.  But 

even though I tried to tell her it was impossible, that I was asleep, that I hadn’t called anyone, 

C persisted.  She said it was me.  She knew. 

 What the hell did she know? 

 I listened to her breathing into the phone.  Not broken, but full and determined.  After 

a silence she said she knew how much I needed her.  She understood. 

 She repeated that, several times.  Clearly detaching her words.  She knew, she 

understood.  She seemed completely awake.  She added that she was there.  That she would 

always be there for me.  That I didn’t need to be afraid. 

 

* 

 

 I wasn’t afraid.  Not yet.  My only fear was that this nonsense would end up waking 

Eduardo.  I saw him rolled up in the sheet.  Next to me.  His back turned to me.  His wide, 

brown shoulders rising and falling in rhythm.  His lips parted, softly whistling.  Luckily, he 

seemed to be asleep. 

 “We have to talk,” said C. 

 To talk? But about what? What? 

 I suddenly realized that the tingling – that bizarre tingling – had started up again with 

a vengeance.  As if hundreds of thousands of ants had made nests in my fingers. 

 I wanted to yell.  I yelled in a whisper that I had not called her.  That she was out of 

her mind.  That it was crazy to call people like that for nothing in the middle of the night.  If 
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there were a problem she had only to say so.  To stop acting like this.  Stop following me.  

Stop opening false accounts on Facebook for me. 

 There was silence.  At that moment Eduardo turned over, probably in search of a 

cooler spot for his cheek on the pillow.  I hung up, then turned off my phone. 

 

* 

 

 That night I had to take a pill to go back to sleep.  But C returned in my dreams.  She 

was standing very straight on the tips of her heels and was brandishing a butcher’s knife.  She 

laughed her forced laugh and repeated that I shouldn’t be afraid.  Because she was there.  

And she wasn’t going to leave me.  Never leave me again. 

 

* 

 

 It was early the next day when Eduardo left the house.  As usual, he was in a hurry.  

He was flying off to Mexico.  I couldn’t talk to him about anything.  He is always a bit 

distracted when he travels on business.  When he kissed me goodbye I was still in bed, 

cloudy with the effects of the sleeping pill.  Little by little pieces of the dream floated to the 

surface.  Black and putrid like old, floating wood. 

 

* 

 

 That day I couldn’t stop going over the sequence of events. “I’m dressed as you.” 

Facebook. The call in the middle of the night.  The absurd, incoherent speech.  And that 

striking and persistent impression of being followed, spied on, watched.  I wrote all that down 

in a black notebook.  I like taking notes on what I can’t explain.  That’s how my novels are 

born.  To explain to myself things that I don’t understand. 

 

* 

 

 And I really don’t understand what is happening to C.  We were both 18 when we met 

for the first time.  It was in a class we were taking at a high school in the Latin Quarter.  She 

had gone to that school in the city for many years; I had just arrived from the provinces, and 

was a boarder.  The first day, in the second row, we were sitting side by side. Me, a newbie, 
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introverted.  She, with a colorful vocabulary and loose tongue.  I can still see her; a tall 

brunette with black eyes, slightly wide apart.  Lots of energy.  And full of attention for me, 

which surprised me right away. 

 

* 

 

 Sometimes, on the weekend, she insisted on inviting me to her parents’ shop – it 

would be good to get out.  They had a butcher shop on place de la Contrescarpe.  She 

explained the knives to me: the slicing knives, the boning knives, the cleavers.  Made me 

admire the carcasses in the cold room.  “Hard as marble... and the colors... look... like 

Soutine’s slab of raw beef...” 

 

* 

 

 She introduced me to that painter and to many others.  Above the butcher shop, in her 

room, we would talk late into the night.  Thanks to her, I belatedly discovered New Wave 

film, and Antonioni, and Satyajit Ray... C had read a lot, she was informed, lively, and 

intelligent.  But what surprised me the most is that she had become my friend.  Me, the timid 

one, the girl who felt completely at ease only in her own company. Me, who up to then loved 

to be alone, to meditate, daydream... and now, without realizing it.. how can I put it? She 

hadn’t “asked” me, but rather “kidnapped me as a friend.”  I had been ravished in both senses 

of the term. 

 

* 

 

 I discovered connection, the complicity of friends.  Happiness in the company of 

another.  I was attracted to her.  Her eyes, her spirit.  For the first time I wasn’t alone, and it 

felt good.  What others had taken as aloofness she had understood as something else.  She 

had been able to uncover my secret weakness, and I was grateful to her.  I felt changed, at 

peace. 

 

* 
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 C stimulated me.  “What, you’ve never read Pindar? Sappho?... Come on, take that...”  

She threw two books at me, laughing. “And then, first of all, take.... La Couronne et la 

Lyre...” Books were flying around her room. That evening, in my little boarding student cell, 

I drank them in eagerly.  I was doing better in class. 

 

* 

 

 One day, one of us had fallen upon a scene in a novel in which two characters were 

playing a game of truth.  Each person took a sheet of paper that was torn in two.  “What I like 

about you.” “What I don’t like about you.”  We wanted to play it, too.  To tell each other 

everything.  At the time, I was incapable of filling out the second sheet.  She, too... That day 

we had put on some music – Nina Simone.  We laughed.  And even danced.  I was sitting 

next to her on the bed.  “My baby don’t care...” We were eighteen. 

 

* 

 

 (Years later, in the television station office, C reminded me of that scene.  I admit 

that, until she brought it up, I had completely forgotten about it.) 

 

* 

 

 At the end of the year our paths diverged.  I passed our exams, she failed.  It was 

unfair, she should have passed. 

 

* 

 

 More than me, perhaps....? 

 

* 

 

 I went to live on the school campus.  She registered at the public university.  We lost 

touch. 

 

* 
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 An injustice.  When I think back on it, that’s putting it mildly... On the ancient 

literature exam there was a question on Pindar’s Dithyramb for Athens.  I owed her a huge 

debt, and she knew it.  I can still see her look when the results were announced.  

Disappointment, bitterness.  As if she, the daughter of butchers, was silently thinking: 

“Always the same ones...” 

 

* 

 

 I saw her years later in a bookstore in Paris.  I was signing books.  She had seen the 

poster and she came.  Did I have time for a coffee? 

 


