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Attachment 

 

By Florence Noiville 

Translated by Teresa Lavender Fagan 

 

 

‘Whatever is anachronic is obscene’ 

--Roland Barthes 

A Lover’s Discourse: Fragments 

 

Translator’s Note: 

The all-important passage from Molière’s Misanthrope is taken from The Misanthrope: And Tartuffe. 

Translated by Richard Wilbur. 1965. 

Quotes from Roland Barthes, A Lover’s Discourse: Fragments are borrowed from Richard Howard’s 2002 

translation. 
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Marie 

How many ‘me’s are there? Do you ask yourself that question, too? There are so many fragments, all those mis-

matched ‘me’s that look at each other without understanding. The one who speaks and the one who writes, the 

one who loves and the one who reasons, the one who is passionate and the one who doubts. There is someone 

in me who acts and someone who watches me act. The second one says to the other: ‘Why did you do that? 

Why did you do it?’ 

 

I always ask myself that question when I think about our story, and I can’t come up with an answer. That 

doesn’t mean I regret the past, or that it doesn’t haunt me. I’m like someone swimming upstream, constantly 

carried back. I try to look at our story, but it hypnotizes me. I want to discover something in it, but I don’t 

know what. The birth of the feeling of love? The mysterious need that brings us together? By looking through 

a magnifying glass at that instance of insane love, a love beyond all logic and reason, I try to isolate the force. 

The force of attraction. What is it that makes us act when we become attracted to a person whom we should 

never even have spoken to? 
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Marie 

I turned 49 this year, maybe that’s why I’m writing to you. You were 49 when we met. It’s strange how old 

you seemed to me then, my dear H. I can tell you that now. The paradox, although I was only 17 at the time, is 

that I also felt beyond any age. An old young person. School, degrees, marriage, kids—life seemed like a tunnel 

that was opening up before me, sucking me in like a gaping mouth. Is that why I ran into your arms? At 17, 

was my mind already distorted from being too far removed from life? 

 I’m writing to you because I don’t want to phone. I’ve thought a thousand times of that phone call I 

won’t make. That I will never make. A long ringing in the emptiness, then your wife picks up. In the past, when 

she would answer, she would say in her unbearably sweet voice: ‘just a moment, I’ll get H . . .’ This time her 

intonation will be different. Indifferent? She’ll say: ‘. . . I thought . . . H. is dead . . . you didn’t know . . . ?’ A 

long silence. How could I have known? H. and I haven’t seen each other for years. A few notes from time to 

time, on birthdays, the New Year. Brief moments of catching up that became increasingly spaced apart . . .  

 In our imaginary conversation your wife continues. She talks about the winter, the cold snap. She 

mentions the word ‘coma.’ She talks about your heart as if I didn’t know it. She still has that sweet voice that 

I detest and respect at the same time. But this time I think I detect tones of revenge. She has regained her 

power over the fallen ex-Lolita. 

 Suddenly, images of your funeral surge up before me: your wife is leading the ceremony by herself. 

The last thing she needed was for me to be there. ‘No, my dear, you have done enough to ruin my life, don’t 

you think?’ 

 In real life she wouldn’t say that. She wouldn’t say anything like that on the phone. I’m the one who 

would like her to explode for once with the violence she never showed—out of love, pride, dignity? 

 On that day, in any case, she would be the official widow, standing up straight between your two sons, 

the normalien and the polytechnicien—they were around my age, I wonder whatever became of them. 

 As for her, she would have to wait for your death for everything to get back to normal. 

 

Normal, indeed! Everyone always used that word. I can still hear my mother: ‘Your relationship is not normal.’ 
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Anna 

As I drive up to the house I listen to the night sounds. Hooting, hissing, the rustling of wings. When I turn off 

the car lights it is completely dark, a dark that one forgets in the city. Groping, I open the door, and I immediately 

recognize the smell: a mixture of furniture polish and vacations. In the foyer there is a note from Suzanne who 

is delighted that I’m coming to the country to study for my medical school exams. ‘The bed is made in your 

mother’s room.’ 

 I recognize the bed sheets with the intertwined initials, with the weight I love to feel on my legs. 

Outside, that uncertain hooting is still going on. A cry or an omen? The announcement of an ending or of a 

beginning? 
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Marie 

‘Thou hast doves’ eyes . . . thy lips are like a thread of scarlet . . . thy neck is like the tower of David builded 

for an armory.’ 

 I listen to you reading the Song of Songs in the big empty house. We’re in my room, the blue room, 

one June afternoon. The sun is coming in through the window with the sounds of the river. It brings with it 

the smell of warm mud. And everything blends together in my memory, the warmth on my half-naked body, 

the sound of your serious voice, the poetry of the text, the excitement of the forbidden. 

 Do you remember how it all happened? I’m the one who initiated things. Earlier, I had come to see 

you after class. The bac was getting closer, and I wanted your advice on what prep class I should take. Advanced, 

or not? Since I was in your class, I had no doubt you could tell me. 

 I see myself alone with you in that classroom. On the chalkboard, a phrase from Lucien Leuwen: ‘Try 

not to spend your life hating and being afraid.’ 

 I was leaning on a desk in the first row, awkward, swinging one of my legs, and I could feel myself 

blushing. There was chalk dust floating in the light. 

 All of the previous year I was agitated without really admitting it—later I was told that you were, too, 

that it was obvious. That day, in any case, I had the audacity of the shy. I came to talk to you in private. And I 

couldn’t believe it when you said: ‘I’ve been waiting for you . . .’ 

 I’m not pretending I was innocent, though I sincerely went to ask for your advice. But what if I also 

understood what was causing my agitation? Was I experiencing my power of seduction? Taking a risk? Playing 

with fire? Knowing that you represented an escape route from the tunnel that was sucking me in? 

 Young girls should never be allowed to play with matches. 

 I remember the dress with the thin straps that I was wearing when you came to the house a few days 

later. A low neckline that framed my neck and revealed the bones of my shoulders. My mother said that blue 

dress brought out the colour of my eyes. She also said that the blue was ‘the colour of the Blessed Virgin’! 
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Anna 

My mother died when I was 14. A car accident. It’s been six years, and even if I’m told that I look like her, I 

have trouble remembering her face. I look at that photo on the night stand; she is riding, galloping in a field 

on a white horse in a never-ending present. At the bottom of the armoire her old LPs are stacked upright: Bach, 

Schubert, Janacek, Schubert, Chostakovitch . . . next to the fireplace, in a little glass-doored bookcase, are the 

books she always wanted me to read: The Red and the Black (in a volume that had been handled so many times 

it is wrapped in Christofle tissue paper), Pride and Prejudice, The Sorrows of Young Werther, Lolita, and even 

Enemies, a Love Story with a bright pink cover. 

 I pass my hand over the wooden headboard. As the people around here say, my mother is gone. But 

she left behind her young girl’s bedroom. Her desk where I’ve put my own books (Physiology of the Neuron, 

Handbook of Stroke, Peripheral Neuropathy, Semiology of the Nervous System . . . ), the mantle above the 

fireplace, a coat rack in front of the window looking onto the river, a metal box with pipe tobacco in it, an 

empty glasses case . . .  

 I’m fascinated by all these objects. It is only we who die; everything else remains. 
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Marie 

When you left, I was half-naked. After the Song of Songs, knowing that I was a virgin, you said we would have 

to wait—wait until I was 18. We were on the threshold of love. I could have ‘come to my senses’ then. I didn’t. 

I don’t remember even having considered it. 
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Anna 

There is one thing I remember clearly. She was nearsighted. She would encounter people in the street without 

recognizing them, and could read street signs only when she was right on top of them. She guessed at Metro 

stations by the general shapes of their names, Sèvres-Babylone, Alma, Trocadéro . . . a bit like when you’re 

learning how to read. 

 But none of that bothered her. Except when she was driving or at the movies, my mother never wore 

her glasses. It wasn’t because she was vain. It was more a modus vivendi. She needed that delicate blurriness 

that, in the eyes of the nearsighted, envelopes everything in gauze. Nothing stands out, no sharp edges. She 

lived in a softened world. No unnecessary detail hindered her gaze. 

 ‘When I walk around Paris I see only what’s essential,’ she used to say. ‘Proportions, perspectives, lines 

. . . Even faces seem more harmonious. Look at that woman over there, the blond one with the green coat,’ she 

said to me one day in the Metro. ‘When I look at her she reminds me of a Botticelli. Why would you want to 

‘correct’ that? I’m sure that if you gave me my glasses, here, now, my Botticelli would turn into a cubist head! 

 ‘No, really. We nearsighted people are very fortunate to see the world as it isn’t.’ 
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Marie 

You’re going to laugh. The other day, when she came home from school my daughter Sacha, who’s studying to 

get into ENA, had ‘something to tell us.’ A ‘chick in her class’ was going out with the philosophy teacher. He 

was at least twenty-five years older than she, but already last year he was ‘really into her.’ Now, they’d been 

together for several months and the girl just announced that she’s pregnant. 

 My daughters were horrified—’that’s disgusting.’ I tried to get them to talk about it. Why were they 

so disgusted? Because the situation veered from the normal images of happiness? Or on the contrary, because 

it fell into the stereotypes of Manhattan or Diable au corps? Was it the difference in age that shocked them? 

Was it the man or the girl they judged? Did they consider him immoral, selfish, too good, or not good enough 

for her? Did they think she was silly, a flirt, or flighty? Guilty or the victim? Who was the dupe of whom? Was 

it the baby they felt sorry for? Or did they simply find the idea of grey hair next to blond unacceptable? 

 I didn’t get a clear answer, just disapproval. He was old and ugly and one of them asked how someone 

could ‘have a thing for a dinosaur.’ The others laughed. 

I told myself that at least my daughters had their ‘feet on the ground.’ I thought of Harold 

and Maude. You know, the scene with the old English general commenting—a wonderful 

understatement—on the marriage of Maude, 80, with the young Harold: ‘I don't think this is eh . . . 

quite normal.’ I thought of the pontificating psychiatrist: ‘It is . . . a very common neurosis, particularly 

in this society, whereby the male child subconsciously wishes to sleep with his mother.’ And the 

repulsed priest: ‘I would be remiss in my duties if I did not tell you that the idea of  . . . your young, 

firm body commingling with withered flesh, sagging breasts, and flabby buttocks makes me want to 

vomit.’ 

You can imagine I didn’t launch into any sort of defense. I asked neutral questions. But I must 

have given something away. They occasionally reacted to my questions and, no fools, they, started to 

suspect something. Might I once have had ‘a thing’ with my philosophy teacher? As they probed they 

constructed a little story in which you were Heidegger and I Hannah Arendt. They didn’t ask if you 

were a good lover. But, every once in awhile, the traitors, they snuck in a little jab: ‘was Heidegger 

cool?’ 
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