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BRANKO BELAN

Noises on the Stairs
FROM A NOVEL

FOR SOML DAYS now I have been trying to exclude this possibilily;
It is too romanesque, oo conlrived, But nevertheless, if I am going
to be thorough, T must take il into account, because nothing in this
world is so impossible that it could never happen, even if a man wcre
entirely alone; for then he would be a whole world to himself.

Mistery is inevitable,

As soon as onc more person is added to the blind sequence of
things, mysterv becomes inevitable and painful, for he will scck to
atfirm himself by testing the changes he will provoke in his, that is
your, time and space. He will nerhaps be hampered by the MEMOry
of resistance, but not until his fingers have been burnt, and before that
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happens your circles will have coincided. The new-born baby has no
inkling of this; it would devour its own mother, if she were edible.
It is only when he grows up and experiences resistance that he becomes
a neighbour, and nothing more will happen to him according to the
laws of the mathemalics with which he is familiar, and sooper or
later he will accept the consequences of sudden crises as something
that is inherent in existence. Even a mere flatworm remembers. Give
it a thousand or ten thousand electric shocks to make it choose the
direction you want, and cventually it will choose it, Cut it up inlo
little pieces; cach fragment will compensate for what it has lost. Even
a tail. It will acquire a new body with a ncw nervous sysicm, it will
acquirc a ncw head with a completely new brain, and there, the new
flatworm will contain the experience of the old ong, it will move in the
direction you have chosen, for you are stronger than it is.

Even inanimatc maller remembers, if you take it from a point
of reasoning that is beyond it as well as beyond animate matter.

I would like that to be recorded so that no-one could suspect me
of including my neighbour from the attic becausce of my innate tendency
to hair-splitting, although -— I admit it with some conceit — you will
not find many who have acted as I did with so little tangible cauwse.
1 do not know anything about him, T have ncver seen him, and he does
not know anything about me either, he has never scen me. Our vircles
do not coincide in the physical world. T know he cxists, and he knows
only that. We have in common the fact that we are alone, that we arc
separated only by a ceiling and ... Not so [ast! All in good time!

First of all I want it to be known how slowly I reconcile mysclf
to the shocks that predetermine my orbit against my will, perhaps more
slowly than an ant in the hands of a cruel boy whose fingers, hungry
with curiesity, hinder its movements along cosmic paths. Before 1
looked back, before 1 was compelled to look back, T did not know
I was like that. Shutting mysel( up in myseclf, I flattered myself that
I had cut the umbilical cord that connected me to my past. Now 1
know that that was only a little pausc during which 1 considered
myself chosen or exceptional. What a dclusion! The past is covetous
and does not let its victims go so easily, even thosc with closed
accounis, for their unstable numerals are a component part of innu-
merable visible and invisible neighbours. T do not reconcile myself
although the outcome is inexorable, and inexorability deprives presen-
timents and resistance of any sensc. I do not reconcile myself because
of the beauty of the game which compensates for all pain and all
mistakes.

That is why I am including my neighbour from the attic.

He noever left the building, and the people who came to see him
behaved in the courtyard and on the stairs as though they were in
the street; they rejected every attempt to intercept them with questions.
Such were his mother, his sister, and the little nurse with the slightly
hunched spine, hidden in indifference and a calculatedly large overall,
probably paid to keep quict, as the carctaker was, becausce they arc
occupations in which the ability to whisper is a condition of suitability
for employment. He in particular must have known a few things,
because he paid my neighbour from the attic's subscriptions and such;
he used to go up to him with the money collectors, open his door
with the key that was given him for this purpose and then go down with
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them. He must certainly have known a great deal about him, but he
remained persistently silent. Once 1 could not contain myself and I
asked, looking towards the attic: »How is he?« The carctaker replied:
»>What can we do?« That was all. T was once by chance present when
the theatre prompter who shared the second [loor with me intercepted
the nurse. The prompter always spoke under his breath, but shrilly so
as to be audible all the same: »Still the same?« he asked, looking to-
wards the attic as he spoke, his neck twisted as though he were in
the prompter’s box. Not only did the nurse not reply, but she hastened
her steps so that the question should not reach her. They must have
paid her more than the carctaker. It is well-known that nurses earn
on average at least double their salary in the undivided confidence of
other people's secrets, 1 remember how much my masscuse cost me, or
rather the »confidence« that she »granted« my wife, exposing »only
to her« the dirly linen from her other clients’ houses, 1 can casily
imagine how much the nursc gets as compensation for the lost income
she would otherwise have earned through some »confidence«, for her
cmployers know the price of silence. T did not pay morc than T would
have dene for a good play, a gala concert or a well-bound book, but
I provided my wite with considerably more than that: the masseuse
brought into her room an exhaustive daily chronicle of the lives of
all her acquaintances, and ol many sirangers too who gradually became
acquaintances. Of course, she took things away with her as well,
because my wife would expend her entire supply of words in conversat-
ion with her and pay me back with silence. It is impossible that
nurses should be different from masscuses. Obviously, as they have
to do with the sick their chronicles are bound to be morce interesting
and conscquently more expensive, and their silence more expensive
too.

The nurse, who knows everything about him, did not respond to
attempts to extract any kind of facts from her through surprise quest-
ions. The brusque carctaker allowed almost everyone to believe that
he knew nothing. The mother and sister (how do I know they arc
his mother and sister?) succccded in making their way up to the roof
and down again with magnificent indifference to the other tenants’
constant stopping, the opening of doors and waiting, to the movements
that were the prelude to questions. No responsc! As though a draught
had caught a. newspaper advertisement page that had been thrown away!
They did not even make any obscrvations to each other as they came
and went. As though thev were ashamed or afraid of something.

The prompter undertook every conceivable measure in order to
glean some information. The dumb show of daily visits to the tenant
in the attic irritated him. I think he simply could no longer bear not
to bring it to life in some way, bv prompting. The visitors felt that;
they avoided him meorce than the other tenants, if it is at all permissible
ta distinguish between dilferent modes of conduct when it is a question
of avoiding something. Howcever ... T had ocecasion to ohserve that, as
they went past his and my {loor, thev somchow kept more closely to
my door, they were somehow turncd more towards me. Perhaps they
would not have been if they had known how avidly I was watching
them through the pecp-hole, but thev did not know. They knew only
that the prompter was watching them through his peep-hole because
they could hear his cxcited breathing. T could hear it as well. The
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prompter breathed as though the visilors were actresses who had [or-
gotten 1o bhreathe, and he was trying lo remind them of their roles.
The prompter was crammed {ull of dialogues from plays that had heen
on the theatre repertoire for a long time. 1 used to avoid him becausc
of this dialoguc, although 1 often felt like exchanging ideas with so-
meorne. Unfortunately he had no ideas, and I was not interested in
losing out in competition with the cloguence of Ibsen or Krleza, which
he was concerned in passing off as his own. Once 1 did ask him so-
mething nonctheless. T wanted to ascertain whether the tenant in the
attic’s name was Adolt. That is to say, I considered that that was what
he cught to be called. The prompter launched into a discursive answer
which ammounted to the observation that he thought he had scen him
the previous evening in the darkness of the landing, up in the attic.
Why do you think you saw him? T asked. He replied: Because T think oo
I heard him.

Tt was a blatant lic. Tt is truc that prompters sec whal they only
hear, particularly if they hear it indistinctly, but I did not believe
him, because although T am not a prompter, my hcaring is not to be
scofled at either.

A few days later I lcarned by chance that he is not called Adolf.

Something exciting must have happened in the attic, because the
mother and the nurse did not maintain their usual silence on their
way down. Perhaps they thought no-one was about. 1t was three o'clock
in the afternoon, when people ave gencrally on their beds digesting
their lunch.

»There was too much salt and too much pepper in the meat«
piped the mother.

»I am following the doctor's instructions cxactly, madam. On the
contrary ...« the nurse denied the accusation quietly.

»Perhaps you weren't concentrating.«

»1 was.«

»Then why was he so irritated?< said the mother reproachfully.

»You know yoursclf that he didn't sav anything about food.«

»T know how Alfred {eels even when he says nothing at all. . .«

As soon as they had gone, the prompler opened his door and came
over Lo mine.

»He's called Allred!« he said, chuckling, looking at me through the
peep-hole eyve to cye, although he could not see me from outside. T
pretended not to be there, but he waved me a preeting all the same,
and then went away delighted, as though he had laid a bet on that
name.

Allred! The name suited him. Just as well as the one T had chosen
for him; even a little better. You cannot make much distinction between
Alfred and Adolf, since they have got four letlers in common, of which
one is the first letter and two come in the same order. So there is
no reason for me to alter anvihing in my other conjectures about
him. Ile must have watery cves that betray a malignant empliness, a
long thin and pale face, uncertain legs, and arms ... thin, colourless,
but very, verv clean hair that it is impossible to comb. This face had
existed in me before I recoguized it in the mother and sister, Bve-
rything would have fallen apart at the seams if that had not been
true, plus the fact that he shaved every day and that the nurses distur
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bed him sexually, that he masturbated: inflaming himself, imagining
holding them naked in his arms, and that he retaliated for his lack of
couragc by refusing to cat, and that hc became irritable when his
mother or sister (particularly his sister) arrived just as he had sum:
moned the strength to ask the nurse to wash his fect while he sat
naked in the bath. That must have been the beginning that preceded
further well considered moves. The mother and the sister (particularly
the sister) knew that perfectly well, and that is why they selected ugly
nurses, not taking into account the [act that they werc thercby faci-
litating his intention, becausc the ugly ones were likely to be morc
approachable, more inclined to give in. They needed only to be dirty
and then nothing could have stopped him. But they were not! On the
contraryl The nurse who is now in his service Ieaves an aroma of
pungent perfume and disinfectant that lingers in the air on the stairs
a long time after she has gone. I am convinced that it is precisely that
aroma in fact that gets in Alfred’s way, and not perhaps her hunched
back and small stature. This pungent aroma somehow intimated to him
that she would resist his pctty but intoxicating tricks that were the
prerequisite to fulfilling the desires of his body that cried out to be
quenched. That pungent aroma stayed in his nostrils even when she
had gone. If he js impotent or if he pretends 1o be so only in order
to force her into physical proximity then she washes him while he is
lying down, washes him — as they do in hospilals — under the sheet,
with the expert and indilferent grip of experienced hands, her cyes
looking only at purposeful articles: soap, glove, brush... Ah, how
Allred suffered in temptation, on the razor edge between desire and
obstruction!

I do not know whether I thought about him like this before or
only after the event that is the direct cause of my analysis. T ask myself
this question because I often considered myself particularly penetrat-
ing merely because I would have forgotten that experience preceded
comprehension. T should not be surprised if that were the case in this
instance as well, but the fact is that the nurse did not amaze me six
months ago when she ran agitated down the stairs, stopping all the
time as though she ought to be doing something, but could not because
something clse was forcing her to run. Have I alrcady moentioned that
my hearing is unnaturally acute and unnaturally capable of disting-
uishing sources and discovering causes? Have I or not? If T have not,
do not, nevertheless, doubt my conviction that she was stopping to
tidy herself and at the same time to look round to see whether Alfred
was following her, Alfred whose [ear had given way and so deprived
her of protection.

I assumed that Alfred did nol leave the attic either because his
people were afraid his secret would be revealed in contact with Lhird
parties, or because he himself realized that the joy of risk would cost
him more than there was advantage in hiding. And the nurse must
have known that, but if Alfred had tried to extort by force more than
the agrced nursing services, then he is taking the risk; regardless of
the damage that would follow only later; the barrier had burst and
no longer contained the murky waters of frustration. Nothing prevented
him any longer from not considering himself an invalid, and, complying
with instincts hitherto restrained by his secret, he acted according to
the demands of a blind force, entircly forgetting the long established
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taboo. He was an object and as such mercly an arrow without choice
of direction.

The nurse had stopped for a moment outside my door. I heard
her sobbing and panting, sometimes more distinctly, sometimes more
[aintly, as she kept turning round to make sure no-once was chasing
her. 1T do not know what she would have done if Alfred had appeared
on the stairs. She was paid to deliver him from all temptations, and
for this last temptation she had a hunched back, severc face and
belated virginity that was no longer disturbed by curiosity. She probably
calculated that time would reinstale the taboo, but still she waited
not daring to go further before silence in the attic proved that she
had not been mistaken in her calculation.

Then came an indistinct hum of voices approaching {rom somie-
where downstairs; someonc was coming up.

The nurse was compelled to choose: cither to return to the attic
or to meet the people who were coming up. Either decision dis-
couraged her. My door was the third possibility. T looked through
the peep-hole. She was actually examining the third possibility, We
would meet. If nothing clse, she could discover from this encounter
that T was serious and harmless, perhaps, cven worthy of trust. T took
advantage of this and opened the deoor, pretending that I was just
going out. Not to embarras her, I spent some time jangling my keys
as though I intended locking the door, then I glanced at her and
feigned surprise: o

»Do you want anything?« I asked her as casually as possiblec.

She was looking anxiously now towards the attic, now downstairs,
lo where the voices were coming from.

»IT I can be of anv assistance?« I added.

She opened her mouth to say somcthing, but could not find the
right words, and I moved away from the door and invited her:

»Do come inle«

She hesitated for a moment longer, then accepted the invitation,
for what she could no lenger hide from me she could still hide from
others.

When 1 had closed the door behind her, she said:

»I should stay herc a minute or two, just to make sure.. .«

She stopped suddenly, trying in her fear first to be sure of me.

»To make sure Alfred doesn’t try to follow you—« I said.

She was obviously taken aback by what 1 knew, but not wanting
to give mc a chance of learning what [ could not possibly know
because it had taken place up there, with no witnesses, she pulled
hersclf together, or at least tried to give me that impression.

»Forgive me for being like this. ..« she said, embarrassed.

»I shall be glad if 1 can be of service to youe I said to calm
her, T said it quite, quite softly, because at that moment the people
who had compelled her to accept my invitation reached the second
{loor.

At the sharp sound of the bell I quickly signalled to the nurse
to be quict and that 1 would be. T did not dare peep through the
peep-hole to see who it was, because the noise of an awkward move-
ment could have given me away and they werc listening attentively
to sce whether I was going to answer. Then they rang again and waited
for a reply. Then once again.
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An unfamiliar voice said: »Ile can't be at homel«

And they began to go down the stairs.

I never found oul who they were and why they were looking
for me,

In the meantime the nurse had managed to calm herself.

She was ol indeterminate mature years. In her thirties? Or perhaps
forties? Tt was hard to makce out because her lace was weary with
perpetual scverity, but not ugly, Excitement had put life into her
otherwise dead expression. As though fire had becn lit in her cyes
which were now engaged in cxamining the place where she found
herself and the movement in accordance with which she had to
decide how to behave. At the same time her hands came to life as
well, her unnaturally long hands, long tingers, and long, cared-for
nails. The balletic agility of these hands and Tingers that did not
belong to the other parts of her tiny body (as though they were on
loan), betrayed dexterity and reliability. Without looking, her long
fingers discovercd that her blouse was still a little pulled out of her
skirt and that onc of the buttons had come off, Stopping at the place
where they had cstablished the lack, her Ilingers trembled recalling
that unpleasant expericnce in the atiic of a short while before. Tt was
then that T noticed that her shoulders were rounded and her breasts
firm and full. The mother and sister could not have been aware of
the provecation of those shoulders and breasts, that must often have
been within reach of Alfred’s (ceth, hungry for skin. I could understand
him; particularly at those moments when it was only a torso.

»Now I must go. Thank you!« I heard her say, preparing to walk
towards the door.

»I should prefer vou to stay a little longer, 1 mean, until vou fcel
perfectly calm .«

I moved away to show her the living room I was inviting her
into, but she stayed where she was not understanding why 1 was going
to the trouble of being more than necessarily obliging.

»Lwould like to be of service to you, and nothing more«, T said.

»T feel very awkward .. .« she stammered. »You were just on your
wiy out.«

»l'm a retired man. T sometimes go out frem boredom. T go out
s0 as to be pleased to come back.«

»Aren’t you surprised that 1 came in just like that?«

»No. I'm glad you trusted mex

Her face remained stern, but her eyes were becoming less and less
a part of her face. There was an unspoken sadness in them, as though
they werce lamenting the [acl that they did not unconditionally offer up
her whole being for which caresses and  love were merely  the
expression of quivering jov in the annihilation of the unit in duality.
All weak and unhappy beings are like that for they are incapable (and
that is the reason for their loneliness) of victorv, which drives them
sooner or later into retreat and  senscless waiting that becomes
stunted in its [ruitlessness. Should they be given the chance, however,
they will mot be satisfied with crumbs, for their particular pride can
still pive them a certain sell-satisfaction, although therc is a grain
of sclf-vindictiveness and a little masochism i that kind of pride.
ATterwards 1 Tearned things about her that somewhat aller the first
impression, but not radically, and 1 do not even need to alter the
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fact that I thought her a virgin. I retained my conviction that she
must have been terribly hurt when a man who had no other choice
g tricd to rape her, although that might also have flattered her in somc
other cell of her brain. She knew that she had been selected only
because the mother and sister considered that she would not disturb
Allred’s dormant instincts. It must have offended her, but she

5
h submitted,
r I have only been in this building three years and I do not koow
5 how Alfred behaved towards the nurses who were in his service belore
1 this one, but I do not doubt that therc had becn similar attempts
o alrcady, perhaps cven towards the sister; since I have been here—she
s has never been to sce him on her own. It is impossible that there
r should be no special reason for such caution. T shall discover it. Perhaps
t I shall talk to the prompter about it, because the nurse docs nol come
1 to see me any more, and when she did... No, that docs not belong
]l here. Only the beginning and the end belong.
The beginning, that rcal beginning, was her question:
- »Aren’'t you surpriscd that T came in just like that?«
: T replied:
. «No. I'm glad you trusted me.«
f Ier [ace remained stern, bul her cyes were becoming less and less
. a part of her lace. That reassured me.
1 »Did he hurt vou?«
& L -. . A - .
»Oh, no, no, that’s not it,« she hurried her answer, to stop herself

remermbering.
¢ »May 1 say that vou arc a very likeable person?... Perhaps you

won't believe me, perhaps you will think T have special reasons [or
I saving so out of the blue, but 'm really happy I helped you. That

is, T do have a reason, but when I say you're a very likeable person,
it has nothing to do with that.«

1 waited for her to ask what my reason was, but she was reluctant,
and T went on:

»1t is true that we pensioners are superfluous people, and that
drabness in the eves of others often makes us ostentatious, tor we
arc insufficient to oursclves. That is why you should not be surprised
that I am glad. You have brought colour into my grey morning, other-
wise like cvery other morning. T wanted to keep you here longer, to
prolong that pleasure, not only becausc you deserve it.. .«

i »How do vou know I deserve it?« she asked me in surprise.
: »Sotitude develops a fecling for what is hidden.«

»Now I really must go.«

»Besides, T think you are a lonely person too.«

She did not like what T said, and she opened the door fasfer that
was necessary, then muttered a goodbye and sct ofl without looking
1 round. That aroma of parfume and disinfectant T knew so well lingered
o after her in the hall, as did the sadness of unspoken thoughts.

Alfred could have heard her footsteps continue from here, and
T was present in his thoughts perhaps more than he in mine.

e

The nurse did not come for several weeks,
T listened to the noises on the stairs in vain, in vain rushed to
the peep-hole. The mother and sister came everv day in the morning
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and afternoon: sometimes only the mother, sometimes the doctor was
with her as well.

Once T heard the mother say:

»God grant it stays like this.

The doctor mumbled without conviction:

»There's no reasop why it shouldn’l.«

The day before the aurse came back, the doctor ran out of the
building and returned half and hour later, also running. That day they
all stayed up there 1i]] late at night.

The nurse came with the mother lor some time after that, and
they stayed up there together. She came twice with the sister, After
that unaccompanied. The old order of things was re-established. I
adapted my movements so that 1 coyld mect her on the stairs, and
grect her as an acquintance, but she did not stop, did not look at
me, she would answor my greeting, and quicken her step.

This all happened a few months before the lame man appeared
on the pavement under the acacia, with a view to obscrving my
behaviour,or with some task in which I was merely incidental: the man
had possibly becen engaged to stop Alfred should he try to go out or
do something elsc that might have threatened him. If that were 80,
the question Pemained:  why  this pew cautionary measure? An
acceptable answer would be {hat they had found out what I did before
I retired. People often live in the conviction that Home  Aftairs
PENsIoncrs continue (o be comniitted informers. In that case it is ag
well to know in advance, they think, who knows, I might atlempt 1o
undertake something in conncetion with Alfred, particularly if he had
told his mother and sister thar the nurse had visited me, which he
could have secn if he had watched her sceretly that time when she
ran away from him. He could bave interpreted iy as a trap I had set
for her. There way 10 reason to question his hearing, which, like mine,
had been developed by solitude, nor his capacity for deduction, which
danger could sharpen 1o produce very probable or even certain
conclusion. He could not be aware of her subscquent visits to me,
because she was very careful, She used 1o £0 quickly past my door
o the first floor, and then return barefoot, or she would go out of
the building and return later in a diffcrent pair of shoes that she
would carry in her bag for this pirpose. If she had not acted like this,
she would certainly have lost a lucrative job.

It is Surprising, however, that the lame taan did not appear
immedialely after (hat bccurrence, but it is not ou( of the question that
he had beegn guarding the house the whole time, from a distance,
and that he had become careless and bold only after he had ascertained
that my movements were limited 1o the familiar, innocuous neighbour-
hood.

The possibility that the lame man had been taken on as some
kind of discreet bodyguard was not only one of the alternatives I am
taking into consideration because i is—a possibility: it was based
01 some solid reasons as woll Alfred’s family was nof poor: they paid
for a separate flay for him, a special nurse (with a supplement for
silence), the taretaker’s serviceg {also with a supplemen! for silence),
the doctor. .. That family could have paid for g bodyguard as well
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without turning a hair. And that would go with the well-chosen,
expensive clothes of the mother and sister, perhaps a little old-fashioned,
but is that not a sign of prosperity or past prosperily that continues
to exist? Could anyvone nowadays possess an anl-cater skin coat? But
they each had onc. Former upper class, in other words, Pcople who
had not managed to escape or had not had suflficient courage, and were
now exisling, turned in on themselves like some secret sect, full of
comtempt for the world arcund them, making contact with their
surroundings only by force of inconvenient circumstance, foolishly
proud that they have rather chosen an exile that no-one has forced
on them than an cqualizing that would to them have represented
humiliating submisson. They sav: they (that is: we) can do what they
please with us, for the power is in their bands, but we remain what
we arc!

Alfred must have comumitted some crime which dees not seem
a crime to them, but they knew it entails retalitation.

That is why they hid him.

do not remember the mame of the criminals but their faces are deeply
cngraved in their memory.

I should not start from the assumption that Alfred tiried the
strength of the knife in the shape of a claw, but 1 had met that face
in the corridors when they were being taken away to interrogation,
and they had all merged into one: watery eyes, that betray a malignant
emptiness, a long thin and white face ... and thin colourless, but very,
very clean hair that it is impossible (o comb. That common face of
theirs existed in me before 1 recognized it as Alfred’s in his mother
and sister. It is legitimate to suppose that at the time of his first crime
it reflected the anticipation of its consequences: the eyes werce clouded
over with the cnigma of change, and the lips trembled secretly. Then
it calmed as il went unpunished, and rewarded by repeating the action,
witholding the merey its victims silently sought, in the sensation of
its own greatncss. When that scnsation was cxpended as well, there
remained the blank face and in the corridors where T used to meet
it, it could sometimes smile in the same way that the victims smiled,
falsely conlident that thev could disarm the knife-claw with charm.

But it is legitimate to believe thal that smile is not a simulated
proof of innocence on everyone's face, calculated to convince judges and
jurors that the criminal was only the object of the hideous game of
some ancient nightmare, for it might be an unconscious defence or
self-defence mechanism, a distant echo of unforgotten boyhood when
it was still possible to be amazed at the discovery of the blood
in which lifc ecbbs away. T am convinced that Alfred’s malignantly
empty face deceives with just such a smile. He could not support the
burden of the crime that threatened from the depths of his conscious-
ness to obscure his mind with its colour, scent and sound. The smile
was his protection, although he knew nothing about it. The smile
seemed to be constantly surprised: what is happening to him?

That is the way the cat lover smiled as well, about whom I have
to write to explain Alfred and the fcar that overcomiecs me when I
surmise his intentions, or more exactly presume them.

'The cat lover lived in a run-down, lonely little house in the suburbs,
alone with his crime and his cats. The house consisted of a basement
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and a ground-floer room divided by a partition into 1wo uncequal parts;
an entrance natl and a cage. lu tne nwl was o kitchen-range and some
decrepil wurmature that was a Preor or betler umes; a lable, chairs,
a deep armcehair, a piano covered with vely ct, & wardrobe and a number
ol unknown objects covered with ugly cardboard hoxes, weighted down
with bricks su that the cais shoula not knock Lhem over. Unly a wax
cast of a new-born baby under a glass dome, was visible, horrifying
in jts crugmatic prescence, 1 he cats were not allowed into the cage,
ithat was whnerc Lne accupant’s bed was, Like the mystlerious objects,
his Hving quarters were protected ivom the cals’ carclessress,

Hvery morning the dat lover brought his darlings tuilk and offal,
but he aid not give it to them all at once. rrst they had their break-
fast, and he would put the rest into a little cage that he pulied on a
strng vight up to the ceiling Jike a Hag. ‘Then he would light a lire
m the stove, talking to the cats and stroking them, but they avoided
him because they were more mierested in feod. That saddened the cal
lover, and he reproached them mildly, almost with understanding, but
pamed by the tact that they cared more for food than for his insatiable
love, wliuch he was ready 1o olfer them without rescrve,

While the fire was getting poing, the cat lover would take a
womar'’s old house-frock rrom a hanger, and pull a dirty wig out of
a box, and in an instant transform hmmself into his owrnr wire, Then,
in this new capacity, he would let down the little cage, separale another
part of the offal, cut it up and put it 1o cook in milk, continuing to
talk (o his darlings, who would rub themselves  against his legs,
ingratiating themsclves because they never had enough lood. The cat
lover had one favourite among his darlings, a white Siamese, callous
and feminine, reserved towards the others. He would usvally look
for her and find her in sorme drawer, take her out and hold her in
his lap, as he lay back in the armchair, The Siamese would submit to
the caresscs of his greedy hands for a while, but when he went beyond
the permitted degree of pressure, she would bristle and try to run
away, which sometimes inluriated him, and then he would throw her
roughly onto the floor, blaming her lor her lack of understanding
and witholding of gratitude. 1o calm himsell he would sir down at
the piano and play preludes, expecting the cats (o listen Lo him, but he
soon realized that it was just a noise and nothing more to thern; they
werc interested only in the aroma from the stove,

Oh, how the cai lover’s heart ached 1o think that his darlings knew
nothing of goodness and beauty! One could fcel it in the melancholy
of the piano’s notes, in the weeping of the keys.

When the food was cooked, the cat lover w ould fill a plate and
sct off to the cellar followed by the envious gaze ol the spoill animals,
S0 that thev should not corme with him, he would shat the door
behind him and 20 down the wooden stairs alone, Down below, in the
cellar, he would “take the plate up (o the wooden barricr raised an
inch above the floor. Siraw poked out from under it. He would leave
the plate there and wait. s

A short while after this a 1hin, gnarled Yoman'’s hand would
appear under the barrier, cautiously in case of surprises, and when
it came upon the plate, it would quickly pull it in.

Then a smile would appear on the face of the cat lover, a smile
ol liberation from sin, a smile that was extinguished only by the
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disappointment inflicted on him by his darlings and in particular
by the Siamese. With this smile he would retire into his cage, le down
and give himself up uncasily to reflecting on the injustice of the world
that he had explained to himscll with the wisdom of a [lower growecr.

If, reader, vou still do not see the connection between the cat
fover and my anxiety then | shall tell you: Allred is the cat lover. And
now that the Siamesenurse has hurt him, he is dangerous, despite
his smile, because he has grown accustomed to the terrible indifference
of living beings. Still, the need suppressed for years and years to resign
himsclf to the demands of crime as a mode of existance, the need to
establish his identity threugh crime, as strong in him as a woaman's
need to alfizm hersell through maternity, had suddenly burst out of
the murky depths of his cells, in that attempt to satiate himself with
the Siamese-nurse’s caresscs, and now, aroused by the fission of
billions of neutrons, it was frenziedly secking satisfaction. As he has
not succeeded in shutting the crime away behind a wooden barrier
(iff he had, he could have fed it with offal cooked in milk), he will one
day be driven to emerge from his hiding place in the atlic with a
knife-claw, and the shortest path to equilibrium will Iead him straight
to me; he has remembered quite well (he had to remember, he
could...) where the Siamese-nurse escaped to atter she had run away
fromm him in disgust.

He will not forgive me this defeat,

He cannot.

Translated by Celia Williunts
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