
T
he cat appeared one day and from then
on was always there. It did not seem to
belong to anyone in particular, to any

of the apartments, but to the whole building.
Even its attitude led one to suppose that it had
not chosen the building, making it its own, but
rather that the building had chosen it, so per-
fectly was its figure superimposed upon the
general appearance of the hallways and stairs.
That was how D started seeing it, in the late
afternoon, as he left his apartment, or at night
sometimes, as he returned to it: gray and small,
stretched out on the mat outside the door of
the apartment halfway down the hall on the
second floor. When D, having climbed the first
flight of stairs, turned to walk down the hall-
way, the cat, gray and small, a young cat still,
turned its head round toward him, wanting him
to look into its eyes, of an odd yellow, burning

amid its soft gray fur. Then it half closed them
for a moment, till they became a thin slit of
yellow light, and turned its head back round,
ignoring the gaze of D, who went on looking at
it nonetheless, touched by its lonely frailness
and a little uncomfortable because of the dis-
quieting weight of its presence. At other times,
rather than in the second floor hallway, D would
suddenly come across it curled up in one of
the corners of the vast lobby or walking along
slowly, its body hugging the wall, paying no heed
to the warning of strange footsteps approach-
ing. At other times still, it would appear on one
of the flights of stairs, twined about the iron
balusters, and then it would go down or up the
stairs in front of D, starting off without turning
round to look at him and getting out of his way
just as he was about to overtake it, coiling about
the balusters once again, shy and frightened,
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though once he had gone past, D could feel its
yellow gaze on his back.

The building D lived in was an old but well-
preserved one, constructed with the sage ar chi -
tecture of 30 or 40 years ago which valued and
reserved a place for accessory elements, the style
of which had become anachronistic owing to
its very character and yet had not lost its sober
beauty. The downstairs lobby, the stairwell and
the hallways occupied a vast space in the build-
ing and set their own solemn, antiquated stamp
upon the entire edifice. A few days, perhaps a
few weeks before the cat ap peared, the unpre-
dictable will of the doormen, as old and imper-
turbable as the building and all crammed in
together with their children and grandchildren
in the custodians’ cubbyhole on the ground floor,
keeping a mistrustful eye on the tenants as they
came and went, had removed from the lobby
the two heavy, threadbare velvet sofas and the
small but solid wooden writing desk whose age-
old presence accen tuated the singularly con -
servative character of the building, untouched
by the passage of time, and it seemed to D that

the cat was now occupying

the place of the furniture. In some way or other,
its inexplicable presence went well with the
tone of the building and, significantly, D never
saw it among the large round earthenware con -
tainers filled with broad-leaved tropical plants
which the young couple in the apartment next
to his had taken it upon themselves to place on
the stair landings to liven up the hallway. The
cat seemed to be averse to this remote reminis-
cence of a garden; the bare, spare elements of
hallways and stairs were his territory. And so,
in the same way that he had become accus-
tomed to the two sofas and the writing desk
that had filled the empty space of the lobby and
now missed their presence, D became accus-
tomed to coming across the cat all of a sudden
and receiving its usual indifferent look and to
seeing it go down or up the stairs in front of
him without wondering who it belonged to.

D lived alone in his apartment and spent in
it most of the time not taken up by his easy job,
from which, in exchange for a few hours a day
of methodical work, he received enough to live
on; but his solitude was not total: a girlfriend
visited him almost every day and stayed in the
apartment every weekend. The two of them got

along well together, and it might even be
said, if it is of any importance, that

they loved each other, al -
though on a plane condi-
tioned and determined by
their bodies, which to the
two of them, at least, ap -
peared to be sa tisfactory
enough. A pleasure D never

tired of was to look, from
almost every angle of the lit-

tle apartment, in the idle hours
that stretched out before them on
Sunday mornings, at the naked
body of his friend lying indolent-
ly on the bed, shifting from one
attractive position to yet another
that unfailingly accentuated even
further a nakedness, which, owing
to the aware ness on her part that
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he was admiring her and finding satisfaction in
the exposure of her body, was almost insolent.
Whenever D was by himself remembering his
friend, he imagined her that way, stretched out
lazily on the bed, with the bedclothes that might
cover her in variably thrown back even when
she was dozing, offering her body for contem-
plation with a total abandon, as if the one rea-
son for its existence was that D admired it and
in reality it did not belong to her but to him and
perhaps to the furniture in the room as well and
even to the branches of the trees in the street,
which could be seen through the windows, and
to the sunlight entering through them, radiant
and diffuse.

Sometimes her face remained hidden in the
pillow and her dark chestnut hair, neither long
nor short, almost impersonal in its absence of
relationship with her facial features, crowned
the long line of her back extending downward
till it disappeared in the ample curve of her hips
and the firm outline of her buttocks. Farther on
were her long legs, parted at an arbitrary angle,
yet closely related. At such times her body to D
was almost of the nature of an object. But also
when she was lying facing him, allowing her
tiny breasts with their bright nipples and the
magnificent stretch of her belly with no more
than a hint of her navel and the dark area of her
pubis between her open legs to show, there was
something remote and impersonal about her
bodys’ deliberate self-abandon and its surren-
der to contemplation. Beyond question, D knew
and loved that body and could not fail to expe-
rience the reality of its presence as it came and
went from one place to another in the apart-
ment carrying on those little everyday activities
whose meaning becomes lost owing to the me -
chanical way in which we get them over and
done with. And he likewise felt it when she
undressed in front of him or when it was she who
moved, still naked, from one place to another
in the apartment, suddenly turning toward D to
make a trivial remark. Hence, the presence of
his friend, their shared solitude, the deep, calm
sensuality of their relationship, in which she

was always naked and belonged to
him, formed part of his apartment in
the same way that it was part of his
life and when they were with
other people the knowl-
edge of this relationship
would suddenly come back
to D, involving him with a disturb -
ing force that made him feel for the skin un -
derneath her clothes and separated him from
everything while at the same time it made him
sense that the knowledge he had of her was
projected toward the others as a sort of need to
share her secret attraction with them. So to him
she was like a bridge that one and all must cross
in the same way that the light coming in through
the windows fell on her body as she lay stretch  ed
out on the bed and the way that the furniture
in the apartment seemed to look at her along
with him.

On one of those Sunday mornings when she
was lying drowsing on the bed, D heard, through
the closed door of the apartment, pitiful, insis-
tent meows, rolling back on themselves till they
became a single, monotonous sound. D real-
ized, to his surprise, that this was the first time
the cat had marked its presence in this way. His
apartment was directly above the one in front
of the door of which, one floor below, the cat lay
on the mat; but the meows seemed to be com -
ing from somewhere much closer, giving the
impression that the cat was inside the apart-
ment. D opened the front door and found it,
small and gray, almost at his feet. The cat must
have been right outside the door, aiming his
wails at it. Without leaving off its caterwaul-
ing, it raised its head and stood staring at D,
half clos ing its eyes till they became two nar-
row yellow slits and then immediately opening
them again. Instinctively, D, who a moment be -
fore had thought of going out to buy the news-
papers as he did every Sunday, picked it up in his
two hands, set it down again inside the apart-
ment, went out the door and closed it behind
him. In the hallway and on the stairs he could
still hear its meows, insistently rolling on and
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on and on, as though they wanted some thing
and weren’t about to give up till they got it, and
when he returned, with the newspapers under
his arm, they had not changed. D opened the door
and went inside the apartment. The cat was
nowhere in sight and its meows sounded as if
they were not coming from any one particular
place but, rather, were occupying all the space
in the apartment. D went on through the living
room-dining room, onto which the front door
opened, and through the other door, at the far
end, leading to the bedroom, he could see his
friend’s body in the same position in which he
had left her, drowsing with her head buried in
the pillow. The covers pushed down to the foot
of the bed made her more stark-naked still. D
entered the room, enveloped in the pitiful meow -
ing, and saw the little gray cat, its eyes riveted
on the naked body, standing on all fours in the
middle of the other door to the room, as if it
were unable to make up its mind to go in. The
layout of the apartment permitted access to the
bedroom from the entry hall by either of its two
doors; one could go directly through the front
room or go the long way round through the kitch -
en and the little breakfast room that open ed
directly onto it and onto the bedroom. D caught
himself wondering whether the cat had taken
this roundabout way or gone straight to the
bedroom and was now merely pretending it
couldn’t make up its mind to go inside. Mean -
while, in the bed, beneath his gaze and the cat’s,
his friend changed position, stretching out her
long leg and placing it right next to the other
and putting one arm round the pillow without
raising her head or allowing her chestnut hair to
fall to one side and reveal her face. D went over
to the cat, picked it up without its leaving off
its meowing, left it in the hall again and closed

the door. Then he sat down on the
bed, slowly stroked his friend’s

back recognizing the feel of her
skin against the palm
of his hand, as though
it alone could take him

to the depths of the body

stretched out before him, and leaned over to
kiss her. She turned over with her eyes still
closed, threw her arms around his neck raising
her body so that it clung to D and with her mouth
to his ear whispered to him to get undressed and
continued to cling to his body as he obeyed.
Later, as the two of them lay side by side, with
their legs still entwined and enveloped in the
mingled odor of their bodies, she asked him,
as though she had suddenly remembered some -
thing that came from much farther back, whether
at some point or other he had let in the cat
that had been meowing outside.

“Yes. When I went out to buy the paper,” D
answered, and realized that the meowing had
stopped now.

“Where is it then? What did you do with
it?” she said.

“Nothing. I put it out again. There was no
reason for it to be here. I wanted it to surprise
you while I wasn’t here,” D said and then added:
“Why?”

“I don’t know,” she explained. “I had the
impression all of a sudden that it was inside and
it surprised me and pleased me at the same
time, but I couldn’t make myself wake up...”

His friend stayed in bed till late in the
morning, as D, sitting on the floor, alongside
her, read the papers he had left on the table as
he came in. Then they went out to have lunch
together. The cat had not meowed again and it
was not in the hall, or on the stairs, or in the
lobby, and the two of them forgot the incident.

During the following week, though he did
not hear it meowing again, D came across the
cat several times, gray and small, looking at
him for a moment, imperturbable on its mat in
front of the apartment downstairs, curled up
between the iron balusters on the stairs, going
up or down in front of him without turning
round to look at him, as though running away
from him, or walking very slowly, right up next
to the wall of the lobby, and when he closed
the heavy glass door opening onto the street,
leaving the cat behind, it seemed to him that it
was acting more and more as though it owned
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the building and waiting mistrust -
fully for D to come back exactly
the way the custodians did, feig n -
ing indifference there on its mat
or curled up between the ba lus -
ters on the stairway, with its frail
and delicate look of a young cat
that is never going to grow up
and yet does not need anybody.
Despite the fact that at times its
silent presence was disquieting,
there was always something ten-
der and touching about it that
made one want to protect it, giving
one the feeling that its proud indepen-
dence could not conceal its weakness. On
one of these occasions, D came across it as he
was going up to his apartment with his friend
and she, noting the small gray figure, asked who
it belonged to, but was not surprised when
D was unable to answer her and immediately
accept ed as though it were the most natural
thing in the world the supposition that perhaps
it didn’t belong to anyone, but had simply en -
tered the building one day and stayed on in it.
That night they were in the apartment till very
late and as on many other occasions his friend,
who always said she preferred it if D stayed in
the apartment after being with her, did not want
him to get up to take her home. The next time
they saw each other, she remarked that when
she left she had come upon the cat on the stair -
way and it had followed her down to the lobby,
stopping only as she was about to step outside,
as though it wanted to go out into the street and
at the same time was afraid to, so that she had
to be very careful as she shut the door.

“I felt like picking it up and taking it with me,
but I remembered that you said it had chosen
the building,” his friend concluded, smiling.

D made fun of her love for animals and for-
got the little gray figure again; but the follow-
ing Sunday, on coming back after buying the
papers he came upon the cat, which he had
not seen as he went out, curled up between the
balusters on the stairs. He went by it without

its starting up the stairs in front of him and D, in
surprise, turned round, picked it up, and went
into the apartment with it. His friend was
waiting in bed as usual and D, who had left her
awake, tried not to make any noise as he closed
the door, so as to surprise her. He was still hold -
ing the cat in his arms and it had curled up com -
fortably on his bosom with its eyes half closed.
D could feel its little body, warm and frail, pal-
pitating next to his. On entering the bedroom
he saw that his friend had fallen asleep again,
stretched out full-length on the bed, with her
legs together and one arm over her eyes to shield
herself from the light flooding in through the
windows. There was no sign of expectation in
her body. She was simply there, on the bed,
beautiful and open, like a graceful, indifferent
figure that held no secret for herself and yet at
no time was unaware of the silent play of her
limbs and the weight of her body, which gave
form to its inherent reality, and was capable of
causing her to be desired and of desiring her-
self in a double movement oblivious of its own
starting point. D went over to her with the gray
body curled up in a tight ball on his bosom and
after looking at her for a moment with the
same odd excitement as when he sometimes
saw her fully clad in the company of other peo-
ple, he very carefully set the cat down on her
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body, very close to her
breasts, where the little gray figure appeared
to be an object barely alive, fragile and terri-
fied, unable even to move. On feeling the
weight of the animal, his friend took her arm
away from her face and opened her eyes with
a look of recognition, as though she had imag-
ined that what had touched her was D’s hand.
Only on seeing him standing facing the bed
did she lower her eyes and recognize the
cat. It was lying motionless on her body, but on
seeing it she gave a start in surprise, and the
little gray figure rolled down alongside her on
the bed, where it lay still again, unable to
move. D laughed at her surprise and his friend
laughed with him.

“Where did you find it?” she asked then,
raising her head without moving her body to
look at the little cat lying motionless at her
side still.

“On the stairway,” D said.
“Poor little thing!” she said.
She took the cat and set it down on her

naked body again, close to her breasts, in the

same place where D had put it before. He sat
down on the bed and neither of them stirred

as they watched the cat on her body.
After a moment, the timid gray fig-

ure drew its paws out from under
its body, stretching them out
first on her skin and then set-
ting off in an uncertain at -
tempt to walk along her body
only to come im mediately to

a dead stop again, as though un -
willing to risk leaving it. Its yel-

low eyes turned into two narrow
slits and then closed altogether.

D and his friend again laughed
in amusement, as though the

cat’s attitude were unexpect-
ed and surprising. Then she

began to stroke its back with a
gentle re peated motion and finally

pick ed the little gray body up in her two
hands and held it in front of her face, repeating
over and over, “poor little thing, poor little
thing, poor little thing,” as she rocked it slightly
from side to side. The cat open ed its eyes for a
moment and then immediately closed them
again. With its paws hanging down, free of the
hands holding it up by its body, it seemed much
larger and had lost something of its frailness.
Its hind paws began to strain downward, as
though trying to support themselves on the
body of D’s friend and she stop ped moving it
from side to side and slowly lowered it, setting
it down carefully on her breasts, where one of
its extended paws directly touched a nipple. At
her side, D saw how the nipple grew hard and
erect, as when he touched her while making
love. He stretched his arm out to touch her too
and along with her breast his hand encountered
the cat’s body. His friend’s eyes stared at him for
the space of an instant, but both of them imme-
diately looked away. Then she laid the animal
aside and bounded out of bed in one leap.

For the rest of the morning they read the
papers and listened to records, exchanging the
same casual remarks as usual, but between the
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two of them there was a secret current, per cep -
tible only from time to time and allowed to die
down by tacit agreement, unlike that of all the
Sundays before. The cat had stayed in the bed
and when D’s friend stretched out lazily on the
sheets, without covering herself, as she did
each Sunday so that the sun would touch her
body along with the air that was coming in
through the open window and D’s gaze began
to become one with that of the furniture, she
stroked the little figure from time to time or
placed it on her body to watch the way the cat,
which appeared to have recovered the ability
to move on its own, walked on top of her, plac-
ing its delicate feet on her belly or her breasts,
or walked from one side of her to the other
across her long legs stretched out on the bed.
When D and his friend went into the bathroom,
the cat stayed on in the bed, asleep amid the
rumpled covers that she had cast aside with
her foot; but when they came out they found it
standing stock-still in the living room, as though
it had missed their presence and been looking
for them.

“What are we going to do with it,” his friend
said, still wrapped in a bath towel, pushing her
chestnut hair to one side and looking at the cat
with mingled affection and doubt, as though
they had realized all along that ever since the
innocent joke at the beginning it had been with
them the whole time.

“Nothing,” D said in the same casual tone
of voice. “Leave it in the hallway again.”

And though the cat followed them as they
went into the bedroom again to get dressed,
when they came out D took the cat in his arms
and unconcernedly left it on the stairs, where
it stood, motionless, small and gray, watching
them as they went down.

From that day on however, whenever they
came across it, silent, small and gray, in the hall-
way with its yellowish half-light spotted with
dark shadows, in the lobby or on the stairway,
his friend took it in her arms and entered the
apartment with it. She would put it down on the
floor as she undressed and the cat would then

stay in the room or wander indifferently about
the living room, the breakfast room, or the kit -
chen, and then climb into bed and lie down on
her body, as though from the first day it had be -
come quite used to being there. D and his friend
watched it, laughing, delighted at the way it
made itself at home on her body. Every so often,
she would caress it and it would close its eyes till
they narrowed to a thin yellow slit, but most of
the time she simply let it be there, hiding its
head between her breasts or slowly stretching
its paws out on her belly, as though it had not
noticed her presence, until as she turned to em -
brace D it placed itself between the two of them
and she pushed it aside with her hand. When D
was waiting for his friend in the apartment, she
always came in with the cat in her arms and one
night when she announced that she hadn’t found
it in any of the usual places, the small gray fig-
ure suddenly appeared in the bedroom through
the closet door. However, one day when she tried
to feed it, the cat refused to eat a single mouth-
ful, though she even tried taking it in her arms
and bringing the dish up to its mouth. From the
bed, D felt an obscure need to touch her as he
watched her clasp the long slender figure to her
and called to her to come to him. Now, on Sun -
days, the small gray figure had become indis-
pensable next to her body and D’s vigilant gaze
noted its precise whereabouts, seeking at the
same time to discover her reactions in its pres-
ence. She for her part had also accepted the cat
as something that belonged to them both with-
out belonging to anyone and compared her body’s
reactions to it with those which contact with D’s
hands produced in her. She never caressed it
now, but instead waited to be caressed and
when she lay drowsing with it at
her side, on opening her eyes
after falling asleep she also felt,
as though it were something phy s -
ical, covering her comple -
tely, the fixed gaze of the
half closed yellow eyes
on her body and then she need -
ed to feel D next to her again.
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Shortly thereafter, D was obliged to stay in
bed for a few days with an unexpected attack of
fever, and she decided to arrange things so that
she could stay in the apartment taking care of
him. Dazed by the fever, plunged into a sort of
constant half-sleep in which the dim conscious-
ness of his aching body was at once unpleasant
and pleasant, D noted almost ins tinctively his
friend’s movements in the apartment. He lis-
tened to her footsteps as she went in and out of
the room and thought he saw her bending over
him to see if he was asleep, heard her open and
close one door and then another without being
able to tell exactly where she was, perceived the
murmur of water running in the kitchen or the
bathroom and all those sounds formed a dense,
continuous veil onto which day and night were
projected without beginning or end, like a single
mass of time within which only her presence
was real, simultaneously near and far, and
through that veil he seemed to note the extreme

to which they were united and separated,
as each one of her

actions brought her into view before him, apart
and secret, and for that very reason all the more
his in this separation wherein she knew nothing
of him, as though each of her acts were situated
at the end of a taut, vibrating rope that he was
holding onto from the other side, in the middle
of which there was only a void impossible to fill.
But when D finally opened his eyes all the way
between two dream intervals without number,
he could also see the cat following each of his
friend’s movements, without ever coming much
closer to her, always a few steps behind, as
though it were trying to pass unnoticed, but, at
the same time, could not leave her alone. And so
it was the cat, the presence of the cat, that filled
the void that seemed to gape open inevitably
between the two of them. In some way, it unit-
ed them de finitively. D went back to sleep with
a vague, remote feeling of expectation, which
perhaps was simply part of the fever itself, but in
the space of which there reappeared, again and
again, distant and unreachable at times, imme-
diate and perfectly drawn at others, invariable
images of his friend’s body. And then that very
body, concrete and tangible, slipped into bed
alongside him and D received it, feeling him-
self inside it, losing himself in it, beyond the

fever, as at the same time he apprehended,
through those very sensations, how she

was always there before him, un rea ch -
able even in the most intimate close -

ness and therefore more de sir -
able, and how she sought his

body in the same way, until
she left him alone in the bed
again and began once more
her obscure movements about

the apartment, prolonging the
union by means of the frag -

mented perception of
them that fever gave to D.

During those long
moments of concre te
rapprochement, the
cat disappeared from
D’s consciousness.
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On one occasion, however, he realized that it
too was in bed with them. His hands had come
upon the little gray figure as they wandered
over his friend’s body and she had immediate-
ly moved in such a way as to make the meeting
more complete, but this end was never wholly
realized and D forgot that there was an alien
presence next to her. There had been no more
than a brief ray of light in the middle of the dark
lagoon of the fever. A few days later the fever
broke as unexpectedly as it had come on. D
began going out again and was with his friend
in the company of others. There appeared to be
no change in her. Her fully clothed body held
the same secret that D suddenly wanted to bare
before everyone; but as the moment ap proached
when they would ordinarily have gone to the
apartment, she began, despite herself, without
her apparently being consciously aware of it, to
show clear signs of uneasiness and tried to hold
off their arrival, as though there awaited her in
the apart ment a confirmation that she was un -
willing to face.

When, after a number of delays inexplica-
ble to D, they finally entered the building, the
cat was not in the lobby, nor in the hallway, nor
on the stairs, and as they made their way along
them D noted that his friend was anxiously
looking about for it. Then, in the apartment, D
discovered a large reddish scratch on her back.
They were in bed and when D pointed the
scratch out to her she did her best to get a look
at it, breathing hard, straining as though she
were trying to feel it outside her own body. Then
she asked D to keep rubbing the tip of his fin-
gers over the scratch as she lay motionless, tense
and expectant, until something seemed to break
inside her and with panting breath she asked
D to take her.

The cat did not appear on the following
days either and neither D nor his friend spoke
of it again. In reality, both of them thought they
had forgotten it. As before the appearance of
the fragile little gray figure between them,
their relationship was more than sufficient for
the two of them. On Sunday mornings, as always,

she lay stretched out full-length on the
bed, open and naked, displaying
her indolent body as D whiled
away the time carrying on the
usual little everyday activi-
ties; but now she was
unable to doze. Hid -
den behind her in dolence
and completely alien to her will,
there appeared, more definite by
the moment, an evident attitude of expecta-
tion which she tried to ignore, but which obliged
her to keep changing position without finding
repose. Finally, on returning after going out for
the newspapers, D found her waiting for him
with her body raised up off the bed, leaning on
it with one elbow. Her gaze was frankly directed
at D’s hands, searching without even noticing
the newspapers and on failing to find the hoped-
for gray figure she let herself fall back on the
bed, allowing her head to loll almost out of it
and closing her eyes. D went to her and began
to caress her.

“I need it. Where is it? We have to find it,”
she murmured without opening her eyes, ac -
cept ing D’s caresses and reacting to them with
greater intensity than ever, as though they were
one with her need and capable of provoking
the appearance of the cat.

Then the two of them heard the long plain-
tive meows immediately outside the door in a
transport of ecstatic happiness.

“Who knows,” D said in a barely audible voice,
almost to himself, as though all words were un -
necessary, rising to his feet to open the door,
“maybe it’s simply a part of ourselves.”

But she was unable to hear him, her body
awaiting, tense and open, only the little gray
presence.

NOTES

1 Originally published in Encounters, translated by Helen
Lane, with an introduction by Octavio Paz (Hygiene,
Colorado: Eridanos Press, 1988), pp. 5-22.
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