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        * * *

      

      You wake before the light.

      For a moment, you are not sure where you are. Only the ceiling, pale and soft in the dimness, and the steady sound of water moving somewhere outside. Then the smell of damp earth reaches you, and you remember. The house, the garden. The quiet.

      You lie still and listen.

      Nothing moves in the next room. No car passes. No footsteps in the lane. The world remains unaware of you, and you find comfort in that.

      You sit up slowly. As you shift, the futon gives a small sigh. The air is cold against your skin. The walls hold no photographs. No paintings or colours. No mirrors. The only furniture is a low wooden table by the window and a narrow shelf with a chipped white bowl resting on it.

      You cross the room and open the paper screen.

      Mist presses against the glass outside. It hangs low over the garden, thick and almost luminous in the half-light, as if the sky has settled on the ground and forgotten to rise again. You slide the door open, and the air slips inside, cold and clean. Your breath appears in a faint cloud, drifting away like a thought you have not yet formed.

      The garden is small. A simple rectangle of moss that rises and dips over stones hidden beneath its surface. In the dim light it looks like a green sea caught in the act of moving, a quiet green tide frozen in place. At the far edge, softened by the mist, stand a few slender trees. Their branches reach out like open hands. You cannot see the blossoms yet, but you sense them. You saw them once, the day you arrived. Pale and almost too delicate to be real.

      You step out onto the wooden porch. The boards are cool under your feet. Your thin cotton trousers offer little warmth. You cross your arms and wait for the first shiver to pass, then you breathe in. The air carries the scent of rain and earth and something faintly sweet.

      Behind you, you hear the soft sound of paws.

      The cat appears out of the mist as if it has always been there. Black fur. Thin, but not starving. Yellow eyes that hold you in a quiet, patient gaze. You do not know where it lives, or if it belongs to anyone, and you have decided that you will not ask.

      It jumps onto the porch and pauses. Its tail curls around its body. It looks at your bare feet, then up at your face, then back out at the moss.

      You sit down with your back against the wooden post. You pull your knees up and wrap your arms around them. The wood feels rough through the fabric. The cat moves closer and settles beside you, just close enough that you can feel the warmth of its body against your ankle.

      You do not reach for it. It does not reach for you.

      The silence around you is not empty. It holds the faint trickle of water against stone. A distant crow. Distant traffic, a sound that might be the sea. The whisper of mist brushing the house. Nothing breaks the quiet. Nothing asks for your attention.

      You have stopped checking the time. You do not wear a watch. The phone is in a drawer in the next room. You folded it into a shirt on the first night and turned it off. It has remained there since.

      You stand when the light grows enough for you to see the wood grain beneath your feet. You go inside and make tea. The cat remains on the porch, watching the garden like a guardian.

      You fill the kettle and set it on the gas ring. Steam gathers in a thin line. You move slowly. You do not speak. There is nobody here to hear you, and you have grown used to the sound of a single cup touching a single table. One bowl and a set of chopsticks. One life.

      Outside, the mist thickens again. It presses gently against the window. You carry your tea back out and sit where you sat before.

      The cat glances at the cup. You blow on the surface and watch the steam drift away, fading into the cold morning.

      You do not think of the city.

      You do not think of the office with its rows of screens and its fluorescent lights, or of the people who talked loudly to fill the silence between them or the crowded trains. The messages you left unanswered. You do not think of the night you stopped replying at all.

      You are nowhere. And no one is looking.

      The thought should feel like a wound. Instead, it spreads through you like water on dry ground.

      The days pass in a pattern that is not quite routine. Tea. A slow sweep of the porch. A walk along the narrow path that circles the moss. Sometimes you go to the small shop near the lane and buy rice and vegetables. You bow to the old woman behind the counter. She smiles. She does not ask where you live. You do not tell her.

      You avoid the mirror in the shop by the door. As you move past it, you lower your eyes, careful not to catch your reflection. You are not interested in that person. That life.

      Back at the house, you place the food in the cupboard. The shelves seem too wide for what you own. Bare wood, hardly touched. You brought one suitcase and a backpack. You do not wish for anything more.

      The cat is waiting outside when you return. It never comes close to the entrance, never crosses the boundary of the moss. It walks along the edge instead, tail held high, as if it is tracing a safe line for you.

      You sit. It sits. You eat in small bites and listen.

      Nights come quietly.

      Sometimes, late at
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