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			1

			Two nights, three days. That was how long you could keep them.

			“You’re probably thinking that isn’t very long,” the pet shop owner would say to his customers once they’d signed the contract. He would deliver these words in an identical tone, and with an identical expression, every single time.

			“Any longer and you start to get attached. Meanwhile the cat starts worrying it might never be coming back here. Doesn’t work out well for anyone, believe me.”

			Buying them wasn’t an option. Nor, as a general rule, was hosting the same animal more than once in the span of a month.

			“Three days. That’s it,” the owner said, driving the point home in the same quiet but firm voice as always.

			They didn’t come cheap either. For the same up­front cost – the fee plus a deposit several times that amount – you could easily buy one of the purebred kittens the owner sold through the more conventional “pet shop” side of his business.

			And yet the customers kept coming. Each of the seven cats would return from its latest assignment and, after just a night or two at the shop, move on to another new home for the next three days.

			
			

			They came with their own toilet, and you weren’t allowed to feed them anything except the special cat food supplied by the owner. In particular, he insisted that, like any cat, they should never be fed onion, abalone, or chicken bones.

			“Onion is poison to a cat’s bloodstream. It breaks down their red blood cells and turns them anaemic. Abalone makes their ears swell up and turn bright red. In bad cases they develop dermatitis, and if you don’t do anything about that, their ears fall right off. As for chicken bones, they splinter when a cat bites them. Don’t want them piercing their throats or an organ, do we?”

			The customers would react to his warnings in all sorts of ways – some took notes, while others gasped in surprise; some simply nodded in silence, while others barely even listened because, in their opinion, they’d heard it all before. When it came to looking after cats, people’s level of experience varied.

			The owner welcomed customers who’d never had a cat before. But he was always sure to give them a particularly stern warning:

			“The cat sleeps on its own. When it’s bedtime, you put it in this carrier, and you make sure the blanket is laid out just like it is now. And never, ever, wash the blanket – no matter how dirty you might think it is.”

			Cats are not known to relish a change of environment. For any normal cat, this lifestyle would undoubtedly be stressful.

			“Which is why . . .” said the owner, still using the same words as always, the same expression and tone of voice. It was quite possible that the precise duration of the explanation u p to this point was identical every time too. “They have the blanket.” 

			From an early age, each of the seven cats had always slept with their own rotating collection of blankets. As long as they were equipped with one of their familiar favourites, they could sleep soundly wherever they found themselves.

			“It’s like that scene you see in old manga comics. You know, the kid who leaves home and stuffs his pillow into his bag for comfort.”

			At this point, he liked to give a chuckle. The same chuckle every time.

			Today too, he chuckled right on cue.

			“Well, here you go. She’s yours,” he said, picking the carrier up from the counter and holding it towards the customer. “Take good care of her, okay?”

			The customer – who, like the owner, looked to be in his mid-­forties – clutched the carrier close to his chest, a nervous look on his face.

			“You don’t have to hold it like that, you know.”

			“Ah . . . sorry.”

			“You don’t have to apologise either.” For the first time, the owner offered what seemed to be an unscripted smile.

			The customer smiled back awkwardly, then shifted the carrier to his side.

			“Sorry. It’s just I’ve never had a cat before . . .”

			“Don’t worry – she’s well-­behaved. Takes to people quickly. Go on, have a quick peek. She’s a cute little thing. Big round eyes.”

			The customer did as the owner suggested. Still holding the carrier, he peered in through the small window in its side.

			
			

			There she was, gazing right at him.

			She was curled up on a beige blanket. The owner hadn’t lied: she had enormous, staring eyes.

			A calico, just as he’d requested.

			“. . . She’s adorable.”

			“Isn’t she?” the owner said with a satisfied nod. “Still only a year old, so she has that kitteny look about her – but she’s all grown up and well behaved. A real charmer.”

			The customer nodded, then stole another glance inside the carrier. The cat was still looking at him.

			It mewed softly.

			“Oh . . .” The customer looked up. “I forgot to ask her name.”

			The owner nodded, as if he’d seen the question coming. “Well, what would you like to call her?”

			“What? You mean I get to . . .?”

			Another nod. “You get to name her whatever you like. Call out to her a few times and you’ll be surprised how quickly she picks it up.”

			“Really?”

			“Yep. I told you, she’s a clever one. And it makes sense for you to name her, don’t you think? She is going to be your cat – even if it’s just for three days.”

			The owner chuckled, then cast his eyes over the form his customer had filled out, which he was about to type into the computer.

			“Mr . . . Ishida, is it? Well, for the next three days, this cat is a member of the Ishida family. So make sure you give her a nice name, okay?”

			
			

			“Erm . . . what do you call her when she’s here, at the shop?”

			“Cali, as in ‘calico’. Doesn’t seem much point in us giving them fancy names, see . . . In any case, talk it over with your wife or kids, and find a name that feels right for your family, okay?”

			Just then the telephone rang. As the owner made to take the call, Norio Ishida bowed politely and left the shop.

			On his way back to the car park, he turned around and took another look at the shop.

			Alongside the ordinary-­looking sign for the pet shop was another that read: blanket cats. Above the Japanese char­acters, the English words for the same thing had been squeezed in like an afterthought.

			Blanket Cats. The phrase had meant nothing to him when he’d found the shop online, and still less when he’d walked in there. Now I get it, he thought. Cats that come with their own blanket. Blanket Cats.

			The carrier felt surprisingly heavy in his hand. Doing his best to keep it steady, Norio made his way to his car.

			The sky towered above him, expansive and blue. In the distance, the mountain ridges shaded off imperceptibly into the haze.

			It was spring. The day before, the clouds of fine yellow sand that often blew in from China at this time of year had, once again, made landfall in western Japan.

			For now, though, Tokyo remained out of the sand’s reach. Instead, the morning news had forecast high levels of cedar pollen in the city’s air.

			The forests that covered the mountains, on the outskirts  of Tokyo, were almost all cultivated cedar plantations. Norio himself wasn’t allergic to their pollen, but a colleague of his who had a surgical mask practically glued to his face at this time of year swore that sometimes he could actually see it swirling through the air.

			“Seriously,” he had said, “you know those old yokai manga, where the smoke spewed out by factories turns into a monster that chases after people? That’s what it feels like.”

			Norio grinned to himself, imagining the face his colleague might pull if he brought him out here to the suburbs, where the pollen was particularly fierce.

			Just then, a tiny sneeze came from inside the carrier.

			Hang on. Did cats really sneeze?

			. . . What if she had a pollen allergy?

			Surely not, he thought as he opened the rear door of his car.

			“We’ll be there in a minute, okay?” he said, setting the carrier down on the floor behind the front seat.

			In response, the cat sneezed again. It wasn’t as vocal as an “achoo” – more of a breathy shoo, like fabric rustling.

			“Don’t tell me you actually have a pollen allergy,” he said, astonished.

			But the cat simply carried on sneezing. Shoo! Sha-­shoo! . . .

			 

			Norio took the expressway across central Tokyo back to the satellite town in Chiba where he lived. For early on a Saturday afternoon, the Metropolitan Expressway was surprisingly empty. On the way to the shop, the journey had taken him almost two hours due to a traffic accident. But now, even with a break along the way, it took him less than half that to get home.

			
			

			When he was almost there, he pulled the car up outside the nearby station and called Yukie on the phone. He’d expected his wife to still be in, but apparently that wasn’t the case.

			“It’s so nice outside, and I was bored, so I went for a little wander.”

			She added that she’d just walked into a café near the station, where she’d been planning to pass the time until he got back.

			“Right. I’ll come to you, then.”

			“What, and leave the cat in the car?”

			“Of course not. I’ll bring her with me.”

			“Is that okay? Bringing a pet into a café, I mean.”

			“Should be alright if she’s still in the carrier, don’t you think?”

			“I don’t know. Hang on, I’ll ask one of the staff.”

			The phone switched to the hold melody. Norio leaned back in his seat and gave an exasperated sigh.

			It would only be three days. But Norio had never had a cat before – or any pet, for that matter.

			Just as he was becoming convinced the café would be a no-­go, the melody cut out.

			“They say it’s fine as long as we don’t let her out.”

			“Right. I’ll head over there now, then.”

			Once he’d hung up, he twisted around in his seat to look at the carrier. It was a pretty cramped little container, and yet the cat was just sitting inside it patiently. The sneezing that had continued for a while after they’d joined the expressway had stopped now.

			Was this stillness due to her training, or was it just her personality? Or was she asleep? Or . . . maybe . . .

			
			

			Feeling a tremor of panic, he jumped out of the car, opened the rear door and lifted the carrier up to look inside. He heard a vague snarl, presumably in protest at this rough treatment, and the container shook violently.

			“You’re alive, then. All okay in there?”

			Relieved, he placed the carrier on the rear seat, then gave another sigh. Three days was starting to sound like quite a long time.

			“Just hang on a bit longer, alright?” he said, then opened up the hatch on the carrier. The least he could do was give her a bit of fresh air. You better not run off, he thought, preparing himself for the worst. But the cat remained curled up meekly on her blanket.

			He remembered the pet shop owner’s words: “Only the top kittens get to be Blanket Cats.” 

			Norio wasn’t sure the cats themselves considered it much of an honour, but she did seem fairly well-­behaved.

			There was one other thing the owner had said.

			Talk it over with your wife or kids. The cat’s name, that is. 

			He closed the hatch of the carrier.

			“Mummy’s waiting,” he said to the now-­hidden cat. On second thoughts, maybe “Mum” was better for Yukie.

			I’d prefer “Dad” to “Daddy” myself, he thought. Though it would be up to the kid to choose.

			The cat sneezed again.

			Shoo-­shoo-­shoo! Three in a row this time.

			“You sure you don’t have a pollen allergy?”

			Shoo! Sha-­shoo! 

			“Yeah, you definitely do.”

			
			

			Shoo-­shoo! Shoo!

			“Well, at least you’re like Mum in one respect,” he murmured before swallowing a sigh.

			 

			Yukie was sitting by the window of the café. When she saw him approach, she removed her face mask and took a series of cautious breaths. After inhaling, exhaling, and twitching her nostrils for a few moments, she allowed her expression to finally relax into a smile.

			“How are you doing?” asked Norio, pulling out the chair opposite her.

			“My nose was ticklish earlier, but I think I’m alright for now.”

			“Loads of pollen about today, apparently.”

			“Yeah, they said on TV. Glad I didn’t go with you to pick her up.”

			Norio held the carrier out, and Yukie carefully took it in both hands, then placed it on the seat next to her. She gently stroked the hatch.

			“Hello,” she said, in a rounded, mellow voice. “Nice to meet you.”

			At some point, the cat had stopped sneezing.

			“I want to see her, but I feel like, weirdly nervous . . .”

			“She’s a cute little thing.”

			“A calico, right?”

			“Yeah. One year old.”

			“And she’s a girl?” she asked – before adding, almost apolo­getically: “Didn’t you want a boy?”

			
			

			“I don’t mind. Anyway, calicos are always female.”

			“What? Really?”

			“Yeah. Apparently, with male chromosomes, it’s impossible to have the genes for both ginger and black hair. Occasionally a male will be born through some kind of genetic abnormality, but the odds are like one in a thousand. And the ones that are born aren’t exactly very . . . manly.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“They’re infertile.” Norio glanced out of the window, where a mother and child happened to be passing. “You know, like someone else in your life.”

			He’d meant it lightly, but he felt his voice tremble, and Yukie offered no reply.
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			The cat would sleep in the small Japanese-­style room that adjoined the living room, they decided. It got plenty of sunlight, and the lack of furniture meant there was plenty of space. Even if the cat scratched the tatami mats, or the fusuma or the shoji—

			“We can deal with that, right?” 

			“Yeah.”

			It was settled. If anything, they were more worried about what the cat would make of the distinctive grassy smell of the tatami.

			“If she doesn’t like the tatami room, she can sleep in mine, right?” Yukie had asked.

			
			

			“I reckon she’d prefer mine,” Norio replied. “Yours stinks of cosmetics.”

			“Well,” Yukie pouted, “while we’re on the subject of smell, yours absolutely reeks of cigarettes.”

			“Yeah, but I bought one of those air freshener sprays.”

			“That’s cheating! Well, we’ll just have to spray my room too.”

			Norio nodded and smiled softly. If the cat was going to sleep in one of their rooms, of course it would be Yukie’s. He’d just wanted to tease her a bit.

			“Well, it’s only three days,” he said, deliberately keeping his expression calm, his voice distant. He was hoping she’d tell him to lighten up. But she was play-­acting too – and had decided to go for full-­on childish excitement.

			“Hey, do you think I can hug the cat straight away?”

			“Yeah, I guess. She’s super comfortable around people, apparently.”

			“I bought a cat teaser. Reckon she’ll play with it?”

			“Oh, definitely. I mean, she’s a cat, right?”

			“Can she sleep with me?”

			That, unfortunately, was a no-­go. It said so clearly on the website. Separating the cats from their blankets was strictly forbidden.

			When Norio had explained, Yukie had seemed pretty disappointed. But she’d soon gathered herself.

			“In that case,” she’d said, “I’ll just have to sleep in the tatami room! I’m allowed to sleep next to her at least, right?” Her voice had been lively, her cheeks flushed, her eyes gleaming with excitement.

			
			

			“Oh, sure,” he replied, curtly. “I mean, do whatever you want.” He turned away from her, as if he’d had enough of the conversation. Really, though, he was just trying not to let her enthusiasm infect him.

			It wasn’t the cat’s arrival that he was happy about. It was seeing Yukie so thrilled to have her in the house. When had he last seen that smile on her lips, that carefree look on her face?

			Even now, the following morning, as she played with the cat in the tatami room, she wore the same smile.

			By this point, though, Yukie wasn’t just calling her “the cat”. She’d given her a name.

			“You really don’t mind me naming her?” she’d asked at first, doubtfully.

			And yet the moment she let the cat out of the carrier she’d exclaimed, without a moment’s hesitation, “Hello, Anne!”

			 

			As in Anne of Green Gables, Norio had assumed. But Yukie’s reasoning turned out to be a little different.

			“I mean, I guess that might have influenced me. But it’s actually short for Anju,” she said, picking the cat up and stroking it on her lap. 

			“Anju as in . . . Anju and Zushio?”

			“No!” she laughed. “Why would I give her the name of the heroine from a tragedy?”

			Good point.

			Anju, she explained, was written with the characters for “apricot” and “tree”.

			“Thirty-­three strokes in total, when you include our family name. The most auspicious number for a girls’ name. It was  tough to get the strokes to add up right when we have so few in our surname.”

			Anju Ishida.

			Norio traced the characters in the air with his finger, counting the individual strokes. Sure enough, there were thirty-­three of them.

			“Would have been easier if I’d given her a three-­character name, like mine.” A name like Yukie’s, which was written with three separate characters, would have meant more strokes. “But then you’d feel left out with your measly two characters, wouldn’t you?” She turned to the cat and giggled. “Wouldn’t he?”

			The sliding shoji doors of the tatami room were open, the soft afternoon sun pouring in. There was Yukie, sitting in the amber-­tinged light, hugging the cat. Hugging Anne.

			“She really is well-­behaved, isn’t she?” she said.

			“Yeah . . .”

			“It’s like she’s always lived here, don’t you think?”

			“I guess . . .”

			“Nori, what’s wrong?”

			Yukie turned to look at him, as did Anne on her lap. Even the look of surprise on their faces was the same.

			“Are you angry?” 

			Norio looked away. “No, not at all.”

			“But you’ve gone all mopey.”

			“I told you, I’m fine.”

			“Ah, I know,” she teased. “You’re just wondering when it’ll be your turn to hug her, aren’t you?” She gave Anne another squeeze. “Sorry, she’s all mine!” 

			
			

			Shoo! The cat sneezed again.

			Shoo! Sha-­shoo . . .

			Achoo! This last one was Yukie. “Uh-­oh, now I’m sneezing!”

			The sunlight made the skin on her face almost transparent.

			Norio looked up at the clock, deliberately avoiding the smile that spread momentarily across her face.

			“I might pop out,” he said.

			“Where to?”

			“Thought I could buy her some toys and things. They had this climbing frame thing in the pet shop, plus a bunch of other stuff. Probably best to get her something like that, don’t you think?”

			He half expected Yukie to say, Isn’t that a bit excessive for a three-­day stay? But she didn’t.

			“Shall we both go, and take the cat?” he asked.

			“Hmm . . .” She frowned and paused. “No, I think I’ll stay here with Anne. I’d feel self-­conscious taking her out.”

			She was probably expecting him to say, What is there to feel self-­conscious about? But he didn’t.

			“I guess this must be how a new mum feels about taking their kid to the park for the first time,” she said.

			Norio cocked his head and gave a pained smile, but said nothing as he walked out of the tatami room and began briskly gathering his things.

			“I won’t be long,” he called from the corridor.

			“See you in a bit!” she replied in her airy voice.

			Anne, for her part, offered a pleading, drawn-­out miaow.

			“Wow, you really are a clever cat!” he heard Yukie exclaim.  He wondered what sort of face she was pulling. But he left without looking, like a man on the run.

			Driving to the local hardware shop, he smoked one cigar­ette after another. It wasn’t the taste he was craving, but the feel of the filter, gripped tight between his lips.

			It’ll be alright, he thought. You worry too much, he gently chided himself.

			There was nothing to be anxious about. The cat they’d spent the last few days looking forward to had finally arrived in their home. Yukie was over the moon. Seriously, he thought, when was the last time he’d seen her that happy?

			As for me . . . You know what? I’m having fun today. I really am.

			Their weekends were normally quiet affairs. It wasn’t that either of them was particularly taciturn, but compared to homes with kids tearing around from morning until night, the atmosphere in their apartment was so hushed you’d barely know anyone lived there. In fact, on several occasions, the delivery man had slipped an “attempted delivery” note through their letterbox just because they’d taken a bit longer than usual to answer the door.

			 

			Their place had three bedrooms, as well as a combined living room, dining room and kitchen. It was certainly big enough for the two of them – too big, if anything. When they were each ensconced in their separate bedrooms, over half the seventy square metres of the apartment was nothing but dead space. They’d never had kids. More specifically, they hadn’t been able to.

			
			

			Norio was the problem. Sex itself went smoothly enough; the issue was his sperm, which were apparently weak and extremely low in number.

			They’d found out in their early thirties, on the very first day they’d gone in for infertility treatment. The chances of conception weren’t quite zero, they’d been told, but near enough.

			They couldn’t say it hadn’t hit them hard.

			At the same time, no matter how depressed the news made them, there was nothing they could do. All they could change was how they felt about it.

			Maybe we’re fine the way we are, they’d told themselves through their thirties. They weren’t bluffing; that was really how it seemed.

			But now, on the cusp of their forties, they felt the hushed quiet of their lives morphing slowly into sadness. The harmonious monotone interior of their living room began to feel strangely desolate.

			A few months ago, reading a new year’s card from a friend, Yukie had suddenly burst into tears.

			The friend in question always enclosed a photo of their family in their cards. Underneath the standard printed greeting was a handwritten message.

			Our eldest started middle school this April. We can’t believe our little scamp has grown up so fast!

			It was your average update from a friend, really, and yet something about it caught Yukie completely off-­guard, like a sharp jab to the tenderest part of her heart.

			“I wonder what that feels like,” she’d said, her eyes reddening. “You know, looking at your kid and thinking wow,  they’ve really grown up.” Then, as the tears had really started to come: “I bet it means the world to them.”

			Once the sadness arrived, it never went away. But it wasn’t sadness for their present situation that enveloped them, so much as a realisation that the quiet life they shared was simply going to roll onwards, indefinitely, into the future.

			“Ah, kids are just a nuisance anyway,” one of Norio’s friends had said. “All the mess they make! Not to mention the noise.”

			A different friend had said: “The fewer mouths to feed the better, I say.”

			And another told him: “Kids are basically just half-­formed adults. They can be so frustrating. And you’re expected to do everything for them!”

			Meanwhile, one of Yukie’s friends had said: “As a couple, you get to choose your partner, but you don’t get to choose your kids.” Another had told her: “It just isn’t worth quitting your job to raise them.”

			When they’d first heard these comments, they’d taken them at face value, but it was different now. Like playing cards – or the black-­and-­white disks in a game of Othello – being flipped over to reveal their true identities, their friends’ complaints about their children had begun to sound more like attempts to console Norio and Yukie for not having any.

			They’d probably say they were overthinking it. Come on, they’d say. Don’t take it that way.

			Over the past year or two, both Norio and Yukie had stopped inviting their friends over as much. Nor did they go out of their way to visit them.

			
			

			They’d become unsociable people. And their quiet, sad weekends had slowly grown quieter and sadder.

			 

			It had been Norio who, about a month ago, had said, “Shall we get a pet?” 

			“Well, if we did,” Yukie had replied immediately, “I’d want a cat.”

			They weren’t allowed pets in their apartment block. If they were really going to get a cat, they’d have to move. They’d bought their current place back in the eighties, during the bubble era – and before finding out about Norio’s infertility. It had been a bold purchase, made on the assumption that one day, there would be three or four of them living together.

			These days, the market for pre-­owned apartments was shaky to say the least. It wasn’t clear they’d find a buyer, and even if the sale went through, the proceeds probably wouldn’t cover the balance on their mortgage.

			And yet Yukie had really taken to the idea. “Let’s just go for it,” she’d said. “We’ll manage the money somehow.” She’d seemed ready to rush out of the door that minute and start hopping between estate agents and pet shops.

			In an attempt to humour her, Norio had suggested they try spending a few days with a cat before deciding what to 
do.

			And now Anne had arrived at their house, and for the first time in a long time, Yukie was laughing that carefree laugh of hers.

			Wasn’t that a good thing?

			I’ll get the cat stuff, he thought, and then I’ll pop by the  estate agent’s and see if they’ll at least give me an estimate on that apartment.

			 

			At the hardware shop, he found himself hesitating. The truth was, he was a little taken aback.

			Ranged in front of him were various models of cat tower. The pole on one of them was about two metres tall, with a hemp rope wound around it for the cat to scratch its claws on; a birdbox-­like cabin was attached to the pole, together with various platforms and steps. They’d have no use for it once Anne’s stay was over, he thought – and even if they did move to another apartment and get a cat, all that pink and blue was just so . . . garish.

			At their place, a thing like this would stick out like a sore thumb.

			With a look of astonishment still plastered across his face, he asked a nearby clerk if they had anything more muted.

			“Nope,” the clerk replied, without the slightest hint of an apology.

			“Seriously? They all look this childish?”

			“Cats love pretty colours,” the clerk replied unconvincingly.

			Glumly, Norio distanced himself from the man, then turned to face the cat towers once more.

			The wood grain visible through the paint, the rounded edges, the over-­the-­top colours . . . eventually, he realised that what they brought to mind, more than anything else, were the children’s toys he’d seen at the house of a friend who, a decade or so ago, he’d used to visit.

			His friend had always prided himself on his collection  of over two hundred LPs, mainly old Japanese folk and rock records, but he had given up the shelves that once housed them to the robot figurines his son collected. Super Metal something or other, they were called. “That’s the thing about kids,” his friend had grumbled, “they take over your life completely.” But the look on his face had been far from unhappy.

			Alright then, Norio said to himself, before calling the clerk over again.

			“That pink one, with the platforms and the little cabin,” he said, pointing and smiling. “No need to pack it up. I’ll take it home just as it is.”
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			Their digital camera ran out of space in no time at all.

			Norio chuckled weakly as he watched Yukie adopt yet another pose with Anne in her arms. “Hang on. I think I need to download these onto the computer first.”

			“It can’t be full already,” Yukie said, shocked. “You sure it’s not just playing up?”

			He shook his head, laughing louder this time, then pointed at the clock on the wall. “Wow. Look at the time.”

			“How is it eight o’clock already?”

			“Yeah. I’m pretty hungry. And Anne,” he said, playfully stroking the cat’s belly, “you must be feeling peckish too, right?”

			Brushing his hand out of the way, Yukie squeezed her into another hug. “Sorry, Anne! Are you hungry?”

			
			

			Anne stuck her neck out, looking slightly disgruntled, but made no attempt to escape. She’d spent the last hour or so clasped to Yukie’s lap, unable to move, but she seemed completely relaxed. 

			They ate the dinner he’d prepared earlier that evening, then fed Anne. “I wanted to give her something homemade,” Yukie complained, but the pet shop owner had been clear: they were strictly forbidden from feeding her anything other than the cat food he provided. Any variation in the quantity or quality of her food could badly upset her health.

			Norio stole a glance at his wife as she ate alongside him. That soft smile. That tender look in her eyes. The mellow, rounded timbre of every word that issued from her mouth. During all the weekends they’d spent alone, he couldn’t remember her ever looking this happy.

			“How about going for a walk after dinner?” she asked.

			“What, with Anne?”

			“Yeah. Give her a bit of fresh air.”

			“I thought it was just dogs you were supposed to take for walks . . . Anyway, what if someone from the building sees us? We’ll get in trouble. Plus there’s the pollen.”

			“Oh, I’ll be alright.”

			“. . . I meant Anne.”

			Whether from the pollen or some other allergic reaction, the cat was still sneezing. She’d be quiet for long stretches of time, but once she started it was like it would never stop.

			“Maybe’s she’s just reacting to the house dust. In which case, wouldn’t it actually be better to take her outside?” Yukie  peered down at Anne, who was nibbling away at her food. “You’d love a little excursion, wouldn’t you!”

			When Anne glanced up at her, Yukie imitated a coy little miaow, to which Anne responded with a soft mewl of her own.

			“See?” said Yukie, laughing delightedly.

			That’s cheating, thought Norio. “Alright, you win,” he said, chuckling despite himself.

			When, he thought, had he last laughed like that?

			 

			When they’d discovered they couldn’t have children, they’d made each other a series of promises.

			“If we’ll never be parents,” Yukie had explained, “that means we’ll never be connected by blood, right? I mean, marriage is just a sort of social contract.”

			Norio had found this a rather dramatic way of putting things. But he could see where she was coming from.

			“And without a bond like that, I think two people who are going to share a home for the rest of their lives need to agree on a few ground rules.”

			Firstly, they’d give each other as much space as they needed. So, separate bedrooms, each with their own locks.

			Next, financial independence. They opened a new bank account that was solely for shared living expenses, to which they each contributed the same amount each month.

			Then there was the need to respect each other as individuals, rather than confine each other to the roles of “husband” and “wife”. That was why they still called each other by their first names instead of the usual generic terms of affection. Yukie carried on using her maiden name for her work, with  both surnames featuring equally prominently on their apartment’s letterbox.

			“In other words,” Yukie had explained, “we need to respect each other’s freedom as much as possible. Otherwise, living alone like this, we’ll end up sucking all the life out of each other.”

			This made sense to Norio too. She wasn’t wrong, he told himself. Still, sometimes – just sometimes – he wanted to say, I guess all these rules might suck the life out of us too. But because he was never sure he’d be able to make it sound entirely like a joke, he always held his tongue.

			In the almost seven years since the doctor had told them that conceiving a child was basically impossible, they’d never once argued. Whenever conflict seemed imminent, one of them always yielded to the other. They didn’t want fights. If they fought, there would be no-­one to come between them, no-­one to rally around them, no-­one to decide who was in the wrong; no-­one, even, to complain to. Deep down, Norio found the idea frightening. So, he assumed, did Yukie.

			Turning “two” back into “one” and “one” was easy enough. Two individuals, each their own person. Partners who respected each other’s freedom.

			But, as Norio had occasionally caught himself thinking of late, was that really what it meant to be a couple?

			 

			That evening, they let Anne out to play in the park.

			Cats aren’t like dogs, though; there was no running around after her owners or chasing frisbees. The moment they opened the hatch, Anne leaped out of the carrier, dashed into the  bushes on the other side of the park, and showed no sign of emerging.

			“Erm . . . are you sure she’ll come back?” asked Yukie.

			“Oh yeah. As long as we have her blanket, she’ll always come back. That’s what the man said.”

			“She could have at least stayed where we can see her.” Yukie sank onto a bench, pouting slightly. “I mean, running off like that. It was like she couldn’t wait to be rid of us.”

			“That’s how cats are, I guess.”

			“I know, but . . . I was hoping she’d show us a little more gratitude or love or . . . something.”

			Yukie explained that it had been the same when they’d been taking photos at the apartment. Anne had patiently sat in her lap, but she hadn’t seemed particularly happy to be there.

			“She looked fine to me,” said Norio.

			“You probably couldn’t tell just from watching. When I was holding her, I could feel it. You know, like she was just going along with it because that’s what she was supposed to do.

			“You’re imagining things.”

			“Maybe you’re just not being sensitive enough.”

			Shoo! came a sneeze from the bushes. Anne was closer than they’d thought.

			Shoo . . . shoo . . . shoo . . .

			The sneezes became increasingly distant, mingling with the sound of rustling leaves and twigs.

			“Maybe she heard us,” Norio joked. 

			Yukie hunched her shoulders together and pulled a guilty face.

			“So, what do you reckon?” Norio said.

			
			

			“About what?”

			“Getting a cat. Shall we give it up?”

			“No. I still want one.”

			“A dog would be more, well, affectionate. And it might actually do what we told it to.”

			“No way. We have jobs, Nori. Who would take it for walks?”

			She had a point.

			The reason they’d opted for a cat in the first place was because they were more independent and less demanding than dogs. Or, to use Yukie’s favourite word, cats were all about “freedom”.

			“Nori . . .”

			“Hm?”

			“Do you think I’ve become a bit . . . demanding recently?”

			The question was so sudden that it took him a moment to answer. When he eventually replied, “No, I don’t think so,” his words sounded forced.

			Yukie fell silent and looked up at the clouded night sky.

			Shoo, sha-­shoo, came the sneezes again. Anne
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