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​PART ONE: THE RULES OF ENTRY
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​Chapter One: The Sign on the Door

The sign was handwritten on a rectangle of hinoki wood, pale and faintly fragrant even from a distance, hung by a length of dark cord from a nail beside the door. Haruto stood on the pavement and read it twice. He was the sort of man who read things twice: contracts, menus, the small-print warnings on medication he never quite needed. It was a habit his wife found endearing in the early years of their marriage and had stopped mentioning entirely sometime in the last two or three. He could not have said exactly when.

The sign read:

Welcome to Neko no Ma. Please read these conditions before entering.

1. No loud voices. 2. No sudden movements. 3. No picking up the cats. You may offer your hand. You may not insist. 4. No children under eight years of age unaccompanied by a verified adult. 5. No flash photography. 6. Mobile phones on silent, screens face-down when seated. 7. Visits are limited to ninety minutes. 8. We reserve the right to ask any guest to leave at any time, without explanation.

The cats live here. You are visiting.

Below this, in smaller letters: Entry by assessment only. Please knock.

Haruto looked at the door. It was a good door: old wood, dark with age and oil, a small window set into it at eye level covered by a square of indigo cloth. The building itself was a narrow machiya townhouse, the kind that still appeared occasionally in the older neighborhoods of Kyoto, wedged between a dry-cleaning shop and what appeared to be a very serious seller of Japanese umbrellas. A noren curtain hung in the upper portion of the entrance, dark indigo printed with the silhouette of a cat sitting upright, tail curled around its feet. The cat in the print had an air of complete self-possession. It did not appear to be advertising anything.

Haruto had been sent here by his wife.

This was not, he acknowledged, the most dignified circumstance. He was thirty-eight years old, a project manager at a civil engineering firm, and he had spent the previous Sunday evening sitting at one end of the kitchen table while Satsuki sat at the other, and they had argued, at considerable length, about whether he had or had not agreed to attend her colleague's hanami party in April. He was nearly certain he had not agreed. She was absolutely certain he had. The argument had not been about the party, of course. Arguments about parties rarely were. It had ended not with resolution but with a long and effortful silence, the kind that required both parties to concentrate quite hard on something else: Haruto on his phone, Satsuki on the vegetable drawer of the refrigerator, which she reorganised with a thoroughness that suggested it had personally offended her.

In the morning, she had left a printout on the kitchen table beside his coffee. A webpage. Neko no Ma, Kyoto: a cat café for those who prefer quiet. She had written on the top margin, in her small, efficient handwriting: I thought this might be nice for you. I have a meeting Tuesday morning so I can't come. Go. Tell me what it's like.

He had stood at the table reading the printout for longer than it required, hearing in the instruction something that might have been an olive branch, or might have been a dismissal. With Satsuki, lately, these two things occupied the same gesture.

Still. He had come.

He knocked.

Nothing happened for a moment. Then the square of indigo cloth behind the door's window shifted, and he had the distinct impression of being observed. He stood straighter without quite meaning to, as one does before an interview or a doctor's appointment. The door opened.

The woman who opened it was perhaps fifty-five, perhaps older. She had the kind of face that had clearly been pretty in a particular way when young and had become, over time, something more useful: watchful, precise, neither warm nor cold but genuinely attentive. Her hair was grey at the temples and pulled back without ceremony. She wore a dark green apron over a plain white shirt, and she was drying her hands on a small towel as she regarded him.

"Yes," she said. Not a question, exactly. An acknowledgment that he existed and had knocked.

"Good morning," Haruto said. "I saw the sign. I'd like to come in."

She looked at him. He was aware that she was not looking at his face so much as at something around him, or through him: his posture, his hands, the way he was standing. He felt faintly absurd and resisted the urge to explain himself. He was a reasonably tall man, somewhat tired-looking, in a grey jacket he had chosen without much thought because it was Tuesday and the grey jacket was what he wore on Tuesdays when he was not required to be in full office uniform. He had his phone in his jacket pocket and had already switched it to silent in the street, reading condition six.

"Have you been here before?" the woman asked.

"No."

"Are you meeting someone?"

"No."

She nodded, once, as if this told her something. "Come in, then. I'll show you the entry room first."

He stepped through the door.

The entry room was small and smelled of cedar and something faintly herbal. There was a bench along one wall, a low shelf for shoes, a wooden rack of small laminated cards each bearing a rule from the sign outside and a few additional ones. Please wash your hands at the basin before entering the main room. Please do not bring food other than what is provided. If a cat leaves the room, do not follow. A calico cat Haruto had not noticed was sitting on the highest shelf, watching him with yellow eyes and the ancient professional disinterest of a security guard.

The woman gestured to the bench. "Please sit. My name is Tomoko. This café belongs to me."

He sat. "Haruto. Haruto Nishimura."

Tomoko leaned against the doorframe that led, he presumed, to the main room. "How did you find us?"

"My wife." He paused. "She printed something from the internet. I don't know where she found it."

Tomoko made a sound that was not quite a hm and not quite an acknowledgment of anything specific.

"Are you a cat person?" she asked.

Haruto considered this with more care than he usually applied to small social questions. "I don't know," he said. "I've never had a cat. My building permits them now, apparently. They changed the policy last year." He did not know why he added that last part. It was not relevant.

Tomoko was quiet for a moment. "Do you have anywhere to be this morning?"

"No. I took a personal day." He thought of the office, the pending reports, the inbox that would pile up indifferently without him. "I have nowhere to be."

"Then you can stay," she said, as simply as that, and opened the inner door.

The main room extended the length of the narrow building, which was longer than it appeared from outside. The ceiling was low and crossed with old beams. The light fell from two long windows on the east wall, the kind of light that was still deciding what it wanted to be: gold at the edges, diffuse at the centre, carrying visible motes of dust that moved with the unhurried intention of things that have nowhere to be. There were perhaps twelve cats visible from where Haruto stood in the doorway: draped across the window ledges, curled in wooden basket-chairs arranged along the walls, occupying the higher surfaces of two large cat trees that rose near the back of the room like indoor trees stripped of all unnecessary features.

Several cats looked up at his entrance. Several did not. One, a ginger cat on the nearer window ledge, opened one eye and closed it again with the finality of a board meeting decision.

The room had six low tables, each surrounded by floor cushions. Two other visitors were present: a young woman who was sitting very still while a small tortoiseshell cat sniffed her wrist, and an older man reading a paperback in the far corner with a cup of something at his knee. Neither looked up.

Tomoko indicated a cushion near the east-facing window. "Sit where you like. Tea is on the counter: barley or green. The cats will come to you or they won't. There are no other instructions."

She returned to the counter at the far end of the room, and Haruto stood for a moment longer in the doorway, alone with what he had just walked into. Then he chose the cushion she had indicated and sat down on the floor, which he had not done in some months, and felt the particular creak his knees made in protest, and looked out the window at the small garden visible beyond it: a mossy stone, a bamboo waterspout, the tip of a persimmon tree still bare from winter.

He poured himself a cup of barley tea from the pot on the low table beside him, and he waited, as he had not really waited for anything in quite some time, to see what would happen next.

What happened next was: a large grey-purple cat appeared on the window ledge above his head, settled herself with a studied lack of haste, and turned her back to him.

Haruto looked at her.

She had the colouring of a storm cloud at evening: not quite grey, not quite blue, something in between that shifted depending on the angle of the light. Her left ear had a notch in it, healed long ago into a smooth curve. She was large, as cats go: substantial, self-contained, occupying her portion of the ledge with the confidence of someone who has considered the alternative and found it insufficient.

She did not look at him.

Haruto looked at his tea. He drank it. It was slightly too hot and tasted of roasted grain and something else he could not name. He looked back at the cat. She had closed her eyes.

"Hello," he said, very quietly.

The cat's ear rotated toward him by perhaps three degrees, then returned to its original position.

Haruto wrapped both hands around his cup and watched the garden. In a while he would need to think about the hanami party, and about whether he had genuinely forgotten agreeing to it or whether he had never agreed at all and both things were true in their different ways. In a while he would need to think about many things. But the room was very quiet, and the barley tea was cooling to an exact and comfortable temperature, and the grey cat on the ledge above him smelled very faintly of cedar and warmth, and for now, for this particular Tuesday morning in early March, he did not think about any of it.

He sat, and drank his tea, and the light moved across the floor the way it does in places that have learned to be patient.
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​Chapter Two: The Cat Called Murasaki
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Her name, Haruto learned, was Murasaki.

He learned this not by asking Tomoko directly but by listening. About forty minutes into his first visit, a child who had arrived with an older woman (a grandmother, perhaps, or an aunt, someone formal in a wool coat) said the name across the room in a questioning tone: "Which one is that one, the grey one?" and the older woman had said, in a low instructional voice, "That's Murasaki. Don't point," and the child had lowered her hand immediately.

Murasaki. Purple. Or the colour of purple, more precisely: the old word carried both meanings and a few others that modern Japanese had let drift away. Haruto thought about this for a while, the way one turns a smooth stone over in a pocket. It was a good name for this particular cat. She was not purple, not even close, and yet the name fit the way the right word always fit: not by description but by resonance.

She had not moved from the window ledge. She had not looked at him. She had, at one point, shifted the position of her tail from left-curled to right-curled with the minimal effort of someone changing their mind about something trivial, and she had accepted the change of position as definitive and gone back to sleep, or whatever she was doing that resembled sleep but was probably more alert than it appeared.

Haruto's tea had been refilled once, by Tomoko, who moved through the room every so often with the quiet efficiency of someone doing rounds: checking water bowls, resettling a cat tree cushion that had slipped, pausing briefly near each visitor with the specific attentiveness of someone who was watching several things at once. She did not intrude. She did not chat. She was simply present, the way a good building is present: you do not notice the structure unless something goes wrong with it.

The child who had named Murasaki was now crouched near the back of the room, holding out a hand to a tabby with enormous whiskers. The tabby sniffed her fingers, then sat down and looked at the ceiling, suggesting the transaction was complete. The child looked thrilled. The grandmother smiled behind her tea.

Haruto watched this and felt something that was not quite envy and not quite longing. He could not identify it more precisely than that.

At the one-hour mark, something happened.

A man came in: early thirties, wearing a company lanyard he had not thought to remove, carrying a reusable bag that clinked softly with what sounded like a bottle. He sat down two tables from Haruto with the energy of someone who had been told about cat cafés but had not previously considered that they might require anything of him. He looked around with the expression of a person surveying an experience they intended to have efficiently and document briefly. He took his phone from his pocket, screen-side up.

Murasaki opened both eyes.

She looked at the man with the focused, neutral attention of a judge who has already formed a view. Then she looked at Haruto. Then back at the man, who was now taking a photograph of the ginger cat on the window ledge.

There was a small flash. The ginger cat flattened its ears.

Tomoko appeared from behind the counter with a pace that was not quite fast enough to be called rushing but achieved the same result. "I'm sorry," she said, and her voice was perfectly pleasant, "but there's no flash photography. It's on the sign." She waited while the man apologised and put the phone face-down, and then she returned to the counter, and her apron strings did not move with any particular agitation, and yet Haruto had the impression that the matter had been handled with a certain completeness that did not require emphasis.

Murasaki looked at the man for another five seconds, seemed to complete some internal calculation, and then stood up, stretched with the full and deliberate ceremony that only cats achieve, and stepped down from the window ledge.

Haruto sat up slightly. He could not have said why. Some automatic adjustment of posture, as when one expects to be spoken to.

Murasaki walked across the room.

She walked past the grandmother and the child. She walked past the two low tables between the window and Haruto's position. She walked at a calm, unhurried pace with her tail carried at a slight upward angle, not flagged but present. She arrived at Haruto's table and sat down approximately thirty centimetres from his knee, facing away from him, and began to wash her left paw.

Haruto held himself very still.

She washed her paw with the same complete attention she brought to everything else: each toe, the space between. She was not performing this. She was simply washing her paw, and he happened to be nearby, and these two facts coexisted without requiring comment.

He breathed out slowly.

He did not touch her. He remembered rule three: you may offer your hand; you may not insist. He was not sure if offering his hand counted as insisting; it seemed like it might, given the circumstances. He put his hands around his tea cup and watched the garden through the window and let her be next to him, which was different from being with him but was not nothing.

After approximately seven minutes, Murasaki stood up, yawned until her jaw cracked, and walked to the far end of the room where a basket chair had been left empty and curled into it with the ease of someone returning to their own bed.

She did not look back.

Haruto left at the end of his ninety minutes, putting on his shoes in the entry room with the deliberateness of a man trying not to hurry. Tomoko appeared at the inner door.

"Thank you for coming," she said. "Please feel free to return."

"I'd like to," he said, and was surprised to find he meant it.

He walked out onto the street. The dry-cleaning shop next door had its door open, releasing a chemical warmth into the cold March air. The umbrella seller's window displayed three umbrellas in shades of dark silk: burgundy, black, an indigo that was almost Murasaki's colour.

He stood on the pavement for a moment, looking at nothing in particular.

When he had arrived this morning, he had thought he was doing something his wife had suggested because doing things his wife suggested had, in recent months, felt like the least complicated way to navigate a situation he did not fully understand. He had not expected to find anything. He had expected to sit in a room with cats for ninety minutes and have something to report over dinner.

He had not expected to feel, stepping back out into the ordinary street, like something had been moved very slightly inside him, the way a piece of furniture is moved slightly and changes the whole room even though nothing has been added or removed.

He thought about the cat sitting thirty centimetres from his knee, washing her paw, not needing anything from him.

He took out his phone, turned it off silent mode, and stood for a moment with it in his hand. He had a message from Satsuki, sent an hour ago: How is it?

He typed back: Strange. Good, I think. She's called Murasaki. Then he looked at that for a moment and added: The cat, I mean. And then, after another moment: I might go again.

He put the phone back in his pocket and walked toward the bus stop. The morning had become full and pale with thin cloud, and the persimmon tree he had seen from the window was visible now over the roofline of the machiya, its bare branches making the kind of pattern against the sky that seemed to be trying to tell you something you did not quite have the vocabulary for.

He found himself looking forward, with a specificity that surprised him, to Tuesday.

That evening, Satsuki asked him to describe Murasaki.

They were eating dinner, which was rice and the remains of a daikon stew Satsuki had made at the weekend and which improved each day. It was the most conversation they had managed over a meal in several weeks: not a long conversation, not one that solved anything, but real in the way that conversations about specific, observable things tend to be real, grounded in the particular.

"Grey," he said. "But not grey. It's a colour that doesn't quite have a name."

"Like lavender?"

"No. Darker. More serious."

Satsuki considered this. "One ear?"

"What?"

"You said she had a torn ear. In your message."

"I didn't say that in my message."

"You described it to me on the phone."

He thought about this. He did not remember calling her. He must have called her on the walk to the bus stop. He looked across the table at his wife, who was eating her stew with the small, precise movements she always used when she was paying careful attention to something. She had put her hair up after work, the way she did on evenings she intended to be at home. She was wearing the cardigan he had bought her the previous autumn, dark green, slightly large. She had said it was too large when he gave it to her but she wore it constantly.

"Left ear," he said. "The notch is in her left ear."

Satsuki nodded. "What does she do, mostly?"

"Ignore people," Haruto said. "Very deliberately."

His wife looked at him over her rice bowl. Something moved at the corners of her mouth that was close to a smile but had not committed to becoming one. "She sounds like hard work," she said.

"She came and sat next to me," Haruto said. "At the end."

Satsuki was quiet for a moment. Then she said, "I have Thursday free this week, actually. My morning meeting was moved." She looked at her bowl. "I might see if I can go."

"You'd have to knock," Haruto said. "And she looks at you through the window before she opens the door."

"The cat?"

"Tomoko. The owner." He paused. "The cat does too, actually."

Satsuki set her chopsticks down and looked at him with an expression he recognised from the early years of their marriage, from before things had become, as gradually and quietly as weather changing, what they currently were. It was the expression of someone finding something they expected to be ordinary actually interesting.

"Tell me the rules," she said. "From the beginning."

And Haruto, surprising himself, did.
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​Chapter Three: The Old Man with the Thermos
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Isamu Hara arrived at Neko no Ma for the first time on a Wednesday, which was three days after Haruto's Tuesday, though neither man knew this or would have found it significant if he had.

He had walked from the bus stop, which was farther than he usually walked these days, not because of any physical limitation but because the act of walking with a destination had become, in the fourteen months since Fumiko's death, something that required a small separate decision each time, as if walking were an activity that had to be chosen again fresh rather than something the body simply continued doing. He had been told, by his daughter in Sapporo and by his doctor in a corridor outside the cardiology waiting room and by several well-meaning neighbours, that he should get out more. He understood what they meant. He found it difficult to explain what getting out felt like from the inside: not the obstacle they imagined, which was grief as a kind of paralysis, but more like the effort of moving through water that was entirely clear. Everything visible. Everything reachable. Simply heavier than before.

He had found Neko no Ma through a notice board at the community centre, of all places. He went to the community centre on Tuesdays for a retired teachers' calligraphy circle, which he had not attended before Fumiko's death and which she had, with gentle persistence over several years, suggested he might enjoy. He enjoyed it. He had started going six weeks after she died, partly because she had suggested it and it seemed important to do things she had suggested, and partly because the calligraphy teacher was a woman of seventy-two who had the useful quality of requiring nothing conversationally from her students beyond the correct grip of the brush.

The notice was handwritten on a small white card: Neko no Ma. A quiet café for those who prefer quiet. Visits by appointment, first visit by walk-in. The address was on the other side, which he had copied into the small notebook he carried in his breast pocket.

He had, that morning, prepared his thermos with barley tea before leaving the apartment. This was a habit he had formed with Fumiko: they had both been particular about the temperature of their tea and had never trusted cafés to get it right, so they brought their own. He had continued bringing the thermos after she died because the alternative (drinking tea at whatever temperature it arrived) seemed, in the arithmetic of small daily choices, like a concession he was not yet prepared to make.

He knocked on the door.

Tomoko took one look at the thermos and something in her expression, which was already more attentive than most faces he had encountered that week, became more attentive still. She did not comment on it. She showed him the entry room, explained the rules, and watched him in the particular way she had, which felt less like being scrutinised and
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