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It was those first days of September. Summer's sweltering heat had gently retreated, giving way to a light coolness hidden within the wind. The simit seller's voice echoed through the neighborhood's narrow street; laundry swayed lazily on lines strung between balconies. From somewhere in the distance, a gentle folk song rose from a radio, blending into the fluttering of pigeons' wings.

Evelyn was walking toward the park, her school bag on her shoulder. The dry leaves crunching beneath her feet made her smile every single time. She was eleven years old. As she watched the world with her enormous black eyes, her long, glossy black hair cascaded down her shoulders like a waterfall. She was a quiet, unassuming girl. She didn't talk much. But her eyes saw everything. She noticed things no one else did as she walked along: a tiny wildflower that had burst through a crack in a wall, a small bird chasing a cloud across the sky before it could grow cold, the fact that the tabby cat in front of the grocery store wasn't in its usual spot...

Those who knew Evelyn understood she was a little different. She was quiet at school, but her grades were excellent. Especially in Turkish and Science... She adored books. When she wasn't reading, she observed nature — she'd watch ants carrying food to their nests for hours, compare clouds in the sky to shapes, and gaze at the wind dancing with the leaves. Her mother, Mrs. Melanie, would sometimes tease her, "Sweetheart, put down that book and go outside for some fresh air." But Evelyn read even when she was outside. Especially under the enormous plane tree in the park.

That plane tree... It was an ancient giant standing at the very center of the park, defying the sky with its majestic trunk, its branches spread out in every direction like an enormous umbrella, its roots gripping the depths of the earth tightly. Its trunk was so thick that three children holding hands could barely wrap their arms around it. Its bark bore the marks of the years — deep cracks, tiny hollows, patches of moss here and there... But what Evelyn loved most were the tree's roots. Watching those thick, winding roots spreading over the ground like snakes, sitting among them and reading a book... She wouldn't trade this joy for anything in the world.

Her father, Mr. Bennett, always encouraged his daughter's love of this tree. "That plane tree must be at least a hundred years old, Evelyn. Even its grandfather's grandfather remembered that tree. Who knows what stories have unfolded beneath it," he would say, pushing his glasses up onto his forehead. Mr. Bennett was a bit absentminded — he constantly forgot his glasses on his forehead, then would pace around the house asking, "Who took my glasses?" But when he told his daughter stories, his eyes would light up, his voice would soften, and he would become a completely different man.

That day, on her way home from school, Evelyn had gone straight to the park. She had told her mother, "I don't have any homework — I'm going to read." Mrs. Melanie knew this answer of her daughter's all too well. No homework, then books. No dinner, books again. For Evelyn, there was no better escape in the world than books.

By the time she reached the park, the sun had begun to sink low, and the sky was painted with the most beautiful shades of orange and pink. The plane tree's leaves glittered in gold, the wind swayed its branches gently, and the leaves seemed to be whispering something. Evelyn sat down on her favorite root, pulled her book out of her bag — this week's book was an old Istanbul tale — and began to read. The world fell silent. There was only the rustle of pages, the whisper of the wind, and Evelyn's steady breathing. In the background, children's voices in the distance, the simit seller's shouts, the crackle of a radio coming from somewhere... all of it faded into a hum.

Until that moment came.

Just as Evelyn was about to turn the page, there was a stir in one of the plane tree's branches. She lifted her head. Rusty, the neighborhood's oldest cat, was stretching on the branch with his distinctive elegance. His reddish-orange fur gleamed like copper in the last rays of the sinking sun. His tail hung down, swaying gently in the breeze. His green eyes were half-closed, as if lost in deep thought. Rusty was no ordinary street cat. Everyone in the neighborhood knew him, everyone showed him respect. The grocer Mr. Robert always said, "This cat has been in this neighborhood longer than I have." And he was right — the white patches in Rusty's fur, the curves in his whiskers, the depth in his eyes, all spoke of years of experience.

Watching him, Evelyn smiled without meaning to. She liked Rusty. She liked animals. Especially cats. In her view, every cat had a personality, a mystery, a dignity. Dogs showed their friendship by wagging their tails, birds with their songs. But cats... cats loved in silence. Just like Evelyn.

"Hello, Rusty," she said softly.

And that was when it happened. The moment that would change the course of her life completely.

A voice appeared in Evelyn's mind, nothing like her own thoughts. It was a low, deep voice, seasoned with the wisdom of years. It was as if someone else was speaking inside her mind:

"There's that little girl again. Reading her book. Every day she sits under the same tree, turns her pages, sometimes smiles, sometimes frowns. But at least she says hello. Most humans don't say hello. They walk past me without even looking. Honestly, how hard can a 'hello' be? This girl is different. She doesn't make noise, doesn't run around shouting. She sits quietly. I wish all humans were like her. But they're not, are they? They're all in a hurry, everyone's trying to get somewhere. As if the world would stop if they stopped."

Evelyn dropped her book. The pages rustled as they scattered across the grass. Her eyes flew wide open, and her heart began to pound as if it would leap from her chest. She looked around — there was no one else in the park. Just Rusty, a few sparrows, the wind, and the tree. But she had heard that voice. Right inside her head, crystal clear. A completely different tone, entirely separate from her own thoughts.

"Rusty?" she whispered, her voice trembling. She barely recognized her own voice; she hadn't expected it to come out so thin.

The cat's tail twitched slightly. His narrowed eyes opened just a little more. He fixed first one eye, then the other, on Evelyn. And new thoughts appeared in her mind:

"She knows my name. Then again, everyone knows my name. I am the most famous cat in the neighborhood, after all. But why is she looking at me like that? Her eyes are wide as saucers. As if she heard me... Wait a minute. Wait a minute! Did she actually hear me? Did she really hear me? No, it's impossible. When was the last time a human heard our thoughts? A very long time ago. It only existed in the legends Grandfather Cat used to tell. But even he would say it was a legend, 'maybe it never happened.'"

Evelyn's hands were sweating. Her breathing quickened, her heart beating so fast she could hear it
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