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Nakagyō Kokoro Clinic for the Soul. On the fifth floor of a building located east of Takoyakushi Street, south of Tominokoji Street, west of Rokkaku Street, north of Fuyacho Street, Nakagyō Ward, Kyoto.



Since 8 a.m. on Saturday Fūko Hatta had been wandering narrow streets laid out like a Go board. Knowing the names of the main streets in Kyoto was usually enough to find your way around, even if you didn’t know the name of the district. Rokkaku Street was about a ten-minute walk from Kyoto Station on Shijō Street. If she continued on this path, she was bound to reach her destination.

That’s what she’d thought, but the building was nowhere to be found. She glanced at her watch – it was almost nine. She’d been circling the same area for nearly an hour now.

Fūko had been born and raised in Kyoto, and while she’d been to this neighbourhood plenty of times to shop, it was rare for her to come here on a Saturday morning. There wasn’t much pedestrian traffic, even on the usually bustling shopping streets of Shinkyōgoku and Teramachi. Convenience stores were about the only businesses that were open. At first, Fūko found the emptiness of the shopping district refreshing, and she wandered leisurely, as if taking a stroll.

But soon, her composure gave way to impatience.

What she was looking for was a psychiatric clinic on the fifth floor of some building. She had heard that at this very popular clinic there was a talented and handsome doctor who would take your concerns seriously, no matter how small they might seem.

It was the first time she had considered visiting any sort of mental health facility. After Fūko had posted on her social media that she was feeling a little down, a friend had told her about Nakagyō Kokoro Clinic for the Soul. The doctor’s good looks weren’t important. What drew Fūko in was the idea that he might inspire her and give her the push she needed. If she could get a seal of approval from a doctor, surely she wouldn’t mess up.

She’d been keen to schedule an appointment, but the clinic’s contact information was nowhere to be found. Her extensive online search yielded nothing, and the friend who had recommended the clinic had only heard about it through second-hand accounts.

So, she thought, she would just have to walk in. She knew that most clinics began seeing patients at nine in the morning, so she figured that if she arrived shortly before opening time they might squeeze her in between appointments. It was why she’d woken up so early on her day off to make this special trip into the city.

Yet time had flown while she’d been searching for the building. She looked at her watch again: it was already past nine.

Standing in the middle of the street, she felt disappointment washing over her. Could she have got the address wrong?

Shops were beginning to open. Saturday brunch at a café in one of the traditional townhouses sounded delightful, but Fūko was not in the mood. Her original plan had been to spend this weekend rehearsing.

As she was about to head back to Gion-Shijō Station, she spotted a small alley between the buildings. It was so narrow that the sun’s pale morning rays couldn’t reach it. The ground was damp, as if it had rained only on that spot.

She squinted at the back of the alley, where a five-storey building stood wedged between two tall structures. At that moment, she was on either Tominokoji or Fuyacho Street, or possibly Takoyakushi or Rokkaku Street. Warily, she decided to explore the alley.

‘It couldn’t be anywhere around here, could it?’

And yet it seemed she had arrived at her destination.

She must have overlooked it earlier because she’d felt certain the building would be street-facing and it didn’t look remotely how she’d imagined. It was so dark and gloomy for a block that was supposedly home to a popular clinic.

Walking slowly up the entrance, she noticed that the front door stood open. In the dim light, she could make out a hallway extending towards the depths of the building. From where she stood, it was impossible to tell how many patients might be waiting for their appointments. There was even a chance the clinic might already be fully booked that morning.

No harm in checking, she thought. Fūko began to climb the stairs. There it was: Nakagyō Kokoro Clinic for the Soul, housed in a unit up on the fifth floor. There didn’t seem to be any patients outside the door, which looked slightly grim, with its peeling paint and sturdy metal.

Is this a strictly appointment-only, no-walk-ins kind of place after all?

Feeling resigned, she pulled on the door. Perhaps the metal fittings were loose, because it swung open with just a light tug.

Poking her head through the doorway, her eyes alighted on a simple and tidy-looking space. In front of her was a small reception window, suggesting the clinic’s compactness.

She still could not see any patients. Wondering if they might be further inside, Fūko craned her neck, then heard the pitter-patter of slippers. A nurse appeared. She looked to be in her mid-twenties, about Fūko’s age. Beautiful, with long, narrow eyes and a graceful nose. She had a sharp expression.

‘Yes, can I help you?’

‘Um, I—’

‘You’re a patient, aren’t you? Please come in,’ said the nurse, without waiting for a response. She glanced towards the back of the room.

They’re probably going to fit me in between appointments, thought Fūko.

She stepped inside, relieved she hadn’t been turned away. She looked around, expecting to find a line of other patients, but there was no one.

Where should I wait for my turn? she wondered, glancing at the single armchair. She pushed open the only door and found herself in a room with a folding chair and a desk with a computer. This can’t be the waiting room. She gently closed the door.

Then, the nurse called out from behind her.

‘Yes, that’s right. The examination room.’

‘But I don’t have an appointment.’

‘The patient with an appointment hasn’t come yet. Do go ahead.’

Fūko felt a little thrill at how easily she would be seen by the doctor. She never imagined that she wouldn’t have to wait at all.

Then doubts began to surface.

I walk into a well-known psychiatric clinic, and yet there’s not a single patient in sight. Could I have got the wrong information?

What she’d heard from her friend was just hearsay.

‘Um, this is a psychiatric clinic, right?’

‘I don’t know about such things.’

‘Huh?’ Fūko’s eyes widened. The nurse didn’t seem to be joking. Her well-defined face showed no hint of a smile. She remained cool and distant.

‘Please go in. The doctor will follow shortly.’

The nurse exuded an energy that brooked no argument. Her forcefulness confounded Fūko. She stepped into the examination room as instructed. It was indeed a simple room, too sparse for any kind of medical practice.

She sat in the folding chair, waiting. After a few seconds, the curtains in the back parted, and a doctor in a white lab coat appeared. Unlike the nurse, he had a beaming smile.

‘Hello there! It’s your first time here, isn’t it?’

Fūko was momentarily tongue-tied. Is this the talented and handsome doctor everyone’s talking about?

She wouldn’t have called him handsome, exactly, but he definitely had a kind face. His demeanour was friendly, and he spoke with a gentle Kyoto accent. He seemed a bit young to be a renowned doctor, though. Not more than thirty, thought Fūko.

The nurse’s response had made Fūko wonder if she was in the wrong place. It was a little late to worry about that now, but, feeling uneasy, Fūko asked, ‘Is this Nakagyō Kokoro Clinic for the Soul?’

‘It is. Cool name, right? Sometimes known as the Kokoro Cat Clinic. My own doctor’s name is Kokoro Suda, and I borrowed his name without asking. The real Dr Kokoro’s clinic is just around the back, on the other side of this building. Oh, but don’t worry – we’re not “fake” or anything. By the way, how did you hear about us?’

The doctor was the one asking questions now.

Real, not fake … what on earth does he mean? Fūko was too astonished to respond.

Noticing her silence, the doctor tilted his head to one side.

‘Oh? Can’t you remember? Have the rumours about our clinic spread so far that we no longer know their source? Oh, no! What should we do? It’ll be a huge problem if we become too popular. The rumour mill is churning, isn’t it? Churning, churning like crazy!’

‘M-maybe …?’

‘I see. This could well be a problem. Is my clinic trending? Well, even if it is, it’s just the two of us, nurse and me, running this tiny operation. We’re not accepting new patients. On top of it all, I’m currently extremely sleepy. I’m – how do you say it? – crepuscular? My eyes fly open at daybreak, so I get drowsy around this time. But since you’ve come all this way, I’ll make an exception for you. What’s your name and how old are you?’

‘Err.’

Fūko was still tongue-tied.

The doctor blinked hard, unmoving, as if he were straining to keep his eyes open. Surely what he’d said about being sleepy was a joke, but based on how the conversation had been going, she’d assumed he’d been about to turn her away. Yet it appeared that that wasn’t the case.

‘My name is Fūko Hatta, and I’m twenty-seven.’

‘What brings you in today, Fūko?’

The consultation seemed to have started. Although it was not proceeding in the way she had expected, the doctor appeared ready to hear what she had to say. Fūko reached into her bag and took out a stack of documents.

She started to feel nervous. Am I going to be able to explain this clearly enough? she thought. ‘So, um, I’ve blacked out the parts I can’t share,’ she said, finding her words.

She was planning to read from a tablet while projecting the presentation materials, but she had also printed copies as a back-up in case of technical issues and had carefully redacted with a marker any details she couldn’t disclose to outsiders.

That was to say, almost everything was blacked out.

By the time she had removed the proper names, numbers and graphs, all that remained were meaningless connecting words.

But without the actual document in her hands, it didn’t feel real. Fūko rose from her seat. The examination room was so cramped she ended up looming over the doctor.

‘On Monday, I have to give a presentation in front of the company president as part of an internal competition. Like this, but in an auditorium full of people.’

She held her documents and stretched out her arms as if presenting a diploma. The stack of papers nearly brushed the doctor’s head.

‘Whoa there,’ said the doctor, ducking out of the way. ‘You’re putting a lot of energy into this. A presentation, eh? That’s very cool.’

‘It’s not cool at all.’

Fūko pulled back her arms. The room was so small it was almost impossible to have a proper conversation while standing. Besides, she seemed to be getting too worked up. She clutched the papers to her chest and sat down.

‘I’m sorry. I’m just so nervous that I got a little over-excited.’

‘I understand. It’s like a switch turns on and the excitement gushes out. It happens to me, too – when that switch suddenly flips, I find myself dashing around the room.’

Dashing? In this tiny space?

Fūko glanced around. She could reach the back of the room in two or three steps.

No, he must be joking about this, too. He’s just reflecting back what I said to help me calm down. With this doctor, I feel I could share even my most trivial problems.

She loosened her grip on the stack of papers she had been clutching to her chest.

‘I work in the accounts department at a company that deals in a variety of office goods. A little while ago, the company announced this competition, inviting all employees to pitch new product ideas. I worked really hard on my proposal, and it got selected.’

‘Wow, that’s amazing!’

‘Not really. I just made it through to the preliminary selection before the final round. Whether or not my idea is adopted hinges on the upcoming presentation.’

The doctor gave a small laugh.

‘It’s a chance to show off your idea. That’s great, isn’t it?’

Fūko shook her head.

‘It’s not great at all.’

Since the day her proposal had been selected a month ago, she had felt sick to her stomach.

Even now, her guts churned.

‘I hate being the centre of attention. Just the thought of presenting solo in front of an audience makes my legs tremble. I wanted to back out, but my manager insisted that, since I’d volunteered, I should see it through to the end. But I didn’t volunteer – I only did it as part of my job. I’m not even in sales. A presentation like this is too much for me to handle.’

An unpleasant scene began to take shape in her mind.

A dimly lit auditorium. Rows of tightly packed chairs.

A presentation is being projected on the screen, and the person who came up with the idea is speaking.

The company had circulated a memo urging as many employees as possible to attend, if their work schedules allowed. But she had no idea how many people would actually show up.

The wholesaler where Fūko worked was located in Horikawa Gojo and primarily dealt in office appliances and supplies such as ballpoint pens.

Management periodically solicited submissions for new product ideas from the team. It was part of their job and entirely voluntary, but the competition was treated like a special event. Motivated colleagues looked forward to these competitions, though Fūko had always taken part solely as a spectator. The themes varied annually, but she had been impressed by how seriously everyone – from newcomers to seasoned veterans – approached their presentation. Among the proposed ideas were cute products – toiletries, trinkets, novelty office supplies – all of which she was looking forward to seeing come to life.

It was a different story, however, when you had to do it yourself.

Ever since she had been chosen as one of the finalists, Fūko had been practising her presentation whenever she found the time. She’d sought a colleague’s help with the slide projection, and she had been over her script many times.

The pace of her speech, the volume of her voice, the position of her body and the time allocated for each section – she’d planned everything meticulously.

‘I’ve rehearsed so many times. And even when I’m at home, all I think about is this presentation.’

‘You’re really dedicated to this, aren’t you?’

‘Well, if someone as inexperienced as me doesn’t do …’

Visions of failing miserably in that dimly lit auditorium began to form in her mind.

Her nerves overcome her, and her mind goes blank. She can’t get the first word out. Her legs begin to shake. Snickers echo around the room. The company president asks a challenging question. She is unable to respond. An executive stifles their laughter, and she hangs her head as tears slide down her cheeks.

Disastrous scenarios were strangely easy to visualize. Images of success, in contrast, were difficult to conjure.

With her anxiety mounting, she was also starting to lose confidence in her original idea. People around her had praised it, but she was now convinced it was childish and uninspired.

‘I’ve been preparing incredibly hard so I won’t mess up during the actual presentation,’ said Fūko. ‘I’ve double-checked, triple-checked and gone over everything with a fine-tooth comb. But I still feel anxious. That’s why, as a final push, I’d like a doctor to reassure me that everything is going to be fine. I need that stamp of approval to put me at ease.’ Her fingers clenched around the documents in her lap, crumpling them.

She had already asked her friends and family for guidance. Everyone had said that all that mattered was that she did her best. She’d received various pieces of advice, like drawing the character for ‘people’ (人) on her palm and ‘swallowing’ it to dispel nervousness; an aunt had even suggested imagining everyone in the audience as pumpkins. She had also encountered these tips in the many business self-help books she had ingested.

But people were not pumpkins.

‘I’m deeply moved,’ said the doctor, a completely serious expression on his face. His previously gentle demeanour had vanished. He pinched the bridge of his nose, looking up at the ceiling as if he were holding back tears. ‘I’m so moved that my nose is about to run. You double-checked, triple-checked and reviewed everything repeatedly – you are truly remarkable. You went over it, again and again, with an extra-sturdy, super-fine-tooth comb of the highest-quality chrome that glides through any knots and tangles.’

The doctor swung around to his computer and began typing away on his keyboard.

‘A tremendously remarkable one … Would a little bite be okay?’ he asked.

‘Little bite?’

‘Yes, a little bite. But if you get seriously bitten or scratched, please make sure you go to a clinic, okay? A real one, that is.’

‘A real one?’

As Fūko sat pondering, the doctor suddenly flashed a smile.

‘We’ll prescribe you a cat. Chitose! Please bring the cat!’ he called out towards the curtains at the back.

The nurse, the one Fūko had seen earlier, appeared. In her hands was a plastic pet carrier.

‘Dr Nikké, should I include some bandages for her just in case?’

‘Oh, that might be wise. Let’s give her the full set.’

‘Understood!’

The nurse placed the pet carrier on the desk and retreated.

Fūko creased her brow in puzzlement. Bandages? The full set?

The doctor clicked open the carrier door and reached inside.

A cat with a long, slender body slunk out.

White fur, dusted with cocoa powder.

A dark-chocolate face.

Fluorescent blue eyes that shone like Christmas lights.

‘Is that a … Siamese cat?’

‘Yes. A beauty, no?’

Perhaps the carrier had been a bit snug; the cat placed its front paws on the desk and raised its rear in a contented stretch. Its body was a pink-tinged white. It had tall, triangular ears; its tail was a deep brown. Its front and hind legs displayed the grain of dark wood, deepening towards the ends.

And – those paws.

They looked as though they had been dipped in a chocolate fountain.

‘Adorable.’ The word slipped out of her with a sigh.

Her company’s miscellaneous goods often featured animal motifs, with cats being by far the most popular. There were cat mugs, cat masking tape, phone cases, towels and pouches. Most items showcased illustrations or line drawings of cats, while some had actual photographs printed on them. They featured a variety of different breeds, and the Siamese, with its stylish colouring, frequently appeared on items targeted at adults.

Seeing one for real was a totally different thing.

Fūko felt herself falling for the cat’s charm. Its short, silky fur appeared remarkably soft. Its face was so petite, accentuated by deep brown markings reminiscent of contouring make-up. Daintily set in the middle was a pitch-black nose.

A true beauty. That’s the only way to describe it.

Since it’s a cat, should it be called a true feline beauty?

With one hand over her mouth, Fūko reached out, moving slowly to avoid alarming it.

In the next moment, her hand was met with a slap.

‘Ouch!’

The doctor snorted.

Fūko was not sure what had just happened. She reflexively withdrew the hand that had been struck with such force and hunched her shoulders. It hadn’t hurt enough for her to cry out loudly, but it had certainly taken her by surprise.

She had just been slapped. By a cat’s chocolate-coloured front paw.

It was as if she had been scolded for stealing from the cookie jar.

‘There was a real snap to that punch. Very cool. You got right into it. This one might not just go over the knots with a fine-tooth comb. It might tear them right out.’

The doctor seemed to be in high spirits, and utterly oblivious.

‘So, when is this presentation thing you mentioned happening?

‘The day after tomorrow … On Monday.’

‘Perfect! In that case, please take this cat for the next three days. I’ll write you a prescription, so pick up the necessary items at reception.’ The doctor took hold of the cat around its shoulders with both hands.

In an instant, the cat spun round, giving his hand a big wallop. The doctor widened his eyes in surprise but then broke into a laugh.

‘You’re a feisty one! All right, all right, now let’s get you back inside …’

He reached his palm around the cat’s belly, but before he could even get his hand underneath it slapped him again.

Twice.

‘Ouch!’

The doctor swiftly withdrew his hand. The back of it was turning red.

‘Haha. What are you doing, cat? Come on, get inside. Save your slapping for my patient, not for me.’

The cat, however, chose to do its own thing, extending its front paw and batting away at the doctor’s arm in a remarkable barrage of strikes.

‘Ouch! Hey! What are you doing? Please stop!’

The cat thumped the doctor on the head and cheeks over and over like a drummer. It had been sitting with its bottom on the desk, but it had now sprung up and was skilfully balancing on its hind legs and tail.

Fūko was once again tongue-tied. The examination room had become some kind of boxing ring. The doctor was getting beaten up mercilessly.

‘Ouch! Ouch! Help! Chitose, please help me!’

‘What on earth do you think you’re doing?’

The curtains flew open, and the nurse strode in. In an instant, she had scooped up the cat, placed it swiftly back in the carrier and secured the door. She glared at the doctor with narrowed eyes.

‘Dr Nikké, could you please stop playing around in front of the patient?’

‘I wasn’t playing around. I was getting pummelled!’

The doctor’s hands, as well as his cheeks and the tip of his nose, were scarlet and covered in small scratches.

‘Ow, that really hurts.’

‘Oh, don’t be so dramatic. Look, now you’ve startled the patient with that bright red face of yours.’ She turned her gaze to Fūko, who sat, dumbfounded.

‘I’ll give you what you need at reception, so please come through,’ she said, thrusting the carrier with the cat towards Fūko.

Fūko took hold of the carrier uneasily. When she glanced across at the doctor, he appeared to be on the verge of tears. What on earth is going on in this place? Just moments ago, he had been talking about being so sleepy or else dashing around the room – maybe those hadn’t been jokes after all. He’s definitely not normal. In a panic, Fūko ran out of the examination room.

The waiting room was deserted, and the chair stood empty.

At this very popular psychiatric clinic, there’s a talented and handsome doctor who takes your concerns seriously, no matter how small they might seem. When a rumour was repeated often enough, it was hard to tell what was true any more.

‘Ms Hatta, over here, please.’

A pale hand waved; it was the nurse beckoning her. Her face, peering through the reception window, was not looking friendly.

‘Here are some supplies. There’s an instruction leaflet inside, which I advise you to read carefully. I’ve also included some bandages, so do use them as needed. But if you are seriously hurt, please be sure to seek medical attention.’

‘What do you mean, seriously hurt?’ asked Fūko, her face stiffening.

The nurse glanced up at her.

‘You saw what happened earlier, didn’t you? That was just the beginning.’

Fūko shuddered.

‘The doctor just now – Dr Nikké – he seemed like he was crying. Is he okay?’

‘He’ll stop crying before his next patient comes. But thank you for your concern. Now, take care.’

Take care? ‘Well—’

‘Take care.’

The nurse assumed a composed expression and refused to make any more eye contact. When Fūko had asked if this was a psychiatric clinic and the nurse had answered, ‘I don’t know about such things,’ maybe she hadn’t been joking either.

If this wasn’t a mental health clinic, what type of clinic was it?

Was it even a proper clinic?

Holding the cat carrier in one hand and the bag with the various supplies in the other, Fūko took a moment to survey the waiting room one last time. The nurse had mentioned that a patient with an appointment was due.

The room remained empty.
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As the Keihan Line train rocked gently, Fūko felt the full weight of the cat on her lap. The express trains bound for Osaka were always crowded, but the local train, which stopped at every station in the residential neighbourhoods and so ran at a leisurely pace, was relatively empty.

It was now late Saturday morning. As soon as she became aware of the time, thoughts of the events that would unfold on Monday started creeping into her mind.

It had been five years since she’d joined her company, which distributed a wide range of products. Some were made in-house. Although she did clerical work, she occasionally saw the merchandise, and if she liked something, she would buy it at her employee discount.

Fūko considered herself a dedicated worker. She’d made a few mistakes, but never anything too serious, and she got along well with her colleagues and bosses.

As for the competition, she’d only entered it because there had been a strong push for everyone to participate, and she hadn’t done so with any hopes of winning. She had simply developed a random idea she’d had for some stationery – something she thought it would be nice to have – into a polished presentation. Somehow, it had been selected to go through to the final.

Looking back, she wished she hadn’t taken so much trouble over it.

She got off at the Fujinomori stop, and as she went to retrieve her bicycle, which she’d left in front of the station, a realization struck her: I’m carrying too much stuff. She had the cat supplies given to her by the nurse – dry food and a litter tray – and the carrier with the Siamese in it was also quite heavy. Her own bag was awkwardly strapped across her back. Trying to ride a bike with all that would be reckless.

Giving up on the idea of cycling, she decided to walk home. She crossed the canal and entered the shopping arcade – though calling it an ‘arcade’ was generous; it had no roof and was just a street lined with family-run stores. At one time, there had been plenty of shops, but many had gone out of business, giving way to apartment buildings.

It was empty even now, on a Saturday afternoon.

She always rode her bike, so she was walking through her neighbourhood for the first time in a long while. She was finding it quite refreshing.

Look at that butcher frying croquettes out on the sidewalk.

Didn’t that use to be a clothing store? Now it’s a café.

A vacant lot. What was here before?

She hadn’t been down this street in ages, and it had declined noticeably since she’d last been here. As a local, she knew she really ought to support these shops. Still, even now, when she’d need cat supplies, the first place that came to mind was the large supermarket on the other side of the train station, where she went whenever she had any shopping to do.

She suddenly stopped in her tracks.

A faded awning caught her eye. Once a bold red, it was now the colour of rust. Even the shop name on the awning was faded: Takatō Dog and Cat Garden.

Takatō Dog and Cat Garden was not a chain store or a fancy shop like you might find downtown – it was the sort of pet shop that had been here in this spot for as long as anyone could remember. She passed it almost every day on her way to the station, but it had blended into the background scenery and never caught her eye. It’s still around, she thought, nostalgia washing over her.

A man in an apron stepped out of the white van parked in front of the store. He glanced over at her, before disappearing into the shop.

Fūko had recognized him immediately: it was Kinnosuke Takatō, her old classmate from elementary school.

Kinnosuke’s father owned the shop. Fūko had been inside just once, back in second grade. For her – whose father had a regular office job – a family-owned pet store was a novelty, and on top of that, visiting a boy’s house had felt like a huge adventure. She remembered how her heart had raced.

Kinnosuke had been in the group of popular kids at school. She couldn’t recall exactly how she came to visit his family’s store, but he likely didn’t remember her at all.

Once they had moved up grades and been placed in different classes, they didn’t talk again. At their local junior high, their paths had hardly ever crossed, and she had no idea which high school he went on to. She thought she’d heard that he went to a university in Tokyo. For a long time, Fūko had treasured the memory of visiting the popular boy’s house, but at some point she had forgotten all about it.

Ah, I see. Kinnosuke must have come back to Kyoto and taken over his father’s store.

Thanks to having to walk because of the heavy bag and pet carrier, she had run into an old friend. She felt warm with nostalgia, but she also felt a bit sad that he hadn’t noticed her.

As she passed the storefront, her heart a little heavy, the glass door slid open.

‘Fūko? Fūko Hatta, right?’

Fūko was startled.

Kinnosuke smiled. ‘Wow, it’s been a while – no, more than a while. Ten years? Maybe more. You haven’t changed at all.’

‘Neither have you.’

Drawn in by his easygoing manner, Fūko returned his smile. He really hadn’t changed one bit – just the same boy, grown into a man.

‘Are you still living in the old neighbourhood, Fūko?’

‘Yeah. I live with my folks. So, you’ve taken over your father’s store, huh?’

‘Ah, my father got sick, and I had no choice but to come back from Tokyo.’

‘Oh, I see. That’s really good of you – taking care of your father.’

Fūko remembered Kinnosuke’s father. When Fūko came to visit, he’d been seated behind the counter in the cramped store and had given her a cursory glance then ignored her. Because he ran a pet store, she’d assumed Kinnosuke’s father would be a kind, animal-loving man, so his coldness had come as a surprise. She’d found him intimidating and stern.

‘Is that a cat?’

Kinnosuke peered into Fūko’s pet carrier. Perhaps alarmed, the cat shrank back.

Fūko was holding the carrier securely with both hands, but she almost dropped the bag of supplies and her own bag.

‘Yeah, it’s a cat.’

‘Taking a cat for a walk? You’re carrying a lot of stuff for a casual stroll.’

‘Um, well …’ She hesitated. What would a former classmate she hadn’t seen in years make of a cock-and-bull story about being prescribed a cat at an odd mental health clinic? He might smirk and think she’d turned into some sort of whimsical, airy-fairy type.

‘Your house is further up, right? Your bags look heavy. Want me to give you a lift in my van?’

‘Really? That would be great.’

‘Sure. Give me a second. I have to put away the stock I’ve just taken in. You can wait inside if you like.’

Just like he had in second grade, Kinnosuke opened the door wide and welcomed her in. As Fūko was about to enter, she realized something.

‘Ah, I can’t go in!’

‘Why not?’

‘I’ve got a cat,’ said Fūko, holding up the carrier.

Kinnosuke tilted his head in confusion. ‘Yep, it’s been here the whole time.’

‘I mean, this one’s a bit rambunctious. If she messes with your store’s fish or something, it’ll be a disaster.’

‘Oh, that’s what you’re worried about. It’s fine. We don’t stock live animals any more.’

Kinnosuke gave a bright laugh and opened the door wider.

It was more cramped inside than Fūko remembered, yet surprisingly orderly. In the past, the shelves had been lined with tanks filled with tropical fish and cages holding small birds. She recalled it being dusty and noisy.

‘That must be heavy. Why don
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