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I TURN THE KEY IN THE ignition. When the car doesn’t start, I don’t freak out. After all, it’s not the first time my beat-up Ford has taken its sweet-ass time to start. I turn the key a second time. Again, I don’t freak out when the car doesn’t purr into life. My old Ford takes a while to warm up, that’s all. However, the corners of my mouth tilt down when I turn the key a fifth time. Usually, my car would’ve started by the third turn.

I stroke my dashboard like my car is a grumpy cat that just needs a few loving caresses to be motivated to get off her ass. “Come on, baby, you can do it.”

I turn the key again and again and again, and by the twentieth time, it’s starting to sink in that my baby, in fact, can’t do it.

“Goddamn it!” I look out the windshield, groaning at the black sky and unlit buildings. Of course, my car chose to break down in the middle of the night and not when a car repair shop would be open. 

Though I'm wearing a parka with a sweater and 2 t-shirts underneath, my teeth chatter. I look up nearby hotels. My heart sinks. There is only one hotel within walking distance, and it has only one room available–a suite that costs $553 for the night.

I punch my steering wheel and, not for the first time, curse my parents. In the spring of my senior year, I was an excited teenager looking forward to graduation and attending my dream school (Ohio State University) in the fall. Then the day after my 18th birthday, I logged into my bank account, which should have held enough funds for my college education, and my heart dropped when I saw the balance: $67.28. It turned out my parents had cleaned out my bank account in order to buy a hundred boxes of Natty Life, a supposedly organic (but not FDA-approved) supplement that would not only help you lose weight with no effort whatsoever but also raise your IQ by dozens of points.

In other words, they invested my college fund in a fucking MLM.

“Don’t be angry, Heather,” Mama had the nerve to say to me. “We’ll double our investment in no time.”

Spoiler alert–they did not.

So in September, instead of heading to Columbus to become the first person in my family to attend college, I got into my beat-up Ford with the cash I had stashed under my bed and drove with the goal of getting as far away as possible from my parents.

Now, it’s December, and I’m down to my last $400 and freezing my ass off in some remote town. I’d intended to find a job and apartment by now, but I never managed to find an employer who was both willing to 1, hire a young woman with nothing but a high school diploma on her resume, and 2, pay said young woman high enough wages that would allow her to get an apartment that wasn’t a total shithole.

After trying–and failing–to start my car for what must be the 35th time, I decide to get out and explore the town. Hopefully, there's a 24-hour diner or some other late-night establishment that I can hang out in until a car repair shop opens in the morning.

I walk down the block, frowning at the row of McMansions. The chances of at least one of them housing a concerned citizen who would be all too eager to call the police about a strange, technically homeless Chinese girl in their neighborhood–significantly more than zero.

By the fourth block of McMansions, I've given up hope on finding a late-night greasy spoon. I shiver, hugging myself. Just as I think, On the bright side, I don't have to trudge through inches of snow, snowflakes land on the sleeve of my black parka. Then, within minutes, my black parka is totally covered in white.

“Fucking hell,” I hiss through chattering teeth. I turn around, intending to run back to my car. 

“Meow.”

I look down and yelp, almost stepping on a cat that I think is black based on the few inches of fur that aren’t hidden under snow. The cat tilts its head, its amber eyes staring up at me.

“Um, hi,” I say dumbly, as if the cat has the ability to respond.

The cat pounces, and I cry out, thinking it’s about to bite me or scratch me. Instead of running away, I stupidly freeze and close my eyes, like a silly child who believes, If I can’t see them, they can’t see me.

“Meow.”

When I open my eyes, I find the cat rubbing its head against my leg.

“Hey, buddy, do you happen to live in one of these houses?” I ask. And does your owner happen to be an incredibly kind and generous soul who would let a down-on-her-luck young woman crash at their place for the night?

“Meow.” 

“Is that a yes?”

The cat yawns, then walks away. 

“Uh, goodbye, I guess.” I sigh and turn around, thinking that will be the last I see of the cat.

But to my surprise, a moment later, I feel the cat rubbing its head against my leg again. I look down, lifting my eyebrows. “Hey, do you want something from me?”

The cat takes a few steps down the sidewalk, then turns back to look at me. Does the cat want me to follow it?

As of their own will, my feet go after it. Christ, have I gone insane? Am I really following a random cat in an unfamiliar town at 2 in the morning?

I guess I am, I think as I follow the cat to the doorstep of a white McMansion. “Damn, do you live here?” I stare in wonder at all of the curtained windows. It might just be a hallucination induced by sleep deprivation, but I swear the cat nods. “I bet your owner feeds you caviar every night.” After taking a deep breath, I ring the doorbell, praying under my breath, “Please let your owner be a nice person, please let your owner be a nice person, please let your owner be a nice person...”

I frown when the door remains closed. “Is your owner not home?” Or does the cat not live here, and I’m standing on a potential trigger-happy gun-owner’s doorstep?

Before I can freak out in earnest, the cat kicks up the doormat, revealing a key. Without thinking, I grab the key and open the door.

My eyes pop out of my head at the sight of the unlit foyer. Shit, did I just commit the crime of trespassing?

I curse out loud when the cat leaps into the house. It shakes its body, dumping snow all over the probably expensive rug and confirming that it is a black cat.

“Hello?” I call out into the mansion. “Um, I brought your cat home?” I glare at the cat when it jumps on the very clean, very white sofa. “You better live here,” I hiss.

When no one answers, I turn on the light, revealing an all-white living room that screams minimalist in a rich-person way. The cat bends over, and I widen my eyes. It turns out the cat’s a she.

“Did your owner leave you here by yourself?” I ask, ignoring the voice in my head telling me that there’s a 95% chance I let a stray cat sweet-meow me into breaking and entering (though technically, I did no breaking).

She jumps off the couch, then leads me into a kitchen that’s also all-white and minimalist in a rich-person way. I take off my parka, which is wet with melted snow. The mansion is gloriously not freezing cold. I sigh, relishing the warmth.

The cat nudges a cabinet open and mewls at a stack of canned food. “You hungry?” In answer, she mewls louder.

“God, I really hope you live here,” I say, grabbing a can. Otherwise, the judge can add stealing to my list of crimes. But is it truly stealing if I’m feeding a cute cat? I raise my eyebrows as I read the label on the can. It’s a can of gourmet sardines from the Rias Gallegas region of Spain. The owner of this house even has fancy taste in freaking canned food.

The second I crack the can open, the cat sinks her greedy face into the fish. Though I think sardines are gross, my stomach growls as I watch her eat. I peek in the cabinet. In addition to gourmet sardines, there are boxes of organic multigrain crackers and bags of organic all-natural potato chips.

“This is your house, right?” I ask the cat.

I tell myself that her meow means, Yes, of course, why would I lead you to a complete stranger’s home?

I rip open a bag of chips, then shove a handful into my mouth. Not as delicious as the non-organic, 100% processed stuff, but good enough to finish the whole bag, which I do in an embarrassingly small number of minutes.

With a full belly, I yawn, reminded that I didn’t exactly sleep well last night. I stayed at a dirt-cheap motel, and unfortunately, I got what I paid for. The sheets were only a bit softer than sandpaper, and I found not one but three cockroaches in the bathroom.

When my eyes return to the white sofa in the living room, I can’t help thinking, That sure would be nice to lie on. In a half-trance, I walk toward the couch. But on the way there, I come across an open room with a king-size bed that looks even more inviting...

Before I know it, I’m lying under a comforter that feels like a plush slice of heaven. So soft, so warm. I mean, if you really think about it, it’s kind of a crime to not use a bed like this, right?

My conscience hisses, You know that’s some kind of bullshit criminal logic.

But a louder voice drowns it out: It’s fine. Surely, the cat’s owner will be grateful that I returned their cat to them. They wouldn’t begrudge me a night in one of their beds and
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