






Carlie Sorosiak

WALKER BOOKS



This is a work of fi ction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are 
either products of the author’s imagination or, if real, are used fi ctitiously.

Copyright © 2020 by Carlie Sorosiak

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, 
transmitted, or stored in an information retrieval system in 
any form or by any means, graphic, electronic, or mechanical, 
including photocopying, taping, and recording, without 
prior written permission from the publisher.

First US edition 2021
First published by Nosy Crow (UK) 2020

Library of Congress Catalog Card Number pending
ISBN 978-1-5362-0770-5

LBM 26 25 24 23 22 21 
10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Printed in Melrose Park, IL, USA

This book was typeset in Droid Serif.

Walker Books US
a division of
Candlewick Press
99 Dover Street
Somerville, Massachusetts 02144

www.walkerbooksus.com



To Mom, 
who filled our home with love—

and with cats





Look again at that dot. That’s here. 

That’s home. That’s us. 

—Carl Sagan
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Humans have it all wrong about aliens. Sometimes 
I see images of us on television—with enormous eyes, 

with skin the color of spring leaves—and  I wonder: 

Who thought of this? What reason could they have? 

Olive always tells me not to watch those shows. “You’ll 

just give yourself bad dreams,” she says. So we switch 

off the TV and curl up by the window, listening to the 

gentle hush of waves.

But the truth is, I really don’t belong here—not 

permanently, not forever. That’s why we’re travel-

ing in this Winnebago, zooming down dark roads at 

midnight. Olive is wearing her frayed overalls, and 

she’s cradling me in her arms.

I don’t squirm. I don’t scratch. I am not that type 

of cat.
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“You won’t forget me,” she says, pressing her fore-

head to mine. “Please promise you won’t.”

She smells of cinnamon toast and raspberry 

shampoo. There are daisy barrettes in her hair. And 

for a second, I consider lying to her—out of love. 

The words are right there: I will always remember. 

I could never forget. But I’ve been honest with her 

this whole time, and the rules of intergalactic travel 

are clear.

Tomorrow, I will forget everything I’ve ever felt.

In my mind, Olive will exist only as data, as pure 

information. I’ll remember her daisy barrettes, our 

Saturday afternoons by  Wrigley Pier— but not how it 

felt to share a beach towel, or read books together, or 

fall asleep under the late June sun. And Olive doesn’t 

deserve that. She is so much more than a collection 

of facts.

Halfheartedly, I summon a purr. It rattles weakly 

in my chest.

“You get to go home,” Olive says, the ghost of a smile 

on her face. “Home.”

The Winnebago speeds faster, then faster still. 

Outside, the sky is full of stars. And I want to com-

municate that I will miss this—feeling so small, so 

earthly. Am I ready to go back? Half of me is. And yet, 
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when I close my eyes, I picture myself clinging to the 

walls of this motor home.

Olive sets me down on the countertop, the plastic 

cool under my paws. Opening her laptop, she angles 

the keyboard  toward me,  a gesture that says, Type, 

will you? But I shake my head, fur shivering.

“You don’t want to talk?” she asks.

What can I say? I owe it to Olive not to make this 

any harder. So I won’t use the computer. I won’t tell 

her what I’ve been hoping—to maybe carry one thing 

back. Maybe if I concentrate hard enough, a part of 

Olive will imprint on a part of me, and I will remem-

ber how it felt. How it felt to know a girl once.

“Okay,” she says, shutting her laptop with a sigh. 

“At least eat your crunchies.”

So I eat my crunchies. They’re trout-fl avored and 

tangy on my tongue. I chew slowly, savoring the mor-

sels. This is one of my last meals as a cat.

I haven’t always lived in this body. Leonard wasn’t 

always my name.

Olive pats my head as I lick the bowl clean. “I know 

you didn’t want to be a cat,” she says, so softly that 

my ears prick to hear her, “but you are a very, very 

good cat.”

I want the computer now. My paws are itching to 
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type: You are a very, very good human. Because she is. 

And she will be, long after I’m gone.

If you allow yourself, you might like our story. It’s 

about cheese sandwiches and an aquarium and a 

family. It has laughter and sadness and me, learning 

what it means to be human.

On my journey to Earth, I was supposed to become 

human.

That is where I’ll begin.
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For almost three hundred years, I had wished for 
hands. Every once in a while, I pictured myself hold-

ing an object in my own palm, with my own fi ngers. 

An apple, a book, an umbrella. I’d heard the most 

wonderful rumors about umbrellas—and rain, how 

it dotted your skin. Humans might take these things 

for granted (standing in the street, half shielded by 

an umbrella in a summer  rainstorm), but I promised 

myself, centuries ago, that I would not.

It was all just so tremendously exciting, as I hitched 

a ride on that beam of light.

This trip to Earth was about discovery, about 

glimpsing another way of life.

And I was ready.

On the eve of our three hundredth birthdays, all 

members of our species have the opportunity to 
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spend a month as an  Earth creature—to expand our 

minds, gather data, and keep an eye on the neigh-

bors. I could’ve been a penguin in Antarctica or a 

wild beast roaming the plains of the Serengeti; I 

could’ve been a  beluga whale or a wolf or a goose. 

Instead, I chose the most magnifi cent creature on 

Earth: the common human.

Perhaps you fi nd my decision laughable. I feel the 

need to defend it. So please think about penguins, 

who refuse to play the violin. About wolves, who have 

no use for umbrellas. Even geese take little joy in the 

arts. But humans? Humans write books, and share 

thoughts over coffee, and make things for absolutely 

zero reason. Swimming pools, doorbells, elevators—I 

was dying to discover the delight of them all.

Still, it was a terrifi cally diffi  cult choice, narrowing 

it down. Because there are so many different types of 

humans. Did I want to wear shorts and deliver mail? 

Would a hairnet look fl attering on me? Could I con-

vincingly become a television star? After nearly fi fty 

years of thought, I decided on something humbler. 

More suited to my interests.

A national park ranger. A Yellowstone ranger. 

Wasn’t it perfect? I’d give myself a mustache and 

boots and have a dazzling twinkle in my left eye. In 
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my mind, I’d practiced the way I’d fl ick my wrists—I’d 

have wrists, you see—toward the natural exhibits. In 

front of a crowd of human tourists, I’d walk with an 

exaggerated swing of my hips and carry many useful 

things in my pockets: a  Swiss Army knife, a butterfl y 

net, a variety of pens for writing. Humor is a valued 

trait among humans, so for an entire year, I exclu-

sively prepared jokes.

How many park rangers does it take to change a 

light bulb? Twenty-two. Do you get it? light bulb? Twenty-two. Do you get it? Twenty-two! 

(I wasn’t entirely sure that I understood humor; my 

species is pure energy and can’t exactly feel in our 

natural state. But wasn’t there something inherently 

funny about the curve of a two, let alone two twos?)

Setting off from my home planet, I imagined the 

feeling of laughter, how it might rattle my belly. It was 

a nice distraction, considering the strangeness of it 

all. My species is a hive mind, meaning we think and 

exist as one, like drops in the ocean of Earth—and I 

wasn’t prepared for the sensation of leaving them. 

There was a quiet pop as we separated. Then I was 

alone, for the fi rst time in three hundred years.

Honestly, I wasn’t entirely sure what to do with 

myself. In the distance were the  crystallized moun-

tains of my planet, rivers of helium gleaming under 
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stars, and all I could summon was a single thought: 

For now, goodbye.

The beam of light hummed as I latched on.

To kill time on the journey, I practiced more jokes. 

Why did the chicken cross the road? Because he was en cross the road? Because he was 

genetically hardwired as an Earth creature to do so. 

Knock-knock? Who’s there? Knock-knock? No one. Doors are a human 

construction and do not exist on other planets. (Ha!)

It’s unclear when things started to go wrong.

 Perhaps it was when I began to sprout a tail.

I was four thousand miles above Earth’s atmo-

sphere, and there it was—crooked, with striped fur. 

I didn’t have the ability to gasp; otherwise, I would 

have done so. A tail? Unless I was missing something 

dramatic about humans, that was incorrect. Quickly, 

I took in my surroundings, awareness hitting me 

with slow, terrible force: this wasn’t the right route 

to Yellowstone. In my eagerness to perfect the knock-

knock joke, I’d strayed off course, interacting with the 

wrong elements along the way. Those elements, mixed 

with Earth’s atmosphere, would turn me into . . .

A cat.

I was a cat, crashing into North America. Faster, 

faster, landing paws-fi rst in a tree. My claws dug into 

the branch beneath me, and immediately I coiled 



9

around, observing the  zigzagged tail attached to my 

backside. It twitched—almost on its own—as if speak-

ing to me. I could feel my paws tensing, the wind 

sifting through a large notch in my ear.

And what a sensation: to feel. To feel, fi nally. To 

have a body, even if it wasn’t the one I expected. Yet 

my heart scrambled. Nothing in my studies had pre-

pared me for this. Apart from a few anecdotes, I knew 

exceptionally little about cats. How could I live for a 

month as one?

On Earth, I had been very much looking forward 

to speaking words. I already knew what my favorite 

ones would be. Tangerine: so festive, rolling from the 

mouth. Yellowstone: a park that was home to bison 

and bears, forests and canyons. Soul: the beating in 

your body. Now I tested them with my throat—with 

my prickly tongue, horrible fangs poking into my 

lips—and only gurgling emerged.

The whole thing was entirely my fault. I knew this. 

Never get distracted is the fi rst rule of space travel. But 

that didn’t make it any less terrifying: to be alone in a 

tree, on a new planet, without knowing the language 

of cats. Was it even possible to communicate with 

humans this way? Did cats moo, or was that birds? 

There were all these new sensations, too—things I 
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didn’t expect to feel. The desire to spring from tree 

branch to tree branch, testing my balance. The way 

my ears were swiveling. The realization that if I saw 

an umbrella now, canopy fl ying open, I might actually 

be afraid of it.

Suddenly, the tree began to shiver with bursts of 

wind, and I arched my spine on instinct. I have a 

spine, I thought. A part of me was thrilled, while a 

bigger part yelled, Storm! A storm was coming. I con-

templated lurching from the tree, but the ground 

looked soggy, like it would squelch beneath my toes. 

As a ranger, I would’ve worn boots, so I vowed to fi nd 

some later, in whatever size was suitable for cats. 

Preferably leather boots. With some nice streaming 

shoelaces, and—

Oh! Scents began arriving from all directions: bit-

ter smells, sweet smells. My nose sniffed the air, and 

I started peering around. The clouds were turning an 

alarming shade of plum. In my fi eld of vision, I could 

see only sky, bushes, and a few tall grasses, swaying 

violently in the breeze.

My tail puffed with fear, which startled me even 

more. I didn’t know that tails could puff. It seemed to 

say, Where are we, exactly? And what happens now?

Within fi fteen minutes, rain began and refused to 
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stop. Flicking water off my ears did little good; the 

storm poured sideways, fl attening my entire coat. Can 

cats swim? It was a pressing question, one I asked my cats swim? It was a pressing question, one I asked my 

tail. But my tail was ignoring me, hiding behind the 

curve of my legs. Something told me I might not like 

the answer anyway.

Around the base of the tree, dark water was rising.

And rising.

And—

I saw it in the distance then. The speck of a row-

boat bobbing toward me. Through the thunderous 

rain, closer and closer she came: a tiny fi gure dressed 

in overalls, a yellow slicker, and boots three sizes too 

big. Her boat careened wildly in the fl oodwaters as 

she yelled words in my direction. They sounded like: 

“I’VE COME TO SHAVE YOU!”

Could this possibly be right? I wasn’t immediately 

fond of my fur, but would baldness improve my look? 

The idea alarmed me. More alarming was the wind, 

which was picking up speed. Imagine you are on a 

new planet, experiencing gravity for the fi rst time. 

Now imagine that hurricane-force winds are threat-

ening to lift you into the sky. Balancing on that branch 

was almost impossible. I managed to steady myself 

just in time. Only seconds later, the tip of the human’s 
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boat slammed into the tree trunk. Everything shook. 

Bark split with a menacing crack, and the girl snapped 

her head up, eyes wide.

Despite the circumstances, I tried to savor this 

moment. It was my fi rst time meeting a human; I didn’t 

want to get it wrong. Hello there was the greeting I’d 

memorized—simple yet elegant—and I attempted this 

with a string of long, eager meows. It couldn’t have 

gone worse. I sounded like a garbage disposal. (We 

will get to the evil of garbage disposals later. And 

seagulls! I must tell you about the seagulls.)

But now the girl was ordering me to jump.

“It’s okay!” she shouted into the tree, her voice cut-

ting through the wind. “I’m a  Girl Scout, and I’m here 

to save you!”

Well, I’ll admit that I was more than a little relieved. 

Save me, not shave me! Nevertheless, I squirmed. This 

small human was going to rescue me? She was maybe 

four and a half feet tall, and no more than eleven 

years old.

I hesitated, skidding back and forth on the branch, 

torn between options: stay in this tree, alone in a 

storm, or jump—with legs I barely trusted.

Stay or jump.

Stay or jump.



13

Stay or—

A sharp gust of wind decided for me, cracking the 

tree branch above my head. Instinct took over as my 

body pitched forward, away from the terrible snap.

I felt myself falling.

Then I felt myself questioning if I should have 

remained in the tree.

Because I’d misjudged the jump. The water was 

already swallowing me whole.
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Here is an interesting fact. Being underwater is a 
little like fl oating in space. Except for the dull roar in 

my ears, there was barely any sound. Everything was 

dark, glittering, and lonely.

That doesn’t mean I wasn’t panicking.

I was panicking very much.

My legs fl ailed. My paws thrashed in front of me. 

Bubbles rose and popped in my throat.

You’re immortal, I thought, trying to calm myself. 

You cannot die, so this water won’t harm you. In a way, 

I was untouchable: my species has always existed 

in the universe and always will. But I’d never felt 

stress before—never understood the power of it. And 

embarrassment. I was ashamed to fail this spectacu-

larly, after I’d longed for decades to be human.

Every traveler to Earth keeps a record: a series 
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of images captured, then shared with the rest of the 

hive. Over the years, I’d fi ltered through pictures of 

family Christmases, of dinners on New Year’s Eve, of 

human birthday parties and picnics in parks fi lled 

with green. I had called up those images again and 

again—learning the humans’ traditions, the lines of 

their faces. I wanted to try a cheese sandwich, too. 

I wanted to go to the movies. I wanted to walk with 

someone by a river on a blistering hot summer day.

All of this required being  above water.

Luckily, the girl was already grabbing the scruff of 

my neck, yanking me from the deep. The air was a 

shock, maybe more so than the water, and I shook 

vigorously as she plopped me down. It was surprising, 

really: I found that I liked shaking, the way my body 

moved everywhere all at once. The boat shimmied 

beneath my paws.

“ Oh my goodness!” the girl said, still shouting over 

the wind. “Are you okay?”

I thought very seriously about this question. 

Obviously, I was not. Cats and water don’t mix. (I 

couldn’t recall a great deal about cats, but I suspected 

this right away.) I liked that she asked, though, even if 

all I could answer was mrrr.

Here is something else: my chest crunched as I 
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looked at her. (Humans like the word crunch, and 

I believe I am using it properly here. You may cor-

rect me if I’m wrong.) Either way, glimpsing a human 

up close was something like a miracle. I was bowled 

over, entranced by the girl’s tiny nose, her cheek-

bones so smooth under her light-brown skin. Yes, 

skin! With pores and everything.

I tried to memorize her at once, in case someone 

on my home planet wanted to know. Smallish ears. 

Roundish chin. Dimples.

Gripping the oars with white knuckles, the 

girl pushed hard against the rippling water, and I 

couldn’t help but feel slightly powerless, tail curling 

around me in the frigid boat. My own skin prickled 

as objects fl oated by, trapped in the fl ood’s current: a 

plastic  Hula-Hoop, a deck chair, two infl atable lawn 

ornaments that looked suspiciously like gnomes.

It was all starting to hit me now—really hit me. 

The distance I’d traveled, the predicament I was in, 

the fact that I was breathing and couldn’t quite fi gure eathing and couldn’t quite fi gure 

out how. I inhaled harshly, too fast and too sharp; 

my lungs fl uttered, causing me to wheeze, just as the 

boat careened dangerously to the left.

“I’m not really a Girl Scout anymore!” the human 

said suddenly, like she was purging a hair ball. 
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We will get to a discussion of hair balls.  Oh, will 

we ever. But right then I just stared at her, unable to 

unravel how scouting played into this. Many areas 

of human life were still a mystery to me. I thought 

it best to give her a wise nod, like those that I’d wit-

nessed on captured images of  I Love Lucynessed on captured images of  I Love Lucynessed on captured images of  , a human 

TV series that I especially enjoy. I tipped my head up 

and down.

The girl seemed mildly puzzled by this, her eye-

lashes fl uttering.

But she rowed on.

Through the rain, I was beginning to see the shad-

owy outline of a house—a human house on stilts, with 

a  wraparound porch. The lawn was fully submerged 

under a thick sheet of water. I sincerely hoped there 

was a plastic fl amingo somewhere beneath the 

waves, to really give it that human touch.

As the boat shuddered, jerking us from side to 

side, a white-haired woman came into vision. She 

stood rigidly on the porch, a beach towel draped 

around her shoulders. Stocky and tough-looking, she 

was perhaps seventy in Earth years and seemed—

in a human word—furiousin a human word—furiousin a human word— . I wondered if she could 

see me in the boat. Perhaps she was more of a dog 

lover. A  bandanna was trembling around her neck, 
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her light-brown skin glistening in the moonlight, and 

she was shouting something.

I’d worried about this, before my journey—how 

to follow human speech on Earth. Our species is so 

advanced, we have no use for words. We pass infor-

mation telepathically; images fl oat, are consumed, 

and that’s it. Forget about  chitchat. Forget about How 

was your day? (How I wanted someone to ask—to y? (How I wanted someone to ask—to 

care—about my day!) So I’d studied whenever I could, 

revisiting scenes from I Love Lucy and picking up lan-

guages from previous travelers to Earth.

Now I was bombarded by sound, by feeling. It was 

both intensely wonderful and intensely distracting. I 

had to squint at the woman, trying to detect the subtle 

differences in her syllables. This was what I pieced 

together: a single word, over and over again.

Olive, Olive, Olive.

Either she was incredibly hungry, or this was rain-

coat girl’s name.

Soon the boat thumped against the house’s stairs, 

and the white-haired woman fl ed down the steps, her 

ankles steeped in water. She threw the towel off her 

shoulders; it was soggy in an instant, lugged away by 

the tide.

“Do you have any idea how dangerous that was?” 
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she yelled, grabbing the boat’s stern and tying it 

quickly to the railing. That knot! It was  ranger-

worthy. “I’ve seen plenty of stupid antics in my day, 

but this one takes the cake.”

I knew this wasn’t the time to notice the older wom-

an’s wardrobe, but she was wearing a checkered shirt 

under a khaki vest—both with plenty of pockets. My 

whiskers twitched enviously. As a human, I would’ve 

liked to wear those clothes.

“Listen here, sailor,” the woman continued, voice 

rumbly and slightly out of breath. “You could’ve bit-

ten the dust out there. Am I making myself clear? 

Your mother didn’t send you down here to disobey a 

direct order. So when I tell you not to go outside in a 

tropical storm, you have to listen to me.”

It happened then: I felt myself being scooped into 

Olive’s arms. She clutched me close to her chest, her 

 raincoat quivering. I had no idea what to do. There 

were no drills for this, no training. In three hundred 

years, it had never occurred to me: One day, a human 

girl will hold you.

Was now an appropriate time to moo? Was I sup-

posed to kiss her on both cheeks, as some people do? 

I went for a fail-safe option: going completely limp.

“I couldn’t leave him there,” Olive said, stepping 
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awkwardly from the boat to the steps, her rubber boots 

squishing in water. “I’m sorry,  Norma. I just couldn’t.”

Norma towered above us, arms crossed, eyebrows 

knitted. I was slightly overwhelmed by the power of 

her presence—but also wanted to grab her face with 

my paws and shout, Do you know how lucky you are to 

have eyebrows? Do you?

When Norma spoke again, her voice was raspier. 

“You’re not hurt anywhere, are ya?”

Olive shook her head.

“Well . . . good,” Norma said, massaging a spot on 

her chest, as if her heart hurt. “Now, let’s get inside, 

before this storm eats us up.”

Then we were climbing the rickety steps. Norma 

unlatched the front door.

I felt myself shaking—this time, not from the cold.

I’d never heard of a mistake like this. No one in my 

entire species had ever ended up in the wrong body. 

It was supposed to go so smoothly: I would arrive 

on Earth as a human, interview for the park ranger 

position, accept the job immediately; my wilderness 

knowledge would astonish my colleagues. They’d 

throw a Welcome to Wyoming party in my honor, 

and I’d settle into a rented cabin, on the very edge of 

the woods, safe in the comfort of my plan.
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But now? I was venturing even further into 

unknown territory.

“Don’t be afraid, kitty,” Olive said, slipping inside 

the house. She pushed off her raincoat hood, her hair 

wavy and dark, clamped down on both sides with 

daisy barrettes. A fellow fl ower enthusiast! We’d have 

so much to talk about, I thought, if I could talk. Did she 

know that fl owers appeared 140 million years ago? Or 

that the largest fl ower on Earth is over nine feet tall?

Olive caressed my muzzle with a gentle hand. 

Maybe it was too soon to trust her, but there it was. A 

kernel of faith, blooming in my chest.

Carefully, she placed me on the ground, my paws 

touching fl oorboards for the fi rst time. How many 

hours—how many years—had I spent imagining this 

moment? A human house! And me, inside it. Some 

things were exactly as I’d expected. There were 

books, magnifi cent books, stacked high against the 

living room walls. Wicker furniture dotted the space. 

And in the kitchen, I just knew there’d be a toaster. 

A toaster! Only humans could invent something so 

quaint. People cared deeply, about everything, even 

if it was just the crispness of their bread.

Other things about the house surprised me. For 

one, it was very quiet. In I Love Lucy, there were 
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always noises. People laughing, making chocolate, a 

chorus of humans rushing in and out. Here, there was 

nothing but the howling of wind, the squeak of Olive’s 

footsteps.

Norma trudged down a hallway and stamped back 

a moment later, a large stack of towels in her arms. 

“I’ve been listening to the radio, and they say the 

storm’s getting worse. Some houses in  Hilton Head 

are half underwater.  Isle of Palms, too. Your mom’s 

been trying to call, but the line won’t stop dropping.” 

Letting out a rough breath, she peered down at me. 

I could see all the way up her nostrils. “Now, I keep 

food around for strays—and I thought I knew about 

every cat in this neighborhood. Where’d you come 

from, huh?”

It was an excellent question. Unfortunately, I barely 

processed it. My brain was spinning out of control. 

Hilton Head. The Isle of Palms. I’d studied human 

maps, the gentle slope of lines across paper, and those 

places weren’t near Yellowstone. No. Not at all.

The evidence was all around me: wicker furniture 

and baskets of seashells, beach towels and chunky 

sandals by the door. A plastic starfi sh was eyeing 

me from the wall. And the house—yes, the whole 

house—was on stilts. I can still remember the feeling 
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of surprise and terror when I realized, I am near the 

sea. By any estimate, that put me at least two thou-

sand miles away from my destination. At least two 

thousand miles from my  pickup point, without any 

other way of returning home.

Theoretically, getting to this planet is the easy part. 

The real diffi  culty is traveling back. Atmospheric 

forces are much stronger on the way home—my 

energy alone isn’t enough—so my entire species must 

pick me up. According to the schedule, the hive would 

arrive at precisely 9:01 a.m. on the twenty-fi rst of July. 

My pickup point was incredibly specifi c:  coordinates 

44.4605 degrees north, 110.8281 degrees west—  

Yellowstone National Park.

If I wasn’t there by the end of the month, if I missed 

the takeoff, I’d be stuck on Earth forever.

I gave myself a few moments to let that sink in.

Then I did what anyone would do in a fi t of utter 

devastation. I began to destroy the curtains.
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Maybe this is a good time to remind you: I had no 
idea how to be a cat. I was an actor without a script. If 

you were in my metaphorical shoes, could you avoid 

detection? Could you enter an alien world and fi t in 

seamlessly? I was bound to fail in some respects, so 

please try not to judge me too harshly.

Even if you’re acquainted with Earth, cats are easy 

to miss. They slink. They dash. They burrow in bushes, 

under couch cushions, in the bowels of handbags on 

closet shelves. I’ll be honest and say that even the hand-

somest ones are comical to look at: ridiculously pointy 

ears, stringlike whiskers, and a constantly replenishing 

source of fur, which sticks to your tongue when you 

lick it. (Why would you want to lick it, you might ask? 

See my later discussion on keeping clean.)

Cats are considered a standoffi  sh species, also 



25

known as “aloof.” Many prefer their own company, 

despise loud noises, and often stuff their bodies inside 

boxes for no apparent reason. Tuna fi sh is a yes. Garlic 

is a no. A group of them is called a clowder, not to be clowder, not to be 

confused with chowder; there is no soup involved.

I wish I’d know any of this before I was required 

to play the part of a cat. I was forced to act purely on 

instinct.

And my instinct told me to destroy the curtains.

They were tan colored; I recall that very clearly. 

Soon my claws were buried inside the fabric, tugging 

at the cloth with swift pulls. I really did feel better 

as the thread unspooled beneath my paws. I liked 

the resistance, the feeling of battling something and 

winning. I liked controlling a small part of my frac-

tured universe.

The woman called Norma shook the curtains, star-

tling me. “Hey, hey, easy there, partner. I’m not a fan 

of these drapes, but I don’t like ribbons, either. You’re 

tearing them to shreds.”

Olive reached down and scratched a spot behind 

my ears, which slowed my  heart rate a little; it felt 

nice. All of a sudden, I also wanted her to rub my 

belly. Only for a second, only in the exact middle. But 

the feeling was defi nitely there.
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“Do you think he’s lost?” Olive asked. “Maybe some-

one’s missing him.”

Norma considered this, then  tsked. “He isn’t the 

best-looking cat. That’s not an excuse, absolutely not, 

but someone could’ve dumped him.”

“How can people do that to animals?” Olive asked 

as wind battered the windows, shuddering the whole 

house. “Well, I think he’s beautiful.”I think he’s beautiful.”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” Norma murmured.

Olive gazed into my eyes. “Either way, he has us. 

You hear that, kitty cat? We’re here.”

I was still having trouble breathing. Oxygen didn’t 

agree with me nearly as well as helium, and my stress 

level was astronomical. Even so, Olive’s words—the 

us, the we—wrapped around me, and I glimpsed 

something in that moment.

What it must feel like to have a friend.
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If you watch any local news channel on Earth, you 
will discover the human-cat connection: humans have 

quite a history of rescuing cats from trees. Normally 

this is performed by a large person in a fi refi ghter’s 

suit, and the cat must be coaxed down with praise and 

the promise of crunchy treats. There is a big hoopla. 

I didn’t realize, that fi rst night, how much of a cliché 

I was—cold, hungry, yet pampered after my rescue.

Olive set up a space for me in her room, underneath 

a turtle  night-light with an eerie green glow. I watched 

it suspiciously as she fl uffed two blankets into a per-

fectly round cocoon. “That should do for now,” she 

said, rising from her knees, and then dashing around 

the room. She was quick on her human feet and spoke 

the way a rubber ball bounces—with energy. “I know 

a whole lot about jaguars and snow leopards and 
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Chinese mountain cats, but not as much about house 

cats. I think I’ve done enough? You have water; you 

have food; I’ve set up a cardboard box and some news-

paper in the bathroom. Am I missing anything?”

I had no idea. Absolutely none. At the same time, 

I did wonder: Is it common for humans to speak with 

cats? Nothing in my research strictly forbid it, but cats? Nothing in my research strictly forbid it, but 

Olive’s language and my language were not the same. 

How did she know I was following along? I couldn’t 

tell her that I was; my vocal cords just weren’t up to 

snuff. Despite my intelligence, speaking the language 

of people was pitifully beyond my reach.

She fl icked off the lamp, the light from the green 

turtle washing over us. It gave me an uneasy feeling, 

but I still managed to crawl into my bedding, wrap-

ping my tail comfortably around me. Outside, the 

wind was growing softer and softer. And I knew I was 

supposed to be drifting to sleep. That’s what humans 

do: they sleep for a third of their lives. This is an 

enormous waste. How can they have all this—their 

fi ngers and their toasters and their movie  theaters 

with plush seats—and just sleep right through it?

“Norma’s my grandmother,” Olive said a few 

moments later, pulling the sheets up to her chin. “I 

don’t know if you could tell, but we’re not that close. 
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My mom calls her ‘the captain’ because she used 

to run a shrimp boat—and she still calls everyone 

‘sailor.’ Usually I only see her for Christmases and one 

week in the summer. But I’m . . . well, this year I’m 

here all summer.”

I listened. What she was telling me, in those 

moments in the dark, seemed important.

I just didn’t know why.

“The thing is,” Olive said, her voice getting softer, 

“my dad died when I was really little—too young to 

remember him. And now my mom’s got this new boy-

friend, Frank. He’s a life coach from California. They’re 

traveling together until August, because he’s giving all 

these speeches across America. Mom says it’s better for 

me here, in Turtle Beach, so I can have a fun summer. 

But I can’t help thinking that . . . that Frank just didn’t 

want me around. He wants my mom to move with him 

to Sacramento, too. Permanently. Which means I’d 

have to start a new school and everything. We live in 

Maine now, which is a long way from California.”

My throat clenched. I wasn’t sure that I liked this 

“Frank,” and dislike was new for me. Before that, the 

closest I’d come was my aversion to our neighbors, 

the Lalarians, who are fond of singing in shrill voices 

for months on end. Very loud, very distracting.
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“Did you know that  alpine swifts can fl y six months 

without stopping? Sometimes I wish I could do that. 

Just . . . fl y back home when I want to. Fly away when 

I need to.” Her lip was quivering, but she bit it down. 

“Anyway, what should I call you? Maybe you already 

have a name, but it feels wrong to just call you ‘kitty.’ 

You deserve more than that.” She spun over slowly, 

my night vision sharpening. I could make out all of 

her facial features as she peered down at me. There 

was a slight gap between her two front teeth.

“How about Leonard?” she asked. “You look like a 

Leonard, and that was my  great-grandpa’s name.”

Half of me was thrilled, I’ll admit—to be given a 

human name, a family name. It sounded distinguished, 

gentlemanly, like I should be wearing a  top hat or, at 

the very least, something with feathers. But it also 

seemed scarily permanent. While I was Leonard the 

cat, I wasn’t a human. While I was Leonard the cat, I 

was stuck exactly where I was.

I lay awake that night, focused on the length of my 

forelegs, of my paws. I didn’t like the shape of myself, 

exactly. What was with these whiskers, sticking so dra-

matically from my cheeks? What was the purpose of 

this unsightly tail? It was also slightly uncomfortable 

to be squeezed into such a small frame. I’d expected 
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more room for the energy of me to bob around; this 

was like a human wearing a shoe several sizes too 

tight. But overall, it really was an amazing thing, to 

have a body. This thing that moved on my command, 

that had fur, that encapsulated me. I’d always appre-

ciated that human phrase: body and soul. I love you, 

body and soul, one person might say to another. Now 

I had both.

Still, I was incredibly restless.

Shouldn’t I use this time wisely? Discover more 

about these humans—and where I’d landed?

So, I found myself wobbling into the kitchen at 

around two in the morning. I was still getting used 

to my legs—and to the enormous moon beaming in 

the inky sky. I sat by the kitchen chairs, transfi xed for 

a moment or two, thinking about the twelve moons 

orbiting my home planet—how none of them were 

quite as brilliant as this.

Then I saw what I was looking for.

On the table, in a strip of moonlight: a stack of mail.

There are many methods of human communica-

tion. The most common, of course, is speaking with 

their mouths. Gestures are essential, too: knowing 

when, how, and in what situation to show your teeth, 

wave your hands, stomp your foot. What comes next 
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is slightly trickier: instant messaging, emails, letters 

slipped into boxes by your front door. I knew to read 

the mail. How would I learn about this human family 

otherwise?

Jumping onto the kitchen table (I was quite the 

accomplished jumper), I perused the envelopes with 

my paws, inspecting the typewritten words. Nothing 

stood out to me, really—so I had to open them all.

I cannot express this clearly enough: there is a rea-

son why cats do not unseal envelopes. It is a thankless, 

near-impossible task, requiring all four paws and 

most of your back muscles. How do you unstick the 

paper cleanly, without destroying what’s inside? Well, 

you do not. Around me was a tattered mess. Only 

three letters remained, after I got the hang of rolling 

onto my back, wriggling, and slitting the sticky paper 

with paws in the air.

The fi rst was an electricity bill, which sounded tre-

mendously exciting. (I was fooled.)

The second was a packet of coupons for jumbo 

shrimp and other “sea delights.” (Based on my fi rst 

experience with water, there is nothing delightful 

about the sea.)

The third was already opened. It was on crisp, yel-

low stationery, and said this:
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Greetings from California, the Golden State!

Dear Olive,

I’m missing you a whole lot. I tried to fi nd 

a postcard with a California bobcat on it 

(I know you like them), but no luck. Frank 

and I will keep looking! He’s working on 

a new seminar called “The Power of You: 

Harnessing the Good Stuff,” so we’ve been 

pretty busy.

I hope that you and Norma are fi nding 

lots of exciting things to do, too. I really 

want you to have a fun summer, Olive. Your 

dad loved Turtle Beach when he was a kid, 

and I’m sure that you will as well. Have you 

gone with Norma to the aquarium yet? Are 

you taking lots of pictures?

Speak soon. Calling you is always the best 

part of my day.

Remember that I love you so much,

Mom

I refolded the letter and tried not to sulk there in 

the moonlight, debris by my paws. I would never have 

this—not even for a second. This  humanness. This love.
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Here is what I adore about I Love Lucy. No mat-

ter how much trouble  Lucy gets into, Ethel is always 

there; Ricky is always there; Fred is always there. So 

no one ever feels like I did that night: odd, broken, 

and alone.

I missed my planet. I didn’t think I would, but there 

was a sensation swarming inside me, a deep yearning 

for the comforts of home: views of crystal mountains, 

dips in helium rivers, the peace of everything. I was 

used to being expansive and limitless; now I was con-

fi ned to this tiny body, unable to move beyond Earth. 

More importantly, I couldn’t sense the hive all around 

me. At home, loneliness does not exist. And I never 

realized how comforting that community was, until I 

felt the terrible loss of it. Even the shrill songs of the 

Lalarians would’ve been welcome.

Earth was lonely—and tiring.

My eyelids were starting to twitch from exhaus-

tion; my head began to fog. Taking the hint, I crawled 

to the fl oor, lay down, and told myself that I would 

only close my eyes for a second. Only a second, noth-

ing more.
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I dreamed. I didn’t know it was possible for cats to 
dream, but there I was. A Yellowstone park ranger. 

Magnifi cent fi ngers. Ranger badge. Strolling through 

the wildfl owers beneath a summer sky. When I woke 

up, my paws were fl itting on the cold tile, and the radio 

was whispering in the background. Thankfully, it said, 

South Carolina has missed the worst of the storm.

South Carolina. So I was in South Carolina. I kept 

my eyes tightly shut, thinking. Reaching my pickup 

point was essential: the hive couldn’t fi nd me on 

Earth otherwise. But how could I travel from here to 

Yellowstone without money or hands or the ability to 

drive a car? Maybe I could—

Sniff!

Something sniffed. And then I began to notice a hot, 
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moist smell, inches from my nose. Flinging my eyes 

open, I lurched sideways into the air—a natural reac-

tion, I assure you, because splayed out on the tile was 

a beast, camoufl aged as a gigantic lump of fur.

No, not a beast? A dog. I could tell by the wetness 

of his black snout, and the way the tip of his tongue 

poked between his teeth. On Earth, dogs—not cats—

are called “man’s best friend.” In those moments, I 

couldn’t possibly see why. He was easily twenty times 

my size and had so much fur—white, fl uffy—that I 

feared I’d get lost inside it if I ventured too close.

But closer I slunk, stepping toward him, my ears 

pinned back.

He’d yet to open his eyes.

When he did, he lifted one eyelid, then the other. 

Slowly. Purposefully. You are here, he told me with his 

pupils, which were watery and deep, like miniature 

universes. My heart stuttered, my spine beginning 

to arch—but I picked up his language instantly. The 

cadence of his breath. The mellow wag of his tail. 

How his eyes softened as he looked at me. Dogs, I’ve 

learned, are like my species: they say so much without 

saying anything at all.

Trying to swallow my fear, I took a fi nal step and 

sniffed him in return. He had a very strong smell.
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You are here, he repeated, moving nothing but his 

pupils. There you are.

As a human, I would’ve known exactly how to 

respond. I’d imagined the motion of saying hello to 

dogs—a quick scratch of the neck, a calm pat of the 

head. But somehow, patting his head as a cat seemed 

wrong. He was clearly waiting for a response, though, 

and I couldn’t give myself away as an  impostor, as the 

alien that I was.

So I let out a kind meow, almost a mrrrrr—some-

thing of my own creation. He appeared pleased with 

this, because suddenly he lumbered up, dragging his 

tongue over the crest of my face. Correct me if I’m 

wrong, but none of you’ve had  fi rsthand experience 

with this particular dog’s tongue. What you must 

understand is: he has a very signifi cant tongue, full of 

saliva. My fur spiked. My nose scrunched, causing me 

to sneeze repeatedly.

At least I wouldn’t need a bath on Earth.

He inched back, admiring his work, sunlight dancing 

around his paws. Then he told me, in a series of friendly 

snorts, that he would keep my secret. I followed his 

eyes up to the table, where a dozen envelopes lay in 

plumes of confetti. So he’d seen me destroy the letters. 

And perhaps he knew—that I was not of this Earth.
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We’ll blame the letters on the birds, he said, woofi ng 

once. He motioned with this nose to the bright win-

dows. The birds.

I hadn’t the faintest clue what he was talking about. 

But he had such confi dence in this idea that I went 

with it.

I decided to test the waters even further, offering a 

friendly joke.

Knock-knock, I said, imitating his harmonic woof, 

scrounging in my belly for the sound. A “woof” wasn’t 

out of reach for me like human language was, but 

what I produced wasn’t exactly right. I attempted it 

again, experimenting with a bit more vibration, then 

throwing in a few tail wags for good measure.

His ears perked. The door? Is someone at the door?

No, I said, more pleased with my dog noise this 

time. It was a joke.

I did not hear the doorbell. At the doorbell, I will bark.

I fanned my whiskers, softening my eyes. You must 

say, “Who’s there?”

You know who is at the door? Intruder? Friend?

Well. Never mind.

Backing slightly away from him, I stretched. 

Stiffness ran through my limbs. One downside of hav-

ing a body is that it can fail you. Sometimes you wake 



39

up and there are aches where there were no aches 

before. Feeling untidy, I started licking the white fur 

of my bib. The licking was a surprise to me, and I 

pulled back, hair on my tongue, startled. What was 

happening to me?

I tried not to dwell on it for too long.

Outside was the shrill call of  seagulls, the sweet 

slap of waves. Hopping onto the windowsill, I could 

see that the  fl oodwaters had receded. Everything was 

a fl at plane of green and blue: marsh grass and trees, 

followed by a thin strip of ocean. I’d never viewed the 

ocean this close. From my galaxy, Earth is a pinprick, 

and water is just a color: not a moving, breathing, liv-

ing thing. Not something to be painted and studied 

and waded in; you cannot dip your toes in a color, 

especially when you have no toes.

“Leonard? Leonard, where’d you go?”

Olive’s worried voice trailed through the house, and 

another new feeling invaded me: guilt. I felt guilty for 

leaving her, for slinking off in the middle of the night 

without saying where I was going. I called out to her 

with my voice, wishing I could speak words like In the 

kitchen! Right here! In return, the dog barked a mighty 

woof that was full-throated and admirable, and Olive woof that was full-throated and admirable, and Olive 

was able to fi nd me by the refrigerator.
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“I see you’ve met Stanley,” she said, smiling a bit. “I 

think you’re going to be friends.”

I assumed that Stanley was the dog and not the 

refrigerator, but I made a mental note to check his 

collar later, just in case. Olive crouched down, petting 

the back of my neck. I’ll confess that I leaned in, just 

slightly. An early morning scratch is often the best kind.

A few minutes later, we crowded into the living 

room to eat breakfast, the little TV fl ickering on. The 

screen showed a small amount of wreckage from the 

storm—shingles fl ying, porches damaged—which 

seemed logical. More puzzling were the commer-

cials. I’d seen several back on my home planet, but 

they were mystifying things. From what I was able to 

piece together, commercials were a sort of guidebook 

for humanity. They told you what salad dressing to 

buy, what mattress to sleep on, what type of medicine 

to consume. As a human, you should like your food 

“fast.” You should maintain a muscular physique. You 

should enjoy ball sports, play them frequently, and 

look forward to a time when you do absolutely noth-

ing but golf. There was so much should, so much that 

made no sense.

Like everything on this planet, it was overwhelming.

I missed the straightforwardness of home: We are 
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always calm. We notice the world. There is comfort in 

the beauty and peacefulness of our planet.

Still, I tried to focus on Earth’s positive qualities, 

the things I’d yearned for in my galaxy. An example: 

food. In this house, cereal was clearly highly impor-

tant. Flakes don’t have the same appeal as cheese 

sandwiches (few meals do), but that fi rst morning I 

was blinded by the variety:  Coco Pops! Froot Loops! 

Cinnamon Toast Crunch! All in bright, colorful boxes. 

On the couch, Olive and Norma ate their cereal with 

metal spoons, exchanging words with each other.

“I’ll be honest with you, sailor,” Norma said to Olive, 

loosening the bandanna around her neck. “I’m out of 

practice with the ‘caretaker’ thing. Here’s what I do 

know: how to run a tight ship. That’s what we’re going 

to do this summer. Run on routine—like the tides. So 

we should start thinking about activities, things to 

schedule in. You like motorcycles?”

“Um . . .” Olive said, sheepish.

“Scratch that. I’ve got this motorcycle I’m fi xing 

up—the  sidecar still needs work—but I’ll put that on 

hold. What were you going to do this summer?” Norma 

drummed her fi ngers on her knees. “You know, before 

your mom and Frank decided to have you spend some 

time here.”
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“Well,” Olive said, a hint of sadness seeping through, 

“my friend  Hazel’s family owns a farm. They’d said I 

could help out with the horses and the goats and stuff. 

Did you know that each baby goat has a unique call, 

like a name?”

“No goats in Turtle Beach, I’m afraid. What we do 

have is marine life—an aquarium and an ocean full of 

it. We could also set up some good old-fashioned arts 

and crafts.”

From my position on the rug, I studied them—

these people. Norma was stiff, rugged, like the core 

of an exoplanet. And Olive was a ball of energy, like 

a dwarf star. As she chewed, her feet moved to a 

soundless beat, and her eyes blinked sharply. Call it 

my hyper-intelligence, call it one species recognizing 

another, but I had the distinct sense that Olive was 

smart. Incredibly smart. Something about the way 

she carried herself, the way she observed.

“You haven’t touched your crunchies,” she said to 

me after fi nishing her cereal. A frown creased her 

forehead. “You’re not hungry?”

Oh, I was. There was a grumbling, rumbling sen-

sation in the pit of my stomach. I’d been trying to 

ignore it, because if anything was going to signal this 

cat is not a cat, it would be this: I had no idea how to 


