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Chapter 1
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SEAN BOARDED THE PLANE and looked for an empty seat. Hey, was that Holly? He spotted the familiar face halfway down the plane, right before she leaned forward out of sight, probably stowing her bag under the seat in front of her. He couldn’t see anyone next to her. Now if only the seat stayed free until he got there. 

Sitting next to Holly would make the flight more entertaining. Funny that she hadn’t mentioned traveling this week though. He hoped it wasn’t due to a family emergency. She didn’t seem close to her stepparents, but she liked her younger stepsiblings.

He shuffled forward, pausing as other people stopped in the aisle to take off jackets and put their bags in overhead bins. He helped an older woman lift her carry-on, which must have weighed almost as much as she did.

Holly was still alone when he reached her row. Her dark hair swung across her face as she dug through a backpack on the floor between her feet. She hadn’t noticed him yet.

This could be fun. Holly enjoyed his weird sense of humor.

Sean dropped into the seat next to her. “The raven flies at midnight,” he muttered out of the side of his mouth, as if they were spies meeting in an old movie.

The woman jerked up and twisted to stare at him.

It wasn’t Holly.

Sean’s face flamed. “Oh! Um. Sorry, I thought you were someone else. Wow, you really look like her. Except you’re a lot older.” He winced. “Not that you’re old.” Women could be sensitive about that kind of thing. “Only, I think she’s twenty-three, and you’re clearly ...” 

He trailed off. What would be least offensive? She was probably around forty, a good decade younger than he was, but if he guessed at that and overshot – or even if he was correct – she might still be hurt. For some reason, most women hated to look their age. 

“Over thirty?” he suggested.

She kept staring. He couldn’t blame her. He was socially awkward at the best of times, so if he recognized how inappropriate he’d been, it must be bad. An attractive woman like her probably got all kinds of weird pickup lines.

Should he tell her he wasn’t hitting on her?

No. That usually went poorly, one way or the other. Either they thought he was insulting them by saying they weren’t attractive enough to hit on, or they thought he was doing that thing some guys did, insulting a woman to lower her defenses so she’d be more flattered when he finally did hit on her. Negging, that was it, giving negative feedback to manipulate someone. Sean couldn’t understand why a woman would go out with a man who insulted her, but people often baffled him.

He could move to another seat. Only they’d already announced that the plane was full, and the flight attendant was coming down the aisle, closing the overhead bins. 

She stopped next to his row. “Seatbelt on, please. Ma’am, your bag needs to go all the way under the seat.”

Not-Holly shoved her bag under the seat. Sean fastened his seatbelt. The flight attendant moved on.

“Sorry,” Sean whispered. “I won’t bother you again.”

He opened his book, a guide to neural networks, and stared at it without taking in the words. Not-Holly studied him with sideways glances. At least, he was 85% sure she was doing that. He refused to look in her direction to check. If he wanted to convince her he was harmless, constantly checking to see if she was watching him wouldn’t help.

The plane began to taxi. Sean would have liked to watch out the window as they took off. He always enjoyed seeing the ground drop away and the signs of humanity getting smaller. It reminded him that he was a tiny speck in a vast universe, which was cool. But he couldn’t look out the window without looking past Not-Holly, and she might think he was pretending to look out the window so he could actually look at her. 

He sighed and stared at the words on the page.

Eventually the words started to make sense. Unfortunately, he must have opened the book to a random spot. He’d already read this chapter. Would the woman notice if he skipped ahead fifty pages? Would she care? Oh well, he could reread a few chapters. This was complex stuff, and at the moment, he was struggling to give it his full attention. 

Not-Holly fidgeted, shifting in her seat, her fingers twitching on the book in her lap. Maybe she needed the restroom but didn’t want to speak to him. Should he ask?

No, definitely not. He couldn’t think of any way to ask if she needed to go to the bathroom that wouldn’t make this even more awkward. If they gave awards for awkward, he’d already be the top contender.

He leaned back in his seat, book flat on his lap, feet tucked back. He’d be happy to stand up to let her out, but if she didn’t want to say anything, she could almost squeeze past without touching him much. 

She didn’t get up. Like Sean, she spent a long time on one page of her book. Even a slow reader wouldn’t likely be that slow. Or did the time seem stretched out because he was embarrassed? He could time how long it took her to turn a page ...

Suddenly he wanted to laugh. Two strangers, sitting so close their shoulders brushed, trying not to acknowledge each other’s presence. He almost glanced over to share the joke with her, but she might not find it funny.

For some reason, that made Sean want to laugh even more. He’d tell Holly about this later. She’d laugh with him.

“Excuse me,” Not-Holly said.

Sean froze. He’d been trying so hard not to engage with her that it took a moment before he could force his head to turn toward her.

“Yes? Oh, you need to go to the bathroom?” After he said he wouldn’t ask, it popped out of his mouth. That’s what he got for thinking about what he shouldn’t say. He’d heard that racecar drivers had a philosophy: Focus on where you want to go, not the wall you don’t want to hit.

Her mouth opened and closed. She shook her head.

Whoops. 

The woman rubbed her lips together and offered a tentative smile. “I was wondering about what you said.”

Sean nodded. If he didn’t speak, nothing stupid could come out of his mouth.

“About someone who looks like me,” she clarified.

“Right. My friend Holly.” That topic seemed safe enough, and maybe he hadn’t freaked her out after all, or if he had, now he could explain his mistake. “We work together. I saw you from a distance, just for a second, and assumed it was her. The resemblance is quite uncanny, apart from the age difference, and your lack of piercings and tattoos. Of course, I don’t know whether you have tattoos ...” He snapped his mouth shut. What she had under her clothes was definitely none of his business.

“What’s she like? What does she do?” They were so close – faces eighteen inches apart – that her eyes looked huge.

Oh good, she was going to ignore his comment about the tattoos. “She’s an artist. And a barista – we work at a cat café – but she is really an amazing artist, and not just with the foam art she does on lattes or the cupcake decoration.”

“Sorry, did you say a cat café?”

“Right, a café that has cats you can play with and adopt. They’re showing Holly’s art in the café this month. Plus she has a web comic about a creepy abandoned house full of cats. Funny story there.” He paused to see if she showed interest in the funny story.

“You said she’s twenty-three.”

So no interest in the story. “I think that’s right. She had a birthday in April.”

The woman rubbed her lips together again. The shape of her face was certainly similar to Holly’s, and the full lips. Her hazel eyes seemed unusually large, but maybe that was a side effect of the way she was watching him. The coloring was a bit different, but even up close, Sean could understand why he’d mistaken her for Holly at first. And it wasn’t like they were extremely common phenotypes. They must share a similar genetic background. Maybe they were distant cousins. That would be cool.

And he was staring. Granted, so was she, but that didn’t give him an excuse. He forced his face into a smile and turned back to his book.

“What’s her birthdate?” not-Holly asked.

“What? You mean Holly?”

That was an odd question about a stranger, surely. Maybe the woman was trying to decide if Sean was telling the truth, or if he had made up an imaginary friend to explain his awkward behavior.

“Um, April fifteen,” he said.

Not-Holly drew in a breath with a loud sipping sound.

“Are you all right?” Sean asked.

“One more question.” She gulped a couple of times. “Do you know if Holly is adopted?”

He thought about it. He knew Holly’s family situation was complicated. He’d worked with her for six months before she said anything about it, and the story had come out in bits and pieces. Her father left when she was young, and her mother had remarried. Then her mother had died, and her stepfather had remarried, leaving her with two stepparents. But before that ...

“I think she is,” Sean said. “Why?”

She ducked her chin and her throat moved as she swallowed. She took another deep breath and sighed it out. 

Finally she said, “I think you might know my daughter.”

Eventually Sean realized his mouth was hanging open. 

“You’re kidding!” he said. “No, you’re not kidding. Why would you kid about something like that? You really think Holly could be your daughter? That’s fascinating. It would explain the genetic similarities. But what an amazing coincidence. I was wondering if you might be an aunt or a second cousin or something, but her biological mother?”

Not-Holly pressed against the wall of the plane, hunched into herself. She looked like she was in pain.

Right. To her, this wasn’t a matter of phenotypes or probability. She had accidentally and unexpectedly met someone who knew the baby she’d given up for adoption.

Sean couldn’t remember Holly ever talking about meeting her birth mother.

“Are you two not in contact?” he asked.

Not-Holly shook her head.

“Look, what’s your name? I can’t keep thinking of you as ‘the woman who looks like Holly but isn’t her, but might be her birth mother.’”

That got the barest hint of a smile. “I’m Fiona.” She offered a slim hand.

“Wow, even your hand looks like Holly’s.” He shook it. “I’m Sean.”

She pulled her hand back. They stared at each other. How did one follow up on this revelation?

Not-Holly – Fiona, he had to start thinking of her by her actual name – unsnapped her seatbelt. “I think I will head to the restroom.”

She rose and squeezed past his knees, not giving him time to stand up to get out of the way. Sean twisted to watch her hurry toward the restrooms at the back of the plane. She must be an inch or two shorter than Holly, and somewhat heavier. He wasn’t a good judge of weight, so he couldn’t say whether the difference was twenty pounds or fifty, and he wouldn’t want to try guessing a woman’s weight anyway. He didn’t have to be a genius to know that was a bad idea.

Sean turned back and stared at nothing. What a strange day. Really, what was the likelihood of this happening? First of all, Holly and Fiona had to look enough alike that he’d make the mistake. Some children were practically duplicates of one of their parents, but others didn’t look much like either parent. 

Then he had to know Holly and run across Fiona. Of course, if the first part hadn’t been true – that they looked alike – he wouldn’t have sat next to Fiona or said anything to her. And maybe it wasn’t so astonishing that he’d connect with both of them. The plane was returning to Fairview, the big city nearest to the small town where he worked at the cat café with Holly. Anyone living in the region would fly into that airport. He’d run into people he knew at the airport half a dozen times.

In short, it was an astonishing coincidence, and he’d never figure out the math on the probability, but it was clearly not impossible. Astonishing coincidences happened.

Assuming it was true? Maybe they’d made a mistake. 

But she’d asked Holly’s birthdate and knew Holly was 23. It was too much of a coincidence to imagine that Fiona had given birth to a baby on April 15, 23 years ago, and Holly had been born on April 15, 23 years ago, and they looked alike, but were not mother and daughter. He didn’t have to do math to calculate the odds of that: astronomical.

Wow. He’d met Holly’s biological mother.

He did not know what to do with that.

Fiona was gone a long time. Feeling sick? Simply wanting some privacy? When she came back, he stood to let her in. He gave her a smile that he hoped looked sympathetic, open to further conversation but not demanding it. They took a minute to settle and get their seatbelts back on. Sean held his book half open, waiting to see what she would do or say.

Fiona locked her hands together in her lap and shot him a couple of glances before speaking. “I’d like to meet her. Your friend, Holly. My ... my daughter. I don’t suppose you have her phone number?”

Sean thought for a minute. “The thing is, I don’t know what Holly would want.” He smiled to soften the words. “You seem lovely, and she might be excited about meeting her birth mother, but I wouldn’t want to spring it on her without warning. It might be ... a lot.”

Fiona gave a weak laugh, or maybe it was a sob. “It is, I assure you.”

“Right, I sprang it on you. I’m sorry, that was an accident. I know we can’t go back now and pretend it didn’t happen. But aren’t there systems for adopted children and parents to reconnect?”

“There are, but finding people depends on a lot of things. Anyway, this –” Fiona gestured between them. “I have to believe it happened for a reason. If it was meant to be, I can’t let it go.”

“Huh.” Sean tipped his head to one side and studied her. “I was assuming it was a matter of probabilities and an unlikely coincidence. You’re suggesting fate or the hand of God?”

“I ... I don’t know. But please.” She put a hand on his arm. “Please don’t leave it like this.”

He looked at the hand on his arm. Slim, capable fingers. No rings, no nail polish, short nails. Her hand looked like Holly’s, but older. Fiona even had dried paint or ink under some nails, as Holly inevitably did.

How would Holly react to the news that he’d met her biological mother?

He had no idea, but he’d have to find out. He couldn’t let Fiona contact Holly directly, with no warning, but Holly might want to meet her biological mother.

“I’ll tell you what,” he said, “give me your phone number, or email or whatever. I’ll talk to Holly and see what she wants. It has to be her decision.”

Fiona stared at him, her eyes wide and haunted. Finally she nodded. “But let me know, please, one way or the other. If she’s not ready to meet me now, I’ll understand.” Her hand tightened on his arm. “But I need to know.”

He patted her hand. “I promise, whatever she says, I’ll let you know.”
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FIONA STOOD ACROSS the street from the cat café, trying to work up the nerve to take the last steps. Sean hadn’t told her the name of the place he and Holly worked, but it wasn’t like cat cafés popped up on every corner. He shouldn’t have even mentioned working at a cat café if he didn’t want Fiona to track them down. 

Sean had let slip that he was returning home, so logically the café had to be somewhere in the region. A quick Internet search had turned up one in the city, but that one didn’t have a current art show. It didn’t take long to find the Furrever Friends Cat Café, and its website event page mentioned the art on display. Someone – maybe even Holly – had drawn cartoony pictures of the staff. Sean was right, the drawing of Holly could have been of a younger, cooler Fiona.

She’d had to drive almost an hour to get to this town. It was much smaller than the city where she lived, but bigger than the backwater where she’d grown up, so that was okay. This town was cute, well-kept, appealing to tourists with its main drag filled with cafés, restaurants, and gift shops. She’d found parking a few blocks away in a free city lot. 

She’d been standing on the sidewalk for ten minutes. She shouldn’t go in the café. Sean was right, it wouldn’t be fair to spring her presence on Holly. He’d said he would talk to Holly after work today. Fiona could wait.

And yet, Fiona hadn’t been able to resist looking for cat cafés, driving out here, standing across the street like a stalker.

Sean hadn’t told Fiona anything more about Holly, once he’d learned their connection. He said it was Holly’s place to share or not, which was fair enough, but it still hurt to hear that Holly might not want to talk to her “biological mother” – he kept using that phrase, pointing out that Fiona hadn’t given Holly anything except her genes. Fiona hadn’t even given her baby the name Holly, but she’d practice thinking of her as Holly from now on. She tried to reconcile that name with the newborn she’d held for only a few minutes, and the memory of that newborn with the fact that her daughter was now a twenty-three-year-old woman, an artist and a barista at a cat café.

I should go home.

She couldn’t make her feet turn toward her car.

Fiona couldn’t explain why she was here, even to herself. What was another day – or week, or month, or however long it took Holly to feel ready, assuming she ever did? It had been twenty-three years already. The adoption had been closed, because back then, Fiona wanted to make sure her parents couldn’t track down the baby. She quietly celebrated each of her baby’s birthdays. When Holly turned eighteen, Fiona had signed up on an adoption website that would allow Holly to find her, should she choose to do so. 

Later, Fiona had realized more than one website promised to connect adopted parents and children. She’d signed up for more, but what if Holly had checked one of those sites earlier and not found anything? What if she’d given up?

What if she didn’t care?

Maybe Holly’s parents hadn’t told her she was adopted. Maybe Holly didn’t want to meet her biological mother. She might resent the woman who’d given her up, or she might not even think of that woman as her mother. There were plenty of reasons Holly might never contact Fiona. Fiona had imagined every one of them, including death in a variety of freak accidents.

As the years passed, she assumed she’d never meet her baby girl. And then the bizarre chance of a meeting on an airplane had led her here.

She stretched and clenched her fingers. Despite the warm spring air, her hands felt stiff with cold. 

Fiona looked both ways and crossed the street.

She pushed the café door open slowly and stepped into a long hallway. Windows on the right looked into a big room with tables, chairs, customers, and cats. Down the hall to the left, someone stood at a counter. They picked up a mug and tucked a bill in the tips jar before turning to go through a door into the big room. That must be where people ordered café food.

Fiona crept down the hallway. She studied the people in the big room but didn’t see Sean (fortunately) or anyone who might be her daughter. Sean was older, fifty or so, so he was probably a manager or something. Holly was a barista, so she might be working behind the counter.

Fiona didn’t know whether to wish she was or wasn’t there. On the one hand, she wanted to see her girl. On the other, she had to resist talking to Holly. She would have to pretend she was merely another customer, until Holly agreed to meet her. It might be easier not to see her at all.

But oh, she wanted one little peek.

She paused at the door to the cat room, but a sign reminded people to pay before entering, so she couldn’t chicken out and skip the café part. Heart racing, hands clammy, Fiona crept toward the counter.

The young woman smiled at Fiona. “May I help you?”

The age was about right, but no, this woman didn’t look anything like Fiona, so Sean would not have made a connection between them.

“If you only want to hang out with the cats, it’s ten dollars,” the young woman said. “It’s a better deal if you buy food and drink to cover the cost. I recommend our bakery sample platter and a coffee drink of your choice.”

Fiona couldn’t think about food. “Just a cup of coffee, please.”

“To go? Or did you want to pay the extra to go in with the cats?”

Fiona struggled to make sense of the words. Her panic at being there warred with her disappointment in this young woman for not being Holly. She hadn’t been sure she wanted to see Holly today. Apparently she really did.

“I’ll pay the rest.” At least she could see Holly’s artwork.

She fumbled with her wallet, got it back in her purse after paying, and picked up the big mug with both hands. The surface of the coffee shivered along with the trembling of her hands, but heat seeped into her icy fingers. She crossed the hallway and pushed the door open with her shoulder.

Fiona took a step into the room, letting the door swing closed behind her. A door to her left opened.

She stopped, face to face with Sean.

She managed not to drop the mug. Barely.

He started to smile, looked confused, and eventually settled on a frown. “What are you doing here?”

She stared at him, no words coming.

He looked around, took her elbow, and led her to a bench by a table. She sat, hands still cupped tightly around the mug. She didn’t raise it to her lips. She didn’t think she could swallow.

Sean sat across from her. “Seriously, what are you doing here? I haven’t talked to Holly yet.”

“Is she here?” Fiona’s voice cracked.

“No, not – not right now.”

Some of the tension dropped away, leaving Fiona limp and shaky. She managed a sip of coffee. It soothed her tight throat.

“How did you find us?” Sean asked.

“You said cat café. Regular café, I wouldn’t have had a chance.”

“Oh. Right.” He ran a hand through his hair, brown with a touch of grey.

“I wasn’t going to talk to her,” Fiona said. She’d told herself that over and over. She might have been able to resist. “I wanted to see her art. I couldn’t ... It’s hard, waiting.”

He reached across the small table and touched the back of her hand with his fingertips. “I know.” He withdrew. “I also know Holly.”

And you don’t. The unsaid words echoed in her head.

“She’s ...” Sean scrunched up his face in thought. “I don’t know how to put it. She’s friendly with the customers, they all love her. But she’s hard to get to know. She doesn’t let people in easily. It must’ve been six months before she told me anything personal. It’s different now, but you have to give her time.”

“Okay. I will. Thanks.”

Knowing that Holly wasn’t here allowed Fiona’s mind to work more normally again. She studied Sean. What was his relationship to Holly anyway? Surely they weren’t dating. He was twice her age. Not that that stopped a lot of men. 

Something bumped her leg. Fiona jumped, sloshing coffee over the rim of the mug. A cat spotted like a miniature leopard nosed at her, whiskers twitching.

“Hello.” Fiona offered her fingers to sniff. “Aren’t you gorgeous?”

The cat pushed its face against her fingers. She turned her hand to rub its head and neck.

“That’s Dapple,” Sean said. “She’s a sweetheart. I guess you like cats.”

Fiona scooted back on the bench so Dapple could climb into her lap. “Love them. I don’t have one right now. My old girl died a few months ago.” Someday Fiona would get another one, or more likely at least a pair. But she hadn’t been ready yet.

“Well, when you’re ready for another, this is the place. All the cats here are adoptable, except for when Merlin visits. He’s taken. But the others come from the shelter. They’ve been spayed or neutered, they’ve had their shots, and the shelter sends us the ones that get along well with other cats and people, for obvious reasons. The café had three hundred adoptions in the first year.”

“That’s amazing. It’s a clever idea, combining the café and cat rescue this way.”

“Yes, we’re lucky to be able to keep a cat café going in a town this size. The staff has been creative about special events. Cat yoga, painting with cats, that kind of thing.”

“Are you the owner or manager?”

If he was Holly’s boss, that might explain his protectiveness. 

Sean laughed. “No, I’m merely a barista, like Holly.”

She wanted to ask how he’d wound up there at fifty-ish, but it might be rude. What if he’d lost another job, and this was all he could get? Times were tough. Or maybe he’d been a barista his whole life. It wasn’t what most people dreamed of doing for an entire career, but she could think of worse jobs. She’d done a few of them.

With Dapple purring in her lap, Fiona finally felt calm enough to look around and take an interest in the place. “How many cats do you have in here?” She could see five from where she sat, but more might be out of sight in the various cat trees, hammocks, and chairs.

“I think we’re at fourteen at the moment. We have more coming in next week. Kari tries to keep fifteen to twenty at any given time. That way, some can have privacy if they want, but a half dozen or more will always be up for contact.” 

He’d gestured toward the door he’d first come out of when he mentioned privacy. The sign said Employees Only, but the door had a hole cut into the bottom, big enough for a cat to easily get through.

Sean followed her gaze. “That’s the litter box room. Also the food and water dishes. One of us goes in every hour to top off the food and water and scoop the litter.”

“Glamorous.”

He laughed, fortunately. The last thing she wanted to do was insult him. Sometimes she couldn’t help the things that popped out of her mouth. She had mostly given up worrying about behaving the way other people thought she should, but she made a few exceptions. She tried to keep her boss happy. She’d do anything for her Aunt Carolyn, although Carolyn never asked Fiona to be anything but what she wanted to be. In fact, Carolyn had taught Fiona to ignore other people’s expectations.

Still, she’d be careful around the man who stood between her and her daughter.

He glanced at his watch. “Well, I shouldn’t keep you. I’ll let you know what Holly says this evening.”

“All right. Do you think she’d mind if I looked at her artwork before I go?” Fiona sat facing the windows to the hallway, with the outside windows to her left. Most of the artwork was on the long wall behind her. She glanced over her shoulder at the brightly colored paintings scattered across the wall. She’d gotten only a glimpse of them when she’d entered the room.

“Um, sure, I suppose.” Sean bounced one leg. As Fiona calmed down, he seemed to get more nervous. “I guess, why not?” He pushed his chair
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