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HOLLY SCOOPED A BLOB of foam from the jug of steamed milk and dropped it onto the cappuccino. She used a wooden stir stick to smooth the foam into an oval mound. Additional smaller dollops of foam became tiny pointed ears on top of the mound and paws at the front. Finally she dipped the end of the stir stick into espresso and painted on features – black dots for eyes and a nose, three whiskers on each side, and little black triangles inside the ears.

She turned the cup so the foam-art cat faced the customer.

“Oh, that’s adorable!” The woman pulled out her phone. “I have to take a photo.”

A voice spoke from a few feet down the hallway, out of sight of Holly in the kitchen. “If you post it on social media, be sure to use our hashtag.”

Holly groaned softly as Dustin appeared beside the woman, his hair and jacket damp. 

He pointed at the sign that had their social media info. “If I know Holly,” Dustin added, “she didn’t bother to get a photo of her own masterpiece to post.”

Why did he have to be so snarky? 

“I do a dozen of these a day,” Holly said. “They don’t all have to go on Instagram.” 

Okay, maybe she only did three or so this good, when no one else was waiting and she could take her time. Still. She wasn’t so vain she had to let everyone know when she did something cool, like a little kid shouting, “Look at me!” before jumping into the pool.

“They don’t have to, but they could.” Dustin flashed a smile that probably had the college girls fluttering around like bees to flowers. 

Or maybe a better metaphor would be moths to a flame that would singe them if they got too close. 

“That attitude is why you never win our weekly ‘likes’ contest, even though you work more hours than I do,” he said.

The woman shot a smile at Holly and put a dollar in the tips jar. She carefully carried her cappuccino down the hallway to the big “cat room,” which kept all the cats away from the food. 

“We’re not all as competitive as you are,” Holly told Dustin.

“I’m not competitive.” He pushed through the swinging door into the kitchen. “An active social media stream is good publicity for the café. We all benefit from its success.” He headed to the back of the room.

“If you’re not competitive, why does it have to be a likes competition,” she called after him.

He dropped off his backpack and jacket and returned. “That’s just for fun, to get people more interested and involved. It gives them a reason to check our feeds instead of only happening to see something if whatever social media giant deigns to put us in their stream. Trust me, I’m taking a whole class on using social media for promotion.” 

“Ooh, a whole class. That makes you an expert for sure.” 

Dustin passed through the door again, swinging around to the front of the counter to check the big chalkboard. Every morning, Holly updated the small board with their daily specials, and she erased items as they sold out. The big board held their social media account names and updates on the café – new cats, cats that had been adopted, notices about special events, and Dustin’s running notes on the contest between the two artistic baristas. 

Holly grabbed the tips jar and pulled out the cash. She typically tried to count her tips before Dustin arrived. Otherwise, he’d probably ask how much she got, and turn that into a competition too. But the last customer had heard of the cappuccino cats and requested one, which took a couple of minutes to make. Plus, Holly wanted that last tip. 

She headed to the big table and sat at the end farthest from Dustin, with the tip jar on her lap.

Marley, the morning baker who shared Holly’s shift, sat at the table with a cup of coffee. She murmured, “I don’t know why you let him get to you.”

“He doesn’t get to me. He’s just so annoying.”

Marley chuckled.

“Okay, so he gets to me.” Holly shot a look toward the counter opening to make sure Dustin was busy. She kept her voice low. “I don’t let him, it just happens.”

“Maybe you’re too alike,” Marley said. 

“Were nothing alike!” She lowered her voice again as she bundled the one dollar bills into groups of 20. “We’re opposites.”

“You’re both artistic.”

Sure, they both liked to decorate the café’s cookies and cupcakes, and make foam art designs on the drinks. But Dustin spent his weekdays studying art at the local college. Holly hardly had time for her sketchbook or money for supplies. It didn’t seem fair, especially when he turned their designs into a competition.

“Fine, maybe that part, but I only want to do my job, create pretty things, and make customers happy.” Okay, that wasn’t all she wanted, by far, but that was all she could reasonably expect to achieve. 

Holly stacked the coins into groups that added up to whole dollars. “Dustin wants attention for everything. It always has to be a performance. He turns a simple conversation into a competitive sport.”

Marley shrugged. “The customers like him. Maybe not as much as they like you, but enough.”

“I know they do. Like him, I mean. And thanks. I’m not saying he shouldn’t work here.” At least she didn’t usually have to see Dustin in person, since she worked 6 AM to 2 PM Monday through Friday, and he worked 2 PM to closing Friday, Saturday, and Sunday. “I only wish I didn’t ever have to overlap with him.”

“We can’t always get what we want.”

Wasn’t that the truth?

Holly exchanged her tip dollar bills and change for larger bills in the cash register. She shoved the money into her pocket. 

“Bundle up,” Dustin said from the other side of the counter. “It’s getting cold out.” He winked at Holly and headed for the cat room. 

Holly hoped the cats had been busy with the litter boxes in the last hour. The café followed the standard of one litter box per cat, plus one. With 17 cats currently in residence, they had a lot of litter to scoop. The litter boxes were in a small back room, along with the food and water dishes, to give the cats privacy and keep the mess away from customers. Still, they required maintenance multiple times a day.

Holly dipped a cleaning cloth in bleach water and ran it over the table where she’d counted out the money. She took a last look around, checking that the morning baking dishes had been washed and put away, and the counters wiped down. All her end-of-shift tasks were done. Maybe she could get home before the predicted storm hit.

Rapid footsteps sounded from the direction of the office, at the opposite end of the hallway from the front doors. Kari, the café owner, skidded to a stop on the other side of the counter and stared through at Marley and Holly.

Marley rose and headed toward her sister. “What’s wrong?” 

“Cats!”

“What cats? Where?” Marley leaned forward and shot a glance across the hall to where windows looked into the big cat room.

“We’re going to need some more information,” Holly added.

Kari put a hand over her eyes. “I got a call from the shelter.” She dropped her hand. “The Sheriff’s Office reported a case of cat hoarding.”

Holly shuddered. As a cat lover, she understood the desire to keep multiple cats, and to take in any cat in need. But hoarders, those with a dozen or more cats, often couldn’t afford proper vet care for all of them, and diseases could spread quickly with many cats in a confined space. Often the hoarder’s cat population exploded because they weren’t getting the animals fixed. That meant interbreeding, which could cause additional health issues within a few generations – which could take a little as a year, since cats could breed as young as four months and have up to five litters a year.

“So the shelter is going to get a lot of new cats,” Marley said. “It will be weeks before any of them can be cleared to come here, but we can help spread the word to potential fosters and adopters.”

Kari shook her head. “It’s not that simple. The homeowner died suddenly. The cats have been abandoned for several days now, in a house out in the middle of nowhere. The sheriff doesn’t even know how many cats are there. They think twenty, maybe thirty.”

Holly hugged herself, imagining an abandoned house full of cats. “A storm is coming in tonight.” Had the sheriff made sure the heat was on, or were they stuck in the cold and dark?

Kari nodded. “Snow predicted, several inches here and more in other places. The shelter needs someone to go get those cats. The sheriff is only giving them this weekend. After that, the Sheriff’s Office will grab whatever cats they can trap and take them to the county shelter.”

“That’s not a No Kill shelter,” Marley whispered.

“Right. And any cats they don’t manage to catch, because the sheriff’s people are in a hurry or inexperienced with trapping cats, will be stuck out there alone for the rest of winter.”

“All those cats will have to be quarantined,” Marley said. “But if we get them to our shelter, at least they could have a chance. And any that are –” She stopped and swallowed. “Any that are too sick to survive can be put down quickly so they don’t suffer.”

“Jenna and Zach are working on a cattery at the ranch shelter,” Holly said. 

Jenna was the veterinarian who approved cats for the café, and Zach was her new husband. They lived at a ranch he’d donated to the shelter, where the outbuildings had been turned into an overflow shelter for problem animals.

“It wasn’t going to open for another month,” Kari said. “They’ll make a big push this weekend to get it ready for the incoming cats. Colin and his construction buddies will help.”

“Thank goodness,” Marley said. “Who’s going to go get the cats?”

“That’s the problem,” Kari said. “The shelter can’t.”

“What do you mean?” Holly asked. “They have the van with cages in the back, the one they use for adoption events. I think it has twelve small and six large cages, and they could put more than one cat in each if necessary. I’ve done volunteer training there.”

“The van isn’t the problem,” Kari said. “It’s the staffing. Celeste and the other leaders have already left for a training session. They’re on a plane by now, reaching Austin tonight. They’re learning better ways to handle feral cat populations and increase adoptions, which is important, but bad timing now.”

“They must have left someone behind,” Marley said.

“They need the skeleton staff to take care of the cats currently at the shelter,” Kari said. “Jenna and Zach have their hands full getting the cattery ready, and of course Jenna has vet hours scheduled tomorrow.”

Kari drummed her fingers on the counter. “I might go myself. But I hate driving at night, especially in bad weather, and especially big vehicles like the van.” 

“Why can’t you do the drive in daylight?” Marley asked. “How far is this place?”

“Four or five hours, probably.” Kari glanced over her shoulder. They could see through the interior windows into the big cat room, and out the windows on the other side to the street. The neighborhood already looked gray from the cloud cover, and darkness fell early this time of year. 

“With the storm coming in, the roads might get nasty,” Kari said. “To make matters worse, as if they weren’t bad enough, apparently the house is at the end of a long, rough dirt road. If we don’t get those cats out soon, we might not get to them at all. We need to get there, hope we can round up the cats quickly, and get back – ideally tonight.”

She looked at her sister. “Marley, you might have to come in tomorrow for the baking and act as manager, since Colin and I will both be busy.” 

Colin was her partner at the café and in life, and he usually handled the weekend baking, but he’d be helping finish the cattery.

Marley winced. “I’ll have to shuffle some things, but okay.”

Holly said, “I’ll do it.”

“The baking?” Marley asked.

“No, the rescue. I don’t mind driving at night or in the snow.” People around here freaked out when an inch fell, but she was used to months of snowy roads. “I’d better run home and pack a few things. It sounds like, best-case scenario, I’ll be back with the cats by dawn, but who knows? Herding cats is a metaphor for chaos for a reason.”

“Don’t you have to work tonight?” Marley asked.

“Not this weekend.” Holly didn’t want to explain. Marley was one of her closest friends and would be sympathetic over both the job loss, and the reasons behind it, but the feelings were too raw.

“Okay.” Kari nodded once. “That will help. It’s probably a two-person job minimum anyway. You run home, pack a change of clothes, toothbrush and whatnot. I’ll get the van brought here and make sure you have cat food, and the litter pans in the cages are full.”

“I’ll wrap up some snacks,” Marley said, “but you might want something more substantial than cupcakes and cookies.”

“I have a stash of ramen,” Holly said.

Kari made a face. “You call that sustaining?”

“Hey, you can survive on it for weeks, if you have to.” She’d proven that once. “I’m not saying you’d want to.”

“And you might wind up with scurvy,” Marley said. “We’ll get you something nutritious.”

“Thanks, Mom.” Holly chuckled. Marley had become a mother to her son Brian, now ten, quite young, but she’d clearly embraced the role. 

Holly grabbed her coat from a hook at the back. “I need thirty or forty minutes tops.” 

“We’ll have things ready here,” Kari said.

Holly shivered as she hurried down the street to her car. She didn’t live far enough for the car heater to start working before she got home. Good thing she didn’t have to drive this junker, or they might not survive the trip. Holly had done the training for the van, so she could drive it as a volunteer and be covered by the insurance. 

In her tiny apartment, she put on layers of clothing and packed an extra set plus some toiletries. She even shoved her sketchbook and a box of pencils in the backpack. She probably wouldn’t have time to use them, but one never knew.

Not quite 40 minutes after she’d left the café, she parked nearby again. She spotted the van across the street. Someone’s legs showed below the open back doors. 

The first snowflakes started to fall as Holly crossed the street. She headed for the back of the van to stow her pack. 

Zach, who had long been one of her favorite café regulars, greeted her with his gentle smile. His cat, Merlin, trilled and stood up on his hind legs, putting his paws on Holly’s thighs.

“Hey sweetie!” Holly bent to pick up the gray Maine Coon. “What are you doing here?”

“Jenna thought you should take him along,” Zach said. “You know how good he is with kittens. If any of the cats are frightened or feeling poorly, he can help comfort them.”

Holly snuggled the huge, shaggy cat. “He comforts me too. He’ll be good company.”

“What about me?” The voice came from behind, but Holly recognized it and was already wincing as she turned to face Dustin.

“What about you?”

He edged past her to toss a backpack in the van. “Good company? No?” He sighed. “Well, I’ll take the first driving shift. I hope that counts for something.” He headed for the driver’s door. 

Holly closed her eyes for a second and pressed her face against Merlin’s fur.

“Holly?”

Holly turned to look at Marley.

“Everything okay?” Marley asked. “I put a box of goodies on the front seat. There are two insulated travel mugs full of coffee with a shot of chocolate. They’re good mugs; they should stay hot for a few hours. If you’re ready, you two can go.”

“Dustin and me? I thought Kari was going.”

“Dustin volunteered. Kari thought it would be easier to lose a barista than a manager, and she can probably call in a replacement. She’ll work on organizing things at this end. You know how she loves that stuff.”

Yeah, it made sense. Kari was the organization queen, and they could ask some of the part-time baristas to fill in for Dustin.

Still, Holly hadn’t volunteered to spend that much time alone with him. The drive out, who knew how many hours rounding up cats, and the drive back – it could be a full day in his company. They’d kill each other. Or at least drive each other insane. 

More likely, he’d drive her insane, and she’d kill him. He never seemed to get the message that they weren’t friends and never would be. He was everything she hated most – a good-looking, straight, white boy who didn’t recognize his own privilege.

This would be a disaster. 
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2

[image: ]


DUSTIN STARTED THE van, hunching into his coat as cold air blew through the vents. Maybe they’d get heat by the time they reached the highway. He could hope. At least they weren’t carrying any cats yet, except for Merlin, who had the shaggiest fur coat Dustin had ever seen. 

Holly clipped the cat’s harness into the middle seat and fastened her own seatbelt. She didn’t glance at him as he pulled the van into the street and headed out of town. Of course she didn’t smile.

He knew she could smile. She could be downright charming, when she wanted. He’d seen her turn that charm on many customers, male and female, young and old.

She just never smiled at him.

They reached the highway, but if anything, the van felt even colder. Maybe it was less the heater and more the fact that the only one who had spoken was Merlin, who had meowed at Holly until she put her arm around him. He lay with his head on her thigh.

Dustin took the insulated mug from the closest holder and took a cautious sip. Wonderfully hot, but not too hot. That should help him warm up.

“How about the radio?” he asked.

“Sure, whatever.”

He glanced at the old van’s radio. His car had a touchscreen and he used streaming Internet radio. He didn’t want to look like an idiot fumbling with the dials on this one, trying to figure out how to find a station. “Can you find something?”

“Fine. What do you want?”

“I’m open to most kinds of music, with a preference for rock. It might be useful to get weather reports, but you could check your phone for that.”

She grunted, pulled off her thick glove, and started searching for stations on the radio. Mostly she got static. Sometimes staticky music, or staticky voices, and sometimes static all by itself.

“Leave it,” he said. “Your hand must be turning to ice. Is the air coming out of the vents at all warm yet?”

She held her bare hand in front of a vent. “It’s not cold.” She twisted the heater dial all the way left. The air from the vents got distinctly frigid. She twisted it back to the right. It got less cold. “This may be as good as it gets.”

“Yikes. How can they transport animals in this thing?”

“They mainly use it for adoption events, and they don’t do those in cold weather.”

“Yeah. I guess if we have enough animals, they’ll help keep each other warm. It’s probably not safe to drive with a campfire in the back.”

She didn’t even acknowledge his joke. Silence fell again.

Back when they’d met, he’d tried flirting. After all, they had a lot in common, with their love of art, cats, and coffee. Plus, she was cute. She’d had her hair dyed crimson back then and often wore black lipstick and heavy eyeliner. He hadn’t realized before then that he had a thing for goth girls.

She didn’t shut down his advances so much as ignore them completely. He’d wondered if he was being too subtle. He’d tried a little harder, but when he kept meeting that blank wall, he backed off. It had to be her way of saying she wasn’t interested. 

He wouldn’t push. But couldn’t they be friends?

Apparently not.

Snowflakes dotted the van window. He turned on the wipers and they screeched across the glass. 

Over the next hour, the inside of the van got maybe a tiny bit warmer, but not so warm he’d be tempted to take off his coat.

He lifted his mug. It felt light and he had to tip it pretty far before he got any. Probably not a good idea to drink the whole thing in the first hour. He couldn’t imagine telling Holly he needed to pee, especially if they couldn’t find a rest stop or gas station.

A sudden gust of wind slammed the side of the van, sending him two feet into the next lane. He wrestled with the wheel and got back on track. 

Dustin’s heart pounded. He shot a quick glance at Holly. If she’d reacted at all, he’d missed it.

The gray day turned to a darker gray. It felt like he’d been driving for hours. It couldn’t actually be more than two, since it wasn’t full dark yet. He didn’t want to take off his glove and fumble in his pocket for his phone to check. The maps app had said the drive was a few minutes over four hours, but that would have assumed driving the speed limit. He’d been slowing down in deference to the bad weather. For a while now, he’d been going 20 miles an hour slower than legally required. 

He spent some time trying to calculate how many minutes the slower speeds would add. It gave him something to do, since apparently conversation was out, but the math was too complicated. He eventually gave a mental shrug and guessed they might need an extra hour.

Was it too early to ask Holly to take over the driving? He’d wanted the first shift so he wouldn’t have to do as much snow driving. Holly was from someplace colder, Montana he thought. She could probably handle it. 

Holly shifted and made a noise. Dustin followed her gaze and spotted the road sign. He slowed to take the turn. The van wobbled on the curve. Had that been a skid, or did the van merely handle differently from what he was used to? The road was definitely damp, and the air temperature had to be cold enough to cause ice, but wouldn’t the black asphalt stay warm a bit longer?

They’d turned onto a two-lane
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