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SIGN UP FOR THE KRIS Bock newsletter to get a free 30-page story set in the world of the Furrever Friends cat café. You’ll also get a printable copy of “22 recipes from the cat café” and a short story from the Accidental Detective humorous mystery series.

Tea and Temptation at the Cat Café

Zach may be a best-selling novelist, but it's been a long time since he's felt truly alive. In the last six months, he moved to the country, his wife left him, and he was diagnosed with cancer. Now he lives in a haze of treatments, writer's block, and simply trying to survive each week. But when a pretty woman comes into his favorite café and throws herself down on a padded bench with a groan of despair, he feels something he thought he'd lost long ago: curiosity.

As a veterinarian, Jenna knows both joy and heartbreak. The former she can share with her clients. The latter she keeps to herself. She learned one lesson from her ex-husband: Men don't want to deal with your emotions.​ It's odd to have a stranger ask about her problems. It's even more of a shock when he offers to solve one of them by fostering the sick kitten abandoned by its owners.

​Zach and Jenna bond over kitten care and build a close friendship. Could they have more? Zach is finally starting to hope for a future, ideally one that includes Jenna, but he can't move forward until he's dealt with his past. Meanwhile, Jenna is afraid to risk her heart on someone who might not survive the next few months.

This book includes two preview chapters and a recipe at the end.
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Chapter 1
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Zach frowned at the fluffy white cat sprawled across his laptop keyboard. Working at a cat café came with certain challenges. He could hardly blame the cats. After all, he offered them a warm place to sleep and the opportunity to interfere with a human’s work. Nirvana.

He sighed and scratched Snowball in her favorite place, her armpit. 

He hadn’t been getting any work done anyway. He was supposed to have his latest novel to his agent in three weeks, so she could review it and offer feedback, and he could revise it, before sending the manuscript to the publisher in two months. At this rate, he’d finish the book in six months. Or maybe never. He had a hundred pages, but they were so lifeless, he felt like he was moving dolls around rather than writing a thriller that was actually, well, thrilling.

He gazed at the cat, her blue eyes half-closed in ecstasy. At least someone was happy.

The door into the cat room opened, but with his mind on his own problems, Zach had only a vague impression of a woman crossing the room.

She threw herself facedown on the padded bench along the wall and groaned.

Zach glanced over. 

Long brown hair spilled over a burgundy sweater. Faded jeans hugged her hips and long legs. He couldn’t see her face.

She didn’t stir, even when Merlin, the Maine Coon who weighed over 20 pounds, walked across her legs and curled up on her back.

Snowball meowed, reminding Zach to keep up the petting. 

He got his hand moving again. He needed to get his brain moving. He should be focusing on his story, not shooting glances at the odd woman. But for the first time in months, he felt curious about something. Who was she? Why was she upset? Because something about her actions, that moan, the way her hand curled into a fist on the bench above her head, suggested more than exhaustion. She was angry and miserable. In under a minute, this stranger was more of a real person than any of the cardboard characters in his novel.

That probably said less about her, and more about how far he had fallen from the award-winning, best-selling novelist he’d been the year before.

The door opened again. This time Zach looked over at once, like a theatergoing waiting to see who would enter the stage next.

Dustin, one of the afternoon baristas, carried in a tray. He deftly blocked the calico trying to slip into the hallway.

Dustin stopped by Zach’s table first. “Brought you a refill.”

“Thanks.” Zach hadn’t finished his first cup of herbal tea, but it had grown cold by now. The new mug steamed.

“Getting some help from Snowball, I see,” Dustin said. “Everything okay?”

“Sure. Getting by.” All the employees knew Zach had cancer. They gave him endless free refills of whatever herbal tea his stomach could handle that week, and they liked to suggest baked goods they thought he might enjoy. But they didn’t pry, for which he was grateful.

Dustin carried his tray to t table closest to the woman. “Got your tea, Jenna, and Colin sent you some molasses cookies. Said you looked like you could use them.”

“Thanks,” the woman mumbled. She moved slowly, giving Merlin time to climb off her back as she rolled over and sat up. She pulled Merlin into her lap, like a child hugging a teddy bear, pushed her tangled hair out of her face, and blinked at the mug and plate on the table.

“Hard day?” Dustin asked.

“I hate people.”

“I hear you.” Dustin lingered a moment, but when she didn’t add anything, he collected a couple of dirty dishes from another table and headed back toward the kitchen.

Jenna flashed a glance at Zach. 

Whoops, he was staring. Even busted like that, he couldn’t look away. She was probably in her thirties, with an oval face free of makeup, and eyes that looked amber in this light. 

Her disconcertingly direct gaze held his as her lips curved. “I’m not really a misanthrope.”

Zach couldn’t remember how to smile. He cleared his throat. “You don’t actually hate people?”

“Not all of them, anyway. Some of them, definitely.”

He should look away. Give her privacy. She didn’t owe him an explanation.

The words came out anyway. “What did someone do to you? If you don’t mind me asking.”

“They didn’t do it to me.” She scowled. “Worse.” She closed her eyes and dropped her face forward. 

Merlin pushed his shaggy head against her chin. Zach could hear the purring from eight feet away.

Half a minute later, Jenna sighed and straightened, opening her eyes. She stirred her tea and glanced back at Zach. “I’m a vet.”

“You were in the military?”

She chuckled. “No, the other kind. A veterinarian.”

“Oh.” Now he knew why the name Jenna seemed familiar. “You approve all the cats that come to the café.” 

Between 15 and 20 cats lived at the café at any given time. They were all from the local shelter, and all available for adoption. They had to pass a health check and get their vaccinations before coming to the café, so they wouldn’t infect each other. Zach didn’t recall seeing Jenna at Furrever Friends before, but it was after six o’clock. He wasn’t usually here this late in the evening.

“That’s right,” she said. “I have a regular, full-time practice as well. It can be hard on the best days. You’re dealing with sick and injured animals. Worried people. Sometimes you have to put down an animal. Even if it’s old and in pain, and you know it’s the right decision, it’s heartbreaking for the owners.”

She took a deep breath and let it out. Merlin mewed, an odd trilling sound, and rubbed his head against her chest.

Zach tried to find something to say. “I guess you had one of those days. I’m sorry.”

Jenna sipped her tea, one arm wrapped protectively around Merlin. 

Was the conversation over? She’d shifted in Zach’s direction, so maybe not.

“Today was worse,” she said. “Someone came in with a young cat. They let him roam outside. They hadn’t bothered to neuter him, so he was getting into fights. They hadn’t bothered to get his vaccinations. Now he has feline leukemia.”

Zach’s whole body went cold. “Cancer? The cat has cancer?”

“No, feline leukemia is a viral infection. But it can lead to lymphoma and other infections.”

“Can it be cured? Or will the cat die?” He shifted forward, literally on the edge of his seat to hear her answer.

“It’s complicated.” She hugged Merlin. “The test I do in my office only identifies whether there are proteins from the virus in the blood. Many cats eliminate the virus on their own.”

“That sounds good. But what if they don’t? Can you treat it?”

“Another blood test can identify whether a cat has the progressive phase of the infection, which is more serious, but I have to send the blood sample to a lab. These owners didn’t want to pay for the test.”

Zach leaned toward her in concentration. “I’m not sure I followed that. You’re saying this cat could get better on its own, and a test can say whether it will or won’t?”

“Sorry, I forget not everyone knows the terminology.” She managed a smile. “Yes, that’s basically what I’m saying. But instead of paying for the test, the couple turned over the cat. They walked out without even paying for today’s visit. They said it’ll be cheaper to get another kitten.”

Zach’s mouth dropped open.

She nodded at his expression. “So I have to decide whether to put the cat down now, or find a temporary home for him – because I shouldn’t keep him in the office if he’s sick, and I can’t take him to my house, because I’m fostering kittens who might get infected – and pay for the second test myself, and any treatment necessary. They aren’t willing to do the basic requirements of pet ownership, so I’m left with the expense and work.”

Zach processed everything she’d said. “You’re right. People stink.”

She gave a weak laugh. “I know most people adore their pets, and some will spend thousands of dollars simply to give their animal a few more months. But on days like today ...”

“I’ll take the cat.”

“What?” She stared.

“I’ll be the temporary home, and I’ll pay for the tests, and whatever treatment it needs.” He hesitated. “But I can’t promise to keep the cat forever. You might have to find him another home in the next few months. Don’t worry, I’ll prepay for the treatment, so that won’t be an issue.”

“Wait, do you already have cats? Feline leukemia can’t be transmitted to people or most animals, but if you have other cats, they’ll be at some risk even after vaccination.”

“No. No pets at home.”

She frowned, eyes narrowed, as if trying to figure him out. “Why?”

“The cat needs a home, right?”

“Lots of cats need homes.” She gestured around the café. “We’re looking at about a dozen of them. Why this one? Because you feel sorry for me?” Her jaw firmed, as if daring him to feel sorry.

“Not that.” He looked around the room. It wasn’t crowded at this time of day. A couple of older women sat some distance away, deep in conversation. A wall with plenty of windows separated this room from the hallway that led to the café counter, keeping cats out of the food area. A man sat at one of the stools on the other side of the windows, eating one of the sandwiches the café had started offering.

Zach’s situation was hardly a secret anyway. No reason to hide it. Maybe it wasn’t the first thing he wanted a pretty woman to know about him, but it wasn’t like they could date anyway.

“I have cancer,” he said. 

He took the teabag out of his mug and put it on his plate. He sipped the tea. He was awfully tired of chamomile, but that seemed to work best for his nausea this week. In previous weeks, it had been peppermint or ginger. He missed the ginger.

He glanced over. Jenna watched him with wide eyes. Apparently she expected more of an answer than that.

“I come here to spend time with the cats,” Zach said. “I figure I shouldn’t adopt one, since I don’t know how long I have left.” He shrugged, trying to pretend it was no big deal. “But if your cat needs a home for a month or two, I can probably manage that.”

Jenna didn’t speak for a full minute. Then she nudged Merlin out of her lap, picked up her tea and cookies, and moved to Zach’s table. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Here I am whining about people being jerks, and you’re worried about dying.”

Zach almost choked on his tea. Even the doctors weren’t quite so blunt. Maybe she got that way from dealing with so many animals at the ends of their lives.

Frankly, it was refreshing.

He cleared his throat. “You have every right to be angry about what those people did.”

They studied each other.

Zach found himself smiling. “I’ll make you a deal. You don’t feel sorry for me, and I won’t feel sorry for you.”

She smiled back. “Deal. I’m Jenna, by the way.”

“I heard. I’m Zach.” He offered his hand. Some people didn’t want to touch him when they learned he had cancer, as if it might be contagious. She took his hand in a warm grip.

“Nice to meet you, Zach. Want a cookie?”

He eyed the molasses cookies. He’d hardly been able to eat anything all day. The chemo did that. Sometimes food he’d previously loved tasted horrible. Sometimes anything but the plainest food made him throw up. But now, for whatever reason, the cookies looked tempting.

“How about half of one?”

She broke a cookie in two and passed him half.

“Okay, Zach. Let’s talk about getting you ready to take care of a sick cat.” She frowned. “You clearly like cats and might get attached. You know it’s possible this cat could die. Will that affect your own recovery?”

He thought about it. He didn’t tend to have strong emotions. His wife had often accused him of lacking passion. She wanted someone like herself, who cried and yelled – mostly yelled. He preferred calm, rational discussions. She’d finally left him, because he couldn’t be what she wanted. Since then, he’d felt numb much of the time. When he got his cancer diagnosis, he’d felt like he was outside his own body, watching it happen to someone else.

Still, animals were different. He looked at Snowball, now asleep with her little pink tongue sticking out. He knew all the cats here, and he missed them when they got adopted, even though he was happy they’d found forever homes.

Did he have the energy to handle a sick cat? Could he give it the love and affection it deserved? 

He hoped he did get attached. The cat deserved that much, however long it had left.

He looked across at Jenna. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll manage.” 
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Chapter 2
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Sunday morning, Jenna showed up at the address Zach had given her. She paused to study the condo building. A newer structure, nice enough, but bland. She shrugged and got the cat carrier from the back seat. Inside, the cat howled like a banshee. Someone halfway down the block turned around to stare.

Jenna had offered to bring the cat to Zach, less out of kindness, and more because she wanted to make sure he was truly prepared. She’d taken a blood sample to send to the lab. She’d also neutered the cat. The stressful surgery wasn’t good for him in his infected state, but it had to be done. If they were lucky, she’d gotten to him early enough that he wouldn’t get in the habit of spraying. Moving him to a new home would be stressful too, but she didn’t have much choice there either. She wouldn’t send him back to his old home now even if they wanted him, and Zach’s place had to be better than staying in a cage in the vet office with other stressed animals around.

She found the right door and buzzed. Zach opened it and waved her in. He didn’t insist on taking the cat carrier from her. She was probably stronger than he was at this point. Knowing about his cancer explained his gaunt look. Meanwhile, she did fairly physical labor all day. You had to be strong to wrestle 200-pound dogs into submission. Ten-pound cats could be even worse.

She put the carrier on a glass-topped coffee table. The inside of the condo was as bland as the outside. It looked like a model decorated for people touring the place. 

“I got everything you said.” Zach gestured toward a pile on the couch. He’d added a cat bed and some toys to the essentials.

“I recommend putting the litter box in the bathroom, or a laundry room if you have one. Somewhere with tile floor.”

He nodded and found the litter box in the pile. He picked up the bag of litter with his other arm. Okay, he wasn’t all that frail. Jenna followed him to a small laundry room with the washer and dryer stacked. He found a space for the litter box and got it filled.

In the meantime, Jenna surveyed the room. It seemed safe enough. All the cleaners were in a cabinet hanging from the wall, so the cat couldn’t get to them. “You might want to put the cat carrier back here, open it, and leave him in here with the door closed. He’s not happy right now.”

The cat’s howls carried clearly to them.

“I got that impression,” Zach said.

“Put the food and water bowls in here so he has everything he needs, and leave him here overnight. He should stay quiet for a few days after his neuter anyway.”

“Quiet, huh?”

“Well, in the sense of activity, if not in volume. I brought instructions for his aftercare.”

“Okay.” Zach stood and turned toward her. In the small room, he didn’t seem at all frail. She wasn’t short, but he had several inches on her, and his shoulders would be broad if he kicked this cancer and filled out again.

She squeezed past him, out of the room. “He’ll stop screeching eventually. Probably.”

They moved the cat bed and toys to the laundry room, filled the food and water dishes, and finally moved the cat carrier back there. When Zach opened the carrier door, the cat didn’t move from his position huddled in the back. He didn’t stop complaining either.

Zach stood and looked down at the carrier. “What’s his name?”

“They called him Cat.”

“You’re kidding.”

“Nope. But feel free to change it. It’s not as if he answers to it anyway.”

Zach rubbed a hand over his face as they headed back to the living room. Was he already regretting his offer to help? At least the noise diminished with the laundry room door closed.

“Do you want something to drink?” Zach asked. “The coffee might be stale. I haven’t had any in a while. But I have tea or water. Um, that’s about all.”

She had a boatload of things to do that day, but she ought to give Zach a chance to ask questions, or back out entirely if he couldn’t handle this. “I’d take a cup of tea.”

He went into the small kitchen. Jenna wandered through the living room, looking for any sign of personality. The mantel over the gas fireplace looked promising. It had a framed certificate – actually, several stacked together, simply leaning against the wall – and some odd little statues.

She picked up a weird black rectangle mounted on a wooden base, but she couldn’t figure out what it was. Another statue appeared to be a bobblehead at first, but the little head with its black hair and mustache didn’t bobble, and a plaque at the bottom had Zach’s full name on it.

His name had been nagging at her, as if she should recognize it, but she’d assumed that was simply due to living in a small town. You met most people eventually.

She flipped through the framed certificates. They were all awards.

Jenna’s skin prickled. That’s how she knew his name. This mild-mannered guy was a famous author. Jenna’s father was a big fan of his thrillers.

“What kind of tea?” Zach asked.

Jenna jumped and almost knocked the certificates off the mantel. She made sure everything was as she found it and hurried toward the kitchen. “Anything, so long as it’s black.”

Zach looked stricken. “I mostly drink herbal or green these days.”

“Whatever, that’s fine.”

“No, wait, let me check.” He opened a cupboard and fished around. “Right, I got a couple of samples with an order.” He held out two individually-wrapped teabags, Earl Grey or Decaf Ceylon.

She took the one with caffeine. She felt like she needed something even stronger. She was standing in a tiny, boring apartment with a famous writer. Should she ask for his autograph, for her father?

No, that sounded pathetic. 

She opened the tea bag wrapper and popped the bag into one of the mugs on the counter. Zach poured steaming water over it from a kettle. He stirred honey into his own tea, but she shook her head. 

Jenna studied him with her new knowledge. He didn’t look famous. He didn’t act rich, though he must have made a pile on his books. She’d seen them front and center at airport bookstores. Yet he lived here.

He was probably a few years older than she was, early- to mid-forties, although the cancer treatments might make him look older than he really was. Even sick, he was attractive. It came less from his build or bone structure, although both were fine, and more from his dark brown eyes and gentle smile. She’d sensed his kindness even before he offered to take the sick cat. He’d gotten her talking, when she usually tried to bury her complaints about clients.

Most people heard “veterinarian” and thought her work was all cute puppies and kittens. They didn’t want to know about the hard stuff. Zach had listened, and seemed interested, and didn’t tell her she should “get over it” or offer impossible advice.

He gestured toward the living room. “Have a seat?”

“Sure.” She chose a recliner with a throw blanket draped over the back and immediately wished she hadn’t. It was incredibly comfy, and the only thing in the room that looked more than two years old. It must be his usual spot. She imagined him coming home after a cancer treatment, settling in the chair with a cup of herbal tea, the soft throw helping to ward off any chill.

He sat on the sofa, shifting a bit as if trying to get comfortable. Meanwhile, the chair enveloped her like a hug. Should she suggest they switch places? 

He didn’t want her feeling sorry for him, or making a big deal about the cancer. Better to let it go, and keep her visit short.

“Have you been in town long?” she asked.

“Around six months.” He studied her with a slight smile. “It’s this place, isn’t it? It makes it look like I’m just passing through. It even came furnished.”

“Are you? Just passing through?” She shouldn’t have asked that. It was a terrible question for someone afraid he might be dying.

He settled back on the sofa and sipped his tea. Mint, from the smell of it. “I own property outside of town,” he said. “Ranch house, a few acres. When I got the cancer diagnosis, I rented this place so I wouldn’t have to drive to treatments. Here, I can catch a shuttle to the treatment center.”

“Oh, so your personal stuff is at the ranch.”

“Well ... sort of.” He paused. “Has the cat stopped shrieking or is my hearing going?”

They both looked toward the laundry room. “He’s stopped,” Jenna said. “Poor boy. He’s had a rough week.”

“Should I do something?”

“No, let him explore the laundry room for a while. Tomorrow, you can open the door. Hopefully he’ll have gotten used to where the litter box is, and he won’t make a mess anywhere else. It might take a while before he feels at ease with you. Don’t be offended.”

“I rarely am.”

Jenna didn’t know how to respond to that. Something seemed to offend her every day. She tried to control her emotions, but she wasn’t good at it – witness her meltdown at the cat café the day before. 

“You were saying something about your ranch house?” she said.

“Right.” He sipped his tea. “I used to live in New York. I met my wife there. She wanted to move to the country.”

Wife? He had a wife? 

She had no sense of a woman in the apartment, now or ever. Her neck felt stiff from resisting the urge to look around, searching for this wife.

“Things weren’t that good between us,” Zach said. “Shelley thought getting away from the city would help. We found this place. Well, not this place
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