
Table of Contents

Kittens and Kisses at the Cat Café (A Furrever Friends Sweet Romance, #2)

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Dear Readers,

Cherry Scones Recipe

Preview: Tea and Temptation at the Cat Café: A Furrever Friends Sweet Romance, book 3

Preview: The Billionaire Cowboy’s Christmas: The Accidental Billionaire Cowboys 1 by Kris Bock

About the Author


Kittens and Kisses 

at the Cat Café

––––––––
[image: ]


a Furrever Friends Sweet Romance

––––––––
[image: ]


by Kris Bock

––––––––
[image: ]


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.

This book includes two preview chapters and a recipe at the end.

Kittens and Kisses at the Cat Café: A Furrever Friends Sweet Romance

He’s loved her forever. She still sees him as the neighbor kid. Can five desperate kittens bring them together? 

Marley is a baker at the new Furrever Friends Cat Café, which is still trying to find its footing. Her nine-year-old son, Brian, desperately wants a kitten, but they can’t have pets where they live. Who has the time to date? Just as well that she’s protected her heart since the father of her child disappeared. 

Adam has loved Marley since he was 13, and she was his best friend’s free-spirited older sister. Back then, he fantasized about rescuing her from bandits or dragons. Now he’s 24, and the five-year age gap isn’t so serious. He wants nothing more than to become a family with Marley and her son. But will she ever see him as a man? 

When someone leaves a box of week-old kittens at the café, Adam jumps at the chance to be a hero. But herding kittens might be tougher than fighting dragons, especially when two of them fail to thrive. Can Adam, Marley, and Brian save the kittens and find a future together?
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Chapter 1
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ADAM LET HIMSELF INTO the Furrever Friends Cat Café at 6:30 in the morning. He had half an hour until the café opened, an hour until he had to head to his job. It made sense to come to the café early, when his best friend, Kari, wouldn’t need her office. When he wouldn’t have the evening distractions of café employees, and customers playing with cats. 

That’s why he arrived so early. It had nothing to do with Marley, singing a folk song in the kitchen as she started the day’s baking.

If you couldn’t lie to yourself, who could you lie to?

He paused in the hallway that led between the cat room on the right and the kitchen on the left. The interior windows on the right offered a view into the cat room. Cats sprawled on the padded benches and chairs or peeked out of hammocks and cat tower boxes. He smiled at the sight.

He turned to the left and paused at the counter where they served food and drinks. In the kitchen behind the serving area, Marley kneaded dough. She didn’t look up. She must not have heard him come in.

Should he announce his presence? At this point, he’d likely startle her by saying something. He forced his feet to move down the hall to the office. He wasn’t there to gawk. He had to figure out their Internet problem.

He indulged himself by leaving the office door open so he could still hear Marley sing. That wasn’t creepy, right? She sang even when she knew people were listening, sometimes. He recognized her current song, “Big Rock Candy Mountain,” as one she sang to her son.

She had an amazing voice. She’d taken lessons, back when they were all kids. Well, when he and Kari were kids, and Marley was a teenager, the beautiful, free-spirited, kind older girl who treated him like a little brother. Despite their five-year age difference, he’d never seen her as a sister. At first, he’d been in awe of her. Later ... that was another matter.

She went silent. Adam paused, looking up toward the doorway, his heart speeding merely at the thought she might appear. A moment later, she started a new song. “Crying Time Again,” which he only recognized because Marley had introduced him to so many of those old musicians. The song had a great beat that made even Adam want to move, but the lyrics were sad, about crying because your lover left. 

Did she think about the lover who’d left her, after getting her pregnant? She seemed so cheerful most of the time, never complaining. Her son, Brian, was now nine years old, and her whole family adored him. But sometimes, like when she sang, he sensed sadness.

Too bad she’d never been able to do anything with her singing. She’d given up those dreams when she got pregnant at 18 and decided to keep the baby. Maybe that’s why she sang sad songs. Maybe she missed her lost dreams, not the jerk who’d left. 

Fixing the Internet was easy, simply a matter of a loose cable. Still he didn’t leave. It wasn’t so bad if he sat in the back office listening to her, right? What else was he going to do with the extra time before he had to leave for work? If he sat back, closed his eyes, and appreciated her voice, who did it hurt? 

No one except him, as he filled with the pain of wanting her, loving her, and doubting she’d ever see him that way.

Bang, bang, bang!

Adam jumped about a foot, and Marley’s song cut off.

Heart thudding, he pushed out of the chair and ran to the office door. He swung around the doorframe and started down the hallway.

The kitchen door swung open. Marley rushed out.

Adam jerked back so he didn’t slam into her.

She shrieked and jumped, bouncing off the doorframe.

“Sorry, sorry!” Adam held up his hands. “It’s just me.” Darn it, he should have told her he was there. Of course she’d be scared when someone pounded on the door, and he appeared out of nowhere. “Are you hurt?” He lifted a hand to check her arm for bruises but couldn’t close the last few inches to touch her.

Marley let out a weak laugh and pressed her palm to her chest. “All right, I’m okay, only startled. Why didn’t you let me know you came in? I would’ve given you coffee, and a cherry scone when they’re ready. I’m trying a new recipe.”

He stuck his hands in his pockets and hunched his shoulders. “That’s okay, I don’t need anything.”

“Mom would say you could use some fattening up.” She gave him a playful pinch on his lower rib cage.

Adam snorted out a laugh. 

He couldn’t think of anything to say. The moment grew awkward.

Marley shook herself. “Right, the door. I almost forgot what startled me the first time. We don’t open for another ten minutes. I don’t understand why whoever it is couldn’t wait. Nobody needs coffee that badly.”

Marley strode to the front door. She pushed it open, glanced around, and looked down. “Oh.”

“What is it?” He couldn’t see past her, but something in her voice made him want to drag her back, get out front, and protect her.

She opened the door wider, moving with it so he could see. 

He looked down at a cardboard box filled with wriggling fur. “Kittens?” 

Marley crouched, propping the door open with her hip. “Five of them. oh, they’re adorable.”

Adam went down on one knee beside her. One kitten was black, another black and white. One was white with specks of tan. The fourth had a brown pattern, while the fifth had orange and white swirls. 

Adam scanned the area for any people. A couple of cars drove down the street. Someone from another business brought out the trash. Whoever had left the box had disappeared. In a car, they could be blocks away.

“They’re gone,” he said. “I guess they figured leaving kittens at a cat café was like leaving a baby on the doorstep of an orphanage.”

Marley stroked her finger over one tiny head. “But it’s not. We can’t even take them inside. All the cats here have had their vaccinations, but we don’t know anything about these. They’re so tiny, surely they shouldn’t be away from their mother yet.”

That would hit her hard. She adored her son with a fierceness that amazed him. Adam hadn’t understood her decision to keep the baby at first. After all, he’d only been 13, and having a baby seemed like giving up the rest of your life. But when he saw her in the hospital, holding that baby, everything changed. She’d created new life and dedicated herself to its care. She’d been plump with the baby weight, her hair tangled from the hours of labor, her face pale with fatigue, and yet she glowed with joy. 

That was the day he went from having a crush to falling in love.

She didn’t know that, of course. Adam had never even told Kari, and as clever as his best friend was, he didn’t think she had the slightest idea of how he felt about her older sister.

He sometimes thought Marley and Kari’s mother, Diane, had her suspicions. But she never said anything. She probably assumed it was still puppy love. But he was 24 now. Four and a half years was a gulf when you were 13 and 18. Not so much at 24 and 28.

But would Marley ever see him as anything besides her younger sister’s best friend, the neighbor kid, her adopted little brother?

Marley looked up at him, her brown eyes luminous. “What are we going to do? I’m supposed to open in a few minutes. We can’t bring them inside. We can’t leave them here. They’re so young.”

When he was 13, he’d imagined slaying dragons for her. At 15, he’d pictured himself defending her from a gang of muggers. By 17, the daydreams had gotten slightly more realistic. He might pull her back before she stepped in the path of a speeding car. He might rescue Brian from drowning or choking, or find him in the woods when he’d wandered off. It didn’t matter that they didn’t have a forest within two miles. Adam simply wanted to be Marley’s hero. He’d been waiting for the chance. He could certainly take care of this little problem.

“I’ll deal with it.”

She frowned. Apparently she needed more than a vague promise.

“I’ll take them to the vet, the one who works with the shelter,” he added. “That’s the best place for them now, right? She can tell us what they need, where they should go.”

“Yes, of course. It’s a good plan.” She touched his arm. “Thank you. I’m glad you’re here.”

He grabbed the box and stood. “Me too. You take care of opening the café. I’ll take care of these guys. Then I have to go to work, but I’ll text you later, let you know what the vet says.”

“Please do.” She gave him the smile that made his insides feel like rainbows and butterflies, all mashed together into pudding. “Thanks.”

“Of course. Tell Kari I did the thing. The Internet thing. I fixed it.”

“What would we do without you?” The twinkle in her eyes now told him she was teasing. 

It stopped him from adding, You never have to find out. I’ll always be here for you.
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Chapter 2
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MARLEY WATCHED ADAM stride down the sidewalk with the box of kittens. He was such a good friend. Always there if her family needed anything.

He must have passed an alley in line with the rising sun, because for a moment golden light splashed across his shoulders and turned his brown hair the color of honey. 

Marley blinked rapidly and shook her head. In that moment, Adam had seemed to be someone else, someone grown up and handsome. He’d been such a scrawny, goofy kid. As a teenager, he’d shot up to six feet tall, so skinny you could see his ribs. They’d joked that you could see his liver. 

He was still thin, but somewhere along the way, his shoulders had broadened, and she’d felt muscles when she’d pinched him earlier. He had a swimmer’s build, long and lean, though as far as she knew, he’d never been a swimmer.

She forgot, sometimes, that he wasn’t still that scrawny, goofy kid.

Her watch buzzed against her wrist. Marley shook herself out of her thoughts. She’d burned apple tarts on the day they had the first cats delivered. Granted, she’d had plenty of distractions, with the crowd of people and all the cats, one of them yowling like a siren. But ever since then, she set an alarm on her watch, in case she couldn’t hear the kitchen timer.

Marley turned toward the door. From the corner of her vision, a woman approached. Their first customer? Marley glanced toward her.

“Sorry I’m late.”

Marley took a closer look. “Holly? Sorry, I didn’t recognize you.” 

Holly’s lips, usually painted black, were crimson today. Her hair was completely covered in a soft hat of the same color. Maybe she hadn’t had time to dye it – Marley had noticed the dark brown roots as the black grew out.

“It’s fine.” The corners of Holly’s mouth curved slightly upward, but the smile didn’t reveal teeth or reach her eyes. 

“You okay?”

“Fine.” Holly turned to the door in a gesture that clearly said, Let’s go, and don’t ask questions.

Meanwhile, Marley had scones to save. She hurried on ahead, calling back, “Turn the sign, please!”

She pulled the baking pan out of the oven and set it on a wire rack. A quick check with a toothpick confirmed the scones were ready. Maybe a touch browner than she’d prefer, but not too bad. She’d cool them for five minutes before taking them off the pan.

Five minutes hardly gave her time to do anything practical. Holly didn’t seem inclined to conversation as she finished the opening procedures. So Marley leaned against the counter and wondered about Adam. 

He was such a cutie. Not to mention incredibly smart, and a real sweetheart. Adam and Kari had been best friends since childhood. Marley would never suggest that women and men couldn’t be only friends, but everyone had assumed that Adam and Kari would someday become a couple. Why wouldn’t you want to add romance to a wonderful friendship?

On the other hand, there was Colin. He’d walked into the cat café while they were still working on renovations, two years after he’d been badly injured in a war zone. He was a baker, like Marley. He was kind and sexy. Kari had tried to set up Marley and Colin. That plan had utterly failed, which was to Kari’s own benefit, since Kari and Colin were now a happy couple.

Marley had felt an immediate connection to Colin, but no romantic spark. He was a brother from another mother. That must be what Kari and Adam had.

She grabbed a pot holder, lifted the baking pan, and slid the scones onto the wire rack.

The first customer came in. They had been open a few weeks, and still Marley got a giddy sense of relief when actual customers actually came in!

Holly stepped to the counter to take the man’s order. Now her smile was in place. The barista didn’t share much about herself, but she had a way with people. She seemed to know who wanted to chat, who would appreciate a little light flirting, and who simply wanted to get their order and pay with minimal fuss. Marley envied those skills, especially Holly’s ability to flirt while maintaining boundaries. She got asked for her phone number regularly, by both men and women, and whether she gave it or not, she sent the customer away smiling.

Marley had barely dated since she’d gotten pregnant with her son, a decade ago. A decade! Talk about a dating drought. But it was next to impossible when you had a baby, or even a toddler, and then she worried so much about introducing a new man into Brian’s life, and after so many years without dating, how did you get started, let alone find someone who would want to date a woman with a child?

Excuses. Always excuses. But the fact was, she dated less than anyone except ... well, Adam. Marley had never heard of him dating, though she couldn’t claim to know everything he did, especially in college. But he’d certainly never mentioned anyone, let alone introduced a girlfriend, or a boyfriend. She thought if he were gay, he would feel comfortable enough to come out to her family, but maybe he was asexual and simply didn’t feel sexual attraction of any kind.

Although once in a while, Marley got a vibe from him ...

Holly grabbed tongs and popped one of the scones onto a plate.

“Wait, it’s a new recipe, I haven’t tested them yet!”

Holly gave her a firm stare. “They’ll be amazing.” She turned to the customer. “Fresh out of the oven. You’re the first one to try it. Let us know what you think.”

The man grinned and shoved a bill into the tip jar. Was that a five? He turned away clutching his plate like a little boy with the latest issue of his favorite comic.

Holly turned to Marley with a smirk.

“Okay, okay, you know your business.”

Holly nodded, put another scone on a plate, and set it aside, at the back of the counter.

“Claiming yours for later?” Marley asked.

“It’s for Zack. You know, the guy with cancer who comes in every day.”

“Who? Wait, you mean the guy who looks like he’s lost weight – he has cancer?”

“Well, yeah.”

“He told you that?”

Holly shrugged. “People tell me things. Food tastes weird with the chemo, like this week he can’t handle chocolate at all, but I think the cherry scone might work for him.” She shrugged again, an indifferent gesture that didn’t match her words. “Worth a try anyway.”

“Yeah. Good.” Marley looked at the scones, the display case, the list of things she had planned to do that morning. “You want to get these set up? I’ll check the cat room. I need to move.”

Holly nodded and pulled the rack of scones toward the acrylic display case with shelves. They’d gotten the new case so they could keep the baked goods fresh and protected from flies, yet avoid wrapping everything in plastic wrap. Kari was determined to keep the café as environmentally friendly as possible. As a bonus, everything looked fresher and tastier without the plastic film.

Marley hung her apron on a hook. As she went through the kitchen door, she pulled the elastic band out of her hair. She slid the band around her wrist and ran her fingers through her brown hair to fluff it. In the kitchen, they had to be strict about health code rules. In the cat room, things were more relaxed. When you might have a cat coughing up a hairball on the floor, no one complained if a woman shed a strand of hair.

Their first customer sat on one of the tall stools in the hallway, facing the windows that looked into the cat room. He made a murmur of pleasure as he popped the last piece of warm scone into his mouth. 

Some people preferred to eat there, at that narrow counter. They could watch the cats play without worrying about a cat licking their latte. Others preferred to go into the big room and hang out with the cats. The door to the cat room was down the hallway a few feet, so it didn’t interfere with the lines at the café counter.

And they really did get lines at some times of day!

Marley paused by the bulletin board they’d installed in the hallway. They wanted to keep the postings to local events or anything related to pets, but sometimes people tried to sneak in other notices. She removed one from someone who had a guitar for sale. She left the notice of the lost dog, which now had a big heart circling the word FOUND on it. Customers who’d worried about the dog would enjoy seeing that.

Another flyer announced a contest: So You Think You Can Sing.

Marley stared at it. Had it been there when she came in that morning? She couldn’t remember seeing it. 

Now it seemed to speak to her. She loved to sing. Once she’d imagined becoming a famous pop star.

Not anymore. Those dreams had died a long time ago.

Had someone put that flyer there specifically for her? Had Kari, or one of their coworkers, wanted to nudge Marley into testing herself publicly? Or was it simply a random thing? Marley didn’t assume the notice of the medieval dance club was directed at her.

She glanced up and down the hallway. No one was watching her. 

She bent to read the details on the flyer. The first contest was at a local bar in a couple of weeks. Basically an open mic night. They’d choose the five best performers for the finals a week after that. The winner got a regular paid gig at the bar, plus a meeting with a music producer.

Marley straightened and tried to shrug away the prickles between her shoulder blades. It was probably a scam. The pub was auditioning potential singers on the cheap. No doubt their “pay” would be collecting tips in exchange for hours of exhausting singing on a weekend night. And the producer would want money to do a demo tape. He’d promise to take it to record companies, and how would you ever know if he did?

It wasn’t for her.

She went into the main café room. They didn’t have any customers in there this early. It wouldn’t be worth opening the café at 7 a.m., except for the steady stream of people who got coffee and baked goods to go. But by midmorning, parents and nannies with children would stop by for a cheap hour or two of entertainment. It had become popular with a few self-employed people, writers and so forth, who liked the chance to get out of the house. Lunchtime would bring a bubble, and evenings were busy, especially when they had events.

For now, Marley had the place to herself. She went into the back room, which held cat beds, food and water dishes, and litter boxes. Even with a litter box for every cat, plus one extra, they had to scoop them several times a day to control smells. 

Marley got to work.

This was her life. She sat back on her heels and chuckled. Twenty-eight years old, a single mother, scooping kitty litter on the job. She didn’t mind. Working the early shift at the café was better than her previous late nights of waitressing. She didn’t get the occasional great tip now, but she had steady income, no slow weeks, and she could spend the afternoons and evenings with her son. It was a good life. 

She dreamed of getting a house for her and Brian, nothing big, but with a yard. Then he could have the pets he wanted so badly. She might never save the money to buy a house, but maybe they could rent one. Not this year. Maybe next. For now, living with her mother and sister worked.

She finished scooping and scrubbed her hands at the sink in the back room. She paused to pet Merlin, the big Maine Coon, who sprawled on one of the cat beds. He gave his trilling mew as she scratched his armpit. Many of their original cats had already been adopted. Merlin hadn’t found his special person yet. 

“It’ll happen,” Marley whispered.

In the big room, she glanced around for anything that needed doing. Salt and Pepper wrestled on the floor. The two were siblings, one white with black spots and one black with white spots. Autumn, a rare female orange tabby, chirped for attention and purred like a motor when Marley stopped to cuddle her.

So many wonderful cats. But it hadn’t been the same since Shadow got adopted. The gray kitten was Brian’s favorite. Her son had refused to enter the café since two little girls had taken Shadow home and renamed him Silvertoes.

That reminded her, it was time to text Brian her morning message before he headed to school: I love you. Have a great day.

Kari and Marley had agreed – no more kittens at the café. For one thing, they easily got adopted at the shelter. The café should show off adult cats who might not get picked right away. For another, Brian fell in love too easily. He didn’t need another broken heart.

He would have loved seeing the kittens that morning. Loved it too much. Just as well he’d been at home with his grandmother.

Her watch signaled a text. Brian? He hadn’t been responding to her morning texts lately, and when he did, she had a feeling her mother made him.

Not Brian. Adam. Did she know the vet’s name? 

She chuckled. He strode off like an avenging warrior, promising to take care of things, and he didn’t even know where he was going. What had he been doing for the last 20 minutes, driving aimlessly hoping to find a vet’s office? 

Silly boy.
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ADAM HAD ASSURED MARLEY he’d take care of the kittens. Unfortunately, it wasn’t quite as simple as he’d made it sound. First he had to figure out who the vet was, the one who worked with the shelter and approved cats as healthy enough to go to the café. He’d assumed the vet worked out of the shelter, but now he wasn’t sure. Would an animal shelter really have a vet on staff full time? 

He should have asked Marley before he left. He’d been too busy trying to show off to think of practical things. He’d feel foolish asking her now.

At least the shelter could tell him who the vet was, so he drove there. 

By the time he arrived, he needed to leave for work. If he had to take the kittens someplace else, he’d be late. Not that they’d fire him for coming in ten minutes late, but he was new; he didn’t want to push boundaries.

The shelter didn’t open until 10 a.m.

Of course. Who went to an animal shelter early on a weekday morning?

He’d heard the vet’s name once or twice. J-something. Julie? Jessica? 

No. Jennifer? Closer, but not quite ... Jenny! He was almost certain that was it. Somewhat certain anyway. He’d met her at the grand opening, a tall woman in her thirties with long brown hair. Unless that was someone else.

A first name and vague physical description wasn’t a lot to go on. He sat in his car and tried an Internet search for a vet named Jenny or Jennifer, but he didn’t find what he needed. She might work in a group practice or use initials or he had her name completely wrong.

Kari would know, but she worked the evening shift, which went late last night because of a painting party, and then she’d gone home with Colin. They might still be in bed. 

He could take the kittens to the office with him. 

Some of his coworkers would love seeing kittens, they’d even try to help, but he didn’t think his boss would approve of the distraction. Ms. Romano might joke about the kittens not having security clearance, but she’d cross her arms and tap her foot and give him that look that reminded him of his terrifying third-grade teacher.

Mewing came from the box on the passenger-side floor. It wasn’t safe to keep driving around with them unsecured. Besides, as Marley had pointed out, they were too young to be away from their mother. They must need food, and he didn’t have any. He didn’t even know what they needed or how to give it to them. He had to turn them over to someone with more experience.

He sighed. He’d call work and let them know he’d be late.

But first he texted Marley to ask if she knew

























































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
A Furrever Friends Sweet Romance

/ Bock





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





