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Cheyenne stopped in front of the Furrever Friends Cat Café and gazed through the windows. A man crouched on the floor, holding a long stick with a string on the end. He waved the stick, and a cat leapt for the bundle of feathers on the other end of the string. The cat had to be adorable – after all, cats were – but she couldn’t look away from the man. His crouched position didn’t hide his long legs and broad shoulders. The curve of his cheek, the angle of his jaw, the dark hair falling over his forehead – they were more familiar than her own face.

But it couldn’t be Nash. Not here. He hated cats, always had, wouldn’t go near them. That had destroyed their relationship all those years ago.

Cheyenne stared, blinked, and stared some more. The sight didn’t change. The clean café windows and bright lights inside left no doubt. He might have filled out a little, gained a touch of grey in his dark hair, but it couldn’t be anyone else. 

Her ex-boyfriend was in a cat café. Playing with a cat. It didn’t make sense.

She almost spun and walked away. She wasn’t ready to see him, cat or no cat. Maybe she never would be ready.

She took a deep breath. Made a fist. Released both the breath and the fist. Grabbed the door handle. Squeezed but didn’t pull. 

She couldn’t avoid Nash forever, not in a town this size. If he turned up here, the last place she expected to find him, he might pop up anywhere. The middle of the street. A woman’s restroom. Her bedroom.

She shook away that thought. 

Better to see him now, on her own terms. 

Cheyenne yanked open the door and went into the cafe. 

She entered a hallway with windows on one side that looked into the room with the cats. Nash didn’t look up, so she studied him hungrily through the glass. 

The black and white cat pounced on the bunch of feathers and pinned it to the ground. Nash appeared to be laughing. He gave the stick little tugs until the feathers popped out of the cat’s grip.

Cheyenne’s eyes stung. At one point, she’d wanted little more than to know she might someday see this scene. But that was long ago. This came far too late. That made it worse than never seeing it at all.

She took a deep breath and let it out in a sigh. Wonderful smells came from a counter up ahead, rich coffee and baking cookies. How could she resist? It had nothing to do with wanting more time to prepare herself.

She shifted so she could see her own reflection in the window and ran her hands through her hair. She couldn’t do much with the short cut, but she made sure she didn’t have tufts sticking up in random directions. Not that she wanted to look good for anyone. Nope. Not that.

She ordered a cappuccino. She couldn’t even remember how those tasted, but the name alone suggested lazy days at a sidewalk café. For years, she’d rarely had coffee that wasn’t instant. Sugar and cream were a fantasy. And now this? She almost felt embarrassed to waste money on such an extravagance.

She considered the sampler of five baked goods, but that might overwhelm her entirely. She settled on a trio of chai shortbread cookies.

The craziest thing about being back in the US was facing all the choices. People were so used to it, they didn’t even notice. In Indonesia, on the rare occasion she got to a moderately-sized city, she had a wide choice of fruits and vegetables. For everything else, you had one or maybe two choices. Some things, like American-style peanut butter, you couldn’t find at all.

That didn’t make America better. Cheyenne dreaded having to go to a grocery store and consider all those choices. It wasted mental energy better spent elsewhere. Plus, she could never quite get over the guilt that she had so much while others had so little.

But she’d been working so hard, for so long, that she’d take this indulgence and push aside the self-reproach. Besides, if she didn’t buy enough food, she’d have to pay the fee to go into the cat room, so this was sensible purchasing. Plus, a percent went to the shelter that provided the café with the adoptable cats.

She’d delayed as long as she could, or at least long enough. Time to go face Nash.

She pushed open the door to the cat room with her shoulder, since her hands were full, and slipped through. A couple of women looked up from their conversation. Cheyenne aimed a vague smile in their general direction. Several cats lounged on chairs or in hanging hammocks. Others wandered the room, ostentatiously ignoring the people who’d paid to join them. 

Cheyenne took a few steps before Nash glanced in her direction. She offered a hesitant smile.

He froze and stared. The cat pounced on the feathered bundle and pinned it to the ground. The stick curved into a U-shape between Nash’s hand and the taut string. 

The stick snapped out of Nash’s hand and whipped past his face. He jerked back and sat down hard.

Cheyenne gasped and jumped. Her coffee splashed over the edge of her mug, onto her hand. She flinched at the heat. One of the cookies flew off the plate and hit the floor six feet away.

Nash and Cheyenne stared at each other. The room receded, leaving only the two of them, held together in a moment outside of time.

Then he grinned up at her, his eyes full of mirth. She felt her stiff smile turn into something more natural, yet almost as unfamiliar as the cappuccino.

A moment later, they were both laughing.

Well, good. Her hand might sting from the hot coffee, and she’d lost one of the cookies that smelled so good, but at least they’d gotten past the awkward first reunion.

The cat rolled on his back, gnawing and pawing at the bundle of feathers. Nash glanced at it, shook his head, and rolled up to his feet in the smooth way he’d always had. He left the stick on the floor.

Cheyenne put the coffee mug and plate on a table. She dabbed at the splashes on her hand, which stung a little, but she had worse injuries nearly every week. Nash retrieved the broken pieces of cookie from the floor and tossed them into the garbage. Cheyenne almost told him to stop. Where she’d been in recent years, no one would throw away food simply because it had touched the floor. But she wasn’t there anymore. She had to remember how to behave in polite society, as much as she hated that term. Anyway, whether or not she rescued cookie crumbs would make no difference in anyone’s ability to survive here.

She was biting her lower lip. She made herself stop. “Hello, Nash.”

“Chey. It’s good to see you.”

His hand engulfed hers, warm and strong. He seemed inclined to hold on, but she pulled out of his grip. She was struggling with the memories enough without his touch.

Nash rubbed at his nose.

“Did it get you?” Cheyenne asked. “The stick?”

“Yeah, but no harm done. It’s good to see you.”

She picked up her coffee mug. Put it back down without drinking. Should she sit? Invite him to sit? “I’m back in town to give a lecture.”

“I know.”

Of course he would know. It was a small town. Probably everyone knew. 

She pulled out one of the chairs tucked under the table. Another black and white cat looked up at her. She pulled out the next chair and sat down.

Nash grabbed an empty chair from the next table and moved it over. He gazed at her with an odd expression and didn’t speak.

Cheyenne sipped coffee and scrambled for something to say. The thought foremost in her mind popped out. “What are you doing here? I thought you didn’t like cats.”

“It wasn’t that I didn’t like them.”

“Come on, you wouldn’t go near them, the whole time we were together.” They’d met as college freshmen in the dorms, where no pets were allowed, so she hadn’t realized at first that he couldn’t stand cats. If she’d known, she never would have dated him. She might not have spoken to him twice. She certainly wouldn’t have fallen in love.

“It wasn’t a matter of like or dislike.” He looked away. Studying the room? Gazing into the past?

Nash turned back to her. His expression went firm, as if going into battle. “It was a phobia.”

“You were afraid of cats?” Cheyenne shook her head, trying to make sense of the new information. “Did one attack you when you were a kid?” She knew someone who was afraid of dogs for that reason.

“Nothing like that.” He shrugged. “I’ve simply always been afraid of them.”

“Did your mother drag you away from cats? Did she tell you to keep your distance, because they were dirty and dangerous?” It seemed like the kind of thing his mother would do.

“No, really. At least not that I can remember. Apparently, it’s a thing. Ailurophobia is one name for it. Some people are afraid of cats, like some people are afraid of spiders.”

“But being afraid of spiders makes sense.” 

Nash simply shook his head, a little smile on his lips, giving Cheyenne time to think about what she’d said.

The vast majority of spiders were harmless. Few people would ever come in contact with a deadly spider. 

Most people would never come in contact with a deadly cat, but a cat bite was painful and could cause a dangerous infection. Big cats could even kill. She knew that better than most people. 

“Okay,” she said. “You’re afraid of cats. I’m not sure what I want to know more, why you never told me that, or what you’re doing in here now.”

“I never told you because you loved cats more than anything in the world. I thought you’d see me as a coward and a wimp if I admitted my fear.”

Would she have done that? Probably. It was still hard to understand how anyone could be afraid of house cats, but she was now old enough and experienced enough to know that phobias came in all types, and they couldn’t simply be dismissed or argued away through logic. Phobias weren’t about a true risk of danger. Cheyenne’s mother never visited her overseas, because she had a fear of flying. One of Cheyenne’s colleagues was so afraid of needles that he had to take a sedative before getting the vaccinations he needed for their travel.

But she couldn’t pretend she would have accepted Nash’s phobia when she was twenty.

“It was easier to make excuses about not liking them, or to call myself a dog person,” Nash said. “As for why I’m here, I got over it.”

“Really? Completely cured?” That seemed as unlikely as having the phobia in the first place.

“Well, mostly cured. I’ll still get the shivers when I go to the zoo and see the big cats.” He looked at the black and white cat sitting like a loaf on the chair between them. “I worked with a therapist. Exposure therapy. First photos, then videos, then being in a room with one cat. It took a while, but now I’m here playing with cats.” He reached out to rub the cat
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