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      Daphne wants three things: to build her solo business as a wedding planner, stay in her home without breaking the bank, and figure out the next steps in her life. Taking a housemate will help with at least one of those.

      Enter Cade, golden retriever gym bro who needs a place to stay in Clover Hill while he helps to open a new chiropractor’s clinic. He doesn’t mind being far from home, and he might be the answer to all of Daphne’s problems.

      Neither of them are looking for romance, but when an instant attraction sparks between them, who are they to turn away?

      Fate, friends and a cat bring them together, but is it enough to keep Cade in Clover Hill?

      Kitten Caboodle is a medium heat, low angst trans m/cis f small town contemporary romance novella. It takes place in the shared world of Clover Hill, so it can be read as part of the series or as a standalone.
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      Heat Level: High heat (frequent references to sexual arousal and attraction, multiple brief sexually arousing encounters, one long graphic sex scene)

      

      
        	Not super explicit sex scenes, masturbation scenes

        	Alcohol usage

        	Cursing

        	Discussion of job insecurity, housing insecurity

        	Lost/missing cat

        	Worry over an animal’s health (always fine, though!)

        	Minor injury caused by cat (everybody’s fine! Cats are just sharp sometimes)

        	Accidental (cat) pregnancy

        	Graphic details of animal birth

        	Discussion of fat and trans bodies
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      Cade waved his final patient of the day out the door with a tired smile on his face. It had been a long day, but a good one.

      Two people had graduated from their physical therapy programs and he had gotten to see his favorite patient. Mrs. Fleinhardt was an eighty-five-year-old woman he had been working with for a few months after her hip replacement. She always attempted to set him up with whichever one of her grandkids had accompanied her. Tonight, though, she’d been too tired to do much more than introduce them.

      The sound of the door closing behind her seemed to summon his boss. Dr. Daniel Schwartz poked his head around the corner and brightened when he saw Cade was alone. “Do you have a few minutes to talk before you go? I’ve got an idea I want to run by you.”

      Cade had to hold back a sigh. He’d wanted to go home and take a shower, but something about Doc’s expression made Cade think this was something more serious than the simple words were letting on. “Sure. I’ll come back to your office when I’m done closing out today’s appointments for billing.” Normally, the receptionist took care of this, but they’d had to leave early to take care of a sick kid.

      “Don’t take too long. This is important.” Doc said, sending a shiver down Cade’s spine.

      Cade nodded, and Doc disappeared back around the corner that led to the one truly closed-off space in the building. The words did not help him focus on the work in front of him, and he felt his guts twisting with worry.

      It was rare for the older man to be serious, and it was even rarer for him to be secretive about literally anything. The man hadn’t even been able to keep last year’s ‘surprise’ bonuses a secret for longer than a week, for Pete’s sake.

      But eventually, Cade finished the paperwork, leaving it for the receptionist to double-check in the morning, and went to the office, knocking gently.

      He half expected to find his boss sitting in a large wingback chair, turning like he was a movie villain who’d been expecting him.

      But that was silly. The man was a chiropractor—he didn’t even have a proper chair. Almost every time Doc had to work at his desk, he sat on a yoga ball.

      “Come in, Cade.” Doc’s gravelly voice was cheerful, and Cade pushed open the door. Sure enough, there was his boss, bouncing away like a kid at a playground. The normality of the motion went a long way to soothe his worry.

      “Have a seat, son. I’m sure your feet hurt after being on them all day. And there’s no need to look so worried. Everything’s just fine. In fact, I have a proposition for you.”

      Cade froze halfway into the plush armchair usually reserved for patients and stared at his boss. “A proposition?”

      “Yes, a proposition. You remember meeting my son Bryan at last year’s Chanukah party, right?”

      Cade blinked at the seeming non-sequitur while he thought back to the previous December, trying to remember which one of Doc’s sons was Bryan. All three of the Schwartz kids had been at the party, to their parents’ delight. If Cade remembered correctly, Bryan was the one who had brought his partner home for the first time.

      Cade hadn’t immediately recognized Bryan as a Schwartz because he looked almost nothing like his father. Where Doc and the other two were short, stocky, and in various stages of balding, Bryan was tall, lanky, and had a head full of blond curls like his mother. And his partner, Kavanaugh, had worn a suit tailored so sharply Cade had been surprised it didn’t cut anyone who looked at them wrong.

      Cade had gotten along with them both and even bonded with Kavanaugh a little in transmasc solidarity. He always loved meeting more trans people, even if they lived pretty far away and he was unlikely to see them often.

      “Good, I’m glad you remember him. You probably recall he’s the only one of my sons who chose to go into this fine profession, and I must say, he’s proven to be quite excellent at it. Now he’s finished his doctorate and gotten his license, and he wants to open his own practice in the town he and his partner live in.”

      “Good for him!” Cade had no idea why this required a one-on-one talk, but Doc was obviously proud, and Cade was happy for him. “Starting a practice sounds exciting.”

      Doc puffed out his chest with fatherly satisfaction. “I’m glad to hear you say that.”

      Now Cade was back to being confused. “Sir?”

      “You’ve been my office manager in addition to doing PT for how many years now?”

      “Three?”

      “And how many times has there been a problem you didn’t know how to handle?”

      Cade had to think. “I mean, maybe twice? We have solid policies.” He should know. He’d written or updated most of them himself.

      “Exactly. Bryan’s a fantastic chiropractor, but he doesn’t know how to start a practice from the ground up. He doesn’t know how to run an office. You know all of that stuff. You run this place like a well-adjusted spine.” Doc laughed so hard at his own joke that he snorted.

      Cade was still mystified as to where this conversation was going, but if his boss was cracking bad jokes and throwing out compliments, he couldn’t be in any real trouble. “Well, I’m sure he’ll hire someone with the experience to help him get started. Plus, you’ll only be a phone call away if he has any questions, right?”

      “I will. But, it’s funny you mentioned hiring someone. That’s actually what I wanted to talk to you about. He’s going to need help, and I think you two would make a powerful team.”

      Doc looked at him expectantly, but Cade had no idea what he was looking for. After a few seconds, Cade spoke hesitantly. “I’d be happy to talk him through some of the basics, certainly. We can hop on a video call any time.”

      “Actually, I was thinking about something a little more hands-on. If you’d be amenable, I’d like to pay for you to move there temporarily and help him get his business set up.”

      Say what now? Every fleeting thought in Cade’s brain came to a screeching halt.

      The shock must have shown on his face, because Doc raised his hands in a ‘wait’ gesture and began speaking again. “Let me clarify, not a permanent move. I was thinking three months would be long enough for you to help him get him started, connect with the community as a businessman and hire and train his staff.”

      The idea was shocking—and would be a huge responsibility—but it also sounded kind of great. He’d need to make arrangements for his fish and plants before he went, and… “Hold on, could you go without me for that long? I’ve never been gone longer than a week since I became a manager.”

      Doc laughed a little. “We’d need to hire another physical therapist for sure, but I think between the two of us, Andrew and I would be able to handle most of your managerial duties.”

      Right. Of course they could.

      “Well, I would want to talk to Bryan about some specifics and we’d have to figure out somewhere for me to stay, but that sounds like it could be a lot of fun. If it’s not too much trouble for you, I’d like to give it a shot. What’s the name of their town again? I can’t remember.”

      Doc grinned. “Clover Hill.”
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      Cade shot off a text to the number Doc had given him and then got on his bike. It was a nice, warm April evening and he enjoyed the feeling of the wind in his hair.

      It only took a few minutes for him to get home—plenty of time for his excitement to ramp up.

      By the time he walked in the door, his stomach was rumbling, though. His therapist had long since taught him not to make any big decisions on an empty stomach, especially after a full day of work. He needed to make dinner and he needed to talk to the one person who would be able to help take care of the living things in his apartment.

      Cade pulled out his phone again and dialed a number he’d had memorized since he was ten. “Hey, Michael. Do you have dinner plans? I’ve got something I need to talk about and could use your advice.”

      His on-again-off-again ex-boyfriend and lifelong best friend agreed easily, though he made Cade promise to cook for him when he got there. Cade didn’t mind that so much, since the meal subscription boxes had arrived yesterday.

      While he waited for Michael, Cade changed out of his work clothes and into another set of joggers and a tank top that showed off his tattoos. Then, he set about tending to his plants and his aquarium.

      Cade had started keeping plants after his parents divorced as a kid. He wasn’t allowed to have a pet of his own to take between their apartments, so his dad had taken him to Home Depot and let him pick out the plants for a window box. He had fallen in love for the first time in his life. Ever since, he’d had at least a few air plants in every place he’d lived, slowly building his collection of beauties until his apartment looked… well, like an indoor jungle.

      The actions of siphoning the water and fish poop from the bottom of the tank into the oversized watering can to reuse for the various plants in his apartment was soothing. Turning each of the plants so all of their leaves were able to easily get the sun and nutrients they needed had always helped him to clear his mind, and tonight was no exception.

      When Michael arrived, he didn’t bother knocking. He just waltzed in and beelined for the freshwater aquarium in the living room. “Hello, my little fishies. I brought you some treats!” As if they knew what was coming, all the fish swam to the front of the tank while Michael revealed a few frozen cubes of bloodworms. “Who’s your favorite parent? Yes, it’s me.”

      Cade couldn’t help but laugh as he leaned in the doorway to the kitchen. He was fairly certain the fish didn’t think about parenthood so much, but he did like to see Michael caring for the fish he’d brought home so long ago.

      When the fish had devoured the bloodworms, Michael turned to where Cade leaned and put his hands on his suit-clad hips. “Now, what’s up with the non-favorite fish parent? You sounded weird when I called.”

      “Silly Michael. I’m always weird.” Cade laughed. “Come on, I’ll tell you while I make dinner.”

      Dinner was a chopped chili chicken stir fry. All he had to do was chop, mix and cook while he talked. With Michael that had always been easy, and tonight was no different.

      “I mean, all of that sounds fun,” he said when Cade finished. “I don’t really see a big problem, other than you’d be away from me for soooo long.”

      The pout on Michael’s lips as he dragged out the word ‘so’ made Cade laugh, as his friend had surely intended.

      The rice cooker beeped, and Cade served up two bowls. Michael took his with a nod of thanks.

      “I mean, I’m a little worried about what might happen if it turns out I’m only good here, with Doc? What if I can’t do what they need me to do for Bryan’s new place and the business fails?”

      Michael's face turned serious as he thought through what Cade had said. “I understand your concern. But I have a question to counterbalance it. Well, a couple. What if it doesn’t fail?”

      Cade’s hand froze halfway to his mouth, the stir fry falling off his fork. He didn’t know what to say, so Michael kept talking.

      “What if it turns out you’re great at it and it turns into something with a little more opportunity for growth for you? I know you love what you do, but… what if you love this, too?”

      The positive twist on all his worries stunned him. Michael was right. He could be good at this. It was exactly the foil he needed to clear the tiny, lingering anxiety away.

      “So… is that you volunteering to take care of everything here while I’m gone?”

      Michael’s booming laugh filled the room. “Gladly, you weirdo.”
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      “I quit!” Daphne flung her handful of papers onto the coffee table with the frustration of an overtired toddler. “Obviously, there are no good roommates left in the world. You were the last one. I’ll just have to live alone for all eternity.”

      Her best friend didn’t even look at her. Kavanaugh was preoccupied with petting the purring gray ball of fur curled in their lap. When they did look up at the scattered papers, they rolled their eyes.

      Daphne knew she was being melodramatic, but really, she didn’t think she was asking for too much from her prospective roommates. She needed someone who was okay with cats, financially stable enough to pay their share of the rent, and wouldn’t make it difficult for her to run her wedding planning business.

      This was what she got for advertising in the Firhaven classifieds and on Craigslist for Baymill, but what else could one do when even Mrs. Quintanilla didn’t know anyone in need of a place to stay?

      “I’m sure there’s someone good in the pile of applications. They don’t have to be as cool as Kavanaugh. They just have to pay rent,” Bryan said from where he sat cross-legged in the papasan chair.

      “Thanks for the stunning glimpse of the obvious, bud.” Daphne’s sarcasm was biting as she paced the room, but Bryan knew better than to take her seriously. He stuck his tongue out at her and they both laughed.

      She hadn’t exactly been overly picky. There had been two potential options, but they’d both fallen apart at the walkthrough stage. The first had turned out to have a previously undiagnosed cat allergy that had flared up when she pet Sushi, and the second had given both her and Kav extremely bad vibes. They’d decided to trust their guts on that one and declined the application.

      “What if you’ve spoiled me for all other roommates? I mean, it’s been almost fifteen years since I’ve lived with anyone else.” They had been friends since elementary school, and roommates since their sophomore year of college

      A lot had changed since they’d first become friends. To start with, they weren’t seven anymore. Both of them had had big dreams for their adult lives, but most had fallen apart with the realization that no, it wasn’t realistic for them to own adjoining islands or run a training school for unicorns.

      Unfortunately, magic wasn’t real, so they were stuck with their mundane realities.

      They had made the most of it, even when they were living in their very first shithole apartment up in Baymill during college. All the adventures had made them stronger friends, strong enough to know their friendship would survive Kavanaugh’s latest adventure—moving out and getting ready to marry Bryan.

      Thus the roommate search. She’d thought the emotional part would be harder than the logistical aspects, but both Kav and Bryan had made it clear in the weeks they’d been gone that Daphne would always be welcome in their new home. It cushioned the newfound loneliness. The distinct lack of potential roommates to split the rent and bills with was another matter entirely.

      Kav sighed. “Why don’t you let me take a look? Maybe I can help pull out the least terrible options so you can come back with fresh eyes later?”

      Daphne shrugged. “Have at it. I’m getting a glass of wine. Bryan, Kav, you want some lemonade?”

      They both nodded. Kav lifted themself off the couch with a stretch and a groan, a move echoed by the floppy-eared cat.

      “Oh, what a biiiiig stretch,” Kav complimented Sushi.

      The cat rubbed up against them as if she appreciated being noticed. Now it was Daphne’s turn to roll her eyes. Daphne may be spoiled for roommates, but the cat was just plain spoiled.

      She headed into the kitchen to get the drinks, but startled at the sound of Bryan's phone playing “Piano Man.”

      He squeaked loudly. "My dad's office manager is calling! He might actually want to come help us get set up." He followed her into the kitchen, phone pressed to his ear as he asked the person on the other end of the line to hold while he got somewhere he could talk. Tapping the screen, he turned to Daphne, whispering, “Okay for Sushi to come out with me, Daph?”

      Daphne shrugged. He was as good at keeping an eye on her as any of them were. She slid the door shut behind them. She made her way back out to the living room and set the drinks on the table next to the now-neat pile of papers.

      She bent to sit cross-legged next to Kav, but nearly fell over when she heard a loud thunk coming from the patio door. Daphne looked up to see Bryan waving one of his arms wildly and pointing out at the backyard with the other.

      “What in the hell?” Daphne sped over the door, only to gasp at the sight of a furry gray cat ass sprinting for the treeline.

      Fuck.
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      Daphne’s brain kicked into focus mode. She slid her feet into the flip flops she always kept by the door. “Kav, Sushi made a run for it again! I’ll follow her, you get the carrier and meet me at Reuben's.”

      She could hear Kav scrambling after her, which was good because she had very little time to catch the creature before she hit Lovegrass Street. Until her parents had showed up with Sushi, she had thought kittens would be slow. After all, they had pretty stubby legs, and they had to be uncoordinated since they were so young.

      Boy, had she been wrong there. This was now the fourth time Sushi had escaped. At least this time, they’d realized it before she’d been gone for long. The first time, she had been
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