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      Driven: A workplace romance

      Daring: An enemies to lovers romance
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      I was talking with one of my sisters a few months ago and said the kind of man I needed was someone who could fix things around the house. It seems in our world today that men aren’t taught to fix leaky sinks, faulty electric outlets, etc.

      

      Of course, there are men who can do those things. In romance novels, however, it seems that most heroes are rich, doctors, lawyers, cops, or have an exciting career of some kind.

      

      Men in the trades, i.e., plumbers, electricians, builders make good money and you wouldn’t have to wait for them to return your call and then charge a gazillion dollars to fix your problem.

      

      Thus, the Trading Up series was born.
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      Will Baxter pulled into his assigned parking space in front of the condo he rented. He snagged the lightweight jacket he wore for the occasional cool June mornings in Boise from the front seat. He got out of his pickup and locked the door.

      Today’s projects went well.

      Surprises weren’t high on his list of enjoyable situations. He’d rather set an achievable goal and follow it through until he reached it. His planning skills had built a successful business.

      Mulling over tomorrow’s schedule, he hoped there would be no one calling in sick with whatever junk had been running through his crew. A movement ahead of him jerked him out of his thoughts. Will stopped. A white cat sat on the step by his front door, licking its paw.

      What the hell? What is it doing at my place?

      He approached the door, keys ready, eying his interloper all the time. Would the cat run away, or would it stand its ground? Will wasn’t in the mood for getting scratched by a rogue stray.

      Will stepped to the side of the door, well away from any killer cat claws. It didn’t move. He swiped a hand over his five o’clock shadow when the entitled feline ignored him. He shook his head and grinned. Clearly, it wasn’t afraid.

      Inserting the key, he opened the door. The cat still didn’t move. Will inched the door inward, trying not to step on its tail with his heavy work boots. He dislodged it enough to get in without letting his unwanted visitor into the house.

      Shutting the door, he hung up his jacket in the hall closet, dropped his keys on the side table in the entry, and climbed the stairs to his loft bedroom. Will toed off his boots and pulled on a pair of sweats and a t-shirt, then took his work clothes to the laundry room to put them in the hamper.

      It’s weird I’ve never seen a stray cat around before. He shook his head. No matter. It’s gone home by now.

      He left the laundry room and peeked over the loft railing down into the living room. “Smart, Baxter. Do you think the cat can open doors?” Shaking his head at his nonsense, he walked downstairs.

      The cat didn’t look skinny, but with all that long hair, it was hard to tell.

      “I wonder if it’s hungry?”

      He suppressed the beginnings of concern. Nope. Let it catch a nice, fat mouse.

      Unless… what if the stupid cat was a lousy hunter? He’d seen no signs of rodents since he’d moved into the condo.

      Will’s stomach growled, reminding him he hadn’t eaten since lunch. Roast beef and fresh asparagus, lightly charred, sounded good. He pulled out the air fryer from the pantry, seasoned the roast, set the timer. Then he washed the asparagus he’d bought at the farmer’s market, so it was ready to be added later.

      Grabbing a Corona from the fridge, he settled on the couch, turned on the TV, and channel surfed until he found a football game. He wondered whether the cat lingered by the door. Do not look at the door again, Baxter.  His wayward thoughts still distracted him from the rough-and-tumble game that was tied by the end of the second quarter.

      That cat is like an ear worm song.

      He went to the front door and looked out of one of the glass side panels. That decision proved to be a monumental mistake. The fluff butt lay on the flagstone step.

      Made yourself at home, huh? Damn.

      Will caved. There was no other word for it. He took the roast beef out of the air fryer and cut some of it into pieces, then served it on a paper plate and added a saucer of water. It attacked the meal like it hadn’t eaten for days, not lifting its head until the plate was empty. When the furball finished eating, it ambled away as if on a pleasant stroll in the neighborhood. Watching through the front window until it was out of sight, Will thought he’d done his good deed for the day.

      “It’s probably the last time I’ll see it.”

      He was wrong.

      Over the next two weeks, his new furry friend came almost daily. By the fourth time, the four-legged trespasser walked in whenever Will opened the door. The cat acted like it owned the place. The fluff ball even jumped up onto an ottoman, and meowed.

      The first time he put out his hand, the cat head-butted it and purred. From then on, it demanded pets, twining in and out between Will’s legs until he leaned down and stroked the long fur. It seemed obvious the cat wasn’t afraid of people, so it must have a home.

      What the holy hell?

      He crossed his arms and leaned against the living room threshold, staring at the animal ensconced in front of him. Foster homes weren’t big on allowing the kids pets, so he’d grown up without animals in his life.

      “I need to do something about you.” Using note paper from his desk in the corner of the living room, Will wrote a few sentences, tied it onto a blue ribbon from a client’s gift basket, and secured it around the cat's neck. “Okay, I might as well feed you until I see if I get a call.”
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        * * *

      

      The white cat had shown up at Magenta “Maggie” Parker’s house outside of the patio slider door a month ago when she’d come home from her second job. She’d done her best to ignore the animal, knowing if she encouraged it, it would stick around.

      Maggie loved cats, which was one reason she’d gotten a job at the pet store. It hosted pet adoptions, and she loved up on the dogs and cats every chance she had before they went to their forever homes. When she’d bought her family home from her parents, she’d wanted to rescue one. But her mortgage payment meant keeping both her jobs, so she’d given up on becoming a furbaby parent.

      Maggie held firm for three days until she cracked, opened a can of tuna and fed it. She knew it was a mistake to feed the stray, but it was so damn cute! After that, it came like clockwork each day. It rubbed against the slider, turning in circles as if begging for attention. Other times, it sat in front of the door and waited.

      After a week of this, Maggie sank into a deck chair on her patio. The cat plopped down in front of her. “I can’t keep calling you an ‘it.” You’re the queen of all you survey and I’m merely your loyal servant, aren’t I? I’m naming you Hera, after the Greek goddess. You’ve got the regal posture and royal glare down.” Maggie's heart grew even softer as the cat permitted her to stroke her, arched her back, and purred non-stop.

      Hera didn’t come to Maggie’s every day, which didn’t surprise her. Hera definitely had a route that she followed for the week.

      “You don’t act like you’re feral, girl. Do you belong to someone?”

      Hera purred her response.

      She hadn’t looked skinny under all that fur, but when petting her, Maggie felt the poor cat’s ribs. There were patches of oily dirt on the white fur that Maggie could only guess was from hiding under parked cars.

      Eventually, as long as she roamed the streets, Hera would be injured. Or worse.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Clutching her coffee in one hand and her tote in the other, Maggie joined her older sister at their favorite table at the Lucky Perk for their weekly Wednesday morning coffee date. Peri’s built-in sense of organization ensured she would never be late to any appointment, whether business or personal.

      “Risi texted,” said Peri. “She’ll be late, but she’s on her way.”

      The youngest of the three siblings, Risi, had a hard time not getting sidetracked with whatever project held her interest at the moment.

      “At least she’s consistent.” Maggie dropped her tote on the extra chair, sank into hers, and whooshed out a breath. “I needed this ASAP. I’ve been dealing with maintenance and repairs all day and I wish I could lock down reliable trades. I can’t get some to even return calls.” She sniffed the familiar scent of her favorite Milky Way coffee. So good. Wary of a too-hot brew, she took a cautious sip. “Mm, perfect.”

      “Perfectly sweet, you mean.”

      “Caramelly goodness works for me. And chocolatey mocha is like a warm kiss to my taste buds.” Maggie shrugged out of her cardigan. “How are you?”

      “I closed on a Boise property today, and have another one in Eagle scheduled for late tomorrow after two showings in the morning.” Peri raised her cup. “And that’s why I get the coffee of the day. Black. I need the caffeine boost.”

      Maggie couldn’t resist an internal eye roll. She had a hard time remembering a circumstance where her sister looked frazzled or tired. Dressed in crisp black linen trousers, cream blouse, and black blazer, Peri looked great. Power ensembles were her professional go-to wardrobe. Dark brown hair styled in a sleek bob, she was the epitome of a successful businesswoman.

      Maggie, on the other hand, liked to wear what she described as casual convenience. It sounded better than saying she had the same clothes she’d worn for the last ten years. After she’d been unable to find work in the interior design field, it made no sense to keep up with current fashion. She looked down at her serviceable cargo pants that had enough pockets to stow lip gloss, tissues, and spare change. She had pairs in black, tan, and green.

      All the girls had inherited their mom’s thick hair, but Maggie’s shoulder-length cut had golden streaks and was a lighter shade of brown compared to Peri’s. Risi took after their dad’s auburn color, but it was redder than his.

      The two sisters chatted while they waited. Maggie people-watched the couple in the corner. The man reached over and held the woman’s hand. She broke into a huge grin and giggled.

      Aw, so sweet.

      She envied them and felt a little sad she didn’t have a special someone. She looked down at her mug. The idea of having a man to share her day with, confide in, and love seemed too good to be true.

      The tsunami-like energy of Risi entering the coffee shop and weaving through the tables toward them interrupted Maggie’s thoughts. Their dad teased she was the inspiration for the Energizer Bunny mascot.

      “Hey, guys.” Risi plunked down her favorite stainless steel water bottle on the table. “Be right back.” She wheeled and took off to get her drink.

      “Um, hello to you, too,” Maggie called out to her little sister’s back.

      “Risi doesn’t have a lack of energy… ever.” Peri smiled.

      “Truth.”

      Risi returned and flopped into her chair. “Sorry, but you should see the birdhouse I’m making. It’s outstanding!”

      “And I see you dressed up for us,” Maggie teased.

      Risi wore sweats with a hole in one knee, a white tank top, and a worn blue hoodie framing her long, red braids. “I’m going for a run after coffee.”

      “Did you brush off the wood shavings, at least?” Peri asked.

      “Of course. Can’t you tell?” Risi laughed, clearly unaffected by Peri’s quip. She pushed back her hood and took a sip of her coffee.

      “What is it today?” Maggie gestured at Risi’s cup.

      “White chocolate mocha with skim milk. To keep it healthy.” She winked. “I’m glad I didn’t miss Mom’s monthly call.”

      “Because we told her to call thirty minutes after we set the coffee date.” Peri exchanged a smirk with Maggie. “Let’s find a table outside, so we don’t bother others when we talk to her.”

      The words “mamma mia, mamma mia” from Queen’s Bohemian Rhapsody trilled on Maggie’s phone. “Here she is.” Maggie put her phone on speaker.

      “Hi, Mom,” the Parker girls called out.

      “Hang on, we’re moving outside,” said Maggie.

      The sisters gathered their things and went outside to the patio. The umbrellas on each table provided the customers shade against the summer sun. Peri led the way to a table at the edge of the area where they wouldn’t disturb other customers, and the sisters gathered around the phone screen.

      “We’re here.” Peri smoothed her hand over her hair, which was already perfect in Maggie’s opinion.

      “Hello, my darlings. How’s everyone doing?”

      Gia Parker's lilting voice always reminded Maggie that no matter what happened, her mother’s positive outlook on life made things better. That attitude helped Maggie through everything from job disappointments to failed relationships.

      Peri replied, “All good here. How’s Dad?”

      Gia’s laughter came over the speaker like a joyous song. “Stubborn as ever. But I’m keeping him.”

      “Good idea,” the girls said in unison.

      “By the way, remember Dad and I leave for the northwest art fairs next week and won’t be back in McCall for a couple of months.”

      “The dates are on my cell.”

      Peri’s life was on her phone, which Maggie admired, but had never matched. “I wrote it on my calendar at home.”

      Risi added, “I just ask Maggie where you are when I need to.”

      “Enough about your father and me. Periwinkle goes first. Spill it.”

      Mom insisted on using their given names. No amount of teasing about the colorful terms moved her because her daughters were beautiful and deserved names reflecting that. Dad used the shortened versions, which the girls appreciated.

      “Work is busy. The agency is doing great,” Peri reported.

      “Wonderful. How is Ken?”

      “Ken is so-o last month,” Risi said.

      “I can speak for myself.” Peri sighed. “Mom, Ken was nice, but we had no chemistry, and we both realized it.”

      “Hm, you know that business can’t be your whole life.”

      “Yes, Mom, so you’ve said.”

      “I’ll drop the subject for now. Magenta, talk to your mom.”

      The familiar anxiety started in Maggie’s stomach and moved up to her throat. Her news never changed. Same old life, same old job, same old boring Maggie. She cleared her throat. “I’m pretty busy.” There was nothing else to say.

      “Are there any handsome men in those properties?”

      “Maggie’s blushing, Mom,” Risi chimed in. “Besides, I think she needs a good fix-it guy more than a white-collar man.”

      “Risi, please,” Maggie said. “I’m not looking for any kind of guy.”

      She was the person renters called over the weekend because the heat went out or the bathroom sink leaked. And that summed up her job. A job she hated. Too bad she couldn’t figure out what she’d prefer.

      “They can rely on you to be dependable,” said her mom.

      Wow, that’s a sexy trait guys look for. Maggie left that thought unvoiced.

      “The last time we spoke, you had a cat coming around,” her mom said.

      “She still is. I named her Hera. I haven’t found an owner for her, and I’m worried about it.”

      “You could take her to a shelter, couldn’t you?” asked Peri.

      Never. “I’ll work out something.”

      Risi waved her hand in front of the phone display. “I’m next.”

      “Of course, my sweet Cerise, what are you up to?” Mom asked.

      “I’m having fun,” she pronounced. “I’ll send you one of my custom birdhouses.”

      “I remember the first class you took on the construction trade path in school. It became your favorite course.”

      “Yep. The industrial arts are as beautiful as the fine arts,” Risi said.

      “What I remember was sharing a room with you that was always cluttered with wires and various tools.” Maggie’s side of the room was tidy. Not so much Risi’s.

      “Those wires and tools were for my CTE classes.”

      “Mom, I wish you liked FaceTime,” Peri said. “If we used it, you could see Risi twisting her braid.”

      Their mother laughed. “Her braid-tell, right? She never could stop pulling on it when she embellished the truth.”

      “You got it.”

      “I can hear you.” Risi tossed a crumpled napkin Peri’s way, but missed.

      “You have the impulse control of a ten-year-old trapped inside a twenty-six-year-old body,” Peri observed.

      “Girls, stop bickering.” The amused tone in Mom’s voice belied her scolding.

      This was a normal situation in Maggie’s point of view. She wouldn’t miss their weekly coffees for anything, if only to watch and listen to her sisters tease each other. As the middle girl in the Parker trio, her role often ended up as peacemaker. Good old Maggie, confrontation-avoider extraordinaire.

      “Mom, are you excited about your trip?” Her parents’ art pieces had gained recognition over the years and their fair season was profitable as well as fun because they traveled in their motor home and got to enjoy the sights along the way.

      “We’re happy it’s finally here. This week, we finished enough pieces for the complete circuit. Dad and I are ready to relax, travel, and visit with artist friends we’ve met at the fairs.”

      “You and Dad worked so hard to get them finished. That’s awesome,” said Risi.

      “Thanks, sweetie. Girls, I’ve got a ton more to do and not enough time, so I’m ringing off.” Their mom made a loud smacking sound. “Love you bunches.”

      “Love you, too,” the sisters chorused.

      The girls’ mother clicked off.

      “Living their best lives.” Risi sipped at her white chocolate mocha.

      “It doesn’t sound fun to me.” Peri shrugged. “It’s such an unpredictable source of income. Too many variables over which they have no control.”

      Maggie understood. She wished she had the nerve to take a chance. Even once in her life. “I think that’s the part they like. Never knowing what’s next.”
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