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  Mocha & Magic


"Dad." 
"Five more minutes."
"Dad!"
Liam groaned, rolling over to peek from under the pillow he'd nonchalantly tossed over his head in response to his name being called. Well, one of his names. The name that honestly mattered most. He exhaled, blinking until his vision cleared from bleary-eyed exhaustion to half-lucid chaos. Slowly, a young face came into view, not exactly watching him but hovering at his left with their eyes glued to the screen of a gaming console. He could hear the faint sound of coins being collected or rings; he didn't know the difference in the sounds anymore. They all ran together between his youth and the here and now, where he'd heard them so much he could probably count them in his sleep. Liam blinked a few more times before he sighed and asked, "Yes, Jack?"
"Good morning. The kitten knocked down the Christmas tree again," Jack replied, eyes glancing up from the console before flashing back down as he walked out of the room and back into his bedroom. 
Liam huffed in mild defeat as he watched his twelve-year-old turn and wander out as if this information was the most pressing thing in the world. Right … Christmas tree. Liam shoved himself out of bed, wiping his hands over his face to wake himself up further. He wondered what time it was and glanced at his smartwatch. Ah. Of course. 7:04 AM on a Saturday. Jack had never been one to sleep in or nap; unfortunately, he hadn't grown out of it. Which meant Liam didn't sleep in or nap … well, sleep in. He could usually convince his son to let him nap on occasion now. 
"Dad! Oreo is batting around one of the porcelain ornaments!" Jack called from his bedroom, and the faint sound of something fragile being tossed around echoed down the hall. "You should probably take the tree down! It's October!" he called.
Probably, but that was extra effort. If he had taken it down, he'd have had to put it back up in two months, and that seemed like more of a hassle than taking it down. "No, your cat needs to learn to keep his paws to himself!" Liam replied, still waking up as he stumbled out of his bedroom and knocked his elbow on the door frame. Pain radiated up his funny bone—not funny at all, mind you—and he winced as he trailed down the hall and found Oreo, their three-month-old grey tabby kitten, curled around an ornament. It was a miracle it wasn't broken, but the cat was trying his hardest to break it. Liam stared, barely alive, thinking about the coffee pot in the next room. "Really, buddy? We talked about this," he said as he walked over and scooped the kitten up immediately.
Oreo began to purr loudly, nuzzling Liam's face as if he'd done nothing wrong. Liam chuckled and scratched the little head peering up from his arms before cleaning up the strewn ornaments and righting the barely ten-inch diameter tree. It was cheap, one of those spiraled pop-up ones that were thin, and tall, and made to conveniently fit into any random corner you needed it to in a small space. When he felt satisfied with the ornament placement, Liam turned and put the kitten down at the entry of their den. Oreo bolted, thundering down the hallway and into Jack's room. Liam listened and smiled when he heard laughter filter out towards him. Jack had put down the game to give the kitten some affection, and he could hear his son talking lowly to the animal. 
Alright. The tree was upright. The kitten was alive and had not eaten glass. Jack was awake and in good spirits. Now? Coffee. He desperately needed coffee. Well, and to pee. … Coffee first. Pee later. Liam yawned and ran a hand through his messy blonde hair before walking from the den and immediately entering their attached kitchen. Coffee, then he could make himself presentable, and maybe he could talk Jack into a movie. There was some video game movie marathon going on he'd seen advertised yesterday. It was one of those family matinee events to draw in more visitors during slow times … Which movies was it? The faint sound of chiming echoed down the hallway, and Liam snapped. Sonic. The theater was running a Sonic marathon. That's what Jack was playing—he recognized the sound of the rings now. He stifled another yawn, opened the small storage canister beside his coffee maker, and holy shit.
No. No, no, no. That was impossible. Liam stared, dumbstruck, at the empty canister, nearly dropping it as he pulled away and opened a cabinet to his right. He searched, frantic, for a half-filled bag of ground dark roast and found nothing. No coffee. No muddy caffeine water, as Fallon called it. … Fallon. Maybe he could see if Mateo and Fallon wanted to meet him at the cafe for coffee. It would get them out of the house. It's not that he really cared about getting him and Jack out of the house much right now, but it would. Liam's face twisted in thought, and he started to figure out the date. He knew his best friend and his husband had to go somewhere soon, like in the next few weeks, but he didn't remember if it was the next few weeks from now or if it had been the next few weeks from a few weeks ago. Shit, he'd just call Matty. Liam reached into his plaid pajama pant pockets, felt around, and stilled. 
Right. His phone was still on the charging pad in his room. He hadn't grabbed it. So, he closed the empty canister, made a pit stop by the bathroom to use the toilet, splashed some water on his face, and then stepped back into his bedroom. He found his phone, picked it up, and clicked his best friend's name as he walked out of the room and settled to lean on the door frame of his son's room. It rang a few times, and then there was a click.
"Hello?" a male voice pooled through the receiver; it was deep, bassy, and overflowing with an Italian accent.
"Hey, Matty. Do you and Fallon want to meet Jack and me for coffee in half an hour?" Liam asked, smiling when Jack looked up wide-eyed and suddenly interested.
"We would, but we're checking into our hotel. We're in England for the next two weeks—I'm working with that orphanage again, and we're signing the adoption papers for Max," Mateo replied, and the sound of luggage being rolled echoed in the background. Then he said, "No. Liam."
"Hi, Liam! Tell Jack hi!" Fallon called, far off and then practically yelling in the phone. His voice was a higher tenor, and more emotive than Mateo's. It was so loud that it made Jack snicker from across the room because he'd heard it.
Liam smiled, shrugged in Jack's direction, and replied, "That's good news. I hope you don't have any issues with the adoption this time—bring Max over when you guys get back. We can have dinner."  
"I'd like that. How's Jack?" Mateo said, clearly smiling despite his continuous monotone.
Liam looked up, spotted Jack had returned to his console, and turned to walk away from the room. "Hang on," he said, waiting till he was in the kitchen and as far away from Jack's room as possible. He sighed and replied, "He's … okay. I'm avoiding the news as much as possible and only talking to him about stuff I think I need to. He seems to be in good spirits today." The line was quiet, the sound of luggage paused, and then there was a whisper Liam didn't catch. 
"How are you?" Mateo asked finally.
How was he? Liam laughed. "I'm fine," he said and didn't elaborate more.
"A long time ago, a guy told me to make sure I told my friends when I needed help. Does that ring any bells?" Mateo asked.
Liam smiled and looked at his feet. "Yeah. … I'm okay. Taking it one day at a time, and I think that's all we can do with this … bullshit. Emma checked in the other day, actually," he said.
"She did?" Mateo asked, his voice deeper and almost irritated.
"Not to talk to Jack. More … she wanted to see how we were with everything going on. I asked her to mail me a notarized letter so I could try to get our passports a few weeks back. Surface-level shit, you know her," Liam said and glanced up to see if his son had come wandering to find him. He hadn't and looked back to his feet.
"Did you get the passports? I could fly you two out for a week with us. Fallon would enjoy showing off his art spots," Mateo said.
Liam fell quiet and shook his head. Then, kicking himself in the foot, he remembered that Mateo wasn't in his kitchen and cleared his throat. "No. They kept me in the office for a few hours, took money for copies of Jack's amended birth certificate, and then did not give me money back or a copy of Jack's birth certificate. Said that the paperwork wasn't valid. They didn't give our paperwork back either, so no passports yet, and I have to go to the courthouse to get new notarized copies of Jack's name change paperwork," he said. 
There was silence again, as if Mateo was processing, and then he let out an irritated huff. "Did you call a lawyer? Did they say why the paperwork was invalid?" he asked.
"Yeah, and yeah. Some bullshit about the name change not being right. The lawyer thinks we have a case, but it'll take time. We're not the only family she's helping right now," Liam said and looked up again to check for his son. Still nothing. "It is what it is, Matty. I didn't really have a plan past getting passports anyway. They were more a just in case, really," he said.
"I fucking hate this bullshit. I'm sorry that you, Jack, and half my clients are dealing with shit they never should have to. I'm sorry humanity is retrogressing," Mateo said.
"Breaking out the big words, you're so pissed, huh?" Liam said, teasing to keep himself from falling down a pit of despair. He heard Mateo sigh and said, "Me too. … But make sure you bring back a gift—your godson would appreciate it, and I would appreciate some fancy English coffee since I am apparently out," Liam said, smiling when he heard his best friend let out a huffy laugh. "Plus, I want to meet my godson. I'm still going to be Max's godfather, right?" he asked.
Mateo chuckled. "Yes. You are, and we will. Tell Jack hello. I have to go. Fallon is arguing with the front desk clerk," he said.
Liam laughed. "Alright, go save the clerk. Be careful," he said. Another dry laugh saturated the line, and then Mateo hung up. Liam stood silently, phone to his ear as he processed the information. He was alright till he'd thought about it again. Alright, until the crushing realization that parenting had gotten ten times harder … for no fucking reason other than hatred. Not that being a single parent was easy to begin with. He—
"Are we going to meet Uncle Mateo and Uncle Fallon for coffee?" Jack asked, poking his head around the edge of the hallway to see into the kitchen.
Liam looked up and forced a smile. For a moment, he just … watched his son. Took in his hair—shoulder length, brown, and currently pulled up in a messy bun. Pale skin, heart-shaped face, freckles, just like his mother had. Bright brown eyes, tall, lanky body, and the lingering indicators that puberty was coming. Liam inhaled, held his breath, and released it in a rough burst. Puberty was coming, and the world had just decided that trans children were the hill they were ready to die on for their holy war. His knuckles clenched, and he swore he felt the counter groan under his grip. He was so fucking angry about all this shit … about …
"Dad?"
Liam jolted from his thoughts and shook his head. "No. They're in England. They're finally getting Max, so you'll get to meet him soon," he said, his heart clenching when his son's face lit up with excitement. "But, we can go get coffee. Then … go watch that Sonic marathon?" he said, wiggling his eyebrows. If he recalled correctly, they'd not seen Sonic 3 yet.
Jack beamed. "Yes! I'll get ready!" he yelled, turning around like he'd just won the lottery and needed his check.
Liam remained where he was, leaning against the counter near the sink, his smile falling as soon as Jack skipped down the hall into his room. He sat with his feelings for a moment, with the conversation he'd just had with Mateo and all the emotions it had drug back up. That had been two weeks ago, and somehow he'd bypassed the sinking dread, the overwhelming helplessness, and gone right to pissed. He'd been so angry that day that he'd sat in his car and screamed before driving the twenty minutes home in bumper-to-bumper traffic. Now, though, it was the helplessness that assaulted him. The helpless sorrow kicked around and made it hard to breathe because he was supposed to be able to protect Jack from this shit. Liam chewed on his bottom lip, brown eyes focused on the floor and a place where the linoleum was wearing thin around the base of their refrigerator. He felt so ...
"Dad, are you okay?" Jack asked, lingering by the high bar that separated their kitchen from their apartment's den. "… Did something else happen?" he asked and went still.
Liam shook his head and forced another smile again. Smile. He could have his breakdown while getting ready. Not now. "No. Nothing else happened that I know of right now. I'm okay. Just thinking about what coffee I wanted," he said, pushing off the counter. He stepped from the kitchen and walked past Jack, ruffling his hair. "Remind me to get more ground coffee? I'm out," Liam added.
"Ah. That explains it. No wonder you were sulking," Jack said, nodding as he plopped himself down on the floor and started putting on his shoes by the front door.
Liam didn't reply and rushed down the hall to hide his failing smile before his son saw it.

      [image: ]"The movies aren't for two hours, Dad," Jack said absentmindedly as they pulled into the parking lot of their local coffee spot, Mocha & Magic. 
"What time do they start?" Liam asked, putting his Outlander in park before glancing at the time. They'd hit traffic after leaving their apartment, and it was pushing 10 AM now. He'd thought the movie marathon would be closer to 11 AM—now he was starting to wish they'd stayed home a bit longer before heading out. He could have gotten some laundry done and made a grocery list so they could run by while they were out.
"Noon-thirty," Jack said and scrolled on his phone absentmindedly.
Liam smiled, chuckling to himself, and unbuckled his seat belt. "Well, it'll take us twenty minutes to get across town. So, coffee and hang out here till around 11:30 so we have time for popcorn? We can use the bathroom here since they have unisex ones. I think the theater's restrooms are gendered and multi-use," he said, watching Jack for a reaction. It was subtle, just a slight change in his son's posture, but it made his heart clench. They used to not think about this as much. Now, he found himself making mental maps of all the places in the city that had unisex bathrooms just in case of emergencies. He'd even saved certain stops along highways they'd found for when they traveled. "Sound like a plan, bud?" he asked.
Jack nodded, locked his phone, and then unbuckled himself so he could climb from the front seat. "That sounds good. Are you hungry?" he asked.
"Nah, but you can get something. You like the muffins here, right?" Liam asked, climbing from the SUV as well before closing his door. He stepped onto the sidewalk, dusting off his jeans while he waited before clicking the button on the car so it would lock and set the alarm. 
"Yeah. They have a good PB&J too. It has honey granola in it, remember?" Jack said, stopping beside his father on the sidewalk before shoving his hands in his pockets. "You sure you're not hungry?" Jack asked.
Oh. That's right. This place was the one that had that good-as-shit PB&J sandwich that was the size of your fucking head. He'd forgotten about it. Liam looked over and smiled. "I might change my mind now," he said and grinned wider when he saw Jack smile. He nodded and started walking with Jack to the door. He grabbed it, opened it, and let Jack go before entering. As soon as they stepped through the threshold, they were met with the scent of espresso, baked goods, and assorted houseplants. The radio was playing a familiar song, at least familiar to Liam, because it took him back to when he was younger and not a 33-year-old single dad to an almost teenager. "Brat Pack" by The Rocket Summer. It was a bop, honestly. 
Mocha & Magic was magical itself. It was bathed in pops of color from paintings hanging all over, flowering cacti, and assortments of crystals scattered all along the counters and small tables throughout. It wasn't large but could hold sixty people on a good day. It had a secluded back patio with a fountain for dogs and a view of the city. Large glass canisters held fresh teas, coffee beans, and assorted dried fruits and additives. All teas were loose-leaf, and you could purchase custom blends and ground coffee in-house to take home. There was also an in-house bakery, and he'd seen several people come by to pick up custom wedding and birthday cakes. They came enough that they knew all of the baristas by name. Or, well, he thought they did. Liam's brow furrowed as they settled in line behind four others, and he spotted a new face. New worker? That was a good sign; business must be picking up.
"We haven't seen them before, right?" Liam muttered and nodded towards the new face.
Jack looked up from his phone game and shook his head. "No, I don't recognize them," he replied, then returned to his phone.
Liam's lips twisted in thought, and he glanced down at his clothing absentmindedly. He'd decided on a pair of black jeans worn in boots, a blue turtleneck, and an old black leather jacket he'd had since high school. Presentable, and from what he could tell, wrinkle-free. He reached up and ran a hand through his hair, pushing his longer bangs to the side out of his face before dragging his hand down over his jaw. Five-o-clock shadow. He hadn't shaved. Maybe he should have shaved? No, he hated being clean-shaven but could never commit to a beard. Were beards in now? … Why it mattered was beyond him, but at least he looked presentable. He shoved his hands in his pockets to keep from fidgeting with them and stole another glance at the new face. 
Androgynous but pretty. Handsome. Both? Both. Definitely both. They were shorter than him, maybe five foot ten or so? Average size, pale skin, and from what he could tell from the bits peeking from under their dark brown oversized sweater this mystery barista was heavily tattooed. Their arms were blacked out, and a stylized sun peeked out on the right side of their neck. Large eyes looked to be … grey with long eyelashes and high cheekbones. Messy hair that was soot black with pops of grey; if it was purposeful or not, he couldn't tell. … His age? Maybe a bit younger? Definitely not older. Liam craned slightly, trying to catch a peek at the bit of them behind the counter and their hands. He couldn't see past the two others in front of them, but the closer they got to the counter, the more he could hear their voice. The deeper side of tenor, calm, soothing, really. The mystery barista had an accent … Irish, or maybe Scottish, but he was pretty sure it was Irish. He wondered …
"Dad, you're staring," Jack said, watching his father questioningly.
Liam looked down, ears burning. "I am not," he said, clearing his throat and reaching for his phone in his pocket.
"Looked like you were staring to me," Jack replied, smirking. "Want me to get their name?" he asked.
"No," Liam hissed under his breath, reaching over to mess up the bun on his son's head. Jack complained, pushed his phone into his pocket, and then pulled the long strands down to correct the mess his father had made of his hair. Liam smiled and returned to his phone and the messaging app he'd pulled up. He paused a moment, staring at Ethan's open message thread. Shit, was he about to be one of those creepy men who texted one of his friends about a human in a cafe? … Yes. Not creepy, but everything else absolutely. Fuck … he had been staring, hadn't he? Nope. Do not give Jack the satisfaction of teasing him about it. Do not admit it to anyone but Ethan.
Liam

Ethan. Do you know who the new barista is at Mocha & Magic?

Curls

New? I don't think they have a new barista. … Are you there?

Liam

Yeah, and I'm pretty sure they do. There's a new face—black and grey hair. Tattoos? Stretched ears?

Curls

You've never seen Quinn?

Liam

No … ?

Curls

JFC. You're hopeless. How many times a week do you go there? At least twenty.

He's the owner, bird brain. He's usually in the back. He does the baking and cakes.

Liam

Oh.

Also, fucking rude. Birds have fantastic memories THANK YOU.

Curls

I don't know. Every time you open your mouth you look like that one meme of the owl gasping.

Wait … why did you want to know about Quinn? OwO

Liam

Jeez, is it verbally abuse your best friends day? RUDE.

I saw him and didn't recognize him. Why?

Curls

Nothhinnnngg. Tell Jack hi for me. I'm at work. Talk later!


Well, that was cryptic and loaded as usual. Ethan and he always had a teasing, albeit loving, relationship. He just wished he realized that there was something more on Ethan's side when they were in school because that could have changed something about the mess that was he and his ex-wife. … Well, no. It wouldn't. Now, Ethan was happily in a loving relationship with two partners, and if he was honest, he really liked Connor and Ana. They and Ethan just … worked. 
"Dad."
Liam jerked from his thoughts, suddenly reminded of earlier that morning when his son had come into his room to get his attention. He looked down, saw Jack watching him curiously, and then looked up and realized they were at the counter. At the counter, that pretty, handsome, attractive Quinn human was staring at him with a look between agitation and mild entertainment. Liam cleared his throat, smiled sympathetically, and said, "Sorry. I was chatting with a friend and spaced out."
"It happens. Can I get you anything?" Quinn asked, his lips curling up a bit more at the edges.
"Gods, yes. Please. Large dark roast, vanilla, and a splash of oat milk. Did you order, kiddo?" Liam said and looked down at Jack.
Jack shook his head, turned to Quinn, and smiled. "May I please have a blueberry muffin and a large pineapple lemonade?" he said.
Quinn nodded, eyes focused on the POS system for a few moments before looking up and asking, "Can I get a name for the order?"
Liam looked at his son, and Jack grinned. They both slammed their hands in the air. Liam made a fist, and Jack held his flat. Liam smiled and then turned back to Quinn. "Paper beats rock. Put it under Jack," he said. He felt his ears heat when Quinn smiled a bit more and bit his lower lip, like he was trying to hide it as he typed in the name in the system. 
"$14.56. You can tap or swipe there," Quinn said quietly.
Liam clicked a button on his smartwatch, tapped it, and pulled away when the system beeped. He waited, then signed, and tapped the $5 tip button.
"Thank you, Coral will have your drinks ready at the end of the counter," Quinn said, eyes flickering up.
Liam smiled and nodded before turning and walking towards the back door with his son in tow. "Thanks," he said, looking over his shoulder, then turned his attention to the espresso machine as they walked past. "Hi, Coral!" he called, waving.
A mousy girl with thick curls, lovely ebony skin, and large round glasses peeked up. She beamed and waved excitedly before saying, "Hi, Mr. Parker! Hi, Jack!"
Jack waved and then skipped to the back door and shoved it open. He gave a mock bow, nearly touching his head to his toes, and said, "After you m'lord."
Liam laughed but stepped through the door and aimed for a small table. "Let's grab this one. I'll come grab our stuff in a minute," he said.






  
  Dirty Bean Water


They had been busy since they opened at six this morning. They also had a call out from a stomach bug because Teresa and Mac had gone out drinking the night before, and both had eaten a dubious amount of nachos at a hole-in-the-wall pub downtown. Dubious clearly in quantity and in sanitation. He had three … no, four cakes to finish and prepare for late afternoon pick-ups. Thankfully, he had been able to reach the folks who had ordered them and explain that he was extremely short-staffed. Unfortunately, one was a wedding cake delivery at the aquarium, so he couldn't push it to later in the afternoon. Quinn sighed, looking over his cafe, and was suddenly thankful for the end of the line of people. He glanced at the time on the POS system. He had to leave by noon, ideally before, because he didn't want to get caught in traffic. He just had to help Coral until Willow returned from their break, and then he could return to the back of the house to finish piping rosettes, and getting the three tiers prepped for transport. Ten more minutes to make it through, and he could stop talking to people. 
That was the part of this job he hated—talking to people. He would make sweets and lattes all day if he didn't have to say one word to anyone who lived in this city. Existed on this planet, for that matter. At least he had knocked the line out, so he could technically … go back into his cave. Right?
"Hi, Coral!"
"Hi, Mr. Parker! Hi, Jack!"
Quinn exhaled, eyes fluttering up as soon as he heard the tree that had been in front of him speak, and Coral responded as if she knew him. People. People Coral knew, which meant they were most likely regulars. … Maybe he should come out of the back more often because those two people hadn't seemed that bad. Or, well, one wasn't bad on the eyes. Quinn took in the face, the body, and then the small human that wandered onto the patio beside the tall tree of a man and cursed. Small human. Probably taken. Possibly straight. Right, back to work. … Then again … he didn't remember a ring or a tattoo. Maybe not taken? Maybe little brother tree? Perhaps some random sapling had been found on the side of the road, and the large tree had taken pity on it?
Jack. The kid's name was Jack … Jack definitely had said 'Dad.' Definitely a father tree and sapling. … Unmarried father tree?
Quinn's eyes flickered towards the patio again, watching as the handsome tree and Jack sat at a table. They were talking; the kid was beaming and clearly telling the father something they were really proud of. … Jack. He wondered what the big tree's name was. He could just ask Coral, but then he'd get shit because she'd want to know why he wanted to know. He didn't care about names usually. Quinn looked at the POS system, smirked, and then pulled up the last transaction to peek at the processing information. His eyes scanned until he saw the card's name, and he bit his lip. Liam. … Liam Parker. 
Liam Parker might look like a gym bro, but he had been rather pleasant. Quinn closed the transaction and looked towards the patio again. Tall, definitely over six feet, and even in the loose clothing, you could tell Liam probably lifted weights. Platinum blonde hair, a few greys, and cut short save for his bangs, which were longer and gave an almost once alternative youth vibe. Well dressed, tanned skin, sharp jaw with a five-o-clock shadow that looked intentional. Handsome. The kid was cute. He wondered—
"Coral, do you know those two?" Quinn asked, startling himself as the question spilled out before he knew he was asking it.
Coral looked up from where she was steaming milk, followed Quinn's gaze to the patio, smiled, and nodded. "Mr. Parker? Yeah. They come twice a week, and sometimes Mr. Parker comes and sits on the patio to do work," she said.
He'd guessed right. Regulars. Shit, he really needed to get out of the back more. He should know his regulars. Especially if his regulars looked like that. Quinn walked over to the bar. "Work? As in, he comes to do work, or he pops in on a lunch break?" he asked, grabbing a cup and then the stickers with the name 'Jack' on them.
"Oh, if I remember correctly, he's a data analyst? I think Willow said he works with small businesses in the city that aren't getting as much attention and funding as they should—minority-owned, Queer-owned, businesses hit harder by the pandemic, and the like," Coral replied, looking up in mild surprise when her stickers were taken. "Are you going to make them?" she asked.
"Yeah. I should get to know my regulars," Quinn said, turning on his heel to reach for a large cup and then the vanilla syrup.
"Oh, no. Mr. Parker likes the vanilla beans in his coffee. Sorry, he probably didn't order it that way. We just kind of know," Coral said and nodded towards the canister holding whole vanilla beans as she wiped her steam wand.
Quinn paused and looked back to the patio. "Oh," he said, processing it. Then he turned and grabbed the canister and a vanilla bean to split. He felt Coral's eyes on him. "Do they come as a family, or is it just a dad and kid thing?" Quinn asked, placing the bean in the large mug before setting up a dark roast pour-over. 
"I've only ever seen the two of them, and then he and Jack have come with friends. A cute couple—an Italian guy and his husband. Husband is really eccentric, and the Italian guy is pretty quiet," Coral said, tapping cinnamon over a latte. "They don't come very often with the couple, though. Maybe every few months?" she added.
"Oh. Interesting," Quinn replied and turned to crack open a can of pineapple juice so he could make the pineapple lemonade while he waited for the pour-over to steep. "So just the two of them and the couple?" he asked. Why the fuck did it matter? She was going to hound him later—Coral was worse than his fucking sister. 
"Dakota!" Coral called out, placing a cup down at the end of the counter. Then, she walked back to start working on her next order. "Yeah. I think Mac said he was divorced? Widowed? One of the two," she said and started tamping espresso before pulling a double shot. "Why?" Coral asked teasingly, dragging the word out in an almost sing-song. 
Quinn made a face of consideration as he poured the lemonade into a glass and garnished it with a pineapple wheel. He returned to the dark roast and poured it into the mug before splashing some oat milk. "I see. Sliding behind you," he said, purposefully ignoring her question, then grabbed the glasses and started walking down the counter. He heard Coral snickering. He'd been obvious—he was shit at this whole subtle thing. Quinn bypassed the end and curled around to back out the back door and slide onto the patio. 
"No! Shadow isn't a bad guy, Dad! He was mistreated and has every right to be mad at people!" Jack was talking animatedly, pointing at his phone.
"Well, yeah. People suck," Liam replied, laughing.
Quinn bit his lip to hold back a smile. Yeah. He would fucking agree with that. Humans sucked. "Jack?" he said and smiled when Jack and Liam yanked their eyes around. 
"You didn't have to do that. I'd have come grabbed them," Liam said, fumbling his words, and reached out to attempt to help with the drinks. 
"I heard you two are regulars, so I think you get special treatment," Quinn said, winking towards Jack. Jack just laughed and took the glass he was offered. "Which is a bit of a shame that I don't even know my own regulars, but I'm usually pretty busy in the back," he said, shooing Liam's hand away from where it was trying to take the mug of coffee.
Liam pulled his hands back in innocence and offered a sheepish smile. "I just thought you were new, honestly," he said. 
"Your dirty bean water," Quinn said and grinned at the look of surprise he was given. "No. I'm Quinn. I own the place," he said and held out his hand to shake. He saw Liam glance at Jack, then his hand, and it was all he could do not to burst into laughter. Alright … the tree was caught off guard. Perfect. Wait. No. Not perfect. Shit, why was it—
"Liam, and you know Jack's name," Liam said, finally taking Quinn's hand. He shook it and lingered a moment before pulling away. 
It was long enough for Quinn to notice but subtle enough for him to not say anything about it. He smiled and nodded, then looked at Jack and pointed to himself. "He, they. You?" he asked.
Jack's face lit up like a Christmas tree. He finished sipping his drink, then pointed at himself and said, "He, him! Dad is he, him, too!"
Quinn smiled and glanced back to say something to Liam. Words didn't come because the look he found on the man's face made him forget what they were. Gratitude. It was the purest form of the emotion he thought he'd ever seen. He offered a small, knowing smile and then looked at the table. Oh. Shit. He'd left the muffin. "Well, it's a pleasure to meet you both. … Now I'll be right back. I spaced out and forgot your muffin," he said, cutting his eyes towards Liam.
Liam smiled sheepishly and started to get up. "I can come grab it," he said.
Quinn shook his head. "I'll be right back. I have to make sure Coral is okay and that Willow came back from their lunch alright, anyway," he said, turning on his heel and walking through the back door. As soon as he stepped behind the bar, he found Coral and Willow staring at him with wide eyes and ever-growing interest. "What?" he asked, heading to the pastry case to grab the largest muffin he saw before placing it on a plate.
"Did you go out with Mac and Teresa?" Willow asked, their eyebrows lifting in surprise as they tied off their apron behind their back.
"Absolutely not. I'm clearly alive and here, aren't I?" Quinn said with disgust. He grabbed a few napkins and a pen and started scrawling on one. He felt faces over his shoulder as soon as he bent over the napkin.
"You are not!" Coral said, giddy and giggling.
"Oh, he is," Willow said, and they grinned, flashing a set of braces. 
Quinn rolled his eyes. "Coral told me that he works with small businesses. We're a small business, or did you forget?" Quinn said, clicking the pen and tossing it on the counter. He grabbed the napkins, a fork, and the plate with the muffin. "Maybe he can analyze some data and get us enough revenue to get more bodies in here," he said and shrugged. 
"I don't think the kind of data you want him to analyze will get more bodies in here … bodies somewhere maybe, but …" Willow said with a smirk.
Quinn shot them a dirty look and nodded to the line of stickers. "Help Coral. I need to get ready for that delivery and mind your business," he said with a tone of parental finality. Coral and Willow started laughing as he ducked around the corner and backed out of the cafe again. He turned, walked back over to the duo, and then placed the plate and fork in front of Jack. "Your muffin, sir," he said.
Jack smiled. "Thanks," he said and started eating without question.
Quinn looked back to Liam. "I brought some napkins just in case, and if you're ever looking to help out another small Queer business, I will not deny you," he said, sliding the napkins over pointedly with the one holding his phone number on top.
Liam paused while drinking from his cup, eyes on the napkin as they skipped over the number. He swallowed slowly and then looked up. "I'll … keep that in mind," Liam said. He sounded flustered again, like he had when Quinn had arrived unannounced with their drinks.
Quinn smiled, looked to Jack, offered a wink again, and then turned and headed back into the cafe. He bypassed the counter and headed straight for the swing door that led into the back room. He was rushing, nearly tripping over his feet, because had he just done that? Quinn shoved the door open, eyes sweeping the back to ensure no stray delivery driver was there, and practically ran to the little broom closet that acted as his office. He stepped inside, closed the door, and slammed his back against it in a panic. 
"Holy shit!" Quinn yelled, not really worrying if anyone heard him. Coral and Willow were preoccupied with actually doing their jobs, and he was just here, imploding on the spot because he had gone and done that. Why, oh fucking, why did he do that? Quinn drug his hands through his hair, yanked slightly, and then sank to his ass on the floor. 
"You see one pretty tree with a gender non-conforming kid, and you lose your mind. What the fuck are you doing?" he muttered under his breath, knowing damn well that if talking with Liam hadn't sealed the deal on him being interested … as soon as he saw the way Liam interacted with Jack had. Not to mention the way that fucking tree looked at him when he asked for Jack's pronouns. He'd melted right on the spot. That had been it. No questions, no reasoning; he'd just needed to talk to Liam again. They could speak numbers, or customer metrics, or fucking how much he overspent on little decorations for cupcakes that barely sold on holidays, or whatever the flying fuck Liam wanted to fucking talk about. If Liam could look at him like that for asking his kid's pronouns, how the fuck else could he look … holy fucking shit. Quinn groaned, knocked his forehead into his knee lightly, and then let out another short scream. 
It's fine. It was work-related. That's all. Just work. Nothing else. He wasn't doing anything else. Work. "Quinn Ronan Maher, if that fucking tree contacts you, you will talk business, and you will not even think about any other kind of data that fucking Willow had to go and get you thinking about. Recipe cost. Customer traffic. Social media presence. You will not talk about anything about you other than the cafe, and you will not ask anything else about that fucking tree—or let him know you're calling him a tree because that is probably rude!" he screamed at himself, let out another groaned whine and then forced himself up. He huffed, dusted himself off, and yanked the office door open. Cake. He needed to finish prepping that wedding cake and get the fuck out of here before he lost a client.
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MatEO.

Cat Daddy

What happened?

Are you and Jack okay?

Liam

IGOTANUMBER.

Cat Daddy

What?

Liam

A PHONE NUMBER. THIS BEAUTIFUL HUMAN GAVE ME A PHONE NUMBER.

Cat Daddy

Congratulations? You get numbers all the time for work. Why is this a big deal?

Liam

No, Mateo! A. NUM.BER. 

DIGITS.

CONTACT INFORMATION.

… Tell Fallon. He'll explain.

Cat Daddy

… Oh. Were you trying to get it?

Hold on, Fallon is taking my phone. I have to talk to someone.

Fallon Here — LIAM WAIT WHAT. WAIT WAIT WAIT.

Liam

THANK YOU.

THIS IS THE APPROPRIATE RESPONSE.

I'M VALIDATED.

I'M FREAKING THE FUCK OUT.

JACK AND I ARE AT THE MOVIES AND I HAVE A FUCKING PHONE NUMBER IN MY POOCKKKETTTT.

Cat Daddy

Fallon (again) — AHHHHHHH ARE YOU USING IT?

Liam

I don't know. That's … I don't know. Let me go. Jack is giving me the look for texting in the theater.

Cat Daddy

Fallon (still) — LIAM. WAIT. NO.


Jack glared, pointed at his eyes, and then pointed back towards his father. He nodded to the screen and mouthed, "There's probably only ten minutes left—chill."
Liam mimed mock offense but smiled, returned his attention to the screen, and grabbed a handful of popcorn. Right, ten minutes. He just had to sit here for ten more minutes and stew on the fact that he had the phone number of a random person he'd met once. Today. After checking him out—had he been checking him out? Shit, maybe he had been checking him out. No … he'd decided that he had not been checking Quinn out earlier. Okay, shit, yes. Yes, he had been checking Quinn out. And preening before they'd talked to him. Oh, shit, he had been preening, hadn't he? He was a bird. A big, stupid, frog-mouthed owl meme. He was going to die, and it was a fucking miracle that he'd not dropped dead when he got that fucking number.
The only thing that saved him from dying on the spot was that Jack had missed the nuance in how the phone number was given, and he was more than sure that it was entirely on purpose. Well, that or he was completely overreacting, and it was actually just as Quinn had said it was—business. He'd seen Quinn talking to Coral before taking out their drinks, so maybe they actually had been talking about his work and nothing more. It was a small cafe, a small Queer cafe. Well, he'd known it was inclusive, but he'd not known it was Queer-owned. Perfect. Great. Fantastic. … What if it was a number? What if it was both? Could it be both? Did that happen or work or anything fucking
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