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From the outside, Baxter Auto Restoration seemed quiet for the day. Upon opening the door to the reception area, Jordan Baxter’s ears filled with shop noise. It sounded like someone was welding while another was probably tightening bolts on a new tire. There was also the usual clang of metal against metal that could be any of the mechanics doing...pretty much anything. Behind the reception desk sat one of his mothers, Roberta “Bobbie” Hudson-Baxter, chatting with a customer. It was likely that his other mother, Zelda Baxter, was in the main garage, contributing to the noise pollution.

“Well hey there, baby!” Bobbie stood up from her desk as she spotted him. She circled the counter quickly to draw him into a tight hug. “What are you doing home? I thought you weren’t back from your tour for a few more days.”

“We have shows this week, but I had a free day. I thought I better come visit.” He lifted her onto her toes as he hugged her back. He had to look down at her after he released her. 

“Well, if it isn’t one of my little brothers.” A familiar voice made him smile.

“Sis!” He wrapped an arm around Rachel Norse’s shoulders. It seemed like forever since he’d last seen Tyler’s sister. In fact, it had been awhile since Rachel’s name had even been mentioned among his friends. “What are you doing here?”

“Zelda is changing my oil.”

“You know there is another shop in town that actually specializes in general car maintenance, right? Ma does restorative work here,” Jordan teased. While the statement was true, and Baxter Restoration did focus on a variety of custom upgrades and vehicle restoration, a not insignificant amount was made by doing simple oil changes, tire rotations, and the aforementioned general maintenance. 

“Sure, but if I come here, I get the Friends and Family Discount,” she replied airily.

“Meaning you get it done at cost?” Jordan guessed.

“I don’t know what I pay for, Jordan. Only that it is half what I would pay over at Tynan Auto,” Rachel said. “How’s my actual brother doing? And Heath? You guys are terrible at keeping me in the loop, by the way.” She gave him a sisterly punch in the arm. “I feel like I have to hound Tyler to get him to even acknowledge I exist since the move. Heck, I haven’t even been invited to see the new place!”

“Don’t feel too bad,” Bobbie quipped, “the Moms haven’t been invited either.” She gave Jordan a disapproving look.

Jordan ignored his Mom to answer Rachel. “We’re all fine. We’re just wrapping up our tour, so we’re tired and stressed out. Otherwise, we’re good.” He turned to his Mom, “I promise, as soon as we have some real free time, we’ll send out some dinner invitations.”

“I look forward to it.” Rachel gave him a real, genuine smile. Even when he was younger, it had made him want to wrap her up in a hug and bury his face in her hair. Not in a romantic way. In a I can’t imagine you not being around way. 

“Well,” she continued, “you didn’t come to talk to me! Randall is waiting for me out in the car. Tell everyone I said hey. I’ll see you later, Bobbie.”

“Bye, Rachel honey,” Bobbie waved her off. “We’ll drop your car off tonight after work.”

“Appreciate it!” Rachel gave one last wave before she disappeared out of the office.

“Are you and Z busy today?” Jordan asked, turning his attention back to his mother.

“She should be going on her lunch break soon.” She looked down at her wrist. The gold watch had an extra link in it so she had to turn the band around on her wrist to look at it properly. “We can go grab lunch at the diner?”

“Sure,” he agreed.

“I’ll be right back.” Bobbie went to the door between the reception and the garage. Jordan braced himself for the onslaught of uninhibited noise as the door opened and she slipped through it into the din.

A few minutes later, she reappeared, Zelda right behind her.

“Baaaaaby!” Zelda wiped her hands on a blue towel as she appeared. “You should have called and said you were coming! I would have made more of an effort to look presentable at least.” She carefully hugged him, keeping her greasy hands away from his clothes.

“I didn’t think I was going to,” Jordan admitted. “I just started driving and here I am.”

“Let me wash my hands and punch out. Are you hungry? I think its meatloaf day at the diner. Or, Mom made brisket last night. We have left overs.”

“He doesn’t want left overs, Z.” Bobbie rolled her eyes, following her wife over to the time clock. There was a crunching sound as Zelda’s time card slid into the machine and was stamped. “He didn’t drive two hours to eat day old brisket.”

“Why don’t you let him decide if he wants day old brisket?”

“Mom, Ma,” Jordan cut in as the second time card crunched. “Let’s go to the diner. My treat.”

“You don’t have to do that,” Bobbie scoffed. Zelda went around the row of filing cabinets to the sink hidden in the back corner of the office. “You haven’t been home in ages. The least you can do is let your mothers treat you to a meal.”

“Mom,” Jordan put an arm around Bobbie’s shoulders, “the least you can do is let your only son treat his mothers. How many times have you fed me over the years?”

She swatted him in the chest. “That’s what mothers do, child.”

Jordan rubbed his torso. “Ow! Have you been lifting weights again?”

“No,” Zelda replied, drying her hands on a paper towel, rounding the desk again. “She’s been helping unload tire shipments. It’s quite the workout.”

“Hush, both of you.” Bobbie rolled her eyes. She opened a drawer next to her chair to pull out a small pocketbook on a chain. “Let’s go.”

The trio exited the garage. It was a two-block walk to the only year-round eating establishment that Tynan had. Besides the Subway attached to one of the two gas stations in town, at any rate. The Main Street Diner was patronized by an adult crowd. When Jordan had been in high school, he had never stepped foot in the place. Since moving however, the men of Dark Little Town had taken to eating at the diner whenever they were back in their hometown. It felt nostalgic for some reason. And, in Jordan’s experience, his mothers rarely complained about eating out with him.

Over lunch, Jordan told them about the tour the band was wrapping up. It had started in Florida and made its way back up the Eastern coast. The band had two shows in Manhattan before it was finally wrapped up in Rochester later the next week. He was looking forward to the time off before they started their circuit of summer tours.

“You’re not only eating a bunch of junk food, are you?” Bobbie asked.

“Of course not,” Jordan assured her. It wasn’t a complete lie. French fries totally counted as a serving of vegetables, right?

“What brings you home?” Zelda asked through a mouthful of meatloaf. “You know, a phone call once in a while wouldn’t kill you. You don’t have to schlep all the way here just to check in.”

Jordan shrugged. “I had some down time and wanted to come home. Can’t I come home?”

“Of course you can, baby.” Bobbie reached over and patted his hand. “It’s always good to see you.”

“Is everything okay?” Zelda continued. “With the band? In the city? Tyler and Heath aren’t still being Tyler and Heath.”

“They both have boyfriends now. Who aren’t each other.”

“Oh really?” She cocked her right eyebrow upward. “Are they nice?”

“I think you met Dylan, briefly, last summer. He’s fine. Kind of immature sometimes, but so is Tyler. Jack seems all right. Straight-laced, which isn’t what I expected Heath to be into, but whatever makes him happy.”

“What about you? Are you dating anyone?”

Jordan bit the inside of his cheek as he mixed his gravy into his potatoes. It was an unassuming enough question. He had become aware, over the years, that his mothers never asked if it was dating a man or a woman. It was always asked in a genderless way. He’d never ‘come out’ to them as anything. He’d dated girls in high school, but his best friends were gay and bisexual. It was common enough that people thought he was too.

“He’s not answering,” Bobbie stage whispered. “I can’t tell if it’s a yes or a no though.”

“No,” he replied, giving them both pointed looks. “I am not seeing anyone. I’m too busy. I practice way more than Ty and Heath do. I have to, just keep up with them.”

“You’re just as good as them,” Zelda assured him. “They’ve stuck with you this long.”

Jordan felt his chest tighten. The fork scraped against the plate as he changed the subject, “How are things here? The shop doing okay?”

“Yeah,” Zelda nodded. “Same old shit as usual. Your Mom is adamant I can’t drop the cash on a nineteen-sixty-two Volkswagen Bug I think would be fun to restore as a side project.”

“You and your damn Beetles,” Bobbie sighed. “You’re obsessed. Where would you even work on it? You can’t take up one of the bays at the shop. You’re sure as hell not going to park it in our garage.”

Jordan laughed, listening to his mother’s argue. Zelda was always looking for a private project. He’d spent many hours in a garage with her, learning how to restore different vehicles. As well as regular mechanic skills. Since graduating high school, he hadn’t had time to tinker under the hood of a car. He’d gotten certified for welding and started a decent paying job while the band was getting its footing. Both Heath and Tyler had gone to college. Heath had his bachelor’s in biology; Tyler, an associate degree in accounting. 

Funny that none of them were doing any of that now. Heath was still taking classes, working on a masters (“Hey, you never know when all of this will just fall apart”), but he was the only one with a back-up plan. Jordan supposed his was working for Zelda if it all went to shit.

After lunch, Jordan walked his mothers back to the garage at a leisurely pace. The town of Tynan hadn’t changed since he’d left eight months prior. He had only been back a handful of times since then. Never for more than a quick visit. Even this time, he was already itching to get back to the city. Which was odd, because he’d starting driving, just to get out of it.

“You’re sure you’ve gotta go back already?” Bobbie asked, wrapping her arms around him in another hug.

“Yeah,” he feigned a sigh. “We’ve got a show coming up.” Not entirely a lie.

“Be safe.” Zelda squeezed his arm. “And I mean it! Call us.”

“I will. I promise.” He gave her scout-style salute. Not that he’d ever been a scout. “After our shows are all done, I’ll come back for a couple of days, okay?”

“You better,” Bobbie swatted him, “we miss you.”

“I miss you too. It was good to see you. Sorry I sprung stopping by on you.”

“It’s always nice to be surprised.” Zelda pressed a quick kiss to his cheek. “We better get back to work. I’m sure Tommy and Karla want to take their lunches today too.”

“All right,” he nodded. “See you later. Have a good day.”

“Bye, baby. See you later!” They waved before stepping back into the shop. 

Jordan moseyed over to the car, sliding behind the wheel. The ignition roared to life with a turn of the key. Pulling out of the garage parking lot, he took a winding route through the small town he’d called home since he was fourteen years old. It was nice, he decided, but ultimately: he wasn’t sure he belonged there.
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“Hey, where have you been?” Heath Gibson looked up at his band-slash-roommate from his seat on the couch. “You’ve been gone all day.”

“I went home.” Jordan flopped onto the leatherette chair across the room. Heath sat beside his boyfriend, Jack. Jack was leaning against his friend Kyle. They stared at the screen of one of their phones together. 

Kyle had immediately struck him as interesting. His short-cropped hair gave him an intimidating look. Especially when coupled with the multiple scars gracing his arms and even his neck. At the same time, he was delicate. Kyle might not agree with that word, but Jordan was sure it was the right one.

“You went all the way to Tynan and back?” Heath raised an eyebrow. “Why the hell would you do that?”

“It’s not that far,” Jordan admonished. “I had lunch with my Moms. And, I ran into Rachel. She said hey.”

“Are you feeling homesick?”

“No.”

Heath gave him an appraising look. As he started to open his mouth again, most likely to taunt him, Jack held up a hand. “Stop taunting your friend. You’re about to be a real dick.”

Heath scoffed. “I am not.” He turned his full attention back to Jordan. “I went through the mail today. You’ll never guess in a million years what came.”

“I hope not a bill we forgot to pay while we were gone?”

“It’s better if you just see it.” Heath got up from the couch. He walked to the stack of mail on the table and returned with a cream envelope.

Jordan looked at it, suspicious. The return address label was “R. Norse & R. Grant”. A gorgeous printed font read “Jordan Baxter”, and the Avenue C apartment address. He hesitantly opened it, unprepared for what was inside.

“Fuck,” he swore, “our sister is getting married?”

There it was, in stylish font. Save the Date! Rachel & Randall are getting married, December 31st at 4:00 PM. Tynan Inn & Suites.

“She called me about an hour ago. She didn’t mention she’d seen you, but now it makes sense. Get this, Tyler has known about this for weeks and never told us.”

“Seriously?” Jordan sighed.

“Oh, it gets better,” Heath replied. “Rachel wants us to consider being her bridesmen.”

“Her...bridesmen?”

“Yeah. Apparently, Randall has three sisters. Actual sisters,” he clarified. “So, they decided it would be cute to have the three of us as bridesmen and his sister’s as groomsladies. Or whatever hetero BS label you want to give it. She wants us in the wedding party.”

“Damn it. Can’t I just go and eat cake? That’s the only part of weddings I enjoy.”

“Nope,” Heath shook his head. “I’m pretty sure we’re obligated. We owe her. Like, half our lives. She’s saved our asses more than once.”

Jordan groaned, lifting his hip to pull out his phone. “Now I gotta text her congrats. Fuck. And an apology for her brother being an idiot.”

Heath laughed, making his way back over to the couch to sit next to Jack.

Kyle spoke up, turning his attention from the cell phone. “We were about to order in some dinner, Jordan. Are you hungry?”

Jordan considered as he composed his apology text. It had only been a couple of hours since having lunch, but he shrugged. “I could eat. What are you thinking?”

“Sushi from Nippon Plus or burgers from Pig Belly?”

“Wow, those two things could not be more wildly different.”

“I vote burgers,” Heath said. “Sushi just leaves me hungry again in an hour.”

“Dually noted,” Jack replied, turning his attention toward Jordan. “Preference?”

“Burgers sound good to me too. I’m not much of a sushi guy,” he admitted. Pleased with the message, he sent it off with a swoosh.

Jack settled back into the couch cushions. His left thumb flicked over the screen of his cell phone. The right hand was held out to his boyfriend. “Card?”

“Whoa, why am I buying?”

“Because you’ve got the money, Rock Star. Besides, K and I have cash.”

Heath frowned as he lifted a hip to tug out his wallet. He groaned withdrawing his bank card and handing it over. “Let Kyle enter it. I don’t want you saving the number in that brain of yours.”

“Don’t you trust me?” Jack teased, plucking it from the redhead’s fingers. “Besides, you’d spend less if you let me take control of your finances. Just saying.”

“It’s true. He’s a ruthless Voice of Reason when he wants to be,” Kyle warned. He started to say more when his own phone emitted a jingling tone. “Markus is on his way over.”

“Are you telepathic?” Jordan asked.

“No.” Kyle smiled. Jordan’s heart tightened just long enough for him to notice his own reaction. “That’s his tone. He said he’d come over when he was done with his study group.” He reached over to where his phone was lying on the coffee table. “See? O-M-W.” He turned the phone as if Jordan could actually see the screen from that far away.

“I believed you.”

Kyle sat back again. His phone made some clicking sounds as his thumbs tracked across the screen. A moment later, he tossed it down onto the couch between himself and Jack.

“I’ve got three large orders of fries we can split, mac and cheese, mozzarella sticks, a Bacon Cheese burger for you.” He elbowed Heath. “A House burger for you.” He elbowed Kyle. “What do you like, Jordan?”

“Do they still have the Bourbon Burgers?”

Jack scrolled for a moment before he answered, “Looks like it.”

“I’ll have one of those then.”

“Okay.” He stared at his screen for another moment. “I got something for Markus too. Anything else?”

“Onion rings?” Heath asked.

“That everything?”

“I think so. If not, we’ll just order again,” Heath replied, holding his hand out for his card to be returned.

“Aside from the food, what are you up to tonight?” Jordan asked.

“M is making us watch a K-drama on Netflix,” Kyle answered. “You’re welcome to join us.”

“What kind of K-drama?”

“The sappy romantic kind,” Heath responded. “I’ve been promised that the leads are hot.”

“That’s something, I suppose.”

“You don’t have a date with Mora to play Zombie Killaz or whatever?”

“Not that I know of. Would you prefer I leave the four of you alone? I can go hide in my bedroom.”

“Of course not. You don’t usually hang out here,” Heath replied.

“I’m here more often than you think.”

“That sounds ominous.” Kyle’s smile made his chest tighten again.

“I’ve become very adept at stealthily bypassing sex zones. Although, it does make me never want to sit on that couch again. We should maybe get our carpet cleaned too. Just saying.”

“I’ll ask Mora for a recommendation,” his roommate promised.

A moment later, Jordan pulled his phone out of his pocket at the sound of a two-toned beep. “Speak of the devil. She’s coming down.”

“The more the merrier.”

“Speaking of more, where’s Ty?”

“At Dylan’s. I think the senator is having a soiree of some kind.”

“We weren’t invited? How gauche.”

“Let’s be honest. Would you invite us to a party after last time?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I was an absolute delight.” Jordan hoisted himself from the chair. “I’m going to go change. Be right back.”

“What happened last time?” Kyle asked, as Jordan rounded the couch.

“Well, the party itself was fine,” Heath replied slowly. “But, it was the leaping point for Dylan cheating on Jack and not speaking to each other for, what? Four months?”

“I wasn’t counting,” Jack answered. “Where are the remotes?”

Their voices quieted as Jordan closed his bedroom door. He pulled off his shirt to swap it for a comfy jersey, then his jeans for a pair of worn sweats. His balled socks were thrown into the closet hamper. He pit-stopped in the bathroom to wash his face and hands before making his way back to the living room.

As he resumed his seat in the living room, the door to the apartment flew open. The blonde bombshell known as Mora Stephens entered.

“Babies, I’m home!” Mora kicked the door closed behind her. She raised two six packs. “I cleaned out my fridge and brought you some drinks. Beer for those who imbibe. Soda for those who don’t.” She set them at the end of the coffee table. “Help yourselves.”

Heath leaned forward, claiming a bottle of beer. “Is that why you came down? To pawn off your unwanted booze?”

“No.” Mora draped herself into Jordan’s lap. She placed one hand on his neck, looking at him with a concerned face. “I miss you.”

Jordan’s lips turned in a smile. “You saw me yesterday.”

“For all of five minutes!”

“We’re going to play video games on Thursday,” he reminded her. “Are you bored now that you’re not working?”

She sighed. “God, yes. The only phone calls I get are annoyed tenants. I don’t know what Kendall was thinking, letting me be the super. I’d rather gouge my eyes out.”

“Speaking of being the super, Jordan says we need to clean our carpets. Do you know of a good company to do it?” Heath piped up.

“We use Big Apple Cleaners when we do post-tenant scrub,” Mora replied easily. Then she paused and frowned. “I hate that I know that!”

“You’re a wealth of information,” Jordan consoled her. “We ordered food, but we weren’t expecting you. Are you hungry?”

“No,” she shook her head, “I had a sandwich before I came down. Plus, I’ll just steal bites of yours.”

“Figures.”

Kyle frowned slightly. “I thought you were dating Pixie?”

“What?” Mora turned to look at him. “Britannia? Is she coming over too? She hasn’t been answering my texts lately. I think she’s mad at me. And not just because I call her Britannia instead of Pixie.”

“Why is Pixie mad at you?” Jack asked.

Mora swung her legs back to the floor to sit more demurely in Jordan’s lap. “That is a private matter.”

“When has anything you’ve done ever been private?” Jordan teased.

“You two aren’t hooking up then?” Kyle motioned to the two of them.

Jordan and Mora looked at one another for a moment, then at Kyle to emit a simultaneous “No.”

“Really?”

“I have my promiscuous, sex-positive, hands full at the moment,” Mora explained.

“I don’t sleep with my friends,” Jordan added.

“Sorry,” Kyle’s cheeks took on a pink tone, “I didn’t mean to imply anything. You just seem very close. Comfortable.”

Mora answered, “We’re comfortable people.”

Jordan could feel her stiffening. He placed a hand on her back. “Relax. It was just an observation.”

Mora’s thinning mouth turned back into a smile as she addressed him. “What are we playing on Thursday? Aesop’s Fables 2 just came out. They have a cool custom weapons feature this time that I’m really excited about.”

“Sure,” he nodded. “Did you already get it? Or should I pick it up?”

“I had it on pre-order,” she replied. “I got a limited-edition pin with it.”

“Neat.”

“Mora, we were going to watch a K-drama. Is that okay?” Jack asked. He’d finally found the remotes and was loading the streaming service.

“Which one?”

“Game Set Match. It’s about a college tennis star who meet-cutes with a famous idol. Hilarity and awkwardness ensues. You know, the same plot line for like three fifths of all East Asian dramas.”

“I haven’t watched that one. I finished Innocent Kiss last night. I stayed up until three AM. I’m not sure it was worth it.”

“I’ve got that one on my list,” Jack told her.

“It was good, but every time Nao kisses Shancai, he looks way more into it than her. It kills it for me. Made me feel skeevy.”

“There are definitely areas for improvement in regards to the treatment of women, for sure,” he agreed. “I keep telling myself: cultural divide. You can see a difference in shows that are four or five years old in comparison to shows from last year. So...progress?”

“Truth.” Mora stood up. She wandered to the entry way to kick her shoes off. “I’ve been thinking I need to take a break from the foreign language shows. I’m starting to dream in subtitles. It’s too weird. It never matches what I think I’m hearing.” She picked up one of the beers before returning to Jordan’s lap.

“We have another chair.” He pointed at the recliner on the other end of the couch. “That one has a better view of the television.”

“If I sit over there, I don’t get to share your body heat. I’m basically a lizard, Jordan. I need a heat source or I’ll die.” She nuzzled his neck.

“It is eighty-two degrees outside today,” he retorted. “It is not cold, Mora Jean.”

“You’re so cozy.”

“You’re the worst. Don’t spill your beer on me,” Jordan sighed. “I will require you to move when the food gets here.”

“I can promise you access to your hands,” she compromised.

Kyle looked at Heath and Jack, confused. “But they’re not hooking up?”
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It was a Friday night at the Chop Shop. The band had relinquished the stage to the roadies setting up for the headliner. They made their way toward the sale booth area where they were to sit for forty-five minutes and schmooze. It wasn’t the worst part of the evening. Jordan did appreciate the fact that he could sit in a chair. Talking to fans could be fun, even though he rarely remembered names and faces afterwards.

Jordan played nice, signing CDs, t-shirts, and a coaster from the bar. He was surprised when Jack stopped in front of him, hands on the shoulders of a girl around thirteen or fourteen. She stood two-heads shorter than him, in one of their early t-shirts.

“Jordan.” Jack gave him a pleasant nod. “You guys sounded great tonight.”

“Thanks. Who’s this?” Jordan knew that Jack had no particular reason to come through their autograph line. He spent enough time in their apartment.

“This is my sister, Nicole. It’s her first show.”

“Wow! First concert, huh?” Jordan grinned. “How has it been so far?”

Nicole opened her mouth to speak, then stopped, suddenly shy.

Jack sucked back a sigh. “Nicole.”

“It’s been great,” she finally squeaked.

“What about your other sister?” Jordan asked.

“She’s with Pixie and Mora. Nicole wanted to say hello and have the full meet-and-greet experience.”

“Hello,” she squeaked again.

Jordan’s smile broadened. “You don’t have to be nervous. Your brother is dating one of my best friends.”

“She’s just being weird for the sake of being weird.” Jack’s fingers tightened for a second on her shoulders.

“I’ve heard sisters can be like that,” Jordan replied. His eyes cast to the side. “Uh, maybe we can chat later though? Hubert is glaring at me.” He jabbed the capped end of his sharpie in the direction of their manager. Hubert was tapping on his wrist and making circular motions to wrap it up. 

“Oh, sure. Sorry.” Jack steered Nicole further down to pause in front Heath. Nicole’s tension snapping was almost audible as she stepped in front of the more familiar face.

“You guys were awesome!” Her squeak turned into a squeal. “Can you teach me how to do that riff thing in Your Place or Mine?”

“Oh dear.” Heath grimaced. “I don’t know if you should be listening to that song.”

Jordan watched long enough to see her face drop into a blank expression. It was one Jack wore frequently. “I am fourteen years old now. I know all about casual sex, thank you very much.”

He turned his attention to the next person in line. “Hello. I hope you enjoyed the show...”

“Thanks, we did,” another familiar voice sounded. “Jordan, this is my sibling Dani.”

Jordan looked up at Clara. She was a newer addition to the circle of friends, and twice removed. She had met Tyler's boyfriend’s bodyguard when the group had been out on New Years Eve. He hadn’t seen her since, though he’d heard through the grapevine that the two were dating. 

“Hey! How are you?”

“Excellent. Jordan, this is my sibling, Dani. Dani, this Jordan.”

“It’s nice to meet you.” Dani held out a hand. “I’d never heard you before tonight. I really enjoyed it.”

“I’m glad to hear that. Are you two here with David?”

“Nope.” Clara shook her head. “We’re just having a Sibling Night. David is on duty. He mentioned the show; we decided to check it out.”

“You’re welcome to join us for dinner. Unless you’re staying for Runes Breath. We usually go down to the Greasy Spoon for Midnight Breakfast.”

“What do you think?” Clara turned to Dani. “I could eat. These guys are decent company.”

“Sure.” Dani agreed. “That could be fun.”

He gave the pair another smile. “If you hang out over by the grumpy guy who keeps tapping his watch, we’ll be done here in twenty minutes.”

“Sounds good,” Clara affirmed. “C’mon, Dani. I’ll introduce you to everyone else.”

As the two continued on down the table, Jordan’s attention turned to the next fan. He signed a few more autographs and made small talk. By the time that Runes Breath had taken the stage, the line had dwindled and Hubert shuffled them to the Green Room.

“Good job out there, guys,” he said. “Just great. Take a couple of days to rest up. We’ll start working on our schedules for the rest of the summer soon.”

There was already a small crowd waiting for them in the Green Room. Mora was chatting with Clara and Dani. Pixie and Natalie were playing a game on one of their phones. Jack was reading a book while Nicole was looking at the autographs scribbled onto one of the walls near the door. 

“Hey, hey.” Heath leaned over the back of the couch to squeeze Jack’s shoulders. He pressed a kiss to his temple. “You hungry?”

“Actually, it’s kind of late.” Jack tipped his head back to look up at his boyfriend. “I think I’m going to take the N’s home and call it a night.”

“Aww, no way!” Nicole turned from where she’d been tracing one of the signatures with her finger. “I want to hang out more!”

“Uuuugh,” Natalie sighed. “No way. Let’s go home.”

“I can take Nat home if you want to stay with Nicole,” Pixie offered. “It’s on my way.”

“Please, please, please!” Nicole begged.

Jack frowned. “I don’t think so. Not this time.”

Nicole groaned. “You never let me have any fun.”

“We’ll go together.” Pixie put an arm around her shoulder. “Maybe we can talk him into some food truck tacos on the way?”

Nicole seemed to ponder that for a moment. “I do enjoy tacos...”

“All right, fine. We’ll grab tacos, but not from a truck,” Jack agreed, hoisting himself up from the couch. He tucked his book into his pocket as he circled the couch to Heath. “I’ll see you later?”

“Text me when you get home,” Heath requested.

“I will.” Jack had to lean up on his toes just slightly press his lips to Heath’s. “Don’t stay out too late.”

“I won’t, Mom.”

Jack’s hand thwacked against Heath’s chest in feigned disapproval. “Good night, everyone.”

Mora turned from her conversation with Clara and Dani to look at Pixie. “You’re leaving with them, Brit?”

“Yes.” Pixie’s tone had a terseness to it that Jordan had never heard her use before. She was generally a bubbly, happy-go-lucky sort of person. “Not that you would have noticed.” She popped up on her heels, steering Natalie toward the door where Jack was already corralling Nicole. “Come along, Nat.” 

“Why are we mad at her again?” Natalie asked, innocently.

“We’re not,” Pixie replied. “There’s no point in being mad at someone you mean nothing to.”

Mora winced, sucking in a sharp breath.

“What did you do to her?” Jordan asked, sidling alongside of his friend.

“We can talk about it later. Let’s go get food. Or drinks. Drinks might be better,” Mora decided.

“Food first,” Jordan replied. “Then maybe drinks.” 

***
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The Greasy Spoon Diner was their go-to-choice for after show grub. It sported genuine 70’s décor, all-day breakfast options, and some of the best pie Jordan had ever tasted. Tyler had opted to call it an early night, leaving five of them to occupy an oversize corner booth.

“This is a refreshing change,” Heath spoke as he glanced over the menu. “Usually we have to split into two tables when we come here.”

“I kind of miss the days when we had no friends but each other,” Jordan replied. “It was a lot easier to go places and do things.”

“Word,” Heath replied. He closed the menu and looked across the table at Clara and Dani. “Do you two need help deciding? We’ve tried pretty much everything now.”

“I think I’m going to get a short stack,” Dani replied carefully.

“Pancakes. Solid choice.”

“I’ll just get some pie,” Clara decided.

“Also solid.”

“Heath, Dani was telling me that they’re also a musician.” Mora prodded him in the side with her elbow.

“Oh? What kind of musician?”

Dani’s eyes flicked upward. “I play violin. Electric violin mostly,” they answered. “I do studio work. I just graduated with a degree in composition.”

“That’s cool. I was thinking the other day that a song I’m noodling on would sound bad ass with some electric violin. You should help me with it.”

“Sure,” they nodded, “that would be awesome.”

Clara nudged them. “I told you he’d be into it.”

“Shut up.” They nudged her back. “You’re so embarrassing.”

Heath laughed. “Was there an ulterior motive to your coming to see us tonight?”

“No, of course not,” Clara replied. “I just knew you’d be interested. You’re that kind of person.”

“Your worst nightmare has come true, Heath,” Jordan teased. “You’ve become predictable.”

“Oh god no,” he gasped. “Take it back!”

Their waitress appeared with her order pad. “Y’all ready yet or do you need a few minutes?”

“I think we’re ready,” Clara answered. 

They went around the table, placing their orders. She made her way back toward the kitchen, and Heath returned his attention to Dani.

“What was your favorite song from the set?”

“Hmm,” Dani pondered, tapping their finger against their lips, “probably Crater Avenue?”

“That is always a crowd pleaser,” Heath admitted. “That’s mostly Jordan’s work.”

“No, no, no.” Jordan shook head. “I was only joking when I came up with that concept. You’re the one who actually put it to music.”

“You write most of your songs together?” Dani asked.

“A lot of them,” Heath nodded. “Mostly we come up with stuff on our own and then when we bring it to the table, we finish it off as a group. Occasionally we’ve gotten help from other people. Have you ever heard of The Skoogs?”

“The Skoogs? No.”

“Ah, that’s a shame. They were fun. The members suffered from a variety of drug and alcohol issues. They only lasted a couple of years. Never reached their full potential. Anyway, one of the band members cleaned up and lives in our hometown. He’s always been supportive and helped us out.”

There was a brief intermission as the waitress reappeared with their drinks, followed by a few beats of awkward silence.

“So.” Jordan decided to turn the conversation completely. He stared at Mora over the top of his strawberry milkshake. “Are you going to tell us why Britannia is mad at you?”

She groaned, pushing her glass out of the way before lowering her head onto the table. “It’s not polite dinner conversation.”

“I’ve never heard Pixie use that tone before. Or with such a scowl on her face. It was bizarre. I didn’t even know she was capable of looking like that,” Heath teased her. “It must be pretty bad.”

Mora slowly rose, leaning her head into her hand. She pulled her glass toward her again. The ice clinked against the plastic as she swished her straw around. “We’re entertaining guests, gentlemen. Whom I am sure are not interested in my sordid love life.”

“I can’t imagine being more morbidly interested in anyone else’s love life, Mora,” Clara replied. She leaned on the table, propping her fists under her chin. “Dish!”

Mora rolled her eyes. “There is nothing less appealing than telling my cousin’s girlfriend about my romantic inclinations.”

“You’re no fun.” Clara sighed. “I wouldn’t tell David. He can be kind of a prude.”

“I’m familiar,” Mora agreed. “It’s one thing I haven’t been able to break him of. He’s always going to be a bit of a dud, I guess.”

“He’s got other redeeming qualities,” Clara assured her.

“Now I think I’m about to hear things about my sister I don’t want to know,” Dani cut in.

Clara laughed.

“After dinner, should we go for drinks?” Heath asked. “We don’t have the kiddies with us, so we could go anywhere.”

“Did you just refer to your boyfriend as a kiddie?” Jordan asked.

“Yes,” Heath confirmed. “He’s cute, but he cramps my style sometimes.”

“I’ll be sure to tell him you said that,” Jordan replied coolly.

“He knows. We talk about it regularly. But the sex is great.”

Clara snorted into her glass.

“Was that T-M-I?” 

“Just went down the wrong tube.” Clara coughed into her napkin. “I’m fine.”

“Maybe we better skip drinks.” Dani gave their sister an appraising look. “I think she might have had too many at the Chop Shop.”

“Don’t be silly,” Clara demurred. “We can get a beer before we head home.”

“If you say so...”
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Chapter Four
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Jordan woke slowly. First, the sound of his overhead fan filled his ears at a low hum. Then a weight, wrapped around his chest, came into focus. It was cozy, but unfamiliar. Too light to be Heath, who on occasion liked to pop in and cuddle for short periods when he was feeling needy. But, he hadn’t done that since he’d started seeing Jack. Not light enough to be Mora, who also had found her way into his bed before —just for sleeping. He was serious about not having sex with his friends.

He shifted slightly to see a shock of blue in a nest of dark brown curls. The night before came back to him. They’d finished dinner at the Greasy Spoon. Then, the group had gone down the block to a small bar. They’d each had more than enough. As the liquid courage had loosened them up, Dani had lost some of their inhibition.

“You’re cute.” They had pinned him against the wall between the juke box and pinball machine. “What are you into?”

“Into?” He’d asked dumbly. “I...I don’t know.”

“You don’t know? You’re friends with a person like Mora. Your best friends are gay and bi, but you don’t know what you’re into?”

“I—I’ve mostly dated women,” Jordan replied. “I don’t label myself.”

“I’ll be honest with you. I’ve had a more than I should have and my filters are gone.” Dani reached up, tracing their fingers along the curve of his ear. “You’re cute.”

Jordan’s lips turned in a smile. “You said that.”

“Right.” They nodded and straightened. They swayed and Jordan caught them by the elbows. “You should know, I’m non-binary. They/Them pronouns. I have a penis. I’m fine with it, but I get it if you’re not interested.”

“I wouldn’t say I’m not interested.”

Dani perked up considerably. “Really?”

“You’re pretty cute yourself,” Jordan answered. “I like your smile.”

“Thanks,” their face brightened, “yours is nice too.” The smile dropped after a moment. “Are you avoiding my question?”

“Did you ask me a question?”

Dani blinked. “Oh. I guess I didn’t. I must have just thought it. Do you want to sleep together or what?”

Jordan laughed, throwing his head back. Dani groaned, tugging the front of his shirt.

“You don’t have to laugh at me! You can just say no.”

“I’m not saying no,” Jordan countered. “You’re drunk. I don’t want to take advantage of you.”

Dani raised an eyebrow. “How honorable.”

“Let’s get some water. If you still want to come home with me, we can discuss sleeping together later.”

Dani nodded enthusiastically.

Fast forward to an hour later. Clara had been tucked into a cab home. Dani had clung to Jordan’s side, insisting they wanted to come home with him.

“Good night,” Heath called as he padded to his own bedroom. “Keep the noise down.”

“Can I get you anything?” Jordan had sobered considerably. “Water? Juice? Are you hungry?”

“May I use your bathroom?” Dani asked.

“It’s the first door on the right.” Jordan motioned down the hallway.

“Thanks.” They disappeared, closing the door with a firm click.

Jordan went to the kitchen to grab himself a water from the fridge. While he sipped, perched on the back of the couch, he contemplated. On one hand, Dani was attractive and seemed to be flipping a lot of his switches. He hadn’t been interested in sex with anyone in quite a while. It was rare for someone to immediately strike his interest in that way. On the other, he’d always considered himself straight. He was no stranger to either of the primary genders. His friends had caused him to develop a flexible view of sex, gender, and sexuality. Mostly in terms of other people. When it came to himself, he preferred to not think about it at all.

“You look serious.” Dani shuffled out of the bathroom. “Are you changing your mind?”

Jordan didn’t answer, holding out his hand. Dani slid their fingers between his. He straightened and led them down the hall to his bedroom. The light flicked on and he ushered them inside. 

“So?” Dani took a seat on the edge of the bed, looking at him expectantly.

“How about we turn in?” Jordan replied. “It’s late. We’ve only just
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