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And in memory of Luke.







  
  Author’s Note


Welcome to Solberg—a fictional small town in Minnesota that is home to a handful of queer and trans oddballs, who struggle to fit in (as many of us do). Small towns are not always kind to people who stick out, and this series explores the discomfort about the people who are just a bit too weird for the typical cozy romance novel. Everyone belongs in Solberg and deserves to call it home, whether their neighbors like it or not. Join our protagonists as they navigate the most confusing of heteronormative traditions: marriage. Not their own—that would be too simple to play by their own rules. No, our dear characters are attending other people’s weddings! 
Admittedly, this is an odd pitch for the commonality in a series of interconnected romance standalones, but hear me out! This series was inspired by my own experiences as a nonbinary and neurodivergent wedding officiant. I’ve seen so many unique traditions and fraught family dynamics, and all of them are fascinating and magical. While I haven’t fallen in love with anyone at a wedding (yet!), there’s something intriguing about a cultural milestone dedicated to love and commitment while also being deeply entrenched in rituals that pressure people to perform gender and emotions the correct way. The potential for romance is magnified by the magic of a wedding!
A quick note on the representation in this book: as a queer and trans author, my goal is to write LGBTQ+ characters who feel real. As such, any on-page exposition about labels or pronouns is minimal and sometimes only implied, presuming that the other characters are familiar with the concepts and each other.
The main characters in Petty Roots prefer fluid, intersectional labels that represent the openness of their sexuality and gender. Blake is trans masc (someone who leans masculine but does not necessarily identify as a man), and Eris identifies most closely with genderfuck (someone who intentionally subverts the traditional gender binary through gender expression, identity, or presentation). They both identify with the labels trans, non-binary, bisexual, and queer, though not necessarily in the same way or to the same degree. Additionally, both main characters use non-gendered pronouns (Blake: they/them/their/themself, Eris: ze/zim/zis/zimself), even if not every side character uses them perfectly.
Additionally, Blake is not aware they may be autistic (Eris has a hunch, though!), but displays several neurodivergent traits, such as alexithymia, auditory processing issues, and difficulty navigating social cues. The possibility is not discussed in the main story, as I wasn’t intending to make Blake autistic-coded, but whoops! Another accidentally neurodivergent character.
I hope you enjoy the story and find the characters as honest and complicated and delightful as I do.  Thank you for supporting this odd little series, because I have so many stories waiting to be told about summer weddings on Solberg!






  
  Content Awareness


Brief references to terrorist organizations and government agencies (the KKK, ICE, and the DEA). The story was written before the 2024 election and revisions were originally completed in early 2025. While these organizations have always been a concern to Latine-Americans and other racialized groups in the United States, the characters in this series exist outside of the context of our current timeline, and the story is not meant to not reflect on our lived reality today. (And a huge, resounding “Fuck ICE!” from this Minneapolis-based author.) 
	Explicit sex scenes with minor degradation: PIV and oral sex between two non-binary people, with on-page discussion to ensure their encounters are gender-affirming.

	Internalized and external ableism: includes references to a past car accident that resulted in major injury and long term impacts (physical and psychological), and a conversation with a grandparent who has dementia.

	Substance use: alcohol and marijuana, references to psilocybin.

	Transphobia: ranges from a supportive parent who doesn’t quite get it to dehumanizing language, intentional misgendering, and deadnaming.



For more details on the possible triggers (including spoilers), please visit cozydubois.com.






  
  One

The Envelope


One hour and forty-four minutes in, and my morning study block is as good as wasted. Unable to make sense of a single word of this case study, I glare at my laptop, as if my vacuous state is entirely the computer’s fault. My head is too full—of doubt, hesitation, and perhaps guilt—to focus. Despite my best efforts, my eyes keep drifting to the pink envelope on the coffee table, sitting innocently on a pile of textbooks— 
A chime from the train station outside makes me jump, and I shake my head. “Sixteen minutes left.” Squinting and blinking through the storm behind my eyes, I stare blankly at incomprehensible legalese, hoping it’ll magically click. After two years of law school, I should be used to pushing myself. The nagging feeling that maybe I’m not cut out to be a lawyer eats away—
My phone lights up, and the steady buzz on the coffee table brings welcome relief. 
With a huff, I scramble to answer. My mom calling is a convenient excuse to give up on pretending to study. Becoming a lawyer has been my primary objective for four years; I just need a break. This inner doubt stems from the mental bedlam caused by this damn envelope, that’s all.
Stretching my neck, I practice a convincing smile and hit accept. Mom’s calls always include video; she needs evidence that I’m not miserable and living in squalor. Carefully, I angle the phone away from the clutter and the half-eaten food left out on the kitchenette behind me, just as her face pops on the screen. The haphazard stacks of textbooks behind me are just as messy as the rest of my apartment, but she’ll be happier with a view of my bookshelf. “Hey, Mom.”
“Morning, Blakey-poo!” Mom beams, though I can only see the smile in her eyes because of how close the phone is to her face. Her messy bun of frizzy red hair takes up most of the screen; she cares more about seeing me up close than how she looks. “How’s my favorite daugh—sorry, adult offspring doing on this beautiful Saturday morning?”
I fight to keep my smile bright. At least she caught herself today. My mother tries, even if she doesn’t quite get it. “I’m good. How are you?”
Mom tsks, endearingly dramatic as always. “I’ll be better when your father gets back. I want my cinnamon roll!”
My dad is presumably the cinnamon roll she’s referencing, but I choose to believe my mother is talking about baked goods. That’s my parents’ Saturday routine: Dad drives to the middle of nowhere at the ass crack of dawn to sit by himself in silence and bird-watch, then picks up cinnamon rolls on his way back when loud people start scaring the birds away by midmorning. I miss those quiet mornings with Dad in the woods and wetlands, watching the sun rise and the world awaken. I miss Mom’s comfortable chatter, the aroma of fresh coffee while inhaling a cinnamon roll larger than my head.
“What are you up to today?” Mom asks, startling me out of my memories.
“Studying.” Same answer as always, except for the additional, “Exams are next week.”
Mom tsks again, this time in disappointment. Her sound effects are their own language. “I love how dedicated you are, Blake, but remember to relax too! Enjoy the city while you have the chance to live there.”
My face freezes into the nice mask Mom prefers, but inside, I’m squirming. This conversation should be avoided. She’s half-right; I’ve barely explored Chicago in the two years I’ve lived here, and I don’t want to move back to Minnesota before I’ve given myself a chance to enjoy it.
Or ever.
But Mom isn’t ready for the whole I’m actually not moving back talk. I should probably tell her I already have a job lined up. Though whether I can keep it is contingent on if I pass the bar, and she knows my lease isn’t up until September. So really, I can delay that uncomfortable conversation for at least a month. Maybe two. “I am! I’m actually going to brunch with Adrienne in a few.”
For my mom’s peace of mind, Adrienne is my new best friend. In reality, I barely know her, though I’m closer with her than anyone else in Chicago. Adrienne took me under her wing during orientation, and she’s kept me there since. It’s unclear if she’s merely being nice to the only other queer person in our law school cohort, or if she actually likes me.
Making friends as an adult, even a grad student, is very different from making friends in undergrad or high school. I haven’t quite got the hang of it, not that I was ever that great at it back in Solberg either. Adrienne’s monthly invites to brunch, with her other misfit queer friends, are my lifeline to a semblance of a social life in Chicago.
“Oh, that sounds lovely! You were always such a social butterfly!”
I snort. I’ve never been a social butterfly. Matt was a social butterfly; he always dragged me along with him when we were kids. And the only friend I made in college was Allie.
“Are you going to fix your hair before you go? It looks like you could use a trim.”
Self-conscious, I fluff the soft black curls on my forehead and squint at my tiny picture on the phone. “I just got it cut last weekend.”
“Oh. You’re growing it out again? That’s great, sweetie!” Mom squeals. “You always looked so pretty with your long curls! I told you that pixie cut didn’t suit you, and now look, you practically have a mullet until it grows out again. Maybe they could do some layers next time you go?”
I swallow the defensive sarcasm that bubbles in my chest, like a burp that would be so satisfying to let rip. My mullet is intentional, and my “pixie cut” was a buzz cut. But Mom prefers to interpret my appearance through women’s styles. When I came out as non-binary three years ago, she said she loved and supported me no matter what. It was the same speech she gave when I came out as bi in high school. But apparently, that hasn’t extended to hair.
I must take too long to respond because Mom hums, her signal that she’s changing the subject. “Anyway, I was calling to check in. See how you’re holding up with the news?”
“News?” I squawk. News isn’t a good word. There should be no news coming from Solberg. “What news?”
Mom exhales through her teeth, which makes me more nervous; that’s Dad’s nervous tick when he’s avoiding a sensitive subject. “You know…about Mattie and Allie. Their wedding?”
“Oh.” That’s not news. That’s been coming. I’ve known they would get married since I moved to Chicago two years ago. In the small town of Solberg, Minnesota—where I was raised and stayed for college—I left behind my two best friends: my high school sweetheart and my college roommate. In my absence, the boy next door (who didn’t want to do long-distance) grew even closer to my bubbly roomie, who stayed with my parents after graduation for an internship. By the time summer was over, Matt and Allie had moved in together.
Which I was totally fine with.
They announced their engagement in the group chat six months ago, and their other friends got invitations two months ago. I didn’t get one. But everyone else gushed about how pretty and perfect the invites were. Again, totally support them and their choices, even the choice to not invite me.
So their wedding is not “news”. I’ve just been choosing not to talk about it. Or think about it. Because it didn’t concern me.
At least, until I got the mail yesterday.
“You know, the Jacobsons didn’t want to invite us?” Mom tsks again, this time in disgust. My parents and Matt’s parents (despite being next-door neighbors since Matt and I were in diapers) do not get along. The Jacobsons aren’t bad people, but they’re a little obsessed with normalcy. And that’s not my family. Allie—all five-foot-two, feminine, sweet, blonde, and painfully straight—is going to be a much better daughter-in-law than my queer, trans-masc ass ever would have been.
Love that for them.
“Mattie and Allie hand-delivered us an invite when they came over for Family Friday Game Night, since the other one had gotten ‘lost in the mail,’” Mom scoffs. “Sounds like someone made damn sure it got lost in the mail. Allie said they were sending you another one too, since they hadn’t gotten your RSVP either. Did you get it?”
Boy, did I! The blush envelope, perfectly lovely and traditional with eucalyptus leaves, woven texture, gold accents and so so so pink, has been burning a hole in my brain since it arrived yesterday.
“I’ll have to check the mail,” I lie as I stare the damn thing down, desperate to avoid answering the inevitable question of whether or not I’ll attend. “Are you gonna go?”
Mom sighs. “No. Your father and I talked about it, and we still have to live next door to the Jacobsons. Mattie hinted that his parents didn’t know we were invited, and frankly, we just came to a truce about the chickens. I don’t want to get them riled up again. Your father almost quit Facebook because of her passive-aggressive bullshit in the Solberg Townie group. And you know he loves his Facebook.”
My father does love his Facebook. Luckily for bird-watching groups, instead of the usual things middle-aged dads love Facebook for.
“I invented some excuse about a vacation, so now we’re road-tripping to New Mexico to check some wildlife refuge off your father’s bucket list. He wants to see a roadrunner!”
Well, if my parents aren’t going, maybe I could safely open the envelope. Just to RSVP no. Because I’m not supposed to go to their wedding. I’m the ex. Exes don’t go to weddings. Even if they’ve been best friends since they were five. Or roommates since freshman year, who clicked on a soulmate-level of clicking.
Admittedly, it hurt, not getting an invite when everyone else did. Far worse than I expected it to. I thought my happiness for the two people I love most in the world (my parents excluded)—and who loved me more than anyone (again, other than my parents)—would outweigh the bitterness of them starting a life together.
Because I always imagined that their life would still include me.
Even though I know I’m not meant for them. Matt knew it. Allie knew it. But I was the one in denial. Matt made that decision for us. Now he and Allie have a life that’s theirs, even though I always made room for Allie in the life I had with Matt.
But I’ve processed and accepted their choices. I support them and their relationship, and I wish them nothing but love and light and happiness.
“You should still go though!”
“What?” That’s not what Mom was supposed to say.
“You should go!” Mom says with forced nonchalance. “They’re your best friends! It would mean a lot if you went. I know things have been awkward since… Well, you know.”
Since my boyfriend of eight years broke up with me and almost immediately started dating my best friend? Yeah, it’s been awkward.
“Yeah, but I don’t want to make their wedding awkward.” I shrug, fighting the urge to hug myself. More so, I don’t want to feel awkward at their wedding. All of their guests my age are Matt’s friends, a few Allie’s. None of Matt’s friends have bothered to keep in touch, unless not kicking me out of their group chat counts as keeping in touch. To Allie’s friends, I was just her weird and quiet roommate, or worse, their professor’s kid.
“Blakey-poo, you won’t make their wedding awkward. Their families are going to make it awkward! Mattie is like a son to us, but boy, I am really glad you’re not marrying into that family. You dodged a fucking bullet!” Mom sighs dramatically. “If I didn’t think they’d clutch their pearls so hard they’d choke, I would give them some of our fun candy in a heartbeat. I’ve never met anyone who likes having a stick up their ass as much as the Jacobsons do.”
My parent’s “fun candies” are psilocybin chocolates Mom gets from one of her students at Sigurdsson College. Dad’s homegrown strain of weed, perfected over decades to help Dad manage his pain and Mom’s anxiety, is popular with the Siggys. As a philosophy professor (obviously tenured), Mom believes it’s safer to supply the student body with something trustworthy, so they don’t turn to shadier sources. She barters instead of selling, and only off-campus, as if that makes it somehow more acceptable.
The Jacobsons would lose their shit if they knew their hippie neighbors—who don’t mow their lawn, and let their chickens run loose, and support their queer kid—are potheads. Even though that should be obvious. Dad has the weird, scraggly, middle-aged man ponytail and wears cargo vests. And Mom is literally Ms. Frizzle, if Ms. Frizzle taught philosophy at a private liberal arts college.
A calendar notification dips across my mother’s hair, a reminder that I have an excuse to get off the phone (the necessary first step when it comes to ending phone calls with my mom, or she’ll keep talking for hours). “Oh, gotta go, Mom. Need to get ready for brunch.”
“Oh yeah! Where are you going?”
“Umm…Some diner.” The fewer details, the better.
I’m actually going to a drag brunch in Boystown, and while my mom is cool, she’s not that cool. She understands the bisexual thing, and supports me no matter what (which I do not take for granted), but drag seems to rub her second-wave feminist principles the wrong way. Same reason I don’t push her to compliment my increasingly masc presentation, even though she bends over backwards looking for anything femme to gush about. And why I tell her that she/her pronouns don’t bother me that much (even though they do). My mom is not ready to unpack her gender essentialism, and I’m too much of a people pleaser to push her. If I tell her I’m going to a drag show now, she’s going to want to have a Long Conversation about it.
“Well, I’ll let you get going then, I just wanted to call and see how you’re doing.”
Step two: the summary of what we already talked about. “Yeah, just busy studying.” As usual.
“And you’ll think about going to that wedding?”
“If I get an invitation, I’ll think about it.” I wish I could stop thinking about it.
“Call us back when you’re free. Your dad texted that he saw some new bird this morning, and we all know you’ll appreciate that story more than I will.”
It was a cerulean warbler. Earlier this morning, Dad sent me a blurry picture of a tree branch, along with a string of barely coherent texts littered with f-bombs. I know better than to call him when he’s bird-watching. He doesn’t like to talk much in the first place, but especially not when it might scare the birds away. Still, I’m sure he’d love to debrief about it with someone who understands the excitement of seeing a new species. Especially a bird that’s hard to spot, and whose old-growth deciduous canopy habitat is in decline thanks to Minnesota’s history of overharvesting timber—
A dingdong “doors closing” from the train station reminds me I’m trying to get Mom off the phone. “Yeah, I’ll call when I can.”
“You’re so busy! I’m so proud of you! My babygi—adult person, a lawyer! You’re gonna save the world from climate change one day!” Step three: the shower of love—the longest part of her goodbye if I let her keep going. At least she’s getting better about the gendered pet names in this part.
“Thanks, Mom.” I’m not busy, nor will I save the world from climate change. I mean, I keep busy, buried in books and case studies. Exams are next week, marking the unofficial completion of my Juris Doctorate. The bigger time suck has been studying for the bar exam in July, after which I start as an associate attorney at the environmental law firm where I did an internship last year. I won’t be hired officially until I get my results, so I can’t afford to slack off.
What matters is passing the bar, not the degree. That’s the end goal. That’s when I can start my life again. Until then, I can’t afford distractions. These monthly brunches are the only social activity I’ve allowed myself since moving here.
Mom makes that hum again, and I panic for a second that she’s going to say something else, but it’s just the final step of our goodbye. “I miss you, and I love you, and I hope you have a wonderful day!”
“Love you too.” I make myself smile for her sake. “Say hi to Dad for me.”
Mom makes kissy noises until I finally hang up. I love her, but I’m definitely my father’s kid. Luckily, she doesn’t take our lack of enthusiastic affection personally. She knows I’m more reserved, albeit not as much as Dad. His excitement for birds is far more exuberant than his love for us, even as devoted as he is. We all meet each other halfway.
My tiny, cluttered studio feels enormous without Mom’s voice coming through the phone. The quiet aches; I can never fill a space the way she so effortlessly does. Mom is a lot, and not always everything I need, but I miss her and Dad and home and Matt and Allie more than I could ever have imagined.
Which makes the charming pink envelope on the coffee table all the more jarring, a siren song beckoning me back to a life that’s no longer mine.
I should get ready to leave. If I’m too late to brunch, I’m gonna get stuck sitting next to Eris, instead of someone capable of pleasant conversation, and I’d rather enjoy my only social excursion for the month. I should get up, change into something cooler and gayer than my tank top and joggers, and not think about this damn wedding.
But what if Mom was right? What if this invite is sincere, and not a gesture of disingenuous pity, like I assumed when it arrived four months after everyone else’s? What if Matt’s parents (or, more likely, Allie’s bitchy sister) quietly removed my invite from the stack?
Matt and Allie both still text daily in the group chat that’s just the three of us. Ever since the wedding invites went out to everyone but me, I’ve only responded when they ask me something directly.
That they announced their engagement via group text after the holidays, a mere week after I returned to Chicago, was painful enough. I tried not to take it personally; they’re conflict avoidant, like me. I rationalized it as them giving me room to process the news in private. But not even getting an invitation? That cut deep. What else could I do, when they apparently didn’t want me in their life anymore? I pulled away.
 If Matt and Allie thought they already sent an invitation, what have they thought about me these past four months? Do they think I’m pulling away from them because I’m upset? Because I don’t want them to get married? Because I don’t love them anymore?
With a heavy sigh, I pick up the envelope, tearing an ugly gash through the pretty, perfect, pink paper.






  
  Two

Brunch


Putting my ID away, I scan the crowd for Adrienne. Tucked away in a courtyard behind the bar, the buzzing patio is bright with late-morning sun. The scar tissue in my bum knee aches, I’m hot, and I can’t quite catch my breath after walking so fast in a binder. Or perhaps the anxiety sitting heavy in my chest, made worse by the sinking dread that I’m late to brunch, is what’s really restricting my breathing. 
Both the pain and the panic are my own damn fault. After opening the envelope, I spiraled, staring into the middle distance for far too long, then practically ran here after throwing on jeans and a plain black t-shirt (neither cool nor particularly gay). Being late was inevitable; I shouldn’t have rushed.
Spotting Adrienne’s shiny scalp on the far side of the patio, I curse myself for opening the damn envelope. I’m technically early; the show always starts fifteen minutes late. But I’m late enough that there’s only one open seat left at the table.
Right across from Eris fucking Garcia.
It shouldn’t matter. It’s only a few minutes of painfully awkward small talk with the only weirdo I don’t click with. We’re outside, and there are only six of us; I could sit quietly and listen to Dream, the resident extrovert, talk. But Eris is like an accident on the freeway that I can’t keep from rubbernecking as I pass.
I linger at the edge of the patio, squinting in the sunlight, peeking under the umbrellas that never provide enough shade. The temptation to say I didn’t see them is strong. Then I could run home and finish my existential crisis in peace. Or better yet, bury it in case studies. That’s worked well enough the last two years.
But Adrienne spots me first. “Blake!” She waves an unfairly buff arm, gold bangles gleaming against her deep ebony skin. “Over here!”
I wave back, forcing a smile as I make my way to the table. “Hey everyone!”
“Everyone” consists of one extrovert, Dream, and the five shut-ins she’s collected. The first is Dream’s wife, Adrienne, my friend from law school who immediately clocked me as a fellow queer and sat by me in every class. She claims to have social anxiety, but she’s more my security blanket than I am hers. If I hadn’t been heartbroken when we met, and she hadn’t immediately dropped a “my wife” into the conversation, I probably would have fallen for her real quick. She’s buff as hell, shaves her head to the scalp, wears a lot of pretty jewelry, and always has on these high-neck tank tops that make her shoulders look massive. She’s all-around gorgeous.
I would never have had a chance, because Dream is the most glamorous femme I’ve ever laid eyes on. I don’t know what perfume she wears, but she always smells amazing. Her thick brown hair is styled in a bob so sharp it could cut someone, and her social media is perfectly curated. For work, she does cosmetic tattoos, somehow making the swollen bold eyebrows, reconstructed fake nipples, and bloody lips she just finished tattooing look perfect.
The other two shut-ins—Stella and Kelsey—I don’t know as well. I’m not sure where Dream found them, but they’re cool, I guess. Stella is quiet, but they say really profound shit on the rare occasion they do talk. Kelsey’s blunt eagerness to devour drama and gossip reminds me of Allie’s bitchy twin sister, so I haven’t really gotten to know her; small talk fills our silences.
Unlike the other shut-in Dream has collected, Eris, who greets me with a “Sup” when I sit down across from zim. Ze seems incapable of polite conversation.
“Hey.” I eagerly grab the mimosa pitcher Adrienne passes me, filling my empty flute. The cheap champagne with a spritz of orange juice is a relief, washing down the anxiety building like bile in my throat.
Really, Eris is a perfectly… Well, not average, or normal, or any other polite descriptors. Eris is Dream’s former coworker at the tattoo studio, until ze got a job at a dispensary instead. I think what bothers me most about Eris is that I don’t like zim. Because I work very hard at being nice to everyone, and I especially
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