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      For Riley, my reason for everything that I do.

      

      For all the Thanksgiving lovers.
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        Shea

      

      

      I cradled my phone between my ear and my shoulder as I listened to my friend gush about Germany. How crazy was it that both Noah and Asa had been whisked away by hot as hell military men to live in beautiful, exotic places? I was so happy for them.

      But at the same time, I was extremely jealous, too.

      I mean, I worked my ass off at an office job in the city thirty minutes from us, barely making enough to scrape by. I was the first one in and the last one to leave on our floor. And yet, my pay never went up but a few meager cents every year, my boss was a homophobic douchebag, and every promotion that ever came up, it seemed I was never qualified enough for.

      I’d even gone on to get my master’s degree, hoping to become something better and get out of this Podunk little town, but that didn’t account for anything. And because of my rent, car note, and stupidly expensive car insurance, I couldn’t put enough into savings to hopefully find something different. Because, yeah, while I could look for a job while still working for this employer, everyone’s pay was different—weekly, monthly, biweekly—and I needed to make sure I had enough set aside if I needed to survive between paychecks like that.

      “Oh! Rip just got home. I’ll talk to you later. Love you!”

      The line clicked dead before I could say anything. I sighed and shoved it into my pocket, continuing to peruse the freshly baked pies in front of me. I wanted them all, but I only had enough for one. And while I wouldn’t be spending Thanksgiving with my family due to them being homophobic assholes, I still at least wanted a fucking pie to eat while I sat at home all day tomorrow and Friday, moping about my shitty life.

      I snatched up the pecan pie and walked toward the counter to pay for it. Pam was working; she was a bubbly woman in her late thirties. She was extremely sweet, but the holidays were always a sore reminder for me that I was alone, my friends had moved on, and I had nothing to show for all my hard work.

      “Hey, hun. You ready for tomorrow?”

      I shrugged. “Ready as I’ll ever be,” I muttered.

      She sighed and reached out to pat my hand as I handed over a twenty. “You know you can always come to my place for Thanksgiving. We make more than enough food to go around.”

      While I knew that offer was there, I also knew not everyone in this town liked me because I was openly gay—and that included some of Pam’s family. I’d just rather not deal with it at all. I spent my holidays alone, and for the most part, I was used to it.

      “Thanks, Pam, but I think I’ll pass this year.”

      Understanding passed through her brown eyes, and she nodded. After she handed me my change, I walked out to my car and set my pie on the floorboard of the front passenger seat, then swung my door shut.

      And I spun around, only to come face to face with my one-night-stand from two years ago. He’d been in town to visit someone—I couldn’t remember who—and he’d come to the bar.

      Where he had proceeded to sweet talk me, make out with me, get me off in the men’s restroom, and then took me home to fuck me.

      And promptly left before I woke up the next morning, never to be heard from again.

      To say that I was fucking bitter about it was an understatement, especially since I stressed to him that I didn’t do one-night-stands. But he’d promised he wouldn’t let it be that. He’d fucking promised.

      Men were shit at keeping promises.

      “You,” I seethed.

      He blinked like he couldn’t believe his eyes. “Shea?” he rasped. He stepped closer to me, but I took a step back, hating that my car was now keeping me trapped. He swallowed thickly and shoved his hair back from his forehead. “Fuck, baby.”

      “Don’t call me that,” I snarled at him, hating the way my heart melted at that term of endearment still, two fucking years later. “I’m not your baby.”

      He gritted his teeth, his hand curling into a fist before he forced it to relax. “I can explain,” he rushed out.

      I arched a brow at him. “Explain?” I snapped. I laughed, though it was full of pain and anger. He frowned, pain flashing through his gorgeous, blue eyes. “What’s there to explain, Buckley? You promised me I wouldn’t be a one-night-stand, took me to my house, fucked me, and then left—for two years, might I add, in case you don’t know how much time has passed.”

      He shook his head. “I left you a note. I left my number. I left my address. I had to get to the airport, Shea. I was already cutting it short when I did leave. I almost missed my flight.”

      I clenched my jaw. I hated that he was so fucking good-looking. It made being angry at him so much harder. But I needed to be angry; otherwise, I’d break down and cry, and I couldn’t handle that. I couldn’t do that—not in front of him. He’d made promises that night—promises I had stupidly believed in—and he hadn’t kept.

      Buckley was just as slim and cut as I remembered, his shirt painted onto his biceps, abs, and chest. He had a bit of a lankier build, but it was clear he still worked out. His dark hair had grown out some, and his blue eyes were just as mesmerizing now as they’d been in that bar two years ago.

      “I didn’t find a note,” I bitterly told him. How the fuck was he trying to stand here, lying to my face?

      “I put it on your nightstand,” he told me quietly.

      I shook my head. “There wasn’t a note there when I woke up,” I told him. “How the fuck are you trying to lie to me right now?”

      He gritted his teeth and quickly crowded my space, blocking me in against my car with his arms on either side of me. I swallowed thickly, my heart hammering against my breastbone. His eyes glittered with anger and hurt. “I’m not fucking lying to you, Shea. I left a fucking note.”

      “No, you⁠—”

      My words were cut off when his mouth slanted across mine. His kiss was bruising and demanding, and God help me, I fucking responded. My mind blanked, and I opened my mouth beneath his, seeking out his tongue.

      A moan crawled up the back of my throat, and I clung to him, hating that tears were now wetting my lashes. When he pulled back, one ran unbidden down my cheek, and he noticed before I could swipe it away.

      “Fuck, baby, I never meant to hurt you,” he swore. He rested his forehead on mine. I shut my eyes, unable to handle having his blue eyes so close to mine. “Let me come over. We’ll search for that fucking note. I swear to you, I never meant for any of this to happen, Shea. I thought you didn’t want anything to do with me. I’ve been living with that shit for two years now.”

      I swallowed thickly, realizing how much communication had been lost between us. Jerkily, I nodded my head. “Okay,” I whispered. “We’ll search.”
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