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Blurb and Content Note
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Maybe I can seduce the cute neighbor with my favorite dessert...

As far as wild ideas go, it wasn’t the worst one Howie Wise had ever had. Between the storm of the century dumping snow on his north Texas town and the prospect of facing the holiday alone, gathering the courage to ask Ryan, the ray of sexy sunshine next door, to share a slice of pie with him made Howie’s dull week ahead seem a little less grim. Even if he was pretty sure Ryan would turn him down—what would a guy like that young artist see in a boring law professor like him? When Ryan has an emergency and ends up staying with Howie for the week, things between them end up being easy as pie.

***
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Mentions of cheating (off page, previous relationship), brief scenes involving a police encounter.
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Chapter 1
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North Texas wasn’t the white, fluffy, winter wonderland people imagined when they heard snow at Thanksgiving, but snow wasn't unheard of.

Hell, usually at Thanksgiving, I was grilling on the back patio in a pair of shorts and a t-shirt, drinking beer while my brother and his kids ran riot over the yard and pool. This year, though, they were in the Bahamas with our parents. I was alone in Cortland with a surprise six inches of snow and dingy gray ice, ten new library books, and a Cornish game hen that gave its all for my dinner.

“That sounds so sad,” my brother, Carol, mourned. “You should’ve come with us. We’re on the beach. Later, Mom’s watching the kids while Dad, Billy, and I head to the sports bar to watch the game.”

“That sounds exactly like what you’d have been doing here except way more expensive,” I teased. “What’s the point of going to a tropical island vacation for that?”

“The point is doing them with sunny, warm weather and room service. Are you sure you can’t get away? It’s only Tuesday. I bet you can still get a flight out of DFW.”

“Are you freaking serious? It’s not only snowing—it’s Thanksgiving week. I’d be lucky to get a flight without sixteen stopovers and a final arrival date of New Year’s Eve. Besides, I couldn’t get away from work until today anyway. It sucks, but we’ll see each other next week, and I’m hosting New Year’s this year.”

Carol snorted. Even without seeing him, I knew he was rolling his eyes at me. “Seriously, the university was closed as of Friday. What kind of work were you doing?”

“LSAT prep for some students.” I left it at that. I’d been working with students from marginalized backgrounds, most of them first-generation college attendees and several of them queer, all of them unable to afford the costly prep courses offered locally and online. A firm believer their stories were their own to tell in their own time, I didn’t share anything about them with anyone, not even my own family. 

“Hmm. See, I thought maybe that cutie next door was finally single and you were hoping to offer him a shoulder to cry on during the holidays so he didn’t have to spend them alone, bereft and without dick.”

“Dude!”

Carol cackled. “Come on! The thought crossed your mind, didn’t it?”

“Apparently not as vividly as it crossed yours. Anything you’d like to tell me, brother dear?”

“Nope.” He popped the P defiantly. “Billy would have my hide, for one thing, and for another, the little elf next door is not my type. I much prefer the logger sort. Speaking of the devil...”

He muffled the phone, but not enough to block out the low rumble of my brother-in-law’s voice, then Carol’s sharp laugh and more muffled conversation, long enough to make me think about hanging up. Finally, Carol came back, breathless and talking a mile a minute. “Hey, I gotta go. The kids and Dad are at the resort’s under-thirteen disco thing, and Billy wants to, um, show me something.”

“I’ll bet,” I teased. “Go, have fun. Tell the family I said hi and I miss y’all.”

“Will do. Billy, stop! Put me down!” 

The line went dead, and I laughed, happy to hear my brother so happy, but unable to avoid a pang of loneliness. And a twinge of embarrassment. The entire family—hell, sometimes it felt like the entire town—remembered when Mike left me at the altar. Trying to appear stoic, I'd announced the news to the assemblage of family and friends in the lodge hall we’d chosen for the ceremony. I hadn’t fallen apart for a few days after, only when Mike sent his sister and dad to our apartment to get his things. He refused even the courtesy of a phone call to explain what the hell was wrong, why he’d broken things off in the most hurtful, dramatic way possible.

Last I heard, he’d gotten married to some guy out in Marfa and they were running a hobby ranch together. Which was great for them, I’m sure, but it stung to know it wasn’t marriage he objected to but specifically marriage to me.

Carol was right about my neighbor Ryan though. I did have a bit of a crush, which, at my age, felt ridiculous. And I had entertained an errant thought or two or ten about inviting him over for dinner during the week. Maybe not on the holiday itself since that felt too... important, somehow. Too official. But Wednesday, or even Friday. 

The sound of voices from outside caught my ear, and I glanced through the window. Speak of the devil... Ryan was getting out of a blue jeep, talking to the driver while leaning into the car, his pert backside bouncing as he rocked on his toes. I don’t know how he wasn't freezing to the bone wearing nothing but striped leggings and a sweatshirt. He laughed, the sound loud and lilting and warm, before stepping back and closing the jeep’s door. As he waved, the driver reversed down the driveway and left him standing in the snow. 

He turned towards his house and paused, catching me staring at him. My face flamed hot, my stomach dropping somewhere near my knees, unable to make myself move. Grin broadening, he waved at me too before trotting up his front steps and disappearing into his neat little midcentury-modern-style house. 

Finally, finally, after his door was shut and the street was quiet, I got my ass in gear. I needed to forget that ever happened—it wasn’t like we talked all the time, just occasionally and in passing, so what were the chances of him mentioning it? —grab one of my books and a bit of coffee with a dash of whisky and settle in for a quiet afternoon reading the latest Kimmy James mystery.

That’s what I should have done.

What I did do was make things even more awkward.

*** 
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“HOWIE! CAROL TOLD ME he’d called you just a bit ago. Is something the matter?”

“No, Mom. I just couldn’t remember...” I hesitated and immediately knew I’d messed up. Mom had a finely tuned radar when it came to matters of the heart (or at least heart-adjacent) and I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt, that little pause just set her alarms blaring. Still, I soldiered on, hoping maybe I was wrong and she’d just attribute my question to my love of dessert. “How much chocolate goes in that pie you make for Thanksgiving?”

When she spoke again, a smile entered her voice. “Now, I’d love to think you’re asking because you miss us and want to recreate our traditions even though you’re on your own this year but I’m nothing if not a realist. You’re making that nice man next door a pie, aren’t you?”

Damn it. “What?” I sputtered. “Why would I be doing that? He’s got his own thing going on, I’m sure, and anyway, who says I can’t just really want pie?”

“Howie. I’m your mother.”

“I’m well aware.”

“And I also specialize in criminal
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