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      Dear Reader,


      


      Sheldon and Theo burrowed their way into my heart and soul. I truly fell for them while writing their story. I hope you will too.


      


      Mistletoe and Mishigas is an open-door romance intended for mature audiences. The characters in the story are consenting adults, and there is explicit, on-page sexual content, explicit language and adult situations.


      


      The actual term for a Jewish matchmaker is “shadchan,” but after the 1964 film version of Fiddler on the Roof, in which a character named Yente serves as a matchmaker, the word “yenta” became synonymous with the role of matchmaker. Hence the use of “yenta” as matchmaker in the lexicon and Mistletoe and Mishigas.


      


      While Sheldon and Theo get into plenty of mishigas, there are also serious issues. Here are the content warnings if you need them: Parental abandonment because of homophobia, active combat flashbacks, PTSD from combat, PTSD episodes, a car accident (not on the page), infidelity (not by the main characters), and negative self-body image.


      


      As always, if these are triggers for you, please take care of yourself and proceed with caution.


      


      All my best,


      M.A. Wardell
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            Sheldon


          


        


      


    


    

      News of my ex-boyfriend’s engagement should have ruined my morning, but I have exactly one day to prepare a new classroom for a gaggle of first graders. It was a surprise school transfer. That I got yesterday. The Sunday after Thanksgiving. Which is fine, it happens all the time. What doesn’t happen all the time? Finding an invitation to your ex-boyfriend’s wedding hidden by your wombmate-turned-roommate in the kitchen junk drawer. Oh, and the wedding is on Christmas Eve. How tacky.


      Will either of these facts drag me down on this beautiful, sunny late-November morning? No way. I’m living my best when-they-go-low, we-go-high fantasy.


      The drive to Lear Elementary is two minutes shorter than my commute to Faye—which was only ten minutes. That’s only eight minutes. First-grade math for the win! Thank you, compact Portland peninsula! We’ve got lobsters, 3,500 miles of coastline, and a sunrise we get to see before the rest of the country. Take that, other Portland!


      The crisp autumn air mixes with the ocean breeze as I survey the almost empty school parking lot. Bigger than Faye, Lear sports a generous playground with newer equipment, including swings, multiple slides, and a climbing structure with ropes that snake across the area, creating a lovely space for children to play and explore.


      With a bounce in my step, thanks to Lady Gaga’s criminally overlooked “Christmas Tree” blasting in my earbuds, and my fabulous purple Converse to match my nails, I strut into Lear Elementary School, ready and focused. Pulling a classroom together in a day might sound unrealistic, perhaps impossible. Still, with how efficiently I work, I’ll be done and home in time for Thanksgiving leftovers and snuggling on the couch with Janice, my tortoiseshell cat, who detests everyone and everything in the universe. Except me. Because even though Janice’s resting bitch face rivals Medusa, for some reason, she adores me. Time to bang this classroom out and get home to my kitty girl.


      How did I end up being transferred the day before Thanksgiving? Naomi and I were in the kitchen, my Pop Divas playlist blasting as we tried to out-sing each other while peeling apples and potatoes and preparing for our small Thanksgiving, when my phone cried out in the middle of Kelly Clarkson’s “Underneath the Tree.” The name of my now-former principal Gianna DeGarmo flashed on my phone. My heart thumped a little too quickly, and it only escalated when I answered.


      “Sheldon, I know this is last minute, but I need you to transfer to Lear. Their classrooms have grown far over the limit, and well, with you and Rebecca each only having nine students and no more on the horizon …” She wasn’t asking, and there really wasn’t any respectable way to say no. Switching to a new school within our district is common, but I adore Faye Elementary. The community accepts me. I can be myself there. All of me. Something I don’t take for granted.


      Leaving the bubble of Faye makes my head woozy, but I’m confident I can win this new community over in no time. Lear Elementary needs Sheldon Soleskin, which means it’s time for a mid-year new-classroom-setup moment.


      An older white man with a kind, round face and a long red and green scarf that engulfs his head greets me at the front door with a comforting smile. Even though this man resembles a young Santa Claus, I still proceed with caution. Men, straight ones in particular, always make me slightly uncomfortable. They ramble about sports (only tennis for me, thanks to Rafael Nadal and his short shorts) and beer (when I’m interested in drinking urine, I’ll let you know).


      “Sheldon?” The man’s arms open, and his eyes, bright and wide, sparkle like tinsel under a spotlight. “Thank god you agreed to transfer. I could just hug you! May I?”


      “What?”


      “Hug you?”


      “Oh, um, sure.”


      Before I know what’s happening, he gathers me up in an embrace like we’re long-lost relatives. His gray beard scratches my forehead like pine needles. How have I found myself in this after-school special-family-reunion reenactment?


      “What if I said I wasn’t Sheldon Soleskin?” I squeak, still swaddled in his warm bear hug.


      “Oh, you’re a feisty one, aren’t you? Just what we need here at Lear.” He pulls away but still holds me in his arms. “I’m Kent Lester. Principal. And a hugger. I hope that’s okay. Gianna gushed about you.” He grips my shoulders as he surveys his new teacher. “I’m beyond thrilled you’re here. Welcome to Lear.”


      I’m so close to this man that my chest tightens. Does he know I’m queer? Does he care? If he doesn’t know, it won’t take long. Most people figure it out within two minutes. One if they have perfect vision and hearing. As Naomi says, “Sheldon, you’re gayer than a unicorn in drag riding on a rainbow float at the Pride Parade.” And usually, I own it. Right now, wrapped in the woodsy smoke coziness of Kent Lester, I close my eyes and attempt to quiet my inner saboteur. Not everyone thinks I’m too much.


      As he pulls back, I have to ask him, “Has anyone ever told you⁠—”


      “I look like a young Santa,” he finishes my sentence. “Practically everyone.”


      “It’s uncanny.”


      “The kids are all convinced I’m Santa’s younger brother. But I’m Jewish, so I’m more Santa Klutz.” He laughs from his belly. “Come, let me show you the space,” he says and immediately trips over the doorstep. “I’m fine. I’m fine.” He waves away my outstretched hand and shakes his head.


      Kent leads me down a long hallway lined with bulletin boards filled with children’s colorful work. There are papers that have lost their staples and flutter like butterfly wings in our wake as we pass. I imagine these walls lined with festive decorations made by little hands in the coming weeks. Snowmen and wreaths and elves, oh my!


      Lear is a newer school, and it shows. I spot a water fountain with a fancy bottle filler and think about how my skin will shine and glow from all the hydration provided by the fresh, clean water. Everything sparkles and glimmers under the bright lights, there are no splotches on the ceiling, and the floor has no dings or missing tiles. Lear gives off major upgrade vibes, and I’m not mad about it. Glancing down at the freshly waxed floor, I notice my reflection as we walk. I give shiny-floor Sheldon a little wave, mouthing, “Hey, you!”


      At the end of a long corridor, near what I’m surmising must be the building’s finale, we round a corner and slam into a dead end. Kent, walking in front of me, glances back to speak, but before words escape his mouth, he crashes into a door. Before I can ask, once again, he says, “Fine, I’m fine. Just not the most gracious goose.”


      The single door, slightly ajar, beckons me. An empty room looms.


      “All right, technically, this isn’t a classroom. But since we only got the go-ahead to add another first-grade classroom last week, I had to think creatively. This has been our physical therapy room, but we’ve moved them out to a portable with some other services. I know the room seems a little …”


      “Bleak?”


      Kent chortles. “Yeah, you could say that.” There’s a distinct echo where Kent’s laugh reverberates against the walls like a pinball.


      With gray walls and a gray tile floor, the entire room resembles an abandoned warehouse. Or a prison. The only thing missing are bars on the windows. Soft November sun pours through the line of naked windows along the far wall, illuminating the vast emptiness. My brain imagines the transformation that will happen over the next few hours. It’s giving very Drag-Race-unconventional-materials-design-challenge energy. If those queens can craft Met-Gala-worthy outfits out of twigs and berries, I can certainly do this. Tomorrow, the space will be bustling with first-grade children. My lips turn up at the thought of greeting their smiling faces.


      Dust bunnies have made homes in the vacant corners. I think of my students and how I might make a game out of naming the bundles of fluff before sweeping them up. “This one is Henry, and oh look, Sheila, sorry sweetie, you’ve got to go!” There’s a small kidney table smooshed into a corner and some boxes that need moving. That’s it. Late autumn air creates a chill in the room, and I really hope the heat kicks on soon because my scrawny body doesn’t produce much. My new class, an amalgamation of students from the two other overstuffed first-grade classes, joins me tomorrow. I take a deep breath and smile, reminding myself that the universe called me here. The entire day lies ahead, and we only need basic amenities for the first day. The kids will help me tomorrow.


      Chin up, Sheldon Soleskin! If anyone can do this, it’s you!


      I take a final survey of the room, clasp my hands, and, doing my best Maria Von Trapp sing, “Let’s start at the very beginning.”


      Kent’s eyes go sideways, and a wide grin overtakes his broad face.


      “Yes! A very good place to start,” he sings back. Sharing a mutual love of Julie Andrews with my new principal was certainly not on my radar. I cock my head and smile.


      “How about furniture? That would be a great place to start.”


      “We have everything you’ll need in the basement,” Kent says. “There are tables, desks, chairs, and shelves. Anything down there is up for grabs. Let me show you.”


      We return to the hallway and walk to the entrance, where Kent unlocks a large metal door. We carefully navigate the path down to the basement, the flimsy stairs creaking beneath our feet as spiderwebs attack my face—I do not feature silk webbing as part of my skincare routine, thank you very much, spiders of Lear. Brushing them aside like the schoolyard taunts of my youth and ignoring the acrid stench of mildew, I discover myself facing a tower of furniture. Pieces of wood and metal jut out in all directions, making it hard to decipher what treasures lie within.


      “Perfect! It’s definitely a Jenga moment, but this will get me started.”


      “I’d love to help, but an emergency meeting at central office beckons. Theo, our custodian, is knocking around. He can help with the furniture.”


      “Awesome. Theo. I’ll find him,” I say as if I’m methodically checking items off a list.


      My new classroom, about a good city block’s distance from my current location in the bowels of Lear, isn’t that far. Unless you’re carrying a classroom’s worth of furniture and have the muscle mass of a flea. My people do not come from sturdy stock. We prefer to be carried over doing the carrying.


      “Listen, Theo’s a great guy but can be … a little frosty. But I’m sure you two will get along like two little elves.” Kent wipes something from his face. “Technically, he’s more Abominable Snowman, but anyway, good luck!”


      With that, Kent Lester abandons me in the depths of Lear to gather furniture for my new first-grade classroom. I refuse to dwell on the fact that I’m alone in a scary school basement. Instead, I tilt my head toward the furniture because this classroom isn’t going to set itself up. I manage to grab two chairs, one in each arm, nod enthusiastically to the universe, and wrangle them up the stairs.


      Back in the classroom, and already out of breath, I place the chairs down and sit on one. The powder-blue contact paper on the bulletin board next to the row of windows reminds me of the lettering on the wedding invitation I wasn’t supposed to find this morning.


      I was rushing to get dressed so I could get to Lear and the button on my favorite steel joggers—that I wear constantly because they show off my best … assets—popped off. I went for the sewing kit in the junk drawer where I discovered Naomi’s poor attempt at hiding the invitation.


      “Naomi! When were you planning on telling me?”


      “Bean, I’m sorry!” Naomi’s called me “bean” since we were babies. She’s exactly two and a half minutes older and has always been half an inch taller. “It came on Halloween, and I didn’t want to ruin your Glinda the Good Witch evening. Before I knew it, Thanksgiving came, and⁠—”


      “You should’ve told me.”


      “I know.”


      She gazes at me with those puppy dog eyes that, well, mirror mine, and I’m a puddle of eggnog. It’s impossible for me to be upset with her. She’s the only family I have.


      “Why Christmas Eve? Timothy knows how much I love Christmas,” I muffled into her shoulder.


      “I know. I’m so sorry, bean,” she said.


      “Well, are we going?”


      “Um, excuse me. That invitation is addressed to Sheldon Soleskin and guest. And guest. I’m not your default guest to his tacky Christmas-Eve wedding.”


      “Actually, you are literally my default date. Since the womb.”


      Naomi and I have been each other’s plus one more times than I can count. Whenever one of us needs an escort, it’s easy and comfortable. It’s a best-friend-twin right and responsibility.


      “Do you even want to go?”


      “Are you kidding? There’s no way I’m letting Timothy think I’m still devastated. And after last year? This will be my Christmas-Eve do-over fantasy moment.”


      “Sheldon, you are still devastated.”


      “Yeah, but only slightly.”


      “We don’t have to go. Who cares what Timothy thinks?”


      She’s right, but my face flushes at the thought of Timothy thinking I’m not over him. Is he only being polite, inviting me? Maybe, but not going would show weakness.


      “Of course I’ll go with you, bean, but it’s still a month away. You never know, maybe you’ll meet someone?”


      “Listen, there are many things I would love for the holidays: the ability to put muscle on this scraggly body, a pay raise for every teacher in the country, Rihanna to release a new album. Finding a boyfriend isn’t high on my priorities.”


      “Well, your default date will be ready if needed. Walker’s on call on Christmas Eve, so I’m yours.”


      Walker Stevens—a gorgeous emergency doctor giving total McSteamy energy—and Naomi met six years ago when he began working at the hospital. He’s one of the most patient and understanding humans on the planet. He understands Naomi and I are a package deal. I need to make sure to get him something extra sparkly for Christmas! Maybe I can find a crystal-encrusted stethoscope.


      “And Sheldon, I was only trying to protect you.”


      I attempted a smile. It’s what she does. But finding the invitation, while already rushed and frazzled, momentarily threw me off my game. A sour tang overtook my mouth. It was a very taken-a-bite-of-spoiled-yogurt-I-forgot-to-check-the-expiration-date feeling. It took three and a half minutes of meditation, followed by a mini dance party to Gwen Stefani’s “You Make It Feel Like Christmas,” to center myself. There’s nothing a little Gwen can’t fix, and I’m in no mood for negativity. Not after last Christmas, when Timothy dumped me. On Christmas Eve. Now he’s engaged. Less than a year after we ended.


      As I stare out the window at the gorgeous view of the staff parking lot, the last leaves clinging to a mighty oak remind me that change is imminent. Don’t fight it. Sure it may be overcast and dreary, but the sun is hiding behind those clouds.


      The sound of a motor snaps me back to reality. No, not a motor—someone aggressively clearing their throat, slicing into my peaceful, momentary wallowing moment.


      Shaking my head, trying to fling unsettling thoughts away, I turn to see an extremely tall, portly white man standing in the doorway with a scowl on his face. Fantastic, another straight man, and I’m not getting Julie Andrews-loving hugger vibes from this one. Towering over me, he’s well over six feet tall. He wears a dark navy uniform resembling scrubs, black sneakers, and has a mammoth set of keys dangling from his belt. This is clearly not a high-fashion moment for him.


      Hands in pockets and eyes on the floor, it appears he’d rather be anywhere but here. His face bunches up like he’s smelled something foul, and I almost consider whether I should be fearful. He’s tall. Big. He almost fills the entire doorway. His demeanor sends my spidey senses tingling, but when I catch his eyes, there’s a glint of something I recognize. I’m not positive, but maybe sadness.


      “Hi. I’m Sheldon, the new first-grade teacher.”


      Silence.


      “This is my classroom. I’m totally supposed to be here.”


      He blinks.


      “Are you Theo?”


      Nothing.


      “The custodian? Kent told me you might be able to help me carry some furniture up from the basement. I already brought these two chairs up.”


      I motion to them, trying to give my best Vanna White flourish. Apparently, he doesn’t get the reference because he doesn’t speak, and instead emits a noise, a groan that rumbles from his throat and erupts from his lips as “Mmmh.” Verification that he’s the elusive Theo.


      Clearly, he isn’t used to the effervescent fabulousness of Sheldon Soleskin.


      There’s a distinct chill in the air. Usually, I could warm it up like the gooey center of a cinnamon brown sugar Pop-Tart.


      But that’s clearly not happening today.
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            Theo


          


        


      


    


    

      On my way to work, I stop at the gas station like I do every morning for a small black coffee. It’s lukewarm and slightly bitter. Like me. It’ll pair nicely with the leftover white chocolate pistachio babka I baked for Thanksgiving.


      “Morning, my Theo. Sunday shift, eh?” Roberta says from behind the counter.


      With crimson nails filed to points I’m not sure the purpose behind, Roberta’s friendliness and propensity to chat can be off-putting. She annoyed me profusely when she began working at the Fill’er Up two years ago, replacing Maulik who had rarely uttered a word unless absolutely necessary. God, I miss that bastard. But I’ve adjusted to Roberta. She means well.


      I nod at her and pull my lips into something resembling a grin.


      “How was your Thanksgiving?” she asks.


      “Fine.”


      “Come on, Theo—turkey, mashed potatoes, football. You must love football, right?”


      Because I’m built like a linebacker, people assume an infatuation with football must be pulsing through my veins. The reality is that all the cheering, screaming, and revelry at games gives me a fucking headache.


      “Not really.”


      “A solid guy like you?”


      Solid. It’s a word people use when they don’t want to say fat. My frame might be solid, but everything on it, not so much. Some people can eat whatever they like and not gain a pound. I could eat nothing but carrot sticks and still pack it on.


      Because I don’t know what to say, I do my best to smile. I remind myself. Roberta means well.


      “There’s that beautiful smile. Give me your phone. Let me take a picture for your momma.”


      Last year, on my parents’ yearly visit for Hanukah, in her typical fashion, my mother talked Roberta’s ear off. Stopping for a coffee with my mother and father should’ve been simple, but nothing is ever simple with Sylvia Berenson. She started by thanking Roberta for being kind to me. For making sure I had fresh coffee every morning. Like Roberta came in and brewed the carafe only for me. They bonded over single adult sons who live far away, have no marriage prospects, and about never having grandchildren. I stood there, tail between my legs, embarrassed, once again, by my mother’s ability to overshare about her son with the world.


      “No.”


      “Your momma would love it.”


      My mother would actually adore a photo of me. She’d relish seeing me, even in my drab uniform, but she would nag me to smile bigger: “Theo, you have a beautiful face. I love that punim. Now, smile.”


      “Sorry, but no,” I say to Roberta, trying to be as gentle as possible.


      “All right, all right. Maybe tomorrow, grumpypants.”


      Roberta smirks, and I swipe my credit card quickly to assist my escape.


      “Are your parents coming for Hanukah?”


      I nod. They always come. Their yearly pilgrimage north from Florida to “visit the cold” as Abba says. I’m pretty sure somewhere in the Torah, it says that when you retire, you must move to Florida and constantly kvetch about the heat. Also, you must hound your child to marry and produce grandchildren. My mother’s biggest wish? For me to have a husband. Or at least a boyfriend. Good luck.


      “I don’t even care if he’s Jewish!” she said last year.


      “Sylvia, be careful what fakakta messages you send to the universe,” Abba warned.


      Part of me wants to have someone. Not even for me. For them. They want it so damn bad. My stomach begins to gurgle. Maybe I should grab a glazed donut to shut it up.


      “Bye, sweetie. You have a wonderful Sunday. Don’t go working too hard, ya hear me?”


      Even though it makes my cheeks ache, I do my best to give her another smile, squinting and turning my lips up the slightest bit.


      The drive from the Fill’er Up allows a single song and today the shuffle gods deliver “We Will Rock You.” I pound my fists on the steering wheel along with the drum kicks until Lear comes into view. Thankfully, the school parking lot sits vacant. In my book, an elementary school should be empty on a Sunday, especially after a holiday, but there are always teachers who can’t stay away. Because of Thanksgiving break, the school has been scrubbed and polished already. Toilet paper and paper towel rolls are fresh, trash cans are emptied, and there’s time before my only big scheduled task, buffing the cafeteria floor. The wax I applied Wednesday before I took off for Connecticut should be ready. Using the buffer is oddly soothing, with its whirring motor and intense vibrations making my entire body hum.


      Crumpling into my chair, I glance around my custodian closet. Slightly larger than an actual closet, there’s room for cleaning supplies, surplus paper products, and various tools I might require in a pinch, including my ancient toolbox. The school district’s maintenance team handles serious issues, but I tackle smaller projects around the school with that box. There’s an oversized sink big enough for buckets and the occasional moldy milk crate. Shelves of cleaning supplies and paper products line the walls, and with no windows, the scent of bleach and pine never truly escapes. I fucking love it.


      I recline in the old teacher’s chair I saved from the trash with a little WD-40 and prop my feet up on the busted milk crate I keep for this sole purpose.


      Leaning over to the long dusty shelf I installed, I press play on the old cassette player I scored at Goodwill for five bucks. Everybody wants their digital music, and LPs are apparently back if you’re a hipster. I have a box of old cassettes, and I’ll gladly play them until the tape wears out.


      Some soft crackling welcomes the layered harmonies of Freddie Mercury squeaking through the tinny speakers as “Fat Bottomed Girls” prompts me to nod along gently. It’s one of my favorite songs. Maybe he was singing about fat-bottomed boys too. When the drums kick in, losing myself in the familiar melody, the edges of my lips turn up. The earthy smell of the desert. A tent in Kandahar province. Parched. Painting on a brave face. A faint humming wanders over from the other side of the barracks. Absorbed in the music, eyes closed, I fail to notice when Kent appears.


      “Theodore. Good to see you.” Kent Lester gets away with calling me by my full name because he’s the boss. And a stand-up guy.


      “Kent.”


      “Did you have a good Thanksgiving? You spent it with Christian, right?”


      I nod. My parents always hound me about missing holidays. If guilt were an Olympic sport, my mother would be the Jewish Michael Phelps. But Florida is a plane trip, and with limited time and money, spending the day with my best friend and his wife is easier. And less stressful. My mother demanded to be put on speakerphone for a good twenty minutes of Thanksgiving dinner; luckily, after we were deployed together ten years ago and with as many years of friendship, Christian understands how Sylvia Berenson works. Thanksgiving with him and his wife Anna is like being with family. Plus, like a damn monsoon, my parents will crash-land here in a few weeks.


      “Well, good. I’m still stuffed from my brother-in-law’s famous deep-fried turkey. Some people think shoving a turkey into a deep fryer is blasphemous. Those people are wrong.” Kent laughs, his guffaws bouncing off walls in the small closet, prickling the hairs on the back of my neck.


      “Mmmh.”


      “Listen, there’s a new first-grade teacher. Starting tomorrow but setting up the room today. We’re using the old physical therapy room. If someone comes looking for help, well, please help.”


      “Got it.”


      “Well, I’m off to central office,” he says, turning to leave and stumbling over his own damn feet. Kent may be an amazing boss, but he’s about as graceful as a doe on ice. “I’m fine! Bye, Theo! Stay safe, and I’ll see you tomorrow.”


      Sunday after Thanksgiving is usually silent in the building. On paper, this should be an easy day. Buff the floors. Check supplies. Go home. Now this? Always one to take my medicine quickly, I head down the hallway to get this over with.


      When I walk in, I spot him. Sitting in a chair, staring outside like he’s searching for the meaning of life. Buddy, it ain’t in the school’s parking lot. I clear my throat, and he turns to me. His face comes into view, and there’s a rumble in my core, a seed of emotion, and when I notice the disruption, it pisses me off. He’s so … compact.


      “Hi, I’m Sheldon, the new first-grade teacher.”


      I want him to stand so I can truly assess his height, but this guy probably barely comes up to my chest. I could probably throw him in my back pocket like a ragdoll.


      “This is my classroom. I’m totally supposed to be here.”


      His hair is tightly clipped around the ears but full and bouncy on top, and a bright copper. My eyes squint from the brilliance emitting from his head before wandering to the dimple on his left cheek. This man, sitting here, appearing lost. My jaw stiffens.


      “Are you Theo?”


      God, I wish I weren’t.


      “The custodian? Kent told me you might be able to help me carry some furniture up from the basement. I already brought these two chairs up.”


      He motions to the chairs with a flourish like he’s waiting for me to award him a medal.


      “Mmmh.” It’s all I’ve got.


      I assess the state of the room (desolate) and the state of the young man (slight). I’m going to have to do something I will absolutely regret.


      Help.


      Helping leads to conversation, and something about this guy’s face tells me he likes to chat. Most teachers do. But that damn dimple.


      Begrudgingly, I nod toward the door, summoning him to follow.


      We walk down the hall toward the basement. I’m not sure if he’ll notice my limp. It’s not as evident as it was right after the incident, since the surgery and six months of intensive physical therapy, but it’s there. Permanently. If he’s aware, he doesn’t say anything.


      “Theo. Is that short for Theodore? Or do you prefer just Theo? Because Theodore is distinguished. Very. Wait, Ted? Oh my gosh, does anyone call you Teddy? Or, let me think of a new nickname … T-Boz! We can have a ‘No Scrubs’ fantasy. I totally know the No Scrubs choreo.”


      What in the actual fuck? I make a fist in my pocket and peer at him. Why would he think I’d like a nickname like Teddy? I’m not soft. Or cuddly. And talking annoys me. When people talk. When I’m asked to talk. No, thank you. Kent neglected to mention that the new first-grade teacher was a man with a dimple who can’t shut up. “Theo.”


      “Theo. Just Theo. Okay. Well, as I said, I’m Sheldon. Sheldon Soleskin. Not at all like Bond. James Bond. I mean, look at me. Clearly, not James Bond. Not even James Bond adjacent. Probably more Bond Girl material,” he says and winks. This sprite just winked at me. He puts out his hand, and for the love of god, his fingernails are painted. Purple. The paint glimmers and catches the fluorescent light. Is he expecting me to shake his hand or kiss it? I stare at it for a moment before he pulls it back and continues jabbering away. “The kids call me Mr. Soleskin or sometimes Mr. S. My sister calls me bean. Or Shell. Mostly bean. Because I’m smaller. And younger. Two and a half minutes. Younger. Not smaller. Only half an inch. Anyway, it’s sweet. Mostly. Anyway, you can call me Sheldon. Unless you want to create your own nickname for me.”


      He pauses, waiting for a reply, so I say, “Um. No.”


      What kind of name is Sheldon? I turn around, and my eyebrows squish together. Trying to understand this creature, with his lanky limbs and skinny jeans, hurts my head. Who the fuck wears skinny jeans to set up a classroom? And why won’t he stop talking? My temple prickles, but I shake it off like a wet dog.


      When we reach the basement, I give him another good look over as he assesses the furniture. I’m unsure how much help this guy will be in moving anything heavy. He can’t weigh more than a hundred pounds soaking wet. And now I’m imagining him soaking wet. It’s only been ten minutes, but Sheldon Soleskin already irritates the hell out of me.


      “Uhhhhhhh.”


      “You okay?” Sheldon asks, forcing me to roll my eyes.


      “What?” I ask, nodding toward the furniture.


      “What, what? What do you mean, what? What do I want? I mean, I’d really love an iced mocha right now. I know it’s November, but I could use a creamy, frothy chocolate mocha. When it’s zero degrees out, I ask for extra ice just to confuse them.” He throws his head back and giggles. “Negative degrees out? Give me my iced mocha. It’s almost Christmas, so throw in some peppermint and sing ‘Santa Baby’ to me. And while you’re at it, I’d love a boyfriend. Or at least a date to my ex’s wedding. On Christmas Eve. Who does that?” he asks, shaking his head and pausing for a moment, probably to catch his breath. “Not like Timothy was ever cruel, but it feels like he’s trying to rub my face in it.”


      I close my eyes and pinch my face. Confirmation: he’s gay.


      I nod toward the mangled stack of furniture.


      “Oh, you mean what furniture do I want?” Sheldon lets out a little laugh. My stomach shifts, and a gooey feeling stirs.


      “Yeah.”


      “Well, I need tables. Let’s see, twenty-four kids divided by four, that’s six tables. Is that right? We don’t do a ton of division in first grade. And twenty-four chairs. Maybe a few extra. You always need more chairs. Let’s say twenty-six chairs to be on the safe side. We don’t want a musical chairs last-one-out situation. I’ve already carried two up, so twenty-four. Twenty-four more. Hey, that rhymes!”


      He puts his arms out and does a little dance, his neck jerking back and forth while his legs jump and run in place. Without stopping, he continues, “Anyway, a few shelves for books and supplies. There’s a kidney table in the room. I’ll use that as my desk and work area for small groups. So, I think that’s enough for now.”


      I open my mouth, then close it. In addition to the talking, he’s a ball of energy. The way he talks and talks and then talks some more makes my brain spiral like a tornado raging inside my head. Watching his mouth moving and twisting and words spewing out, I need to make it stop. Make Sheldon stop. I wait and say a silent prayer that he’ll give his body and mouth a rest.


      “Chairs.”


      “Huh? Yes, chairs. Let’s start with chairs,” he says, finally ceasing his ridiculous dancing.


      Stretching out an arm, long and narrow, he reaches toward the bottom of the pile. The flickering fluorescent light bounces off his ginger hair, almost blinding me, but my reflexes kick in. The base of the pile stares at me, with heaps of metal and wood above it, and my eyes widen, my pulse hurries, and the mere thought of the chaos, the twisted mess, clanking, crashing, and bodily injury to this petite man-person pushes me to move faster than I’ve moved in a long time. Bounding toward him, I wrap my hand around Sheldon’s arm.


      His wrist resembles a twig—frail, fragile, and slender—so my much larger hand encircles it completely, fingers overlapping my thumb. His skin, warm and brassy, almost translucent against my rough, calloused hands, sends a jolt of energy that travels straight up my arm, into my chest, and finally settles into the gooeyness churning in my stomach. What the fuck?


      “What’s wrong? I need chairs.”


      “Top.”


      “Excuse me? That’s presumptuous,” he says, his eyes widening. “And totally wrong, by the way.”


      “Top.”


      I raise my voice louder than I should and nod toward the top of the furniture mountain. I’d moved too fast, and the fluctuating pain in my leg surged like lava.


      I wince from the discomfort and say, “The top.”


      “Oh. Oh! Listen, I’m a little frazzled today. Clearly. I’m sorry. Yikers. We almost had a dramatic take-me-to-the-hospital moment.” He wipes the sweat from his forehead, and even his eyebrows are red. “Anyway, how, um, how do we get the stuff at the top?”


      I stick my left index finger up and remove my right hand from his wrist. How long was I holding it? He doesn’t flinch or seem to mind. I take that as a good sign.


      I leave this elf alone in the musty basement to fetch a ladder. Sheldon Soleskin already has me feeling off-balance. My head is swimming in foggy clouds. I’ve done a bang-up job stuffing those pesky emotions way down where they can’t bother me, and now he comes raring in, yanking at feelings I’d rather keep at bay.


      Returning from my closet upstairs with the treasure in hand, I find Sheldon sitting on an old bench propped up against the wall. Unlike before, left to his own devices he appears almost sullen. I do my best to smile, but I worry it comes off more like an infant passing gas. He jolts from his stupor when he sees me, shaking his head and painting that cheerful mask on like he’s ready for battle.


      “Of course. A ladder. Thank you, Theo. Yes. We need a Home Depot moment. Or Lowes. Orange or blue uniforms. Which do you prefer?”


      I stare at him and bite my lip.


      “Okay, let’s do this,” he says with a smile, and damn that dimple. I could fill it with lemony hummus and dip crackers in it. Or lick it out with my tongue. Get a grip, Theo.


      I carry the ladder over and open it, kicking the legs to check for sturdiness. Feelings bubble up I’m not used to. Useful. Needed. And I’m certain I don’t care for it. Or Sheldon Soleskin.


    


  




  

    

      

        

          

            THREE


          


          

            

              [image: ]

            


          


          

            Sheldon


          


        


      


    


    

      Theo’s a giant. After he prevents the entire pile of furniture from falling on me, in the interest of not causing myself bodily harm I decide to take a breath, slow down, and let him take the lead. He’s got this.


      Standing on the second step from the top as Theo’s strong grip holds the ladder’s base firmly in place, I begin tugging with all my might. My arms strain from the exertion, and I’m not sure wearing this cute, chunky, baby-blue cardigan was a smart idea. But even with all the force and effort my bony little arms can muster, none of the chairs near the top budge.


      “If I crack a nail, I will not be happy, Theo. There’s no time to repaint before my first day here.” Pulling as hard as I can, I ask, “Are these chairs fused together or what?”


      “Get down.”


      My eyes go wide. It’s the first time more than a single word escapes his lips. What would I have to do to provoke an actual conversation? Sweat begins to drip from my forehead. The school’s boiler gurgles and pops in the corner, and the basement feels more like a sauna every minute we’re down here. I pop my sweater off so I don’t pass out because I do not care to be a damsel in distress with this guy. My black tank top tries to come off along with my sweater, and I’m momentarily quasi-shirtless before yanking it down. Theo lets out a sharp huff when I lay it over a bookcase, and I worry my naked torso has somehow offended him.


      “Sorry, I’m sweating like a queen about to lip-sync for her life,” I say, using the front of my shirt to wipe the flop sweat from my forehead. “Aren’t you warm?”


      “I’m fine.”


      He seems to be putting a lot of energy into being ornery, but there’s something about how his eyes shine, at least when he’s not looking at the floor, that makes me suspect he might enjoy helping me. Maybe I need to ramp up my patented Sheldon Soleskin charm to crack his shell and make my first friend at my new school. Befriend the school custodian. Challenge accepted.


      Slowly, making sure I don’t tumble, I descend the ladder. When I hop off the last step, I tilt my head up and smile. Theo brushes past me and begins to climb.


      Watching him clamber up, there’s no denying he’s a bear of a guy. Teddy really would be the perfect nickname for him. Although I’m not getting cuddly vibes, more of an eat-your-face-off feeling. No, thank you. I’m very happy with my face in place. Oh, another rhyme!


      The rusty ladder gently creaks and shakes as he lumbers up. The limp I thought I noticed in the hall is confirmed as he approaches the top. I’m tempted to ask him about it, but we’re clearly not in lets-chat-about-personal-aspects-of-our-lives territory. Yet. Not knowing how to help, I put my hands near the base to steady it, unsure if my minuscule frame will make any difference, but trying my best to offer the ladder emotional support.


      I peek up. With all the climbing and reaching, Theo’s dark navy uniform top has come untucked from his pants. The glimpse of his stomach poking out makes my lips turn up. Round, with a smidge of sandy brown fuzz. What would my fingers feel like grazing Theo’s belly?


      Focus, Sheldon. Chairs. “Can you get it?”


      Theo extends his long arm, and I swear—like an eagle stretching its wing in flight—his hand reaches and grabs a chair’s leg jutting out from the mess. He plucks it out like he’s removing a toothpick from Jell-O.


      “I loosened it for you,” I announce.


      Theo peers down at me. Drops of sweat tickle my forehead, and my hair feels damp and tacky. Theo raises his chin, and for a split second, I almost see the muscles in his cheeks begin to move. My face lights up like Rudolph’s nose, and I shout, “Go, Theo!”


      With my spontaneous cheer, the poor lug momentarily loses his balance, and he begins to wobble. Not wanting a Theo-falls-on-me-in-the-basement moment, I scramble to action. My hands shake and shift up to his calves, but instead of steadying him, he teeters further. The ladder begins to shake, and I wince, waiting for him to come tumbling down like Humpty-Dumpty.


      But he doesn’t. I crack one eye to see him holding the first chair in his left hand, with his right latched on to another that’s still stuck in the jumble. He’s stabilized himself with absolutely no assistance from me.


      “That was close,” I say. “You scared me for a second.”


      Sweat drips from his forehead, but he shows no signs of distress. He rolls his eyes and hands the first chair down. When I grab the chair’s leg, my fingers brush his. They’re almost twice the size of mine but also calloused and dry. He could use a good moisturizing regime, especially in the dry Portland winter season. Maybe I could convince him to do a moisturizing manicure with me. I’ll pack my kit and see if I can squeeze him in during one of my preps. He strikes me as a clear-polish kind of guy.


      If Theo’s annoyed at the contact, his steady face reveals nothing. I place the chair on the floor and nod at him to continue. We work like this for the next half hour, removing chairs, Jenga-style, in silence, one at a time, until we’ve dislodged enough for my classroom.


      “Okay, let’s carry the chairs up, and then we can come back for the bigger stuff,” I say.


      I take a chair in each arm, feeling rather proud of my ability to carry two at once. Before I ascend the stairs, Theo takes a chair, stacks it on top of another, then repeats and ends up with two in each of his thick arms.


      “Showoff.”


      He dips his head, but the crinkles around his eyes give him away. His shaggy, sandy-colored hair, matching the fuzz on his stomach, tangles near his eyes, and I wonder when he last had a proper haircut. I’m no hairstylist, but I could at least clean it up for him. Even with that mop swaying around his face, his large frame and height make it hard for him to hide. Being teased seems to bring Theo a sliver of pleasure, so I add “make Theo smile” to my mental to-do list of ways to make the world a better place.


      We carry up all twenty-four chairs, working up a sweat despite the almost freezing temps outside. Theo lifts the large table like it’s a feather. My eyes are drawn to his neck. He’s swimming in sweat and glistening, the physical labor taking its toll on his body. And his shoulders. And arms. His biceps stretch the deep navy uniform to its limits. I can almost hear the fabric screaming as it fights against his meaty muscles like he’s a thicker Hemsworth brother. My head grows hot and flushed.


      Theo’s stocky arms flex again as he holds the table aloft, waiting for me to move. I do my best not to stare, but small drops of sweat on Theo’s shirt draw my attention, and the smell of leather and perspiration tickles my nose. He’s waiting. I blink away my stare and rush to lift my end.


      “Oh, damn, this is heavier than I thought.”


      My lanky arms feel numb. Facing Theo, the morning catches up to me, and I suddenly feel light-headed. The breakfast bar I ate on my drive to school feels too far gone and clearly inadequate. All this exertion is way more than my regular Zumba routine in the living room. I am so ready to be done with hauling furniture from the depths of the building. Manual labor is not part of my school setup dream. I want to finish the room and get home to relax for a hot minute before school tomorrow.


      “It’s the wood.”


      “The wood?” I ask, suddenly feeling overheated.


      “The table. It’s solid.”


      “Right. Sorry, Theo. Clearly, I’m not as strong as you, and it’s a sauna in here. Aren’t you hot?”


      Even though he’s clearly sweating, Theo simply shrugs.


      “Okay, how are we gonna get this up the stairs?” Extremely narrow, the stairway to the first floor doesn’t seem like these tables will fit. “The furniture got down here somehow, and I know we’ll get it up,” I say.


      As we approach the first steps, Theo turns, forcing me to go up first. Is he doing this to hold the brunt of the table’s weight or to try and take control of maneuvering? Either way, my weak muscles rejoice.


      My relief quickly fades. Being at the top of the table doesn’t dismiss me from actual hard work. I can barely manage to keep my fingers gripped on the edge of the table. This huge, solid, brute of a guy, and I’m the one yanking and pulling.


      “You good?” he asks quietly as if the veins on my neck about to launch out of my body and hurl into deep space aren’t a clue.


      “Yup. It’s fine. I’m fine. Everything’s fine.”


      After a few steps, he begins lifting and turning, and slowly the table’s weight transfers, and maybe I won’t actually die a tragic death here on the stairway of Lear Elementary School. When we’re about halfway up the stairs, the light from the hallway beckoning, Theo speaks.


      “Good job.”


      I wasn’t prepared for him to grace me with his deep voice, let alone praise me. My stomach flinches, my sweaty fingers slip, and I almost drop the table.


      “Whoa,” he shouts.


      “Got it. I’ve got it,” I spit out, gripping the piece of furniture.


      He gives one more push, and we breach the door, the table shooting out like a child zooming down a slide.


      “We did it!” I cheer.


      “Mmmh.” His grumble sounds faintly favorable.


      “That wasn’t so bad,” I say with sweat stinging my eyes, and the moment the last word escapes my mouth, the lacquered wood slips from my hands and crashes to the floor, barely missing my foot.


      “Oops.”


      Theo’s lips curve ever so slightly, a ghost of a smile emerging. Do I amuse him? Maybe in a straight guy taunting and teasing way, but hey, a smile, even a partial one, is a win in my book.


      We return to the basement until all six tables are deposited in the middle of the space. My arms and legs resemble jellyfish, and I’m not sure I have much left in me to set up the entire classroom. Exhausted and hot, we both collapse on opposite tables, tired, and sweaty.


      “You’re amazing, Theo,” I say with a huff. “I couldn’t have done it without you. Clearly. I’d have chairs and nothing else. I don’t suppose you want to stay and help me set the room up?”


      I lift my head to see him peer at me. Any hint of softening is gone, and his eyes squint. He pushes himself off the table and bellows, “No.”


      He exits the room, and I let out a huge breath. Theo, helping me put a classroom together? I’m lucky he showed up at all. He’s an interesting guy. Step one: befriending the custodian, complete! They hold the keys to everything. Literally. Theo may take some time to warm up to me, but I know we’ll be buddies. Alone, with hours of room prep ahead of me, I pop in my earbuds, cue up RuPaul’s underrated “Christmas Party” album and get to work.
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