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His grumpy neighbor needs some holiday sunshine...

Gideon Holiday is the perfect neighbor. Need a cup of
sugar? Spare folding chair? Extra batteries? He’s always ready
to help. And he’s waited years for his hot, grumpy, silver fox
neighbor, Paul, to need him. For anything. But this December,
Gideon would be happy if he could just get the Scrooge-like
Paul on board with the neighborhood holiday lights fundraiser.

Paul Frost has no intention of decking his halls or blazing
any Yule logs. Even if his spunky bowtie-clad neighbor does
look perfect for unwrapping, Paul would prefer to hide away
until December is done. But when his beloved younger brother
announces an unexpected visit, Paul needs all the trimmings
for a festive homecoming—and fast.

Luckily, Gideon is there with a color-coded plan to save
Christmas. Soon Paul’s hanging lights, trimming trees, and
rolling out cookies. And steaming up his new flannel sheets
with Gideon. How did that happen?

It’ll take some winter magic to preserve their happiness
and keep these rival neighbors together longer than one
holiday season.

The Geek Who Saved Christmas is a low-angst m/m
holiday romance with a guaranteed happy ending. This
grumpy/sunshine, neighbors-to-lovers, found family tale
features two heroes in their forties figuring out that maybe
their sexily-ever-after was right next door the whole time. It
stands alone and is not connected to any of the author s other
universes. However, it does contain a heaping helping of the
same emotions and steamy moments readers have come to
expect!






Chapter One

‘Tis that time of year again, neighbors! The annual holiday
lights charity fundraiser is coming! It’s time to get serious
about those decorations, folks! ~Cheryl Bridges posted to the
What's Up Neighbor app

Gideon

“See the blazing Yule before us,” I sang happily. I was
running late, but that didn’t stop me from summoning some
early seasonal spirit on my way into the tiny Evergreen Park
community center at the heart of our historic neighborhood.
I’d been looking forward to this meeting for weeks now, the
moment when my grand plans would all be revealed. I did
love a good plan, and I had the schematics to prove it.

Deck the halls, indeed. If T had my way, the whole
neighborhood would be transformed into a perfect—

“Watch it.” A voice I knew a little too well had me looking
up in the nick of time to avoid crashing into my next-door
neighbor. My very hot, very grumpy, very not-into-
community-meetings neighbor.

“Paul!” T faked some cheer in the hopes that maybe his
grinchy heart had thawed this year, and he’d finally join us in
decorating. “You here for the meeting?”’

“Yep.” Typically monosyllabic, his stony face revealed
nothing about his intentions.

“Does this mean you’re going to put up some lights this
year?” I asked brightly. My voice had the same embarrassingly
breathless quality it always took on around Paul Frost.



Something about all those muscles and silver-fox looks
combined to fluster me every darn interaction. We were both
over forty, but he wore it so much hotter. “I’ll be going over
guidelines and helpful hints.”

“I don’t need hints.” It really was a darn shame, the way
the man totally lacked an appetite for fun and community
togetherness. But maybe when one filled out a leather jacket
like he did, a personality was strictly optional.

“Still, everyone is looking forward to hearing my plans.”
Everyone other than Aim went without saying. And if he was
there to object, he could save it. I’d worked too hard on my
plans to turn back now. “I’d better get in there.”

“Sure.” Paul held the door for us both. “Nice tie.”

“Um. Thanks.” T had no idea what to make of the half-
smile that teased the edges of his mouth as he indicted my bow
tie, which featured cheerful and seasonally appropriate
turkeys.

Mr. Leather Jacket had an endless wardrobe of plain black
T-shirts and wasn’t the type to appreciate my fashionable
whimsy, making me even more suspicious of his motives for
coming to the meeting. However, before I could question him
further, Cheryl, our longtime leader, frantically motioned me
over to the coffee table. I headed toward her and most
certainly did not sneak a look at the flex of Paul’s muscles as
he found a seat near the back of the community center.

Liar. Okay, a tiny peek. It wasn’t my fault the man was
riveting. Even frowning, he added something to the otherwise
drab space. The multipurpose room consisted of a low stage at
the front and folding chairs, which could be stowed for senior
citizen fitness classes, kid art classes, and other community
activities.

“See something you like?” Cheryl raised an eyebrow as |
reached her. Oops. Maybe I hadn’t been as subtle as I thought.

“Your new sweater. Love the rose shade on you,” I said
smoothly.



“Gideon.” Her pragmatic tone was just this side of
scolding. “Paul Frost is a tree you can’t climb.”

“Not planning on trying,” I lied. I’d blaze his Yule in a
heartbeat if I thought he was interested, but he was most
decidedly not. Every neighborhood interaction tended to turn
frosty in a hurry. Which was a shame because we were both
single men of a certain age.

According to Cheryl, who had an unparalleled talent for
getting details, he’d never been married and didn’t have kids.
What he did have was a discreet rainbow on his truck and
business logo. And over-forty, unattached homeowners who
were possibly into guys didn’t come along all that often in our
sleepy suburb. So, understandably, I’d initially been gleeful
when he’d moved in, but four years of terse interactions said
that short, geeky, snappy dressers didn’t float his particular
boat.

Or maybe it was my relentless optimism. Maybe he was
allergic to smiles and needed someone similarly dour to hang
with, not that I’d seen him date. No hookups escaping late at
night or early morning either. And yes, I was a nosy enough
neighbor that I’d know.

“Well, he’s not the only new face tonight. This crowd is an
excellent omen.” Cheryl patted me on the sleeve as I removed
my stack of handouts from my leather messenger bag.

“The big turnout is great, but we may need more snacks.” I
gestured at the table, which was already running short on
cookies and coffee cups.

“I'm on it.” Smiling deviously, she retrieved an extra
platter of turkey-shaped cookies from under the table. “Think
Paul will actually decorate this year?”

“That would be a pleasant change.” This was my third year
as holiday chair, and if I’d learned anything, it was that Paul
Frost didn’t do seasonal celebrations and quite possibly went
into hibernation each December. No parties. No appearance at
Cheryl’s big New Year’s Eve celebration. No neighborly food
offerings. And nary as much as a wreath or single strand of
lights.



“I suppose we should get started.” After setting out the
fresh platter of cookies, Cheryl clapped her hands with all the
authority of a woman who’d raised four sons to adulthood.
“Now, I’'m sure you’re all here for Gideon’s decorating plans,
but before we get to that, we have some housekeeping. The
first snow is coming soon, and you’ll want to remember our
shared sidewalk obligations.”

Cheryl had a number of such reminders before moving on
to new business. “The Morrisons have raised the issue of the
high schoolers. Again.”

This got a murmur from the crowd. Paul straightened up
from his earlier lazy sprawl. Ah. Maybe he wasn’t here about
my decorating after all. And undoubtedly, he sided with the
only residents who were possibly bigger scrooges than him.
The Morrisons lived to complain. This time it was about the
increasing number of young people who were cutting through
the park to reach the high school on the other side and
trudging across the shared green space maintained by the
neighborhood association. The lack of a formal path meant
they left muddy footprints and trash in their wake.

“We need to fence off the area.” Mr. Morrison went right
to his preferred solution for everything. “Close access. Post
signs. Big signs.”

“Yes, that’s one idea.” Cheryl’s tone was way nicer than he
deserved. “Proper signage is always a good first step.”

“This is a problem. We can’t keep letting them strut on
through like they own the place.” Morrison’s rant got several
nods from the crowd.

“Sure we can,” Paul spoke clearly from his spot, not
bothering to stand or raise his hand, but he had the sort of
voice that when he spoke, people tended to listen. Deep.
Gravelly. Working-class Philly with a little hint of Jersey. His
sort of blunt directness always impressed me, the way a tell-it-
like-1t-1s person could cut through a lot of game playing and
posturing.

And this was a stunning turn of events. My head whipped
toward Morrison, eager to see how he’d respond. Paul taking



the side of the high schoolers caused wide eyes all around the
room and more than one swift intake of breath. High drama for
a Tuesday night around here.

“Let them continue to cut through?” Morrison’s skin was
getting all splotchy pink and a sheen of sweat appeared on his
forehead. “We can’t make it that easy on them.”

“They’re kids.” Paul shrugged, completely unmoved by
Morrison’s bluster. “They’re trying to get to the school fast,
often in bad weather. Let them cut through. But let’s make it
even easier.”

“Easier? Why would we do that?”

“Now, Ernest, let’s hear Paul’s idea.” Cheryl made a sit-
down motion with her hand that Morrison ignored.

“What you need is a path. A real path. Add a trash can at
each end to handle the litter issue.”

“Paths cost money.” Cheryl spoke before Morrison or
someone else could. The community center itself was held
together with love and a lot of rusty screws, many years
removed from its humble midcentury origins. The greater
township never had enough spare budget for parks and rec for
the neighborhoods.

“Yup. Any sort of landscaping is going to have costs. But
so do fences.” Paul had a sharp look for Morrison. “And it
would be a short path. Quick project. My guys can do it, on us.
It’s a slow enough time of year for our crew that we can do it
between other jobs. If we hurry, we can get it in before it gets
too cold to pour concrete.”

Even Cheryl’s experienced eyes went wide at that. Grumpy
Mr. Frost had a heart? For late-running high school students,
no less? I’d known he was a contractor from his large truck
emblazoned with his Frost Construction & Landscaping logo,
but this was unexpected generosity from a guy who glared if
my trash cans were a few inches out of line on our shared
driveway.

“You’d donate a path?” Cheryl clarified.



“Yep. That’s what I said.” Paul rubbed his neck as if
maybe public speaking wasn’t his favorite activity. “It’s work
for my crew, keeps us busy. And it will look better than a
fence, which the kids would likely jump anyway.”

This got a murmur of agreement from a large portion of
the audience.

“Well, 1 suppose it’s worth bringing to the improvements
committee for a vote. Maybe something can be scared up for
materials expenses.” Cheryl gave a decisive nod. Her stamp of
approval meant the project was likely a done deal. Apparently
none too happy about this turn of events, Morrison went
harumphing his way toward the exit, his long-suffering wife
trailing after him.

“Wait!” Cheryl called after him. “Gideon Holiday was
about to speak. Don’t you want to hear the neighborhood
decorating plans?”’

“Don’t need to.” Older with saggy jowls, his scowl was a
lot less interesting than Paul’s. And they were the only
neighbors as uninclined toward the holidays, what with their
house’s lone spindly reindeer lawn ornament and same ancient
wreath each year. Morrison was also one to loudly rant about
others’ displays, complaining excessive lights and decor were
eyesores. And he had endless things to say about the traffic it
brought to the neighborhood.

Paul, on the other hand, wasn’t a complainer. Somehow his
lack of participation didn’t feel as mean-spirited. More like he
simply wasn’t interested, but this year, I had a plan for that.
And after discovering that he had a bigger heart than I’d
originally thought, I was even more optimistic that my efforts
might be successful at long last.

Knowing he had something of a soft spot for younger
people, I looked right at Paul when it was my turn to speak.
The specifics of the lighting schedule could wait. Instead, I
waxed poetic about the children’s programming here at the
center we were collecting donations for from visitors who
would come to see our displays. We’d also collect food and
unwrapped new toys for needy families.



I was super passionate about obtaining more support for
the community center’s efforts, but meeting Paul’s sharp hazel
eyes as | delivered my appeal was a mistake. There was a
reason | tried not to look too hard or too long at the guy. All
that stubbly gray hotness had a tendency to make me fumble
my words and tried my careful composure.

“The box will go in the toys.” I blinked at my bungling of
the point. “Er. Toys. In the box.”

Get a grip, Gideon. 1 had to look away from Paul and fast.
He already thought I was the nutty Holiday guy. I didn’t need
him thinking locking gazes with him was enough to trip me up
like a high schooler with a crush. Even if it was.

“The kids need our help, and by working together, we can
ensure our display makes all the best of the area lists. More
visitors equals more donations. The charitable giving
committee says requests for help are way up this year, and
they need all the assistance we can give them.” There. I
finished strong, but Paul didn’t seem particularly moved,
glancing down at his phone and shifting in his seat. Maybe he
was simply too polite to follow Morrison out the door.

His disinterest didn’t faze me. I had a plan B, C, and D
where Paul Frost was concerned, and I wasn’t giving up quite
yet.



Chapter Two

Have you seen the muddy mess of footprints in the open
space? I spotted two girls cutting through it again this
morning. Something must be done before the snow starts.
~Ernest Morrison posted to the What's Up Neighbor app

Paul

I’d said what I’d come to say. Neighbors worried about a
little mud and some footprints needed to chill out. These
meetings were hardly my usual style, but as a contractor, I also
wasn’t unused to planning commissions and zoning boards. |
could have left my objections at how ugly and unnecessary
additional fencing would be, but I’d known Cheryl wouldn’t
be able to resist the free labor offer.

Standing next to her on the stage at the front of the room,
Gideon Holiday’s expression had gone all amazed. Felt good
to startle him a little. He was such a bundle of contradictions.
He never failed to sport a pristine appearance with a perfectly
pressed shirt, ridiculous bow tie, and poofy haircut that
probably cost more than my last pair of boots. But for all he
could be cultured and charming to others, he was always
skittish around me. His fumbling for words and nervous
gestures made it seem like he expected me to whip out a tire
iron any moment.

I understood his wariness. I was too blue-collar for a lot of
these longtime residents, many of whom were associated with
the nearby college. Stanton Anthony had been an exclusive
women’s school before finally integrating a few years back.
Gideon did something suitably techy and important over there.



But even with all his polish, the guy still managed to get
rattled by my existence as if I was about to make off with the
silver any minute. He sure was enthusiastic about these
seasonal lights though.

“The theme this year is Magical Wonderland, which you
all should know from the memo I sent a few weeks back.”
Gideon had moved on to talking specifics for the
neighborhood decorating efforts. I wanted to leave, but after
Morrison’s rudeness, it felt like staying was the least I could
do, especially if I wanted the committee to approve the path
project. Always with the committees around here.

And whatever the neighborhood crisis, Gideon had a
memo, a spreadsheet, or a rule book at the ready. But he was
wrong. There was nothing inherently magical about December.
These days it was just another month on the calendar for me
and not worth all this fuss. Not that I’d tell the guy who was
currently gushing over silver-and-gold lighting schemes and
rotation of the donation collection duties. I let the signup sheet
for that slide on by me.

Finally, Gideon finished, and after yet more reminders
about proper snow removal techniques and prompt stowing of
trash cans, the meeting was dismissed. About time. Now I
could make my escape and head home before Jim got too
restless without me.

“Paul! Wait up!” Gideon called right as I reached the door.
I narrowly suppressed a groan as I slowed my strides.

“Yeah?” I turned toward him. His smile could reach almost
blinding levels. No guy our age should have such deep
dimples or such an impish grin. Seemed like his eyes were
always sparkling behind his pricey-looking horned-rimmed
glasses. He made an adorable hipster, but as much fun as he
was to look at, I still dreaded whatever he had to say.

“I’ll walk back with you. I wanted to say thank you for
sticking up for the kids. That was very...unexpected of you.”
Gideon coupled his dramatic pause with raised eyebrows as if
[ was more likely to run the kids off with a pitchfork.



“No problem.” I continued my trek out of the building. I
didn’t question how Gideon knew I’d walked rather than
drove. He was one of those highly observant folks who
probably didn’t mean to be nosy but simply couldn’t help
noticing every little detail. Reminded me of my brother, which
caused my tone to be a little gruffer than I’d intended.

“It was very charitable, and I’d like to help in any way I
can.” Gideon was nothing if not earnest. I couldn’t see him
pouring cement or leveling a trail in his fancy clothes. Even
his jacket was a fashionable wool number, and his jogging
clothes were always color-coordinated. Not that I snooped, but
Gideon was kind of hard to miss.

“Thanks.” The evening had turned crisp and chilly. It
wouldn’t be long at all until snow arrived. I hoped the
improvements committee approved the path quickly. I needed
some more hours for the crew before Thanksgiving, a reason
to make sure my people had enough in their checks to get by.
Man, how I hated the slow months.

“I, for one, like having more kids in the neighborhood.”
Unbothered by my lack of conversation, Gideon continued his
cheery rambling. Leaving the park, we waited at the gates for a
car to pass. “The younger families moving in is a good thing,
despite some of the grumbles.”

“Honestly, it’s less about the kids and more about Jim,” I
admitted before he could go erecting a statue in my honor.

“Jim?”” Gideon’s mouth pursed like he’d said a curse word.

“My dog.” Letting Gideon think I’d meant a human
companion might have been funny, but it would have
undoubtedly led to more prying. I’d spare us both the
questioning.

“Ah, yes,” he said with all the enthusiasm of a non-dog
person. “I’ve seen you with it. It’s a rather striking creature.”

“Yeah, well, in the mornings, I walk her through the green
space, let her run a little if no one else is around yet.” Jim was
a big, shaggy Bernese Mountain dog and would have preened
at even Gideon’s faint praise. I’d seen Gideon’s little



tortoiseshell cat lurking in his windows, and I’d bet that his
fussy manners extended to daily pet hair removal. No way
could he put up with all the floof of a dog like Jim, not to
mention her talent for finding mud in the green space. “If they
fenced off the area, we’d likely have to tramp all the way
through the park to reach the open area, putting me way
behind schedule.”

“Ah.” Gideon made a thoughtful noise. Undoubtedly,
revealing my practicality took some of the shine off that statue
he’d been so ready to toss up. Rounding the corner for Tinsel
Avenue, we passed the Morrisons’ large house. “Still, your
help will make a difference to a lot of people. That counts for
something in my book.”

“Thanks.” Finally on our own block, this walk needed to
be done soon before Gideon revived my sainthood application.

“And speaking of making a difference—"

“Why do I have the feeling I’'m not going to like this?” I
cut him off because I’d been expecting this the whole walk,
the hard sell on some sort of civic engagement, likely
involving costumes and crowds knowing Gideon.

“Let me finish. I have a proposition for you.”

“Oh?” Stopping on my heel near a street lamp, I turned to
give him a very deliberate once-over. I might be ridiculously
out of practice, but I hadn’t forgotten how to put some heat
behind my gaze. Not that I had to work that hard with Gideon.
For all his fussy ways that got on my nerves, I sure did enjoy
looking at him.

“Not...” Gideon coughed, turning pink. He tugged his coat
more securely around him. He didn’t need to worry. His virtue
was safe with me. Even if | was the sort to play the hookup
game, | wouldn’t fish in the neighborhood pond. I’d noticed
the rainbow bumper sticker on his little import the day I
moved into my place, but Gideon also seemed like the type to
smudge easily, too fussy even if he weren’t next door. But
somehow, all my lectures on his lack of suitability didn’t stop
my body from reacting to his blush.



He coughed again before he took a big breath. “Anyway,
the more houses we have decorated for the season, the more
likely people are to come see the lights. More people mean
more donations, and like your path, the donations make a huge
difference to a lot of people in our area.”

Damn it. I’d really walked right into this one, hadn’t I?
Groaning, I resumed walking. The faster I reached my door,
the better. “I’m not really the decorating type.”

“I know that. T get it.” He gave an exaggerated nod as if
someone who changed his porch decor for each major holiday
could truly understand. “This season simply isn’t your thing.
But that’s where my proposition comes in.”

“You’re going to bribe me to decorate?” Almost to my
house, I had to stop again. I’d turn him down, but I was still
far more curious than I had any right to be about what he
might offer. Thanks to those blushes and his nearness, my sex-
deprived brain was more than happy to supply a few
suggestions involving his ridiculous bow tie hitting the floor.

“No, no, of course not.” Gideon quickly squashed my
feverish fantasies, which was for the best. “I’m offering to do
it for you. All the work. Lights, some tasteful decor, all set up
and then later stowed for you, hassle-free.”

“You want to string lights on my house for me?” I blinked.
And blinked again. Gideon scampering around my roof would
be a sight indeed. Not happening, but the image was almost
enough to make me smile.

“Exactly.” Gideon practically danced the rest of the way to
our shared driveway. “And I can work with whatever
preferences you might have—colors, secular, wintery without
being holiday, or a nod to any traditions you might have. The
Levy family has a gorgeous menorah.”

“I’ve seen.” The thing was probably eight feet and glowed
like a landing pad, but it was memorable. Farther down the
block, the Reeds always put up Happy Solstice messages and
the Jordans on the other side of the street went with a Kwanza
theme each year. The neighborhood’s enthusiasm for the
season was inclusive of all beliefs, but it wasn’t religion



holding me back. “I’'m not Jewish. I just don’t celebrate
anything.”

“And this way, you don’t have to.” Gideon grinned like
he’d cornered me. And he had. Despite being steps from my
door, escape seemed futile as he continued to hype this
harebrained plan. “You can support the neighborhood efforts
by simply loaning me your house.”

“That easy?”

“Yes. I can put everything on timers. And with the newer
LED lights, you’ll scarcely notice a power bill impact.”

“You sure have thought of everything.” I whistled low
because, in several years of living here, this was the most
sentences Gideon had strung together around me without
tripping over his words and definitely the most enthusiastic I’d
seen the guy. Talking about lights, he practically glowed
himself, radiating warmth and energy in the dark, damp
November night.

“Yes, I have.” He beamed at me.

“Look. Gideon. No offense, but I’m not sure I’'m up for the
hassle.” When he opened his mouth, no doubt to tell me it
wasn’t a hassle, I held up a hand and used some of my rusty
manners. “And I wouldn’t want to impose.”

“Oh, it’s not an imposition.” Predictably, Gideon didn’t
take the hint. One truly had to admire his dedication to the
cause. “It would be fun! Since you’re not into any specific
celebrations, we can go with snowflakes and snowpeople. Yes,
that’s it. Cheerful snowpeople.”

Lord save us. If I didn’t put a stop to the runaway Gideon
express, I was likely to have a lawn full of those inflatable
glowing snowpeople with their serial killer grins and silly top
hats. “I’m not sure—"

“Why don’t you think about 1t?”” Gideon gave me another
winning smile right as Jim barked from my front window. She
wasn’t usually loud, but I also didn’t usually dally in the
driveway. “No need to give me an answer right now. Your
furry friend seems eager for you to go in.”



“It’s dinner time.” At last, escape seemed in reach. I meant
myself, though, as I’d been late leaving a worksite, but I’d
never make Jim wait. By the time I finally got my own dinner,
she’d have conveniently forgotten her hasty supper and turned
those big brown eyes my way, much like Gideon and his
pleading. He was a tough guy to say no to.

“Of course. I wouldn’t want to keep you.” Gideon made a
shooing motion like I’d been the one drawing the conversation
out. “Think about my offer. I can draw up some plans to show

2

you.

“That’s not necessary.” Why I couldn’t manage a firm no
was beyond me. Maybe it was his enthusiasm for his idea.
Maybe it was his commitment to neighborhood causes. He
might be a hammer short of a toolbox, but his wackiness
sprang from good intentions.

He means well, my mom would have said.

“Maybe not necessary. But it sure will be fun.” He
stamped his feet, either from cold or excitement. With him, it
was hard to tell. I liked a good blueprint myself, but I’d never
had the prospect make me boogie.

“Uh-huh.” Again, I couldn’t seem to say no, shut him
down. Sometime between now and when he inevitably flagged
me down for further discussion, I’d have to find some
backbone. I didn’t want my front lawn to become a holiday
circus, didn’t need Gideon underscoring everything I disliked
about this blasted time of year.

“Night, Paul. Thanks again.” Giving a last smile, Gideon
strode away before I could tell him he could save the thanks. I
hadn’t agreed to anything, and I wasn’t about to let Gideon
Holiday have his way on this. I knew better. Somehow, I
needed to convince him to let me have my seasonal funk in
peace.



Chapter Three

Who needs a place for Thanksgiving? Always room for one
more! ~Cheryl Bridges

Us too! We've got a full house and twenty pounds of
turkey! ~Frisk Family

People! Please pay attention to where your guests are
parking. Common courtesy goes a long way. ~Ernest Morrison
posted to the What's Up Neighbor app

Gideon

Kneeling up on my roof was a relief, not that I’d ever
admit it aloud. But “I have to work on my decorating” was
such a nice excuse to leave Friendsgiving before the tipsy
shenanigans we were all getting too old for anyway started.
Each year our group shrunk a little more as people coupled
and throupled up, adopted, reconciled with biological families,
and otherwise found new connections with more compelling
nvites.

I’d had no shortage of other invitations myself, of course.
My ex and her wife. Cheryl and her brood. The Jordans down
the street. Peggy from work. But being the fun, single guest
was exhausting. I’d had years where I'd attended multiple
events, and as much as I loved people, dealing with my lights
was a far better distraction from my sorry single state than all
those happy clans.

Thus, here I was, Thanksgiving evening with the light
fading over a neighborhood filled with family gatherings in
full swing. But I was alone on the roof with thousands of LED



bulbs, plastic hanger hooks, and all my timers. Bliss really,
getting everything hooked to my new app for managing all the
timers, setting the decorations just so, and reminding myself
how much joy strangers were going to take in visiting our
neighborhood. If I could light up one person’s dark day, then
all the work was worth it. Humming softly, this time a show
tune that refused to leave my brain, I finished the front half of
my roof and turned back to my ladder. Except...

No ladder.

“What the hell?” I said to the empty night. I’d left it
against the same eave as always, the side porch the best and
safest access point. But no ladder. I peered down and—

“Fuck.” Sometimes there was no better word because there
my ladder was, laying lazily across the driveway. “Fuck.”

Not only was I blocking the driveway, a neighborly no-no,
but more pressing, I had no way down. I wasn’t some nimble
skinny teen able to shimmy down the drainpipe. And all my
upstairs windows were locked, a fact I verified. Butterscotch
sat in his cat tree in the spare bedroom window, unmoved by
my plight. I’d probably have to break a window, and wasn’t
that going to be a mess? I had my phone, but who would I
call? Everyone I knew was either with family or in no shape to
drive. Maybe if I yelled, Paul would hear. Embarrassing as
hell, but rescue beat the alternative.

But no, Paul’s truck was missing from its usual spot by his
garage. He too was probably out at a gathering. Breaking a
window seemed my only alternative. I removed my scarf to
wrap my hand and was giving myself the requisite pep talk
when a decidedly grouchy sigh cut through the night air.

“Holiday, what are you doing?” Paul called up. Damn it.
The rescue I'd wanted, with a side of the humiliation I'd
hoped to avoid.

“Lights,” I answered brightly. “December first is right
around the corner.”

“Your ladder is blocking the drive.” His frown was severe
enough I had no problem spotting it from my vantage point.



Tone all impatient, he held a shopping bag in one hand. “I had
to circle three times to find a spot for street parking.”

“Sorry about that.” I tried to sound contrite. “If it wouldn’t
be too much trouble, could you prop it back against my
porch?”

“You trapped up there?” The frown deepened.

“Not entirely.” No way was I admitting to him how bleak
I’d been feeling. “I was going to break a window.”

Paul muttered something under his breath. “Why didn’t
you call someone?”’

“Didn’t want to be a bother.” I went with the truth, but I
kept it light and breezy.

“Better a bother than turning into an icicle or breaking a
leg.” His tone was all pragmatic as he set down his bag and
hefted my ladder like it was little more than a sack of potatoes.
Damn. I did like watching those muscles work. “Here you go.”

Naturally, Paul didn’t simply set up my ladder and leave,
instead he braced it with his meaty hands and staying there as I
climbed down.

“Many thanks.” My words came out all breathy because he
was right there, much too close, much too spicy smelling. He
smelled classic, the same scent as the first boy I’d ever kissed,
and damn, that was not the memory to have right now.

“You shouldn’t be doing this alone.” His scolding tone was
enough to drive my rogue kissing thoughts away.

“I was fine. This was my first disaster in years of scaling
my roof in pursuit of the perfect lighting scheme.” 1 smiled,
but he didn’t return the grin.

“Only takes one slip. I never let my crew work a roof
alone.” Paul shook his head like I was some foolish kid. Fair
enough, as that was often how I felt around him, despite the
similarity in our ages. “Would have figured you’d be gone
tonight anyway. Family dinner.”

“I wish.” My voice came out a little too wistful, which
wouldn’t do. I forced a laugh. “My family’s scattered to the



winds. Mom in Phoenix. Dad in Florida. Both were only
children, but there are a few second cousins here and there all
across the Eastern Seaboard. None I’'m particularly close to.
But 1t’s all right. I had a lovely Friendsgiving for lunch. How
about you?”

“Me?” He twisted his mouth.
“Big family?”

“No.” His face shuttered, dark curtain pulled tight, no
admittance to whatever private thoughts he was having. “Just
me and Jim and some football. Speaking of, I should get back
to the late game.”

Reaching down, he picked up his bag. I spied two cans of
dog food, a carton of vanilla ice cream, and a frozen turkey
dinner. Oh, Paul. My own fridge was stocked with leftovers
from Friendsgiving and the pie Cheryl had dropped off earlier
because they ‘“‘accidentally” had too many at her house. No
way could I enjoy my bounty knowing he had a microwaved
Thanksgiving dinner.

“Thanks again for the rescue. Would you like to come in
for some cherry pie? I’ve also got turkey and ham. More than
enough to share.”

“Let’s not talk about your lighting schemes right now.” He
rubbed the bridge of his nose with his free hand. Him
immediately assuming I had an ulterior motive had me
bristling. I had tried to talk decorating plans for his place
several times recently, but he’d put me off each time. In this
case, however, I’d simply figured that maybe we didn’t have
to both eat alone.

“I wasn’t—"

“Not tonight. Please.” There was a weariness to him that
wasn’t usually there, a certain slump to his shoulders. I wanted
to rub his tense muscles, an impulse that would likely get me
summarily pushed away. And I also wanted to press, see if
sharing some food chased some of those clouds in his eyes
away, but before I could, a muftfled bark sounded from Paul’s



house. “I better get in there. Try to keep the driveway clear of
all those extension cords. I want to move the truck back in.”

“Sure thing. No problem.” Keeping my decorations out of
the way was easy. Trying not to care about whatever was
making Paul so lonely was far harder.



Chapter Four

Who has an extra heavy-duty extension cord? We're getting
our decorating on bright and early tomorrow! ~ Jordan
Family

Anyone need turkey bones for soup? ~Molly Reed posted
to the What's Up Neighbor app

Paul

I should have said yes to pie. I did love a good cherry pie.
But there was nothing I hated more than pity, and Gideon had
sympathetic eyes and an almost too-kind voice. I shut him
down, same as I had invitations from a couple of crew
members to join their family celebrations.

I was terrible company, anyway, and when my phone
buzzed partway through eating my microwaved dinner, |
almost didn’t answer until I saw Brandon’s number flash on
the screen.

“Little bro!” I forced a hearty tone. “Figured you’d be too
busy today for a call.”

Brandon had texted the day before to wish me a good
Thanksgiving and to tell me that they’d reached FElaine’s
parents place safely, so I’d figured it would be a couple of
days before I heard more, what the social whirlwind he always
seemed to get caught up in when he visited his girlfriend’s
folks in Newport Beach.

“It was a hectic day today, but I snuck away for a little air
outside. Glad I could catch you. Did you have a good dinner?”



“It was fine,” I lied, praying he didn’t ask where I’d gone.

“Great. I caught the tail end of the Eagles game and
thought of you.”

“Hell of a final down. Good game.” Football was always a
safe topic for us, even if I was far more a fan than Brandon,
who was more into the stats than the competition. “Greene is
gonna set a rushing record.”

“Yeah. Made me miss Philly.” He sounded the same kind

of homesick he had when he’d first landed at Cal Tech, and
same as then, I made myself laugh again.

“Ha. You’re out there soaking up all the sunshine and
solving mysteries of the universe while we’re expecting snow
next week.”

“The weather is pretty great.” His tone brightened
considerably. “You’ll see if you come for graduation in May.”

“Wouldn’t miss it.” May was one of our absolute busiest
months, and leaving for even a couple of days was going to
require all sorts of juggling, but no way was I letting Brandon
down. “You still on track for that big research battle?”

“Dissertation defense,” he corrected me. Damn it. I didn’t
speak PhD as fluently as him and his crowd. ‘“Yes.
Everything’s set. And Elaine is on track too. We’ll both be on
the job market in the spring. That should be fun, trying to find
positions close enough geographically that we can be
together.”

“I’m sure you’ll find something.” My pulse sped up.
Maybe something on this coast even, not that I’d ask. Elaine
was a California girl through and through, and Brandon would
follow her to whichever fancy college she ended up at.

“Yeah, and I have a plan about making sure she’s stuck
with me no matter where she finds a professorship too. That’s
part of why I’m calling, actually.”

‘COh?S,

“I’m coming for Christmas.” He sounded all giddy, and
there was a crunching sound like he was bouncing on his



heels, exactly how he’d done as a kid. “Well, we both are.
Elaine’s coming too.”

“But you and Elaine always go to her folks.” I pushed my
half-eaten dinner away. Last several years, I’d become used to
the pattern of Brandon saying he missed me and Philly but
heading to Elaine’s family for every major holiday anyway. I’d
be thrilled to see him, no question, but I’d stopped holding my
breath a long time ago.

“They’re going to be in Melbourne for an extended work
trip, and Elaine doesn’t want to travel that many hours for
what’s likely to be a short vacation with so much for us to do
at school.” There was always a ton for Brandon to do at his
university, courses to teach, research to check on, committees
to be on. I made a sympathetic noise as he continued,
“Besides, did you know she’s never actually had a white
Christmas? They’ve been to Aspen and Jackson Hole for
skiing, of course, but never for Christmas.”

“Of course.” Elaine’s parents were the sort of wealthy |
had trouble wrapping my head around, her mom a top
executive at some tech company and her dad a big Hollywood
lawyer type.

“So, since her folks are going away, I asked her to come
home with me. I can’t guarantee her a white Christmas, but |
can show her your neighborhood all lit up, the Evergreen
downtown shops, and go into the city, show her all the holiday
sights.”

“You always did like that.” T tried not to dwell on those
memories of taking him to see the lights he’d loved so much,
but I could see where he’d want to take Flaine to Franklin
Square and other spots he remembered fondly. We’d both
grown up in Philadelphia, and further, unlike Elaine and her
West Coast ties, we’d come from decidedly working-class
neighborhoods. I had no idea what someone who’d grown up
in a literal mansion would make of my place, but I supposed
we’d muddle through.

“Exactly. And then, Christmas morning, right in front of
the tree, I’'m going to propose. With any luck, there will be



snow outside, and it will be perfect.”

“You’re sure you want to propose?” I stood up from the
table, earning a look from Jim as I paced across the kitchen.
Tree. 1 didn’t have any such thing. Didn’t even have a guest
room set up, and now, Brandon wanted perfection.

“Well, I’ve been dreaming about this for the last year,
saving up for the ring and trying to pick the right place to pop
the question. I was thinking flash mob—"

“Don’t do that.” Public displays always made me queasy,
right along with the people who popped the question on the
jumbotron at halftime at a big game.

“Yeah, yeah, bad idea.” He had our mom’s laugh, high and
tinkly. “I kept thinking of these glitzy ideas because, you
know, her parents...”

“I know.” They sure did set the bar high. Brandon seemed
to like them fine, but I got where he’d feel some pressure.

“But that’s not really Elaine. Or me. Then, yesterday, her
parents announced their plans, and I dreamed last night about
your place. A big tree. Remember me telling you that corner of
your new living room would be perfect for one?”

A knot formed right in the center of my chest, making it
hard to speak. “I remember.”

“A real Christmas. Like we used to do, not the catered
stuff her parents do these days. Everything all decorated will
make great photos—"

“That’s important?” God, Brandon might be a bona fide
genius, but I had no idea what past he was remembering or
what personality transplant he assumed I’d had. Decorated? I
did sanded, leveled, varnished, tiled, and more, but holiday
decorations? Ones worthy of a proposal backdrop? No way.

“Oh yeah. Elaine’s huge on social media. Mainly particle
physics memes, but she’s going to want to share pictures of the
big moment. Assuming she says yes.”

“She’ll say yes.” If nothing else, I could say that. Elaine
seemed head-over-heels for my brother, beaming in every



selfie they took and delighting in their shared research. She did
little things, like remind Brandon to eat, and they’d been living
together for a couple of years now, so I figured a yes was a
pretty safe bet.

“Hope you’re right. I picked out the ring online at an
exclusive place in downtown Philly that specializes in rare
alloys. It won’t be ready until the twenty-third, but that should
work out. I hope. And see, that’s why this plan is so good. You
always calm me down.”

“I try.” And I did, but I had to find a way to tell him that
my place was hardly Christmas ready. No tree. And he wanted
to see a lit-up neighborhood. Fuck. They were both going to
notice my lack of lights. I better fess up right now though.
“My house—"

“Brandon! We’re about to watch a movie in the theater
room.” Elaine’s voice sounded off in the distance.

“Oops. Gotta go.” Brandon’s voice took on the same sort
of lovesick tone he got whenever Elaine was nearby. “I’1l text
you the flight details when I have them.”

“Okay.” I was still more than a little dazed by this turn of
events. “But [ should warn you, the place...”

“Paul. You’re such a perfectionist.” Brandon laughed, then
laughed again, higher-pitched like Elaine had tickled him or
something. Their easy intimacy made my jaw tighten.

“It’s not that—"

“Whatever renovation you’re in the middle of, it’ll be fine.
And you’re the neatest guy I know. Don’t worry about the
mess.”

Oh, this was a mess all right, just not the kind he was
assuming. “Mess isn’t the—"

“Brandon, come on.” Elaine interrupted again.

“We’ll talk soon,” Brandon hurriedly assured me. “It’1l all
be fine. You’re going to love Elaine.”

[ didn’t doubt that. Whether she loved visiting
Philadelphia, now that was the real question. And she better



damn well say yes. Brandon deserved a yes. Hell, I’d all but
guaranteed him one. But how was he supposed to pull off the
perfect Christmas proposal /ere?



Chapter Five

Emergency! Our air compressor bought the farm. Anyone have
one we can borrow for all these Christmas inflatables? ~Jeff
Reed posted to the What's Up Neighbor app

Paul

Returning to my kitchen table, I sat for a long time, trying
to make sense of the conversation with Brandon. I couldn’t tell
him not to come. But fuck it all, I was unprepared for this, and
if there was one thing I hated even more than pity, it was being
unprepared.

I needed a damn drink, but there was nothing stronger than
beer in the house. And naturally, the universe chose that
moment to make my doorbell sound. Jim at my heels, I padded
to the front door. And somehow, I knew exactly who it was
even before I looked through the curved window on the top of
the door.

Gideon.

Fuck. I did not want to talk to anyone, him especially, but I
couldn’t exactly pretend to not be home. And I had lectured
him about being up on that roof alone. What if he needed
help? I couldn’t turn him away only to have him risking his
neck again.

“Yes?” I opened the door to find him standing there
holding a plastic container. The air had a decided bite to it, but
he had only a fleece pullover on.

“Hi.” His smile was winning as ever, but I couldn’t find
the energy to return it. Best I could do was a nod. “I wanted to



say thank you again for the rescue.”
“No problem.”

“And 1 know you said no to sharing my pie, but Cheryl
brought a giant one over with her famous butter crust.” He
held the container out. “No way can I do it justice. So |
brought you a piece. You can freeze it if you’d rather.”

“Okay.” I accepted the container, suddenly tired all the
way down to my toenails. I shook my head, trying to clear it. |
was being rude. Ruder than usual, at least. Fuck. “Sorry.
Thanks. Appreciate it.”

“Are you feeling all right?” Gideon narrowed his eyes
right as Jim pressed up against my leg. Taking a step back,
Gideon continued to study me. “You’re pale.”

“Me? Sure. I’'m great.” Earlier, I’d managed a hearty tone
for Brandon, but here it came out all strained. Jim thrust her
shaggy head past the doorframe, making Gideon look further
alarmed. I made a shooing motion. “Jim, go lie down.”

“You don’t look great.” Naturally, Gideon didn’t seem
inclined to drop his questioning and head back to his warm
house. As seemed his custom, almost every light was on over
there, unlike the dark living room behind me. “Forgive me if
I’m overstepping, but if you need anything—"

“I don’t.”

He smiled sadly, like he’d expected my quick refusal.
“Well, I'm here. If you need a favor or someone to listen...”

“What I need is a decorator,” I said without thinking. I
definitely didn’t need help. Or to talk. Fuck that. I wasn’t a
complainer. I only needed to figure out this Brandon problem
and I’d be golden.

Blinking, Gideon tilted his head. “Pardon?”

Damn it. Now I’d have to explain before he assumed I was
high. “I need the perfect proposal backdrop.”

“You’re proposing to someone?” His expression grew
more puzzled, eyes drawing together, mouth frowning, and



nose wrinkling like he didn’t much care for the notion of me
marrying. 4s if.

“Not me. My kid brother. Just found out he’s bringing his
girlfriend here for Christmas. And he wants to pop the

question.” There. That was way more explanation than I’d
intended to give.

2

“Congrats to them.” Gideon’s face lost some of its

mulishness.

“Yeah, well, he’s wanting some sort of ideal setting to do
it.” Apparently, I did need to talk because I couldn’t seem to
shut up and get on with sending Gideon back to his house.
“Tree. Decorations. Whatever. I don’t have a clue.”

“And you’re...not prepared for guests?” Wrapping his
arms around himself, he shuffled his feet. I couldn’t exactly let
the guy freeze any more than I could have left him on his roof,
so I opened the door farther to usher him 1n.

“You could say that.” Flipping on the light, I revealed the
living room, which had gleaming hardwoods and built-ins, but
a decided lack of furniture other than one of Jim’s beds. My
old couch had had too many miles on it to move, and then I’d
put off replacing it while 1 refinished the floors and
woodwork. And then put it off again to paint. And then there
had been little point because it wasn’t like | had a lot of guests.
Gideon and his pie were a rarity on multiple levels.

“You see?” I gestured at the open space. “Furniture hasn’t
been a priority. My guest room has a table saw in the middle
of it.”

“Ah.” Behind his glasses, Gideon’s perfect eyebrows
flirted with his poofy hairline. “Maybe your brother could stay
with another friend or relative?”

“No. It’s just us.” And no way was I sending Brandon to a
hotel. I might not have some fancy guest suite like Elaine’s
folks, but I had my pride.

“Oh.” Gideon nodded, more of that sympathy I hated so
much in his brown eyes. He’d said earlier how he didn’t have
much family either, which had surprised me, a person like him



home on Thanksgiving. He was so damn cheerful that I’d
assumed a life packed with family and other obligations.

“I’1l just have to do something with the room upstairs,” I
muttered, looking away from Gideon. Over on her bed, Jim
glanced up, ever hopeful that I might give permission for her
to come inspect Gideon. “Keep meaning to finally paint in
there, but other projects came first.”

“I know how that goes. But now you have an excuse to get
that done.” He smiled widely. He was the type to see the bright
side of a piece of charcoal. There probably wasn’t a disaster
that he couldn’t spin to some sort of positive. Had to admire
that mindset even if I knew better myself.

“Yeah. I’ll get it done. Buy a bed. And see about a tree.” I
started a mental list then quickly got overwhelmed in a way I
hadn’t been in years, too many things competing for my
attention, everything with an ASAP label, and not enough
time, money, or me to go around. “Fuck, I don’t even know
where to start.”

“I do.” Gideon’s smile hadn’t dimmed in the slightest
despite my admission. “You need help.”

Only he would see this as a good thing. “I don’t think—"

“You do. You need help. And luckily, I’ve got a plan for
that.”



Chapter Six

Are those lights I spy? Congrats to the Levy Family for being
the first to flip the switch this year. Let the season begin! ~
Cheryl Bridges posted to the What's Up Neighbor app

Gideon

I had waited years for Paul Frost to need something. A cup
of sugar. A spare fan. An extra chair. He probably had me beat
in the tool department, but I did have a drill I was rather fond
of. And I would have let him use it. But this, this was even
better. He needed something I was good at, and finally getting
the chance to impress him with something other than my
knack for forgetting the trash cans had me all bouncy.

“I happen to be excellent at decorating,” I said with no
trace of humility.

“I can’t ask—"

“You didn’t. I’'m offering. You need the perfect holiday
proposal. And I’'m Mr. Holiday.” I gave a flourish with my
hand, like a magician revealing a trick.

“I’m aware.” That Paul didn’t share my enthusiasm for the
situation went without saying, but he also seemed decidedly
less pale than he had when he’d opened the door.

“I’ve even helped several friends propose.” Such was the
consequence of getting older. I’d orchestrated proposals,
consoled public breakups, officiated second weddings, and
watched most of my crowd happily pair up. Luckily, I did love
a good excuse to dress up. “There was this one flash mob—"



“Please, no flash mobs.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose.
“I just need a tree.”

“And a place to sit in front of it.” I strode around the living
room, getting a sense of the space. A good size, it had the sort
of built-ins along one wall this era was known for, all
refinished and every last shelf completely bare. The walls
were a gorgeous cream shade, which was going to look so
lovely festooned with holiday colors. The corner by the large
front window practically cried out for a lush tree, but the
spectacle would need seating for guests to be complete.

“That too,” Paul groaned.

“And a dining set.” I made my way into the adjacent
dining room, which was similarly gorgeous yet barren. French
doors. White wainscoting. Not one but two built-in china
closets. Floors so shiny, my inner eight-year-old longed to
slide around in socks. “Is that chandelier original?”

“Picked it up at a reclamation place.” Paul scrubbed at his
hair. “The one here was beyond repair. Walls were so grimy
with peeling wallpaper, I wasn’t sure I’d ever reach the
wallboard. And I should probably start a list of what’s needed.
Kitchen table’s too tiny to work in here.”

“Don’t bother trying to find a piece of paper for a list. I’ll
just use my phone.” I whipped out my oversized smartphone
that functioned as a small tablet as well. “I’ve even got a stylus
in my pocket.” Paul’s eyes went wide like I’d revealed I
marched around with a sex toy at the ready. “What? I write
faster with a good stylus.”

I started a new list entitled “Paul’s Perfect Holiday
Project,” smiling at my alliteration and pun both. I had a
feeling we were on a budget, so I added a column for cheap
fixes. Luckily for Paul, my contacts list was bulging with
people with cluttered houses and kind hearts. Like with
networking schematics at work, I functioned best with a clear
color code, so I started a legend at the top for essential, ideal,
and optional projects.

“Why are you doing this?” Paul asked as I clicked around
the screen, humming softly. I couldn’t help it. This was simply



too exciting.

“Taking notes?” I asked absently as I guestimated the
length and width of the dining room. “I’m going with red for
the projects that absolutely must be done in time.”

“Helping. Why are you helping?” He sounded both
bewildered and frustrated. Understandable. I did have a
tendency to take over.

“Sorry. I'm getting ahead of myself. I do love a good
challenge.”

“Making me a list is a mental exercise?” Paul pursed his
mouth like he didn’t quite believe me. And oh, how cute that
he thought I’d leave him with a list and no help executing it.

“That, and | have a feeling I’'m getting something out of
it.” My voice was all light from picturing the perfect oval table
to play off the room’s unusual angles.

“Oh?” Paul went all suspicious, and too late, I remembered
his reaction to my last proposition. Even with him looking
edible in an Eagles sweatshirt, worn jeans, and silver-haired
scruff, I’d been distracted by the scope of his dilemma, not as
tongue-tied with sexy thoughts as wusual. Definitely not
picturing trading any sort of X-rated favors either, but now
that he’d made my brain go there...

Don't do it. 1 made an effort to slow my suddenly
galloping heart rate. Heading down that mental path would be
a mistake. I couldn’t have him thinking I wanted in his jeans
or that I was harboring some sort of crush. Guys our age didn’t
crush. I appreciated his aesthetic appeal. That was all. I would
offer this same help to anyone. Yeah right. Okay, maybe I
didn’t entirely believe my own logic, but I still managed a
dismissive laugh.

“Lights, Paul. I’'m getting lights for the neighborhood
display out of this. I assume your brother already knows you
don’t do holidays, but your future sister-in-law will notice if
you’re the only dark house in our magical wonderland.”

“Brandon doesn’t,” he mumbled. “I used to make more of
an effort when he was around.”



“So you have some decorations?” I sensed a story there,
but his rigid body language said [ wasn’t getting it, at least not
then. And if this was the brother’s first homecoming in a long
while, Paul needed my help even more. A good impression
could go a long way.

“I've got a box in the attic. Somewhere.” He gestured
vaguely toward the stairs.

“Okay. We can work with that. And I’ll handle the outside
decorating, same as I told you I would. Luckily, I still have
those plans I drew up.”

Which he’d have known if he’d responded to any of my
overtures to get him to talk lights the last couple of weeks.

“You actually did make plans?” Rubbing his neck, he
glanced sheepishly at me. “I’m sorry I put you off.”

An apology was more than I’d expected, and my chest
went warm and tight. “It was nothing. Doodles.”

“You did work.” His voice was firm, commanding enough
to make me shiver despite my fleece pullover. “And you’re
offering to do more work here. I can pay—"

“Don’t be ridiculous.” No way was I taking his money. We
might not be friends, but I did this sort of thing for my crowd
all the time. Need a master bedroom refresh? Call Gideon.
Need a birthday party planned? Gideon will help. I was
nothing if not good at throwing together random bargain finds
to bring together a theme. “You’re already donating a path to
the neighborhood, and this is the sort of thing I enjoy. You’re
practically doing me a favor, letting me play around with your
decorating.”

Eyes narrowed, he shook his head. “I would have figured
your December would be too packed to worry about someone
else’s issues.”

Actually, he would be surprised how empty parts of the
month could be for me and how hard I worked to keep busy.
But we weren’t here to talk about me. “I’ve got the usual
obligations, but I can work this in, no problem.”



“I’m not sure...” He was waffling. I was sure of it. He
needed me, but he had the sort of stubborn pride I’d seen
before. Admirable, but unnecessary.

“Don’t worry. I intend to put you to work too.” His sort
always responded well to feeling useful, like when I’d ask a
stuffy professor to hold a cable for me or press restart back
when I did more hands-on IT work. “I’ll come up with a plan,
but you can help with the executing.”

“Generous of you.” Paul quirked his mouth as if he was
thinking of smiling. Oops. Maybe he wasn’t the same as
someone at work feeling overwhelmed by technology and
wanting my expertise. [ was being a bit bossy.

Again.

I really did need to work on that. “Sorry. I do like to lead,
but I can get carried away sometimes.”

“So I see.” His mouth still wasn’t smiling, but his voice
was warmer, more amused. At least he wasn’t entirely put off
by my steamroller act. That was something.

“But it’s your project,” I assured him. The big dog had
stayed in the living room in its bed but now ambled toward us,
making me speak faster. “We’ll work to your taste and vision.”

“I don’t have a vision.” He went right back to scowling
even as he held out a hand for the dog, petting her furry head.
She might be the size of a small donkey, but she did seem
tame enough.

“Sure you do.” I tried to focus on the issue at hand rather
than my own weird nerves around large dogs. “What was your
vision when you bought the place?”

His expression immediately clouded. “Flip the place and
move on.”

Well, okay then. He clearly hadn’t, instead staying, and I
was desperate to know more, but his posture had gone ice
sculpture stiff again.

“We’ll keep an eye to resale value then,” I said brightly,
not about to press him. “And what will make a good



impression on your future sister-in-law. Any idea as to her
tastes?”

“Expensive.” His tone was clipped enough that even the
dog sat up straighter.

“Oh dear.” That was going to be a challenge. There was no
escaping that this was a humble midcentury house with
gorgeous bones, but glitzy was going to be a tall order.
“Maybe if we stick to a classic scheme...

“Wait. That’s not entirely true.” Paul pulled out his phone,
thumbed it open. “Elaine’s parents are the ones who are
loaded. Her condo with Brandon is modern, but she has
pictures all over. Like she does these little displays. Brandon
sent me some to brag on her.”

He held out the phone, and I stepped closer so I could see
the pictures he was scrolling. As usual, he smelled so good
that I had to make myself look at the phone and not do
something embarrassing like sigh dreamily. The photos
showed a loft-style condo, very open but with a lived-in feel.
And lots of personal photos on the wall, arranged like
something off a lifestyle blog. “Our First Date” in flowy
script, surrounded by pics of some museum exhibit, complete
with ticket stubs. Another grouping announced, “Life’s a
Beach,” and had sand and seashells along with smiling faces.
Most of the pictures on the walls featured a younger, nerdier
guy with enough Paul in him to have to be Brandon and a
slim, dark-haired twenty-something woman gazing adoringly
at the guy.

“Oh, that is darling,” 1 enthused as Paul flipped through
photos. The style was a little too magazine-perfect for me, but
I appreciated the care Elaine had put into her displays. “Yes,
yes, I can work with this vibe. She’s the sentimental type, even
if she does appreciate quality.”

“Sentiment is overrated, but I guess I’ll leave it to you.”
Sighing, he pocketed the phone again.

“You do that.” I jotted down some more ideas inspired by
the pictures. This was a young woman who was absolutely
going to want photos of the proposal, so the backdrop



mattered. I didn’t know her, but Paul’s brother clearly mattered
to him, and if Paul wanted a perfect holiday for them, then that
was exactly what they were going to get.

“Do we have to do it all tonight?”” Paul asked, looking over
at my shoulder at my rapidly growing list of notes. The same
weariness he’d had when he’d opened the door was back.
Whatever was going on, there were some big emotions behind
1t.

“No, of course not. This 1s a lot. I get it.” Turning, I
touched his sleeve, but he quickly stepped away.

“It’s not too much.” He was a terrible liar, but I also knew
when not to press on a sore spot.

“Fair enough. These things are always best handled in
stages though.” I clicked over to my calendar app. “Tomorrow,
I have to finish my own decorating in the morning, then I’'m
helping a few other residents in the afternoon. In the evening,
I’m going to work on this list for you. How about Saturday, I
return with a plan, and we can see more of what we’re
working with here?”

“You sure do seem to have it all figured out.”

I really didn’t. And if anything, Paul Frost was even more
of an intriguing mystery than he had been before, but if he
wanted to view me as someone who had the answers he
needed, I’d take it. I’d simply have to ensure I didn’t
disappoint.



Chapter Seven

Thank you, Gideon, for helping solve our extension cord
dilemma! Now we're ready for December! ~ The Clarks
posted to the What's Up Neighbor app

Paul

Gideon was a man with a plan, and that worried me.
Especially when he turned up with a thick stack of printout
pages, a legal pad, and, lord help us, fabric samples.

“These are simply to get a feel for colors,” he said breezily
as he sauntered into my house. Other people walked. Gideon
sauntered. No bow tie today, but he didn’t need it. He managed
to look fresh and crisp in a polo with the college’s logo and
pressed khakis. Again, my urge to rumple him up was strong.
But it was the determined attitude that truly scared me.

“The tree will go there.” He pointed to the same spot
Brandon had liked. A cozy corner, it would be visible from the
front window without blocking the window seat or the built-
ins. “And the couch will go opposite with some side chairs...”

“Gideon,” 1 interrupted, feeling a bit like I was about to
pop a balloon. “No offense, but can we talk budget for a sec?
How much is this gonna cost me?”

The business did well enough, but this was the time of year
my crew came first. Limited hours meant limited paychecks,
and making sure they had enough to get by was my priority,
not buying out the furniture store.

“Oh, that.” Gideon waved a hand. “I’m pleased to report a
minimum outlay per room will be required.”



“Simple words, please.” I ran my own business. 1 could
talk construction estimates with the best of them, but it had
taken several years of community college classes at night to
get a basic sense of business lingo. Gideon already had me
unsettled, and that was before he trotted out the big
vocabulary.

“Tell me a number. I think I can work with whatever you
need.”

I told him one I’d arrived at earlier after looking over my
personal, non-business finances.

“Oh, we’re not even going to need close to that.” He
laughed, holding up one of the papers, which had careful
columns and even line drawings of various furniture items.
“I’ve covered most of the large furniture pieces already.”

“You’ve what?” I blinked, both at his organization and his
moxie both. “I don’t do charity.”

“This 1sn’t you accepting charity. It’s you doing a service.
More than one service, in fact. Services. Plural.” He made a
swooping gesture with his stack of papers.

“Explain.” My neck prickled. This still seemed awfully
like him arranging charity on my behalf.

“Well, for instance, the dining room.” He pointed at the
empty room beyond the living room. “My ex has been itching
for a new set. Hers is from when we were together. Her new
wife would also love a change, but they keep dithering over
‘what will we do with the old one.” So, I gave them the excuse
they needed. And I might have mentioned I had access to a
truck and could handle the removal with my...neighbor.”

Gideon paused near the end of his speech like he was
about to say friend and thought the better of it. We weren’t
friends, even if the neighbor part was starting to get damn
complicated.

“You volunteered my truck?” I wasn’t sure which part of
Gideon’s nerve was the most shocking.

“Yes.” Gideon at least had the grace to look sheepish,
glancing down at his papers. “I obligated you, but I figured



you’d rather do a fair trade than have me arrange a favor from
a different friend with a truck. My ex was delighted at the
prospect of free, reliable labor to haul the old set away.”

“Yeah,” I said faintly, grasping for some way to make
sense of the warp speed with which his mind moved. “You
were married?”

“Yes. Right out of college. Married my best friend. She’s
still my best friend, but about ten years ago, she came out in
love with her other best friend. I didn’t want her to feel bad, so
I came out too.”

It was such a Gideon thing to do. Brave, slightly
misguided, and full speed ahead. My back tensed, his sort of
boldness both unfamiliar and frightening. “You’re both gay?”

“I know. Such a cliche¢, right?” Gideon had a musical
laugh, the sort that made people want to laugh right along with
him. “And it was almost twenty years ago when we married,
twenty-five when we started dating. Marrying my best friend
was easy. Coming out was harder. But she did it, so I did too,
and I was happier for it. How about you?”

“Me?” Apparently, somewhere in his whirlwind of sharing,
he was asking for my coming-out story, but I needed a second
to collect myself. “I...uh...”

“I'm sorry.” Shuffling his feet, he shifted his gaze
downward. “I’m being presumptuous. I saw your little logo
and simply assumed...”

It would have been easy to just nod or maybe say that we
did a lot of business with the LGBTQ+ community, but
something about the way he’d deflated made me more
talkative. “You didn’t assume wrong. But you’re also right.
Twenty years ago, things were different. My parents died. I
had to get custody of Brandon.”

“I’m so sorry.” The overwhelming sympathy in Gideon’s
eyes was a huge reason why I seldom shared even this much.
Glancing over at Jim lying in her plaid bed, I focused on the
rise and fall of her furry chest so I could get the rest of the
story out quickly.



“Even if I’d been out, a single gay guy in his twenties was
gonna be a harder sell to the social workers. So I kept my head
down. Then when Brandon left for college, I could finally
breathe.” I shrugged like the whole thing had been simple, like
those early years hadn’t fazed me at all. Sharing the near past
was far easier. “I had a lot of same-sex couples as clients by
the time Brandon graduated. He and my couple of close
buddies had long since known, so I told myself that putting the
little rainbow up to try to get even more LGBTQ+ business
was simply good advertising, nothing to get all worked up
over like coming out to the social workers would have been.”

And if my hands had shaken when I’d ordered my new
logo, well, I sure as hell wasn’t telling Gideon that.

“That’s still a long time to hold your breath.” Gideon
nodded like someone who’d know, and I supposed maybe he
would.

“Yeah,” I agreed, but in a tone that didn’t invite follow-up
questions. “Tell me about the other deals you’ve arranged.”

“Okay.” Gideon’s tone was overly bright like he knew 1|
needed a topic change and was having to work to restrain his
always overflowing curiosity. “Now, the living room will
require more imagination.”

“Try me.” He wasn’t the only one who could fake a hearty
voice. Tapping into Gideon’s enthusiasm was way more
interesting than talking about me. And he was rather cute
when he got excited, all big gestures and fast-talking.

“Now, Cheryl had a living room set with a large couch for
sale most of the fall. No takers despite a more than reasonable
price. It’s still in their garage taking up space, and none of her
boys want it.”

“What’s the catch?”

He laughed like I’d said something rather smart. “You got
me. It’s ugly as sin and twice as heavy.”

“Sounds like a score.” I was more okay taking the unloved
couch than I was with Gideon strongarming his ex into a
dining set upgrade. “But hey, a couch is a couch, right?”



“We’re going for more than function here.” He gave me a
withering look. “Cheryl’s sons and prospective buyers lack my
vision. I found a cranberry-colored slipcover for a song. It’1l
look divine with these walls, and the size means it’ll make a
striking statement. Add some seasonal throw pillows, and
voilal”

“Voila!” I echoed him, and he beamed at me with all the
gratitude of Jim when I accidentally added too much kibble to
her bowl.

“Exactly. And Cheryl really wants that garage space back
before the snow arrives, so again, you’re doing her the favor.”

“Sold. But I'm paying her asking price, and I’ll buy the
slipcover myself.”

“I’ve got the links ready for you.” He handed me yet
another sheet of paper, this one helpfully labeled, “Paul’s To-
Do List, Part One.”

“The part one business is scaring me.” I was only half-
joking.

“Stages, remember?” He patted my arm, and unlike the
other night, I didn’t dodge his touch. He had a warm, wide
palm, and the heat from his touch lingered far after he was

back to shuffling papers. “If I give you the whole list at once,
you’ll get overwhelmed. And there’s no fun in that.”

“Yeah.” T had to swallow hard. I couldn’t remember
anyone caring about my stress level before. Whether 1 was
overwhelmed or not had been largely irrelevant the last
twenty-odd years. Someone rationing out my to-do list was a
novelty, one I probably shouldn’t get used to. “And how do
you know all these people getting rid of stuff?”

“Well, for starters, I'm on the neighborhood app. Aren’t
you?”

“No.” I'd heard about it, of course. People complaining
about porch pirates and the late-running teens and ill-behaved
dogs. I was still old-fashioned enough to be on the email list
for the neighborhood association, and even then, it was a
crapshoot whether I actually opened the newsletter.



“Well, people get rid of stuff constantly. I’'m just good at
keeping track.”

“So I see.” I shook my head because he really was
something else, eagle eyes and constantly whirring genius
brain.

“Now, show