
Table of Contents

When the Christmas Heart Glows

Welcome to Mistelvia

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Last Christmas

8

9

10

11

12

13

Last Christmas

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

Last Christmas

30

31

32

33

34

35

36

37

38

39

40

41

Last Christmas

42

43

44

45

Next Christmas

About the Author


When the Christmas Heart Glows

is brought to you by

IN THE PITS

The deodorant for the girls, gays, and theys*.

“Escaping the mundane and harsh realities of life through the pure unadulterated wish fulfillment of a romance novel? Just spritz some In The Pits on a shirt, drape it on the couch, and it’s like your favorite love interest is the room with you!”

*In The Pits INC. holds no obligation of allyship toward the LGBTQ+ community 

First published by AstroPup Press 2025

Copyright © 2025 by J.P. Sheeran

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute it by any other means without permission.
This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.
ISBN: 979-8-9869798-2-3 (ebook)
ISBN: 979-8-9869798-3-0 (Paperback)
Forever grateful for the editors, readers and artist who helped shape this story:

Title Lettering: Michelle Foster @nicebreakfast on Instagram

Developmental Edit: Sam Willow @scrollworkedits

Copy/Line Edit: Lindsey Middlemiss  @lindseymiddlemiss

Beta readers: Kimberly Rausch and Song Marshall

Thank you so much for your time, expertise and encouragement! 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Welcome to Mistelvia
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IT IS OUR PLEASURE to welcome you to our small corner of Europe to enjoy our wonderful Christmas traditions. While English is our primary language, we are also fluent in many others, most notably sarcasm.

For those visiting during the Christmas season, we have so many wonderful festivities planned including our first annual Hot Chocolate Crawl, a concert featuring our glorious Mistelvian National Choir and the coveted Christmas Eve Royal Ball. 

Be sure to watch for Grumpus. He has been known to cause a little mischief for those naughty folks who pout too much. 

While we are a quaint and cozy country with a grand sense of humor, we may not be suitable for all visitors, and offer this CONTENT WARNING for those who are sensitive to the following:  

	Explicit language

	Open-door sex scenes (infrequent & awkward)

	Brief mention of past homophobic bullying

	Aphobia

	Ableism, Fatphobia

	Internalized & unintentional bi-erasure

	Brief mentions of sexual coercion and sexism

	Alcohol use and alcohol consumption coercion

	Partner lying about asexuality

	Brief mentions of Catholicism

	Mention of perceived poisoning

	Mention of fighting wild animals for sport

	Arranged marriage

	Pedestrian-vehicle accident Injuries and hospital stay

	Violence in self-defense against mythical creature







Thank you for visiting our wonderful Mistelvia. Please note a portion of royalties from your purchase will be donated to the Eastern PA Trans Equity Project. We hope you have a very merry stay! 

For the overprotected

&

To my ten-year-old self:

No one’s ever told you this, but you’re brave as fuck.

He had no further intercourse with Spirits, but lived upon the Total Abstinence Principle, ever afterwards; and it was always said of him, that he knew how to keep Christmas well, if any man alive possessed the knowledge. 

Charles Dickens

A Christmas Carol
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I AM DYING . . .

On the inside.

It hasn’t even been an hour since the Winter Market opened, and already the aisles are packed and the noise level is overwhelming. The plastic walls of the event tent trap body heat, making it so hot that I’m sweating through my wool elf tunic.

And here I stand on the other side of the velvet rope bordering Hell—I mean Santa’s Winter Wonderland—ready to offer the crying child forced to sit on Santa’s lap a free gingerbread cookie wrapped in plastic, with a coupon for ten percent off at my family’s bakery, Royal Confections.

“For gumdrop’s sake, Ben, smile. You’re a friendly elf, not a constipated troll.” Aunt Dee is chipper as always—wearing an offensively bright Christmas sweater—as she approaches with a fresh tray of gingerbread cookies, her sparkling red boots scuffing against the rough asphalt of the parking lot that was commandeered for the market. 

I’m pretty sure that’s what she said. It’s hard to hear with all the market noise. 

I exchange my empty tray with hers and look down at the fresh batch of cookies with their blank white sugar stares and curved white smiles. I don’t know what these fuckers have to smile about. They’re gonna have their heads bitten off.

At least their deaths will be quick, unlike mine.

Aunt Dee pinches my cheeks. “Did you wipe off the blush? You look so washed out. Here.” She sets the empty tray on a nearby red-and-white striped podium and pulls a compact from her pocket. The blush is an offensively bright shade of pink (and I say that as someone who loves pink). She smears it over my cheeks in a thick coat to match the shade on her own spray-tanned cheeks. I resist the urge to wipe it off right away, even as my fingers twitch to do it. I hate the feeling of paint or cream or powder on my face. As a kid, I couldn’t get my face painted because I’d have it washed off within twenty minutes, and my parents didn’t want to waste the money.

Of course, I’m now an adult. So, I’ll do what I want. 

And I want to wait until she’s gone, then wipe it off.

“There we go.” She snaps the compact shut. “Now, smile for the children, Ben. It’s Christmas.” Her voice competes with all the noise—a couple laughing about a movie, some lady at a nearby booth asking about a glass vase, some guy yelling into his phone, “Santa Claus is Coming to Town” playing from the speaker overhead, and the background hum of the crowd—so it takes me a second to register what she says. I can hear her, but I have to mentally work through each word to process it.

I wish life had subtitles.

“It’s Small Business Saturday,” I grumble. 

“The Christmas season. You know what I mean.” She waves me off. Well, I guess she has no problem hearing. Whoop-dee-fucking-doo for her. 

She offers a jolly Merry Christmas to a mother and child exiting Santa’s Wonderland. They each take a cellophane bag with a cookie and a coupon. 

When they’re gone, Aunt Dee plants her hands on her hips and taps one sparkling red boot. She’s a tiny woman with a mop of bright blonde hair — the shade of which could only come from a box— and her small frame drowning in a puffy sweater. As small as she is, she still intimidates the hell out of me. 

“You’re not gonna leave until I smile, are you?” I ask, resignedly.

“You bet your roasting chestnuts I won’t.” She laughs. It grates against my eardrums like nails on a chalkboard, making me flinch.

I never want to hear my aunt talking about my roasting chestnuts ever again, so I bare my teeth in a poor imitation of a smile. It’s all I’ve got right now. I’m tired. I’m sweaty, and I’m hungry. 

Aunt Dee wrinkles her nose, “You still look constipated, but I guess it’s a slight improvement.”

She tugs at my green tunic. “Have you gained weight since last year?” 

“No, it’s always been this tight,” I say, trying not to think about how the wool fabric wraps uncomfortably tight around my large, Santa-sized stomach, giving me little room to bend or lift my arms.

“You should have asked for a bigger size then, silly.” She swats at my shoulder as if we’re both in on the joke, then takes the empty cookie tray from the podium. 

“I did,” I say, after I process the words. But my aunt’s already halfway across the aisle, heading toward the Royal Confections booth, where people wait to order their favorite overpriced treats.

Bethlehem’s Kris Kringle Mart is the bane of my existence. (It used to be the Kris Kringle Market until a user of the app formerly known as Twitter pointed out the unfortunate emphasis of the three Ks in the logo. Bad day for THAT marketing team.)

For the entire month of December, the market takes up an entire parking lot near an old steel mill turned festival center. With over a hundred 10x10 blocks, rented by various artisans and insurance agencies to take advantage of this time of year when people are less protective of their hard-earned money, the Kris Kringle Mart is an economy-boosting trap. 

At the center of this Christmas hellscape is Santa’s Winter Wonderland, where children walk through the candy cane forest to meet Santa, take a picture, and tell him their Christmas wishes. The setup is kitschy. The candy cane trees, made of  paper mache, look more like lumpy penises than peppermint treats. The snow covering the floor is just sheets bought from a thrift store. Santa sits before a ten-foot-tall backdrop of a dreary North Pole painted on plyboard. I could have had a better set made cheaper, but no one wanted to listen when I said we should hire drag queens and theater nerds. Those broke motherfuckers know how to bring the spectacle with little-to-no resources. 

But no, my family told me I had to start taking this business seriously. And drag queens are—apparently—not serious. Fine, don’t take my awesome suggestions.

The man sitting in Santa’s chair is my Uncle Larry, a Rob Lowe knockoff but with puffier bags under his eyes and his next business deal in his back pocket. He insisted on being Santa this year. With his mild dad bod and tips for how the kids should invest their Christmas wishes, he makes for a shitty Santa.

The bakery has sponsored Santa’s Wonderland for the last five years. My uncle thought it would be a good business deal. But my uncle is also very cheap. Hence the less-than-stellar set design — and the less-than-stellar Santa.

I set my tray on the striped podium and text my parents. 

Me: Could you NOT have Aunt Dee make the cookie run next time?

I don’t need to be told I look like a constipated troll all day. 

My mom texts back. 

Mom: We can try. But Oma sends her over to get a break. 

“BEN!” my uncle shouts from Santa’s throne, startling the child in his lap to the point of tears. “Put the phone down. You’re working.” 

I set my phone on the podium and take the tray, staring at the gingerbread folks suffocating in their plastic body bags, their forced smiles. 

Smile through the pain cookies. That’s what I do.

Nearly thirty years old and here I am getting scolded by my uncle and sweating my antiperspirant off in an offensively bright, lime-green, wool tunic that’s too small because my aunt bought me the wrong size two years ago and, according to my uncle, there is “simply no room in the budget to buy another one.” My feet ache from standing in pointed-toe slippers that jingle when I move, and my green tights creep up between my butt cheeks giving me a wedgie that I can’t pick since I’m in public. 

Also, I have really bad swamp ass.

I want to go home and take a shower, but I still have five hours of this. 

I shake off the stress and try to disappear in my head. Find a quiet spot. Though my mind never shuts up, so it’s hardly ever quiet. 

But I find it. That sweet spot in a picturesque meadow, deep in the woods, where the stars twinkle through the break in the trees.

In the center of this meadow, a log cabin where me and my partner live. Some days my partner’s a woman, some days a man, and some days a flannel-wearing nonbinary marvel with green hair, whose pronouns are fae/faer (the most enchanting of neopronouns, I must say). It all depends on where I am in my bi-cycle. Today, it’s a fella with black hair brushed to the side, a few stray locks falling over his face, wearing a flannel (no matter the gender, there will always be flannel). He’s kind and easy-going and the biggest goofball whose laugh makes me float like marshmallows in hot chocolate. And me and this flannel-wearing gentleman snuggle under a blanket in front of a fireplace– the only sounds of the night are the crackle of the fire and maybe the soft snoring of our dog. 

Kids and their grown-ups exit Santa’s Wonderland and take a cookie bag. I’m invisible to them. But that’s okay. It means I can cling to this fantasy for as long as I need. 

“Hey, Ben.” A taunting whisper forces me out of my head and back to reality. The voice is that of my cousin, Kevin–a frat boy turned fantasy football dad. It’s coming from behind the North Pole mural. 

I ignore him and lower the tray for a child in a wheelchair to grab a sacrificial gingerbread man.

“Beeeeen.” My cousin’s voice becomes more insistent. 

Something hits the back of my head and crumbles to the floor. The broken pieces of a cookie scatter across the asphalt. 

“What?” I snap, whipping around to see Kevin peeking out from the space between the backdrop and tent wall. He’s wearing his own green tunic and holding one of the papier-mâché candy cane trees to his crotch, giving him an obscenely large swirly erection. He rolls his hips and rubs the candy cane, making a face of pure orgasmic pleasure.  

“What is wrong with you?” I say, my voice shrill even as I try to whisper. I glance toward the line of children waiting for Santa. Thankfully my cousin has the good sense to do his obscene dance behind the plyboard backdrop. 

Another full-grown man in a green elf outfit waddles over, straddling another candy cane, and uses it to bat his brother’s. My cousin Sean. The two biggest pains-in-my-ass sword fight with their candy-cane erections, making lightsaber sounds.

I get flashbacks to all the years I was forced to hang out with my cousins on, what my dad and uncle called, a “guys’ weekend”. Weekends camping when we had to eat what we caught. Where I shared a tent with teenage boys who thought farting was peak comedy, and reciting all the girls in their classes they wanted to bang was exciting conversation.

God, straight men have the most boring hobbies.

I usually wandered off into the woods to get away from them. 

And yet for all their straight boy fuckery, when I came out to them as bi, they said that was awesome and gave me high fives. Then, they asked which of the Marvel superheroes I wanted to bone more. None of them. I’m asexual—though I didn’t know that back then—so I said Rocket Raccoon because I had a crush on that grumpy little fuzzball. They called me a freak. I think they meant it as a compliment? Anyway, my cousins are jackasses, but they are my jackasses. For better or worse.

And, right now, I am tempted to take this tray of cookies and beat them over the head with it.

“Put those away before the kids see you.” I grip the cookie tray until my fingers hurt. 

“Lighten up, man!” Kevin saunters toward me, the candy cane swaying back and forth between his legs. It knocks against the exposed plyboard backdrop.

“I bet you miss getting this from Mark, don’t you?” He thrusts and jabs my head with the candy cane. (It might be of interest to note that Kevin is happily married with two kids. His wife—the lovely blonde guiding the children from the front of the line toward Santa—has become accustomed to rolling her eyes daily at her husband’s “antics.”)

Acidic bile bubbles up in my throat at the mention of my ex-boyfriend. No, I can’t say I miss getting this from Mark. In fact, one good thing about the breakup is that I never have to put on a performance anymore. I don’t have to pretend to like sex. I can do better things with my time. I can actually Netflix and chill, with a blanket and a tub of cookies-and-cream popcorn from my favorite popcorn shop. 

And while I take a candy cane cock to the face, I am validated in my conviction that there is no reason to smile today. And there will be no reason to smile for the rest of this month. 

“Turn around Ben and let’s see if this can fit in your ass to replace the stick up there.” He pokes at my stomach,then at my thigh. 

I count to ten because that is what my therapist told me to do whenever I feel anger bubbling inside me. I can’t explode in front of all the children. I would look like the bad guy, the unhinged madman who needs to be locked up.

So, I count and I breathe.

1 . . . 2 . . . 3

My cousin continues to poke me with his candy-cane cock.

4 . . . 5 . . . 6

A child screams in Santa’s lap. 

7 . . . 8 . . . 9

The overwhelming smell of peppermint from a nearby booth selling essential oils gags me. 

And “Santa Claus is Coming to Town” replays on the over-head speaker like it has been for the last hour. 

10. 

I grit my teeth. No less angry than when I started.

No reason to smile at all.

Ba-friggin-humbug.
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I’M TELLING YOU RIGHT now: if you’re looking for a sweet and wholesome Christmas story—where the grumpy main character learns the true meaning of Christmas as he skips gaily through the snow—this isn’t it. 

So, I’d suggest you do us both a favor: go frolic over to the Hallmark Channel. 

Or maybe you’d prefer to visit Snowglobe, Pennsylvania, where you can hear all about my ex-boyfriend Mark fucking his new beau, the Christmas-tree farmer, Drew. With their love for all things Christmas and their real Christmas tree, I’m sure it will be a delight. 
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A SWEET RELEASE FROM Christmas hell comes around noon, when my dad, a scrawny man with a perpetually red nose, strolls over to give me a break. He greets a parent and child exiting Santa’s Wonderland with a big cheery elf smile. He is such a people person. 

I squeeze through the crowd and escape the confines of the market’s plastic walls. That first step outside is lifesaving as I take a breath of fresh air. I pull off my wool elf cap, ruffle my sweaty strawberry-blond hair that’s plastered to my head.  

The breeze carries with it the smell of fried food. Spotting Feliz Navi-Dave’s in the line of food trucks, my mood instantly improves, and I stroll over to join the line at the red-and-green truck. 

The cute vendor leans out the window, taking orders. David Hernandez is the owner of the humble little Christmas-themed food truck and my heart. He’s so cool. Black ink peeks out from the collar of his red t-shirt, crawling up his neck and down his arms. He’s got one of those little slits through his eyebrows that only the cool queer people can pull off. I’ve always wanted to do that, but consistently chicken out. Knowing me, I’ll get bored with it. And what if the hair doesn’t grow back properly? Then I’m stuck with a slit in my eyebrow I don’t like. That is also why I don’t have tattoos. 

As cool as David is, he’s also a big dork. Exhibit A, his business name is a pun. Swoon. 

Feliz Navi-Dave’s food truck is always at these city events. The Fall Fest, Bacon Fest, Chocolate Fest, Garlic Fest (that one is another hell for me). And on my break from working the bakery’s booth, I always stop by to get an empanada, a coke, and a chance for one second to feel like David sees me.

I kind of hope he doesn’t see me today though because I am a sweaty mess. 

It’s not even cold out to dry me up. It’s a balmy November day, the gray sky and wintery Christmas decor feeling at odds with the warm and humid air. Humid air is the worst. Like why are you trying to drown me when I’m on land?

I never got the association of snow with Christmas–especially since a majority of the world rarely experiences a cold Christmas, let alone a white Christmas (I don’t have data to back that up, I am a mere mortal in a wool tunic, not a scientist, but it sounds right). 

The point is the association of snow with Christmas is ridiculous—and sets a lot of kids up for disappointment if they are the kind that tend to romanticize shit. 

It’s me. I was that naive little baby.

As the line gets shorter, the butterflies in my stomach ramp up. I picture how this moment will go when I talk to David.

David will recognize me instantly, with a sparkle in his big, beautiful, brown eyes. His deep velvety voice will sound like music when he says my name. “Heyyyy Benny. Cheesy beef and a chocolate lava, right?”

“That’s right,” I will say, my cheeks burning. “Do you remember the orders of all your regulars, or am I special?”

“You’re a little special,” he’ll wink. And even though I usually loathe winking—because what the fuck do you want me to do with that?—this wink will be crystal clear. And as David leans through the window to take my card, our fingers will graze and he’ll say, “What are you doing after all this? Maybe we can get a drink or something? Something non-alcoholic. I know you don’t drink.”

“Yeah, I’d love that,” I will say. 

And then he’ll say the most romantic thing ever. “Also, I’m aegosexual, so we never have to have sex.”

And I will swoon. 

Of course, it never goes like that. 

But maybe this time I can say more than my order? Maybe I can be cool and chill and charming. More impossible things have happened. 

The lady in front steps aside to wait for her order. I’m next. 

Wish me luck.

I take a deep breath to calm the butterflies. As I approach the window, David Hernandez tips his chin up in that cool guy way and says, “What can I get for you, big guy?”

Annnnd that kills my crush. No, thank you. I hate when people call me “big guy”. It’s so passive-aggressive. Like a way of commenting on my body without commenting on it. Honestly, I’d rather be called a fat fuck. Own up to your bullshit. 

I order and pay, keeping our communication polite but distant. A minute later, I’m handed a cardboard tray with two plump and golden empanadas. One powdered with sugar. I drag my jingling pointed elf shoes over the asphalt toward a bench where I can sit and enjoy my lunch with a helping of altered reality. 

As I take my first bite of the beef and cheese empanada and delight in the savory meat and the flaky shell, I escape from this uncomfortably warm November day to another reality where I own a food truck. Not with David Hernandez, I’ve moved on, but with the vague flannel-wearing guy from the cabin, passing off orders to each other and getting chummy with the regulars (I’m always so much more approachable and charming in this other reality: a people person like my dad). 

I’m taken out of the daydream by an old man in a red and green sweater sinking onto the other end of the bench. There are three open benches within a hundred-foot radius. Why? Why would he choose this bench?

I regret my decision to not plant myself in the center. Curse my insecure need to make myself small, to take up as little space as possible, so that people won’t look at me as the fat person inconveniencing their day. Or end up on some video with an entitled thin person martyring themselves as they lament the fact they had to—GASP! —sit next to a fat person on the plane. Like, sorry for existing, Mother Teresa. 

The old man sighs. Not a sigh of discontent, but the sigh of an old man who’s about to ruin the silence with conversation. 

“Don’t you love this time of year?” The man takes off his flat cap and sits it in his lap. A dollop of snowy hair tops his head. He looks like the straight man’s version of Leslie Jordan, from his height to the roundness of his cranium. 

That bums me out. I miss Leslie Jordan so much. The world’s a grayer place without him.

I bite into my empanada and watch the people walking past with their brown bags of handcrafted goods. I’m gonna ignore the old man and hope that he has one of those early-aughts Bluetooth earpieces nestled in the hairy pit of his other ear. 

The man continues, “The music, the lights, the cookies.” He chuckles and pats his soft belly. “Of course, it’s the cheerful spirit and goodwill that I love the most.”

I shift in my seat to face away from him. Hopefully, he’ll get the hint. 

“What’s your favorite thing about Christmas?” He’s not getting the hint. 

I focus on the ice sculpture of the Star of Bethlehem, set in the center of the promenade area across the intersection. Its points have lost their sharpness as the ice melts and drips to the pavement. Someone on the planning committee didn’t properly plan for the warm day, now did they? The star’s positioned in front of a red tent hosting children’s crafts and the vibrant color reflects on the melting ice, making each drop look like blood. 

The hairs on the back of my neck stand on edge. I get the feeling this old man is watching me.

“Well?” 

He is not going to leave me alone.

“Well, what?” I snap. 

“What’s your favorite thing about Christmas?” 

The old man shifts to better face me. His empty blue eyes watch me with a sinister patience. Like a predator waiting to leap for its prey, a small smile teasing his deadly intentions. 

“What if I’m Jewish?” 

“Are you?”

I don’t think this man has blinked since he sat down. 

“No.”

“You’re a funny one.” The man giggles, which on any other occasion might sound grandfatherly and pleasant, but paired with the man’s unwavering stare, it leaves unease skittering under my skin.

I guess I should try and have sympathy for the man. Maybe he’s from the nearby senior home and comes to these events to shield away the ever-encroaching black abyss of loneliness. That or he’s nosy. 

“Can’t you feel it?” The old man leans forward and reaches for me. 

I’m so taken back by his forwardness, that I sit in stunned silence as he takes the chocolate lava empanada and breaks off a piece, the gooey chocolate center spilling over his fingers. 

He pops the piece in his mouth and licks his fingers, then says, “All around you, the Christmas spirit is alive! Magic is in the air granting wishes. Perhaps it may grant yours.”

I stare at my mutilated empanada, chocolate pooling over the parchment paper and across the cardboard tray. What the fuck?

“What would you wish for?” the man says with an air of sadistic whimsy.  

“What?”  

A pair of security officers sit in police carts across the closed-off street, eating their own desserts. I doubt they’d take this old man seriously as a threat. I am, as everyone loves to point out as they pat my belly, a big guy. They’d laugh at my concern, and then later that night, when they found my severed head in a dumpster, they’d laugh again that such a big guy could be overpowered by a sweet old man. 

The old man says, “If you were guaranteed one Christmas wish. What would it be?”

“I don’t know." I want to say something snappy to get him away, but all I can come up with is: “Some socks I guess.”

The man only giggles that sickly sweet sound that sends my jingle bells cowering. “You’re going to be a tricky one, I can tell.”

He reaches for the other half of my dessert empanada, but this time I’m prepared for it and snatch the paper tray from my lap and hold it out of his reach.

“My what a greedy Scrooge you are.” He clutches his non-existent pearls, like I’m the rude one.  “Tis the season for giving after all.” 

He examines his fingers, then runs his nails across his tooth to scrape out the chocolate that’s caked underneath. “The season will always have its grinches, I suppose. But even his heart grew in the end. The Christmas Spirit always has a way of wiggling into even the coldest hearts.” He giggles as he rises from the bench and returns his flat cap to his head. With a smile and a wave, he leaves with a “Merry Christmas, Ben. Enjoy your empanada!”

I look down at the tray, where my chocolate lava empanada now sits untouched. Not a crack in its perfect, sugar-frosted crust. I look back up and the old man is nowhere to be seen among the frolicking customers.

What the fuck?!
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​4

[image: ]


“I’D WISH FOR YOU TO leave me the fuck alone.” I repeat the line over and over in my head as I go over the exchange with that old man. “What would you wish for?” “For you to leave me the fuck alone.”

That would have been the perfect response. I wish I could have seen his face when I said it. See if it made him as uncomfortable as he made me. But no, when I needed my mind to come up with something quick, it went quiet. 

For the record, I did not eat the chocolate lava empanada. Personally, I don’t like eating food that makes me question reality or my sanity. 

I stand at a steel sink, scrubbing at a stubborn bit of burnt dough clinging to the aluminum sheet pan. My hands are sweaty from my rubber gloves, and I want to take them off, but then my hands will get wrinkly from the water, and I’d have to touch the soggy food. 

After the market closed, we cleaned and locked up the booth. But that wasn’t the end of my day. No, we had to come back to the bakery and prepare for tomorrow. Cookies and cupcakes and other shit. 

I got stuck with dish duty as the rest of my family did their part to close shop for the night. Mom wiped the counters. Dad mopped the floor. My Uncle Larry sits on a table, balancing the numbers–which means he’s playing Candy Crush on his phone. 

But after these dishes I’m done. I can go home, shower, put on my pajamas and loaf on the couch. 

I shift on my feet. I’ve since changed into sensible sneakers, but the damage was done and my arches ache. To think I still have a whole month of “happy elf time” ahead of me.  

“Ma, did you see the interview Julianna did for Time? She mentioned the bakery twice,” Uncle Larry says. My stomach shrivels up inside me. Not a day goes by when he doesn’t bring his daughter Julianna into the conversation to remind everyone what a success she is and how she still manages to give back to the bakery. 

Recently she was in one of those Thirty Under Thirty lists. The cover of the magazine is framed and hanging on the wall behind the sink. Right above a small, plastic figure of the holiest of virgins: Mary. Big bold letters declare, “From Girl Boss to Princess,” over the image of Barbie in human form, dressed in a pink pantsuit and wearing a tiara. My pretty blonde cousin stares down at me with a smug smile; her arms crossed over her chest, as if to say,:“I would have thought of a perfect response in the moment.”

Oma stands at the steel baking table, packing up leftover inventory to take home. What we couldn’t sell tomorrow goes to her bridge club friends. As someone who immigrated from a poor German village in Hungary for “a better life,” my grandmother never wastes food. 

“I did. She is a good girl. Never forgets her family.” Her accent is still thick after all these years. Oma is a sturdy woman with white hair always pulled back under a bun. She and Opa started the bakery a few years after coming to America. Before that, they were both taking odd jobs that paid barely enough to cover groceries that week, and yet, little by little, they saved and built this family heirloom of a bakery. 

“She’s a good girl,” I mimic under my breath. I may be twenty-nine going on thirty, but that won’t stop me from being immature and petty. 

Julianna was always the star on the top of the family Christmas tree. Best grades at school, class president, always charming the customers and, most impressive of all, marrying a prince and becoming a beloved American princess from the humble little city of Bethlehem, Pennsylvania. 

Meanwhile, I found a twenty-dollar bill in the pocket of an old winter coat. Where’s my spot on the Thirty Under Thirty list?

God, I can’t believe I’m gonna be thirty soon—soon being Christmas day. That’s right, I’m a Christmas baby. Fuck me, right? The idea twists a knot in my stomach. I’m not afraid of getting old, getting old is a gift. But twenty-nine into thirty is that awkward stage in life where you’re gonna be a real adult even if you don’t quite feel like it yet. You’re lost somewhere in between. Like that Britney Spears song.

I don’t feel grounded or successful enough to call myself an adult, but I’m also not having all-night bingers at the club like the youths. Not that I ever did. But you get the point. Also, I use words like “the youths” now, apparently.

People are out here getting on Thirty Under Thirty lists, and I don’t even know what I want to do with my life.

Not that I ever gave it much thought. Why would I when I have the bakery? 

There’s never been another option. There’s only the bakery.

I couldn’t have any other summer jobs: it had to be the bakery. Why go to college and rack up student loans when you have the bakery? Granted that one’s fair. Why want to do anything else with your life when you have the bakery? Oh, and make sure you have kids, so you can pass down the bakery. 

However, if you wanted to go to school for business, like my cousins did, that’s fine because that can benefit the bakery. But who the fuck chooses business school? That’s something kids with rich parents do, to prove to Daddy they’re serious about taking his money.

“And that photoshoot. She looked so beautiful,” my mother says as she slips a mixing bowl I’d already washed back into the sink. “You missed a spot on this bowl, sweetie.” She points to the offensive blemish, a speck of caked-on batter. 

Everyone on my dad’s side of the family is skinny— the kind of skinny who can eat whatever they want and stay skinny. My mom and I are the plump ones. The round outcasts. Mom says it’s because we got that generational trauma from her great grandparents surviving the Irish famine. So, thanks, Great Britain, you greedy bastards.

My mom is stunning though. Like Melissa McCarthy on the red carpet stunning, even when her dark auburn hair is pulled up into a hairnet. 

I’ve been told I look like my mom, right down to my freckles dotting my bulbous nose. Although, I’ve also been told I look that evil little Chucky doll. Depends on the lighting, I guess.  

My dad slides over to mop the floor by my feet and gives me a wink. Why? Why is he winking at me? What the fuck is he about to do?

“Ma, Ben was thinking of getting his degree to be a dental hygienist.”

My eyes go wide. 

“What the hell, Dad?” I whisper. 

Of all the times to bring it up, he chooses now in front of everyone. I went to my dad last month and asked him to talk to Oma about it. He had plenty of opportunities since then to talk in private. 

“No. It’s not for Ben,” Oma says, closing a cardboard box filled with strudels and tarts. 

“Ma. He’s been wanting to do this for a while.”

My cousin Sean laughs from the other side of the kitchen where he’s returning an old mixer my Oma has used since the seventies to its place on the shelf, “Can you imagine Ben as a dental hygienist? If one person pisses him off, he’d run the drill through their eye. He’d be in prison after a day!”

“Fuck off, Sean!” A metallic crack shocks the kitchen as I bang a cookie sheet against the sink.

He gestures to me as if I proved his point.

“Ben, language,” my mom scolds. “And you missed a few spots on these measuring cups too.”

“Ben, let me tell you: that is a dangerous profession,” my aunt Dee chimes in from her place at the register where she’s counting money. “My friend’s daughter was a dental hygienist, and a man bit her finger off. I saw it. She has a little nub where her pointer finger used to be.” 

“Ben belongs here,” Oma says. “He is this bakery’s legacy.”

“But Julianna gets to run off and be a princess,” I grumble and scrub harder at the cookie sheet. My dad touches my shoulder.

Oma comes over and squeezes my cheeks. “Ben, you are such a good boy. Why would you want to leave us like that? This bakery needs you. Your Opa worked so hard to build this for us, how could you insult his memory by even thinking of leaving? It breaks my heart. You are a smart boy; you will run the bakery one day.”

“What about my boys, Ma?” Uncle Larry says. 

“Your boys are too careless with money to run the bakery.” She’s probably thinking of the speedboat Sean bought this summer or Kevin’s oversized truck that takes up two parking spaces.

“What the hell, Oma?” Kevin says, sliding a tray of decorated cupcakes into the fridge. 

She waves at him dismissively, then takes my wet, gloved hands. “You are the bright future for this bakery. You will stay here with us.”

I love my Oma, but she is full of shit. I would be terrible for this bakery. I’m constantly burning shit, I don’t have a good customer voice, and I got a C in math— so I would not be great at keeping up with the finances.

“Ma, Ben should get to live his own life,” my dad says. At least he’s trying to fight for me. 

“What’s with all this ‘own life’ talk? Your father and I did not get to live our own lives when we came to this country. We had to make a future and provide for you. Ben is a good boy and will do the same.” She takes my face in her hands. “Forget about this dental talk. It’s not for you.” 

“Okay, Oma,” I say. “It’s forgotten.”

It’s not like I really wanted to be a dental hygienist anyway. I found a flier at a job fair—which I only entered because I had to pee—and the people on it looked happy. And I thought it would be nice to be that happy.

“Good boy,” she says and pats my cheek. 

“Seriously, Ben,” my aunt says, holding up her pointer finger, “it’s for the best.” 

It’s fine. I’m fine. Everything is fine. Finding your bliss is overrated anyway. People work themselves to death to find happiness, leaving perfectly fine homes to live in a city where they don’t know anyone. To be honest, that all seems like a waste of time and energy. When happy enough is just as good. 

And I am happy . . . enough. 

A steady job at my family’s bakery is not as glamorous as a dental hygienist, or owning a food truck, or being a Christmas tree farmer, or one of those made-up corporate positions that use words like “actionable items’ and “deliverables”. But it pays the bills, and with no need to go to college, I wasn’t saddled with student loans. My roommate, Georgia, will never pay off her loans— mainly because she got an art degree and, let’s face it, artists aren’t making any money.

When everything’s cleaned and cleared for the night, Sean takes out the bottle of whiskey and shot glasses from a cabinet above the old desk where Opa used to sit to do the bookkeeping. “All right folks. Gather round and let’s take a shot for Opa.” He hands shot glasses to everyone. 

Every year on the first day of the Winter Market, my Opa always celebrated it with a lucky shot at the end of the day. Since he died, Sean had the idea that we should continue that tradition as a family.

“No, I’m good,” I say as he offers me a glass.

“Come on, Ben, it’s tradition. Don’t be an asshole.” He shoves it toward me. 

“I don’t want the shot,” I say. 

“Ben, it’s for your grandfather. Just do this one thing,” my uncle says. 

Just do this one thing. That’s what people say whenever they try getting you to do something you don’t want. Only it’s never just the one thing. It’s a hundred, a thousand “just this one things.” 

“Yeah, Ben stop being a self-righteous prick,” Sean says, forcing the shot into my hands. 

I look to my parents for support. 

My dad’s expression tells me he regrets what he’s gonna say, but he says it anyway, “Ben, please, it’s just one shot.”

I take the fucking shot, so they leave me the hell alone. 
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THE BAKERY IS CLOSE enough to my apartment that I walk home. I’ve got my earbuds in, drowning out my ever-cycling mind with Ms. Britney Jean Spears’ distorted voice calling out the paparazzi on their shit.  

Britney’s kind of my patron saint— don’t tell my Oma I said that. All she wanted was to perform, to live her life the way she wanted, and instead, she got degraded by the media and used by her family. She told them what she liked, what she wanted, and what she didn’t! And every time, she stood corrected. How are you supposed to trust your own voice when everyone else tells you it’s wrong? That’s gonna fuck anyone up.

On my way home, I stop at Wawa to pick up an Italian hoagie and iced tea for me, and a meatball sub and iced coffee for Georgia. 

I live in the basement of a two-story house in Bethlehem’s Southside. The house belongs to my former English teacher, Mr. Carson. He retired a few years ago, and with the economy what it is, he can use the little boost from our rent, and I get the separation from my family for cheap. Mr. Carson gave my roommate and me a discount, mainly ‘cause we’re card-carrying members of the LGBTQ+ club. But let’s be honest, I was obviously his favorite student. When I should have gotten an F in his class, he finagled the numbers and bumped me up to a D. But I’m not supposed to tell anyone that. 

There’s a private entrance in the back of the house, but I choose the front door today. I ring the doorbell, triggering The Golden Girls theme song. 

Mr. Carson answers, looking strapping in white khakis and a blue striped polo shirt. He looks me up and down, taking in my sweat-stained t-shirt and my green elf tights. “Why do you look like someone vomited lime water ice on a white carpet?” he asks in his transatlantic accent, waving his arms—tanned from his recent weekend in Atlantic City— like he’s one of those Golden Age of Hollywood actresses. He says it gives him an air of confidence that makes him feel untouchable.

“Christmas market,” is all I say, and he gestures to say no more as he steps aside. 

I hand him a box of leftover pastries as I enter. The place smells of sauce and cooked pasta. Posters of local plays he’s done hang along the entryway, with pictures from the eighties of him looking like a finer Jonathan Bailey. Mr. Carson still looks amazing. His hair is white, and his wrinkles are pronounced because he wants to “age as gracefully as Betty White,” but he has the body of someone who still goes to the gym regularly. He looks better at seventy than I do at twenty-nine. 

“Oh, what do we have today?” he says, opening the box and pulling out a sugar cookie.  

“Some kiffles, cookies, and maybe an apple turnover. Honestly, I just threw stuff in there.”

“The boys will be happy tonight,” he says, referring to his book club where they read gay erotica and talk about it. Setting the box down on a white side table next to a signed headshot of Bea Arthur, he waves me over toward the TV. “Before you go downstairs, I need you to fix my TV for me. I got it yesterday for pennies.” 

I’m happy to help Mr. Carson in any way. He wasn’t just my English teacher; he was my gay Gandalf (although I guess Gandalf is already gay) — mentor for me when I was figuring stuff out.

I set my roommate’s iced coffee and the plastic bag with our hoagies on the coffee table and grab the remote lying on top of a book with an erotically posed couple on the cover. 

The TV is huge and barely fits in his old entertainment shelf. Setting it up isn’t hard. Mr. Carson may not look his age, but his lack of basic tech understanding does show. I’m not great with tech myself, but I know the basics.

As I’m setting up his TV apps, I get trapped ruminating over my interaction with that creepy old man. He called me a Scrooge. I’m not a Scrooge. Scrooge was a rich asshole who hated poor people (so like every wealthy person ever). I just hate Christmas, which I guess makes me a Grinch... but I don’t think I’m a Grinch. I’m a delight.

“Mr. Carson . . . I’m a good person, right?”

Mr. Carson stands at his mini bar, pouring clear liquid into a martini glass. “Well, my boy, I think it depends on your definition of good. To some, you’re automatically deemed a bad person simply for loving who you love.”

“I don’t mean like that. I mean . . . a likable person. Like if I were in a rom-com, you’d find me quirky and endearing and root for me to win, right?” 

I wish I were in a rom-com— then at least I’d know all of life’s bullshit was leading to a happy ending, instead of more bullshit. I’d want to be the main character who gets the big romantic gesture at the end, not the fat funny sidekick. I mean yes, I’m hilarious. But I’m more than my sharp wit and ironic humor. 

He cackles, “Oh, definitely not, you’re far too unpleasant for that. You’re quirky, but not the kind people find endearing. That’s reserved for petite blonde women and twinks. You’re the mentally ill-slash-neurodivergent kind of quirky that makes people uncomfortable.”

I scrunch my face. Leave it to Mr. Carson to put it so bluntly. “You could have just said no.” I hit enter to submit his password and get an error message. Fuck— now I have to redo it. 

“Don’t ask questions if you can’t handle the truth.” Mr. Carson takes a cookie from the box, nibbles on it, and follows it with a sip of his drink. “Don’t worry so much about being likeable. Likeable is overrated.”

“Yeah, but likeable people seem happy,” I mutter and enter another wrong password. I grab his password book from the entertainment center, and flip through it. They all have letters mixed with numbers and symbols. Who’s the jackass that set all these? 

It’s me. I’m the jackass. And I’m the one who re-enters them every time he signs out of his account. Why would I make them so complicated for myself?

“No one is happy. And that is the truth of life. Anyone who tells you otherwise is either trying to sell you something or recruiting for a cult.” He sinks into his sleek, white leather chair—that I never sit on, because I don’t want to get all sweaty and ruin it—and crosses his legs. “So, have you and Georgia given any more thought to my proposal?”

Last month, Mr. Carson came to me and Georgia with the news that he and a few friends were buying a condo in Florida to live out their Golden Girls dream. He offered to rent us the whole house, only charging for utilities, taxes, and upkeep. An offer not open to anyone else. Sometimes it pays to be gay.

“We haven’t had a chance to talk about it.” 

I go to the home screen to download another app. 

“You two live together, how do you not have the time to talk?”

Dammit, he got me. 

He downs his drink and stands to head toward his kitchen. The house is small and there’s a half wall that separates the kitchen from the living room. Easy enough to carry on our conversation. 

“I have a lot going on right now,” I say. I hit enter for another password for another app and get an error message again. I click the show password icon and see I forgot to capitalize the M. 

“As in?”

My mind is divided between setting up his accounts and recalling anything resembling a life outside of work. And I do neither well. I enter another wrong password, and all I can say is, “Stuff.”

“Don’t take too long. We have a few condos narrowed down; I’ll be moving on up sooner than you know.”

My heart jumps to my throat. “Mr. Carson, are you dying?” Mr. Carson’s my gay grandfather. I don’t know what I’d do if he died.

He looks positively aghast in a way only a gay man could. “Good heavens, no. I was referencing The Jeffersons.” 

“Oh, thank God.” I exhale with relief, and wipe my eyes with my sleeves. 

He grabs an oven mitt from a hook on the cabinet. “I’m simply saying, don’t wait too long to speak with her. If you aren’t staying, then I’ll need to either sell the house or rent the upstairs. And I’d prefer to figure that out before I move.”

“I’ll talk to her.” I get a knot in my stomach. I don’t want to think about Mr. Carson leaving. That will be one less person I have around that makes life bearable. Plus, I’m not ready to say goodbye. I hate goodbyes. 

I enter the username and password for his last streaming app and set the remote back on the coffee table. 

He’s taking a lasagna out of the oven as I let him know his TV’s all set. “Thank you, my dear boy. You are a treasure. Now go on and get downstairs. I’m about to talk with a bunch of men about erotic romance, and I’m still not comfortable doing that in the presence of a former student.”
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OUR APARTMENT LOOKS like Christmas busted a nut all over it. Every square inch is covered, from the colorful lights that border the windows and the ceiling, to the garland that chokes the counters. Our fake pink Christmas tree is decorated with rainbow tinsel and topped with a pride flag. My roommate is obsessed with the holly jolly vibes of the season and buys a few more decorations every year after they all go on sale.

If it were up to me, I’d only have a pitiful Charlie Brown Christmas tree, with a few lights on it. If that. 

Georgia’s propped in front of the television with her chunky legs folded under her. The colors from the screen highlight her chestnut brown skin. She’s settled in for the night, dressed in her plush pink pajamas, and matching bonnet, with a plate of pizza rolls in her lap. She doesn’t even glance my way as I move around the apartment, too absorbed in whatever’s on TV. Outside of my family, she’s the longest relationship in my life. In high school, our families thought we’d get married, until she came out as a lesbian. Honestly, though, we have talked about getting married, if only for the tax benefits. 

“Yasss Queen, get your prince,” a chubby gay man shrieks on the TV. It sends a haunting shiver up my spine. 

On screen, a pretty blonde woman, the chubby gay man, and a smartly dressed Black woman with glasses sleuth through a festively decorated palace, spying on some old baron. 

“Why are you watching this?” 

The Gingerbread Princess movie has been a thorn in my ass since it came out last year.

“Huh?” Georgia twists to look at me. “I’m having a movie night with Posh Baby. She’d never seen it before.” She gestures to the Switch set on the carpet. On screen, two animal avatars watch television in a room decorated in pastels. “Plus, they released the sequel this year. I want to see how they’re gonna follow the mess that happened last year.” 

“Hi, Posh Baby,” I call.

“Hi Ben!” A cheery British voice sounds from the Google Home next to the Switch. Posh Baby is Georgia’s girlfriend. They met on Discord for sapphic gamers. Posh Baby lives in the UK, and they’ve yet to meet in person—they haven’t even seen each other’s faces, choosing to wait until they meet in person for the big reveal. Which means they fell in love on personality alone. So romantic. 

Georgia’s asexual like me (demisexual though, the lucky biotch). Before Posh Baby, she had a hard time connecting with anyone. She’s had a few girlfriends but never felt that spark until now. It gives me hope that tragic, little asexual me can find someone.

Posh Baby adds, “For the record, I prefer the real you over the movie you.”

Even though we don’t know what she looks like, I have an image of Posh Baby fully formed in my head. We know she’s Black, and based on her username, I picture someone tall, sleek, and elegant, who wears designer clothes, specifically white turtlenecks, and a tiara. And always has a latte in her hands.

“You would be the first,” I say, unpacking our hoagies and laying them out on the table next to a stack of today’s mail. I take the plastic bag and stuff it into another plastic bag holding all the other plastic bags that we are saving but never actually use. 

I sift through the mail, ignoring the bills for now. There are two off-white envelopes that are bigger than the rest, with mine and Georgia’s names written out in a fancy script font. I check the return address: Mistelvia? I toss it aside and hand Georgia her meatball sub and iced coffee.

She pauses the movie and takes the sandwich wrapped in white paper. “What’s this?”

“Meatball sub. I had a coupon, and I remembered the other day you were complaining because your brother ate yours.” 

“Aw, thanks, babe.” 

“You’re welcome, babe,” I say with a dainty back kick.

I take a shower, hoping the god-awful movie will be done when I am out. I scrub off the blush and face glitter and stand there a few minutes toward the end, letting the hot water burn the day off me.

Dressed in my pajamas, I take my hoagie and iced tea to my recliner I got from an estate sale. Some guy died in it, but his ass broke in the chair and made it the right kind of comfy. The kind you sink into, so it feels like you are sitting on a cloud.

I grab my neck fan from the table by my chair and set it on my shoulders to cool off my boiling insides. I love hot showers, but I get so sweaty after.

“Yasss Queen, get your prince,” the chubby gay character shouts with a snap of his fingers as the blonde rescues her prince from a runaway horse. A suave but devious black-haired white man leers from a corner as the blonde and her Prince comfort each other. Ominous music plays in the background. I guess his little plot was foiled. I don’t know. I don’t recognize this part of the movie. This must be the sequel. The Gingerbread Wedding. Well, at least I showered through the first.

“Ugh, why’d they have to bring back that line.” I take a sip of my iced tea.

Georgia twists around, and stretches her hoodie. It has the line in a swoopy calligraphic font. “Don’t ugh that line. That line has helped me pay my student loans. It’s one of the top-selling keychains and stickers on my Ko-Fi shop.”

Georgia works as a freelance illustrator. She relies on work commissions from big corporate projects, but she’s started selling her own stuff this year and managed to build a big social media following.

“I’m just saying. It’s offensive.” 

I mean, points on them making the gay character chubby—I guess that’s nice. But they combined two sidekick tropes, making their sassy GBF into a clumsy fat oaf, so I’m not gonna give them too many kudos. Also, fuck them. 

“I agree, Ben. His portrayal is very stereotypical,” Posh Baby says from the speaker. 

“Oh please, you don’t care about that stuff. You’re mad ‘cause it’s supposed to be you.”

“No, I’m not,” I grumble. 

So, remember how I said I wish I were in a rom-com? Well, I technically am, as the flamboyant, chubby, gay best friend in the story of my cousin Julianna Schumacher’s whirlwind romance with Prince Edward Maxwell Bartholomew Frost, heir to the throne of a small country in Europe called Mistelvia. Yeah, I hadn’t heard of it either. 

Here’s how that went down if you’re curious: two years ago, my uncle signed our bakery up for an international gingerbread house competition taking place in Mistelvia. Out of everyone in the family, Julianna’s the most charismatic. With the thing being televised, she was the obvious choice. I got dragged along to help, and I dragged Georgia along to keep me sane. 

Unknown to anyone, the prince of Mistelvia had swapped places with some baker from Germany who bore a striking resemblance to him (all I’m gonna say is somewhere down the royal line someone was unfaithful). The prince wanted to get out from behind the confines of his princely life and mingle with the people, or some stupid shit like that.

My cousin and Edward had a whole enemies-to-lovers kind of romance, and at the competition’s finale, he revealed himself to be the prince and professed his love for her. 

It was super romantic. Like something out of a rom-com. 

Julianna’s story went viral. Last year, their wedding was covered by all the media outlets. She did TV interviews and wrote a book called #GirlBossPrincess.

And then they made the movie. And everyone joked that I should be more like the movie Ben. Which is so fun to hear. 

I take out my phone and open the devil app—I mean, dating app—and wonder how low I’m willing to degrade myself for a little intimacy. I have a few messages, the first one says, “Hey, big boy...” with a drooling emoji. It gives me a sick feeling in my stomach.

I respond with “Hi little boy” and a wink emoji.

He blocks me. Thank God, that could have backfired. Don’t call me a big boy if you don’t want to be called little boy. 

A few dick pics. Block.

I get a notification for a new message. I open it, and I get a sour taste in my mouth.

“Would you say my toes are suckable?”

Georgia pauses the movie. “Ew. Who’s asking if your toes are suckable?”

“This guy in my DMs. He wants to ‘suck my little piggies.’ I guess I could sit down and watch TV while he does his thing. As long as he doesn’t want to kiss after. I am not kissing anyone who sucked on my feet.”

“Any man who introduces himself by asking to suck your toes is bad news,” Posh Baby says. “Block him.”

“Good point.” This one I respond to with “I’m asexual” and I get blocked by him. 

I used to have ace on my profile to be upfront, but I got messages from people who saw me as a challenge, or said I’m ace ‘cause I’m fat and can’t get any anyway.

“Why are you even on those apps?” Georgia says. “You know they have asexual dating sites now.”

I whine. “I’ve tried the asexual sites. It’s mostly hetero-aces, and the few who were into men are across the world. The only guy who was within a reasonable range had Die Hard as his favorite Christmas movie. And I don’t have the energy for people like that in my life.”

I close out the app and toss my phone on the table next to my untouched hoagie. I wish I’d eaten it before. Those dick pics killed my appetite. 

I groan. “All I want is a big, fuzzy, asexual teddy bear to snuggle with under a blanket in front of a fireplace, and for him to be a homebody who never wants to go to the loud clubs or bars, but also likes to go bowling and mini golfing, and I want him to know how to cook and bake, so he can make me yummy treats, and when I’m overwhelmed I want him to hug me and make the world slow down, and I want him to be strong enough to be able to lift me up and carry me because I want to know what it feels like to be carried in a big strong man’s arms, because for once, I want to be the one who feels small and dainty and precious, and I want him to be secure enough in his masculinity, so I can be the big spoon sometimes too and he can feel small and dainty and precious, and I want him to smell like flowers, and I want him to have a nice ass that’s perfect for squishing, and I want him to never want sex. Is that too much to ask for?” 

“Uh, yeah,” Georgia says, as Posh Baby says, “It’s a bit specific.”

I sink into my recliner. Why couldn’t I be aro-ace? Not that they have it easier. It would just be easier for me, I think.

This is how I know the Catholic God is real because that asshole wants us to suffer. Why else would I be this asexual with a big romantic heart in a world where sex and romance are so tangled together in a hot mess of sexually charged wires?

“Maybe I should find a sexually repressed evangelical lady and we can both be miserable together. Honestly, she’d probably be better off with me than some straight Christian douche.”

“That’s a lot to unpack,” Posh Baby says.

“What if she becomes unrepressed and realizes she was a lesbian all along?” Georgia says.

“Then I will be her biggest ally and walk her down the aisle as she marries her best friend. Then I’ll find another sexually repressed woman and marry her, and when she comes out as a lesbian, I will support her like I supported my ex and I will repeat that cycle until I meet the love of my life and then they will make a rom-com about me and it will be called ‘Twenty-seven Lesbians’.”

“I would watch that movie,” Georgia says.

“It would be so good, right?” 

On the television, the chubby gay man stumbles on a naked dark-haired prince showering himself in a horse’s stable, with architecture strategically placed to cover his penis. Movie Ben freaks out and runs into the stable door. Get it? He’s clumsy and dumb. The dark-haired prince helps him up. There’s some comic relief flirting, where the comic relief character stumbles over his words and acts like a fool. I’d say the movie is setting up a romance for the dark-haired prince and this version of Ben. But we know damn well the producers of these movies aren’t going to give the queer character shit. Especially not a chubby one. The fat funny friend never gets to have their day. The scene ends as Movie Ben rushes off, red-faced. He avoids colliding into a pole and brushes his forehead with a comical, “Whew. That was a close one.” Then he spins around and bumps into a horse’s ass.

We get quiet to watch the rest of the movie and I eat my hoagie. I’m not gonna lie. I kind of love these stupid ass movies. They are, after all, rom-coms. And I am weak to the rom-com formula and the guaranteed happy ending. Hugh Grant? More like Hugh that? My future husband, am I right?

Overall, this movie hits the beats that were covered in the paper last year, as well as some additional context that Julianna added on her #girlbossprincess podcast. Julianna stuck to her guns and had the wedding of her dreams, and the dark-haired prince was arrested during the wedding rehearsal dinner when Julianna revealed that he laced Edward’s drink with poison. 

As the brave and beautiful blonde couple share their wedding kiss, the chubby gay character shouts, “Yasss Queen, you got your prince,” and my phone vibrates on the table. 

Well, well, well, if it isn’t the #girlbossprincess herself.
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THE PHONE RINGS TWICE as I mentally prepare myself for the assault that is Julianna Schumacher. (She didn’t take the prince’s last name—part of me is like, “good for her,” while the other part is like, “ugh, that’s so Julianna.”)

A face slathered with green goop pops up on the screen. 

“Heyyyyyy,” Julianna says in a super cheery voice. Her hair’s pulled back in a messy bun, but she’s one of those women who can make disheveled look fashionable.

“Oh hey, it’s the girl boss princess!” I say, matching her energy. Oh god, why did I put on the lisp? “How’s it going?”

Stop with the lisp, Ben!

“Ugh, it’s awful,” Julianna says as she lies across her luxurious king-size bed, surrounded by plush pillows and Egyptian cotton sheets. “I’m trying to liven things up here and everyone is so resistant to change. It’s beyond ridiculous.”

“Oh my god, they are so not girl boss princess material,” I say and lean my head in my hand.

“Ugh, I know. Like I’m trying to convince the Queen that she would be so much more relaxed if she did goat yoga with me, but she won’t even hear of it.” She blows a stray hair out of her face. “So, is Georgia there? I want to talk to both of you.”

“Yeah, she’s right here,” I say as I slip down to the floor next to her. Georgia
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