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            To Zach, for being the best big brother a kid could ever hope for. I love you, broface.

            And to Andrew, for being the best little sis a gay could ever hope for. Merry Christmas, you filthy animal.
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                          Aaron

         
         “So we’ve got about half an hour until fireworks, both literal and maybe even metaphorical.” Casey mimes making out, wagging
            his tongue back and forth. He makes the weirdest moan sound too. It’s a mix between a printer getting jammed and a golden
            retriever whining when he’s hungry.
         

         
         “If those are the sounds you make when kissing Raquel, I’m surprised you’ve made it this long together,” I say.

         
         My brother pushes me, fake affronted, until his forehead furrows into an innocently concerned scowl. “Wait. What?” He snatches
            his phone from his pocket and his fingers fly across the screen. Babe. Do I make weird sounds when we kiss?

         
         If she says yes, I know Casey will be devastated. My brother’s been in love with love since he first realized what it was, crushing on Disney princesses and pop stars until he was old enough to date. He dove headfirst into love in the sixth grade when he lent the new girl, Raquel Strickland, some lunch money. They’ve been together ever since, over eight years. They’re both sophomores at UC Irvine, and they’ve never been apart for longer than three days. They are the epitome of codependent. Casey can’t do a single thing without bringing Raquel up. They’ve even got a ship name: Rasey. And they use
            it in a “cutesy” (read: disgusting) way whenever they’re about to have sex.
         

         
         “Bro, go for a walk. We need a little Rasey time.”

         
         I throw up in my mouth every time he says it.

         
         With the text sent, Casey glances at his home screen, which shows that sunset was at precisely 4:44 p.m. Thanksgiving fireworks
            on Newport Beach always start exactly one hour post-sunset. People come after stuffing their faces with turkey and plop onto
            the beach and ooh and aah while they think about all they’re thankful for. At 5:17, we’re nearly to the start, upon which Casey is convinced I will
            have my first kiss during the romantic bursts of colored light. With whom, exactly, doesn’t really matter to him, just that it happens. This stretch of sand is packed with
            locals and SoCal tourists, one of whom is allegedly going to go down in the history books of Aaron Merry’s life. My life.
         

         
         “Anybody nearby piquing your interest?” Casey asks, his hazel eyes scanning the crowd underneath his mop of disheveled dark blond hair. “What about him? Just look at the way he fills out those undies.” 

         
         I follow his gaze to the very ample ass of a guy in a brown Speedo with red, yellow, and orange feathers protruding from the
            butt like a turkey. “I don’t know. He’s really dressed for the holiday. You know how I feel about people being too on the
            nose with a theme.”
         

         
         Casey rolls his eyes. “I’ll never live down telling you to go to prom with Bereted Barry, will I?”

         
         “Mais non.”

         
         Prom was yet another event where Casey thought he was going to find me my first kiss. One Night in Paris was the theme, and I was a sophomore while Casey and Barry were seniors. Barry had just been dumped by his boyfriend, and
            Casey thought the romance of the night would be the perfect way to get Barry out of his funk and me out of my relationship
            dry spell. Does it count as a dry spell if you’ve never actually been in a relationship? Either way, Casey’s so in love with
            love that it’s been his life’s mission for me to feel the sparks too.
         

         
         But that prom wasn’t it. Barry was cute, but one look at the beret he wore and there was no way I was going to kiss him. It was all just too eager. Like, what
            if the theme had been Under the Sea? Would he have come dressed as a crab or had sequined scales on his jacket? I couldn’t stop thinking of him trying to kiss
            me with fish lips, and it was all over for the rest of the night.
         

         
         “Wait, bro, what about him?” Casey nods to a guy whose face is buried deep in his phone, his skin illuminated by the glow of the screen. “He seems the right amount of disinterested.” 

         
         “But look at that scowl.” As if to emphasize my point, the guy scrolls farther into whatever it is he’s looking at, and those
            furrows only get deeper. Grand Canyon–level deep. “He looks like he has opinions.”
         

         
         Casey crosses his arms. “You mean like yours, right now?”

         
         “At least I’m commenting on what I’m seeing with my own two eyes. I bet he gives his hot takes on every Reddit thread there
            is but doesn’t actually do anything.” I can’t stand a person who wants to rant and rave about what they read online but has no idea how to act in real
            life.
         

         
         That’s how it continues for the next twenty-seven minutes. Casey finding someone in the crowd, me turning them down for a
            plethora of reasons: “Can you imagine what his breath will taste like after he finishes that turkey leg? And who brings a
            turkey leg to the beach?” “He literally just fist-bumped his friend, Casey. Fist-bumped.” “They’re wearing a tank top on Thanksgiving, and the shape of their chest hair looks like the Bat Signal.”
         

         
         After the thirteenth person I quickly turn down, Casey’s whole body slumps. All six feet eight inches of him weighed down,
            his feet sinking into the sand. “This isn’t going to happen, is it?”
         

         
         I scan the crowd one more time for good measure. “No. It’s not. Sorry, Case.”

         
         The first firework goes off in a shower of golden sparkles, the boom putting a resounding period on my statement.

         
         Casey looks up into the sky, bursts of red, orange, and blue highlighting his face. “I guess I just thought the holiday would
            change things.”
         

         
         I quirk an eyebrow. “How so?”

         
         “Thanksgiving is all about people coming together, grateful to be in each other’s lives. I thought you’d find a guy who you’d
            be thankful gave you your first kiss.” He hooks an arm around my shoulders and pulls me in. He’s so freaking tall that my
            head fits right into his armpit. Not my favorite place, but I’ve always had a soft spot for his overly sappy brotherly love.
            “There’s no one more independent than you.”
         

         
         He isn’t wrong. Love, relationships, and attachment just aren’t my thing. I wouldn’t call myself aromantic or asexual, although I’m super supportive of folks who are. I’ll never forget that time in PE sophomore year when I was so attracted to a passing senior, I had to pretend to have explosive diarrhea so I could run back to the locker room before everyone saw the hard-on making its presence known in my swimsuit. I’ve had crushes on a couple guys too, complete with daydreams of what it would be like to be in a relationship. But anytime those thoughts come barreling unwelcomed into my head, I stamp them right back down. I don’t want to kiss anyone. Or date anyone. Or ever say the dreaded L-word. I’ve been telling myself that so long now that it’s pretty easy to find reasons why no one is worth it. 

         
         Here’s the thing: when you kiss, or date, or love, you lose your entire sense of self. It happens literally every time I see someone else my age start dating. We’ve all seen
            those friend fights where one friend dumps the other because they’re suddenly coupled up and have no more time to hang out
            with anyone from their life before they fell in love. It’s bad enough when you get super attached to friends, letting your whole identity get wrapped around whether somebody
            else likes you. But with love, it’s that times a thousand.
         

         
         So, I prefer my time alone, basically in all walks of life. I don’t do teams, I don’t do BFFs. I only do activities I can
            depend entirely on myself for. SAT tutoring, singles tennis, treasurer of the ASB because I ran totally unopposed. No attachments
            to anyone or anything, except Dad and Casey. I don’t want to have to rely on anybody, but I definitely like for others to
            be able to rely on me. I’m the constant. I mean, think about it. No family, no friend group, no organization has ever been
            able to peacefully exist without one person in there who can fix everything.
         

         
         And that’s me. Because sooner or later, someone’s bound to have an emotional crisis, and without me to pick up the pieces, things won’t go smoothly. It’s weird—even though I don’t put out the vibe that I want friends, kids at school always find me to help them get through their breakups. A freshman came up to me last year when her girlfriend dumped her and said I was known as the Robot, the guy who could look at anybody—even the most snot-streaked, tearstained, heartbroken mess—and tell them exactly why they are better off single. She needed a robot—everyone does. Emotions get in the way. In all walks of life. I was able to keep my cool when the ASB found out thirteen hundred dollars was missing from our accounts and
            nearly made us lose our DJ for homecoming. A few impromptu car washes and some budgeting finesse, and voilà! Homecoming saved.
            When Mom left and Dad was a mess, I was the one buying groceries and making dinner for weeks, or checking that bills were
            paid. If everyone became a wreck, nothing would ever get done, and then the situation would get much, much worse.
         

         
         That’s what I’m for. Robot to the rescue.

         
         The last burst of fireworks fizzles into nothing, and Casey uses his giant body to shield me from the crowd as it disperses. He’s always got that caretaking instinct, honed during his time interning for Newport Beach Family Services. He spends time with foster kids waiting for their next placement. His outrageously wholesome dream is to become an adoption agent to help as many children and families as possible. He brings that tender energy to everything he does, like now, as he hovers over me while we’re jostled from side to side with the hustle of bodies. But no matter how hard we’re bumped into, nothing can make gargantuan Casey move. 

         
         “Keep your eyes peeled, bro.” I’ve always loved the way Casey calls me “bro.” It’s not in that hypermasculine, let’s-pound-our-chests
            kind of way. It’s a sweet, endearing way of pointing out to everyone that we actually are brothers. It makes me soften every
            time, if only a bit. “Just because the fireworks are over doesn’t mean you can’t still create some of your own.”
         

         
         Casey fully doesn’t support my need to be single. He’s just convinced that I haven’t met the right guy yet, and if he’s not
            constantly vigilant, he’ll have failed me as a brother. If we were home, it’s about this time that I would convince him we
            should watch yet another made-for-TV Christmas movie—his absolute favorite, whether or not we’re in the holiday season—so
            he could obsess over some fictional characters’ love lives instead of my own. There is nothing Casey loves more than Christmas.
            Well, Raquel for sure, but he’s just completely obsessed with the holiday, which means it’s all we’ll be talking about now
            that Thanksgiving is officially over.
         

         
         “Maybe next year, Case.”

         
         My phone buzzes with a text, and I open it to see a homemade meme from Mom. She’s imposed her face over a cooked turkey. Only
            she’s put it in between the drumsticks instead of where a head should be. In big white block letters, she’s written, I’M STUFFED. MISS YOU.

         
         Nothing says love from afar like your mom’s face over a turkey’s vagina.

         
         Casey smiles at his own phone, but I know it’s not from one of Mom’s signature memes. That goofy grin is reserved only for
            Raquel.
         

         
         “Gotta get some Rasey time in, bro,” he says. “Mind if I take the car?”

         
         I shake my head. We drove the couple blocks to get here only because we each had one slice too many of pumpkin pie. There’s
            no walking when you’re that full.
         

         
         “Cool. Catch you back home.” He takes off, his inordinately long legs getting him to the parking lot in no time flat.

         
         Which leaves this robot exactly how he likes it:

         
         Alone.
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                          Kris

         
         Nathaniel pushes me against the wood siding of Santa’s Workshop, hard. His scruff scratches my skin as he shoves his tongue
            down my throat. His right hand’s in my hair while his left cups my ass, creating this bizarre sensation of my right butt cheek
            heated by his warmth and my left ice-cold as it presses against the chilling pine. My whole body is a whirl of sensation:
            hot, freezing, scratchy, booming all around from my heart pounding in my chest and the blasts of fireworks in the sky. When
            it’s this late in November, the Elves love to set the daily fireworks off at 10 a.m., just to mess with the mainlanders who
            can’t believe it stays so dark here. Where else in the world could you get a post-breakfast firework show on the day after
            Thanksgiving? A few places on mainland Alaska, and definitely on Winter Wonderland, our tiny island an hour’s flight north.
         

         
         “You’re so hot,” Nathaniel slurs into my mouth, his tongue smashing against mine between each word. He tastes like hot chocolate.

         
         “You are,” I breathe back, then slam my lips against his. This is my favorite thing about kissing: how different people are
            at it. Some are slow and gentle, others are fast and hungry, and Nathaniel’s going at me like a polar bear who hasn’t eaten
            in months.
         

         
         Nathaniel throws his other hand under my butt and lifts me up, pressing his whole body against me while I wrap my legs around
            him. Even through his snowsuit I can feel a fairly solid bulge pressing against me.
         

         
         “Merry Christmas to me,” Nathaniel says as he presses harder, everywhere.

         
         “It’s the day after Thanksgiving.” I cringe as soon as I say it. Rule number one of Winter Wonderland is to never let the
            magic of the holidays slip. I mean, why else would someone visit a year-round Christmas island off the coast of Alaska if
            they didn’t want the delusion of Yuletide sparkle?
         

         
         Not to mention making Nathaniel fall for that sparkle is what could finally let me reach the goal I’ve been working my whole life for. Okay, maybe not my whole life, but at least for six years, after it really sunk in that there are no gay Santas in all of Winter Wonderland. An entire Christmas theme park island with Santas of every race (as there should be)—and even churches of every denomination for those who celebrate Christmas for the merriment but have other religious traditions—yet no Mr. and Mr. Claus in sight. It’d be the ultimate irony if kissing this guy just right would be what helped me finally change that. And Uncle Toby would appreciate the fact that it’s what finally let me avenge him. 

         
         A red firework reflects off the snow, creating a soft pink glow that only adds to the heated blush of Nathaniel’s cheeks.
            He pulls back to look me in the eye. I can’t tell if the look is concern or worry or adoration or what. When his tongue’s
            not down my throat, he’s so unreadable.
         

         
         Is he going to say it? Is he going to say it?

         
         “Kris, I lo—” Another succession of booms cuts him off, making him glance up as more bright blossoms of color join the mass
            of stars in the dark Alaskan sky. It really is so romantic. This has to be the moment.
         

         
         I grab his cheeks with both hands, pulling his head toward me. Only I’m pressing too hard, smooshing his face so his lips
            are kind of fished out.
         

         
         “You were saying?” I ask.

         
         I need him to say it.

         
         Nathaniel bites his lip like he’s nervous. I bet he’s wondering if he could possibly feel this way, if he could possibly fall
            so hard so fast.
         

         
         But I know he has.

         
         “It’s okay,” I whisper. “You can tell me anything.”

         
         He swallows, his Adam’s apple bobbing down his throat torturously slow. It makes me want to lean in and kiss his neck, but that would be distracting. No more distractions. He has to say it.

         
         “Okay.” Nathaniel nods, takes a deep breath, and goes for it. “I lo—” Here it comes. “—ve my boyfriend. Back home. We were
            on a break, but he called before breakfast and wants to give our relationship another chance.”
         

         
         My entire body sags. I would fall to the ground if Nathaniel wasn’t still holding me up. It’s saying something that he can
            hold me at all. I’m six foot one and have considerable glute muscles thanks to all the skating and dancing we do on the island.
            My legs drop, dangling on his sides like limp noodles.
         

         
         Nathaniel doesn’t seem to notice. “If I don’t get back with him, I’d totally kick myself for losing the best thing that’s
            ever happened to me.”
         

         
         I finally plant my feet on the ground and push him off. He has the nerve to drop the L-bomb, but not on me? “You just wanted
            to cram your tongue down my throat one last time before telling me you loved somebody else?” I shove past him and stomp down
            the alley.
         

         
         “Wait, Kris.” Nathaniel’s feet crunch in the snow as he hurries to follow. “Where are you going?”

         
         “I’m over this.”

         
         “But I thought—we were just having fun, weren’t we?”

         
         I shrug. “It was a little sloppy, if you ask me.”

         
         “You didn’t seem to mind yesterday. Or the day before that. Or the six days before that either.”

         
         “Yeah, well, I guess not everyone’s who you think they are. I bet your boyfriend thinks you’re better than you are.”
         

         
         Nathaniel’s forehead scrunches in confusion. “But we were on a break. This was just a fling. A holiday fling.”

         
         “So you won’t mind if I just fling myself on home then.” I turn around and walk backward, waving sarcastically. “So long, Nathaniel. Thanks for nothing.”
         

         
         My sixth boy of the year, and yet another epic failure. It’s not that I was in love with any of them, but I definitely need
            one to fall in love with me.
         

         
         It’s the only way I’ll get to meet Kris Kringle in the flesh.

         
         The Winter Wonderland founder mocks me with his megawatt, white-bearded smile as soon as I get home. Mr. Kringle was born
            with the legendary gift-giver’s name and his looks to boot. A card with his very Santa-esque mug sits on the dining room table,
            next to a giant basket filled with Winter Wonderland memorabilia: hats, gloves, Below Zero jackets that are deceptively thin,
            thermal underwear, and more, all embroidered with the cursive WW logo inside a silver snowflake. Workers on the island—a.k.a.
            Elves or Wonderers or townies—are always given new gear around the holidays. Dad sits right beside the stash, grading tests
            as the island’s resident science teacher. He looks up when he hears me shut the door.
         

         
         “The Big Man sent a delivery!” Dad says, using the chipper Winter Wonderland tone that’s the complete opposite of my current
            mood.
         

         
         “I can see that.” I nod toward the basket.

         
         “What?” Dad eyes the overflowing gifts, confused. “No, not that. Big Man!” He holds out an envelope covered with enormous
            loopy script that I’d recognize anywhere.
         

         
         Big Man, Dad’s nickname for his older brother. “Uncle Toby!” I take the letter from Dad and see my name spelled out in curls and
            swirls. Well, not my name exactly, since Uncle Toby addressed it to Kristopher Bright. My name is legally just Kris, but Uncle Toby said he was always a Full Name Gay. “Kristopher” became payback for me calling
            him Uncle Toby all his life, but in my defense, Tobias is a mouthful for a baby. Toby stuck because when I tried to switch to the full, I always tripped up on it.
         

         
         
            Kristopher,

            I’m kicking this letter off with some Christmas cheer: I got cast as Santa! Albeit a mall Santa, but at least it’s something.
               When I told my new boss I used to work in Winter Wonderland, she hired me on the spot. Now I’ll pull day shifts in the “North
               Pole” (it doesn’t even come close to WW, but it still feels like home) and continue to do nights at the shipping center.
            

            You wouldn’t believe how warm it is in Chicago this time of year. A whole thirty-one degrees! I walked outside in shorts,
               and folks looked at me like I’d lost my marbles.
            

            I miss you and your mom and dad more than you know. It feels weird without all that Bright-ness in my life, even more so knowing this will be our first Christmas where we’re not all together. But I know that we’ll be reunited somehow. Onward and upward! 

            How’s the end of your semester looking? I can’t believe you’re just six months away from graduating. I feel like we put you
               in your first baby elf ears just yesterday.
            

            Merry Merry,

            Uncle Toby

         

         It’s always touch and go whether his letters that come every two weeks with the Wonderland bimonthly mail delivery will put me in a good or bad mood. Today, it’s bad. He’s always upbeat, but his letters just hit home how different life is without him on the island. 

         
         “How’s Big Man?” Dad asks as he doodles a Christmas tree with a huge star on top next to the A+ he just graded.

         
         “Good,” I say. “He got a job as a mall Santa.”

         
         Dad finally catches on to my flat tone. He looks up from his paper, setting down his gold Sharpie. “I know it’s tough, Kris.
            But this is what he wanted.”
         

         
         I scoff. “Right. What he wanted.”
         

         
         “You know what I mean. Tobias chose to leave. He wasn’t asked to.”

         
         “He might as well have been.”

         
         “Kris.” Dad sighs. “I can’t have this argument again. I know it’s hard for you to understand why he left, but—”

         
         “You’re right, Dad,” I say, my mouth stretching into an apologetic smile. It’s entirely forced, but I know that Dad is fooled
            by my fake sincerity because I’ve had to use it more often than I’d like the last six months. Besides, you don’t take acting
            classes five days a week to hone insta–Christmas cheer and not learn a thing or two. “I’m sorry. I just miss him is all, but
            I shouldn’t take that out on you. I’ll snap out of it. I promise.”
         

         
         With that, I hustle upstairs to my room, where I can safely let the act drop. Because it’s not hard for me to understand why
            Uncle Toby left at all.
         

         
         He was forced to.

         
         There was a rare Santa opening, the first in almost ten years, and Uncle Toby tried out. He was a shoo-in. Not only does he
            have that bear Santa build, but he’s been naturally silver-haired ever since he turned forty. Plus, he lives and breathes
            Christmas, good at every single holiday-related activity, and was even a head woodworker at the Wonderland Toy Factory. I
            mean, Santa delivers toys to kids around the world, and Uncle Toby makes them? He was born for the job.
         

         
         He made it to the top two before getting cut. No one Ho Ho Ho–ed better than him; no one could improvise with guests with so much whip-smart and family-friendly banter. It was clear to anyone who saw the contenders that Uncle Toby was meant to be Saint Nick. 

         
         But Uncle Toby had one condition. Throughout the audition process, he made it clear he wanted to be the first openly gay Santa
            on the island. The hiring committee told him that was against company policy, referencing the stance they made clear in a
            press release a few years ago when the absence of any Wonderland LGBTQ+ representation was brought up on social media. In
            the company’s eyes, it wasn’t discrimination, because they’d still hire Uncle Toby, they just wouldn’t let him “turn Santa
            gay.”
         

         
         Uncle Toby walked. Not just out of the competition, but off the island. He couldn’t face knowing he was truly the best and
            was still pushed aside because of outdated attitudes.
         

         
         I don’t blame him in the slightest.

         
         I just miss him.

         
         So I’ve made it my mission to get him back. It all hinges on the Race, my grade’s annual competition to see who can get a
            guest to fall in love with them first. Because inevitably, some tourist always falls in love with us.
         

         
         It happened for the first time to Nicky in the eighth grade. A sweet braces-wearing boy mistook having his first kiss with her under the mistletoe to mean he was madly in love. He told Nicky as much, to which she had to say the feelings weren’t reciprocated. He threw his sparkling cider on her. We thought it might be a one-off, but one day later, the girl Chris was paired with for sledding races dropped the L-bomb after they won. Once it happened to Rudy the day after that, we knew this was more than a fluke. 

         
         We started calling ourselves the Fling Ring thanks to all the visitors who—even after professing their love—ended up only
            being flings. That’s not to say that we didn’t enjoy kissing or going on dates with the folks who came and went. It’s just
            that we all knew these wouldn’t be real relationships because our suitors were holiday drunk. Not, like, actual drunk, because
            this all started when we were thirteen, but the second everyone comes here all the lights and music and Christmas cheer go
            to their head. We see it for the ruse it is, since we’re in on the massive production and have been our whole lives. We’re
            the first generation of kids born on the island, but we missed out on the gene that makes you fall for Christmas magic, because
            we are the ones making that magic.
         

         
         Being the Fling Ring was all a joke until Anjelica moved to Winter Wonderland a few months after we created the name. Anjelica Pérez-Kringle is the one and only heir to the Kringle’s Krafts billions as the daughter of Kris Kringle and supermodel slash former Miss Colombia Sasha Pérez. She’s also my best friend, so I’ve heard all about the trouble she got up to on the mainland. To prevent Anjelica from sneaking into more clubs and crashing yet another Maserati, Kringle made his only daughter move here, to this little island in the middle of the Arctic Ocean, where there was really only so much trouble she could get into. If she’s good enough to make the Nice List, he flies her back to their Manhattan penthouse apartment for our short “spring” break, the second half of February, and lets her bring one of us with her. She thought it was so hysterical that these lovestruck tourists were falling for us that she made it a game. The Race. Whoever gets a visitor to confess their love to one of us first gets to join her for the entire break, an all-expenses-paid trip off this chunk of rock. 

         
         Winning the Race would get me in Kris Kringle’s home, and face-to-face interaction with the man who founded this place is the only thing I haven’t tried yet to bring Uncle Toby back. Kringle hand-selected everyone who moved to this island when it opened, my parents and Uncle Toby included. Hearing from folks firsthand what the holiday meant to them, what their current living situation was like, were all taken into consideration. Kringle’s known for having the biggest heart, and I need to remind him of that. But he rarely makes it to the island now. The multibillion-dollar craft company he founded that allowed him to buy this uninhabited hunk of Alaska and create a nonstop Christmas theme park has grown so big, it became too much for him to handle alone. A board was established, and they make all the business decisions. Although Anjelica insists they still defer to her dad on questions of holiday cheer, which is why I’m hoping if I can convince him to bring back Uncle Toby, we just might be able to make it happen. All I’ve got to do is get a guy to fall in love with me so I can win the Race. I’ll get to see Kringle and convince him to take up this fight with the board. I’ll be able to say to his face why Uncle Toby and gay Santas are so important for Winter Wonderland. I mean, how do you turn down a wholesome kid who’s even named after you
            when they ask for your help at your dinner table?
         

         
         Nathaniel’s out, obviously, in terms of helping me reach my goal. I can’t waste my time with selfish idiots who’d go on vacation
            and have a fling behind their boyfriend’s back, anyway. I don’t know what I was thinking. Things are getting desperate.
         

         
         There’s got to be a guy out there, somewhere, who will love me.
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                          Aaron

         
         “I was wrong all along, Jake.” The voice reaches me on the street as I get out of my car. I know it’s coming from the backyard,
            through the open doors of what’s supposed to be the guesthouse but has become Casey’s bedroom. “I don’t need New York. I don’t
            need my high-stakes job. The only thing I need for Christmas”—dramatic pregnant pause where you know the camera is zooming
            in on this lovestruck heroine’s eyes welling with tears—“Is you.”
         

         
         Hopeful violin music swells, and I cringe. Not only from just how cheesy these made-for-TV holiday movies are, but because
            if another neighbor complains about how loud Casey blares his Christmas media (movies, music, holiday baking competitions,
            you name it), Dad’s going to go Grinch on his ass and kick him out. Casey says the magic of Christmas and the magic of love
            are natural partners. I know. I’ve eye-rolled so many times at Casey that I think I’ve seen him more from my peripheral vision than looking at him dead-on. But because of this perceived perfect pairing, Casey never takes his Christmas decorations down. This is the one month of the year when the rest of the house actually matches, thanks to the lights wrapped around our home and the two palm trees out front, and the inflatable Santa who now waves jovially next to the mailbox. Every other month, it’s year-round Christmas for Casey with the guesthouse aglow, and he’s always in a sappy Hallmark-channel mood. 

         
         It’s really annoying.

         
         But I’m the robot that keeps everybody’s life together. Maybe my brother’s fallen asleep, unaware of how loud his movie’s
            playing. Either way, I better book it to Casey’s Christmas Casita before Dad can get to him first. I take the side gate, the
            fastest route to the backyard. Casey’s Christmas lights are lit and blinking, and his life-size Mrs. Claus is dancing next
            to the open sliding-glass doors. As the credits start to roll on whatever terrible movie just ended, the screen backtracks
            to the main menu and scrolls through more holiday streaming options. So Casey’s definitely awake.
         

         
         Little white puffs start bursting up and over the couch. At first I think Casey might have added a fake snow machine to his Christmas collection. He always talks about how much he misses snow when he comes back from the slopes. He and Raquel returned from an overnight trip to Mountain High Ski Resort just this morning, so it wouldn’t be shocking if snow was on his mind. But as I get closer, I see those little white balls aren’t fake snow at all. They’re tissues. Used, balled-up, soaked tissues. 

         
         That’s when I hear it in the silence of Casey choosing his next movie.

         
         Sniffling.

         
         He’s crying.

         
         I’ve literally never heard him cry in my entire life.

         
         He’s just not that kind of guy. He might get a touched tear in his eye from whatever it is he’s watching, but never a full-on
            sob. He’s happy-go-lucky, everything’s-always-coming-up-roses Casey.
         

         
         “Case?” I lean over the back of the couch to see him sprawled out, shirtless, and in his Frosty the Snowman pajama bottoms.
            Even more crumpled-up tissues cover his torso. “Casey, what happened?”
         

         
         My brother throws his hands dramatically over his face, and the remote careens straight for my nose as it flies from his fingers.
            Thank god tennis taught me how to move fast. I duck out of the way just in time.
         

         
         “She broke up with me!” Casey cries. “We’re through. I-I-I can’t believe it, Aaron. I’m s—. I’m si—. I’m sing—. I can’t even
            say it.”
         

         
         “Single?” I offer, only to be met by an ear-piercing wail. “Sorry. Just trying to be helpful.”

         
         “I never thought this would happen, bro.” His sweet use of the title reminds me that I’m going to have to be the one to help him out of this funk, because if not me, who? 

         
         I step around the couch and sit on the largest of Casey’s three white ottomans that when stacked create a snowman. “Did she
            say why?” I ask.
         

         
         Casey takes his hands from his face, his tearstained cheeks bright red. “She said she needs to see what else is out there.
            She told me on . . . on the car ride back.”
         

         
         Casey breaks down into another torrential wave of tears. This is what I was talking about when you get close to people. They
            can completely wreck you.
         

         
         You’d think with Raquel being such a presence in our lives for almost a decade that I’d have some connection to her too. Or
            maybe that I’d feel a sense of loss with this news. But nope. I always saw her as my brother’s girlfriend, and even appreciated
            that she kept him occupied and happy so I wouldn’t have to worry about him so much. I’d let them do their thing and make sure
            our family kept on ticking.
         

         
         But honestly? I am surprised. Raquel always came across just as lovestruck and codependent as my brother. But I guess Casey’s
            the only needy one now, and it’s up to me to fix him.
         

         
         “She dumped me like she’d already moved on,” Casey says, staring into the distance while he relives how it all went down. “Like there was no changing her mind, Aaron. She must have—” He squeezes the words past the lump in his throat. “She must’ve met someone else. I think it’s that guy Stefan from work. I knew it was weird that they were doing so much inventory at Subway. It’s meat and cheese and veggies—you either have it or you don’t!” 

         
         He sobs again, pushing one of his used snot snowballs against his face. As Casey blows, a message pings on my phone from Mom:

         
         
            Hey, haven’t heard from Casey since I sent him my Thanksgiving text. How’s your brother doing?

         

         They always do this. Casey and Dad had pretty much the same reaction when Mom left: they shut down. Case never cried; he was
            totally emotionless. Anytime Mom calls, he always says he’s busy, and if he ever replies to her texts, it’s basically one-word
            answers. So they end up talking through me, and I guess I’m happy to be the middleman if it keeps the peace, but right now
            I can worry about only one of them at a time.
         

         
         “She belongs here.” Casey holds a hand over his heart, and I can picture all the times Raquel fit perfectly into the crook
            of his arm, her head nuzzled against my brother’s chest. “She won’t even let me try to make it right. I’m already blocked
            on everything. Texts, DMs, all of it. Eight years down the drain.”
         

         
         “Oh, Case.” I lean forward and pat his shin. It’s awkward and stilted. I’m not super great at physical comfort. “How can I
            help?”
         

         
         “There’s nothing you can do,” Casey says. “This isn’t something that can be fixed by a checklist or, or, or, like, analyzing your way out of it or whatever. This is love, bro. You can’t put a Band-Aid on a broken hear—” 

         
         Casey’s phone blares to life, cutting him off. He shoots up from the couch, a look of hope in his eyes. But we both realize
            the ringtone is wrong. If his phone rings with “All I Want for Christmas Is You,” it’s Raquel. All other callers get “Rockin’
            Around the Christmas Tree.”
         

         
         But “Rockin’ ” isn’t playing. “Walking in a Winter Wonderland” is. I’ve heard it a million times before, but never set as his ringer.
         

         
         I lean over the coffee table, trying to get a view of his phone. “Who is that?”

         
         Casey’s mouth falls open as a lone tear slides down his cheek.

         
         “Winter Wonderland!” Casey shouts. “The Winter Wonderland.” His hand shoots out and he grabs the phone, right before it would’ve gone to voice mail. “Hel—” He hiccups.
            “Hello? Yes, this is Casey Merry. Uh-huh. Uh-huh. Yeah, it is a perfect last name for Christmas. Haha. Uh-huh.” His eyes get
            wider by the second, then, “Wait, what?” He puts his phone on speaker. “Can you say that again? I just want to be sure I’m
            not making this up in some post-breakup fugue state.”
         

         
         “Oh, sweetheart,” a feminine voices croons, oozing genuine empathy. “I’m so sorry to hear that. It sounds like this trip was perfectly timed then. Nothing like a little Christmas cheer to mend a broken heart. My name is Sandra, and I’m calling from Winter Wonderland to inform you that we had a booked guest pull out at the last minute. You’ve been selected in a lottery from our waitlist to take their place. You and your family will receive an all-expenses-paid trip to Winter Wonderland, the planet’s only year-round Christmas island. This opportunity is good for our Twelve Days of Christmas package from December fourteenth through the twenty-sixth.” 

         
         Casey’s eyes are wider than the snow globe collection he has perched in bookshelves along the wall. This is the most coveted
            of Winter Wonderland packages. To actually get to celebrate Christmas on Christmas Day at the world’s premier Christmas theme park? Even I know this is a get, and I’m the kind of guy who couldn’t care less if
            Christmas were a thing.
         

         
         “We’ve had a number of folks chosen before you turn us down because of previously scheduled holiday plans. But as long as
            you and your family are available, we’ll have tickets overnighted to you. We’ll need you to confirm within the hour. I’m sorry
            it’s so last-minu—”
         

         
         “We can make it!” I yell. That kind of emotional outburst is so unlike me that my cheeks instantly blaze. In a much more acceptable
            tone, I say again, “We can make it. Count the Merry family in.”
         

         
         Does spending the better part of two weeks in a constant state of Christmas sound miserable to me? Yes. But seeing Casey so devastated, I know it’ll take something huge to knock him out of it. This seems like the most pragmatic thing to do. 

         
         “Oh, terrific!” Sandra cheers. “We can’t wait to see you. I’ll send over all the details right now. Just to make sure I have
            the correct email address, is Christmas Casey at Gmail dot com still accurate?”
         

         
         Casey looks dazed, nodding at his phone like Sandra can see him.

         
         “Yes,” I say. “That’s right.”

         
         “Fantastic,” she trills. “We’ll see you in just a couple weeks. Merry Christmas!”

         
         She hangs up while Casey’s mouth hangs wide open.

         
         “You won the lottery,” I say. “You’ve wanted to go to Winter Wonderland your whole life.” It’s been open for more than twenty
            years, but the tickets are way too expensive. Casey’s always held out hope he’d someday be selected through the lottery, where
            the island pays for families to visit when someone backs out of their reservation. And now it’s actually happened.
         

         
         Casey looks to the mantle, where picture upon picture of him and Raquel sit side by side in holiday frames. He turns to me,
            tears in his eyes again, and grabs my hands.
         

         
         “It’s a Christmas miracle.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            [image: chapter header image]
                          Kris

         
         “The song says, ‘make the Yuletide gay,’ and yet not a single boy who likes boys decided to pop into Winter Wonderland this
            last Twelve.” I smack a palm against the handcrafted wooden cafeteria table. “I’m as good as losing this bet.”
         

         
         Other Chris nods along. “I know what you mean, man. Not even a glance my way this session. I swear poop scoop duty is cursed.
            No girl wants to kiss a guy they only see shoveling reindeer shit all day.”
         

         
         The gingerbread-decorated swinging doors burst open as the rest of our senior class marches into the cafeteria like their lives depend on it: Nicky Chen, Nick Berg, Noelle Marshall, Dasher Chadha, and Rudy Jankowski. I scan their faces to see if any of them looks triumphant. Noelle, no. Nick, no. Nicky, neither. Dasher looks pissed. And poor Rudy seems like he might cry. The tip of his pale nose gets bright red whenever he’s upset, like the universe really wanted him to live up to his namesake reindeer. 

         
         But as terrible as it sounds, my heart skips a beat seeing all their scowling faces. It looks like no one had some tourist’s
            undying love professed to them during the last Twelve. Visitors don’t just stay for one night; they come for a full twelve
            days of Christmas so they can really escape into a holiday fantasy. A fantasy that usually results in mainlanders telling
            at least one of us that we’re their soulmate.
         

         
         Rudy plops onto the bench across from me and Chris. “Before anyone says it, I know I look like Rudolph.” He pulls a Kleenex
            from his pocket and gives a big, wet blow into it. “That girl I paired up with caught a cold, and here we are.” His eyes water
            a bit before he lets out a massive sneeze. “No love, but a lot of making out.”
         

         
         “Lucky,” Chris mumbles.

         
         “I was this close,” Dasher says, holding his thumb and pointer finger just millimeters apart. “I thought I had it perfectly planned out
            at the MistleToast. We slow-danced to every single slow song, I positioned us perfectly under the mistletoe five times, and all she did was jam her tongue down my throat.” He slams his messenger bag on the table before sitting next to Chris.
            “I feel so used.”
         

         
         Nicky huffs. “Do not even get me started on the caliber of boys we had to choose from. Disgusting.” She glances between Chris,
            Rudy, and Dasher. “You should be ashamed of your straight-boy kind.”
         

         
         Noelle points at Nicky. “That part. I had to tell some guy my eyes are up here three times on Day One before I just threw in the towel.”
         

         
         We all turn to Nick for his tale of failure, but his head is buried in his phone. When he finally feels the pressure of six
            pairs of eyes on him, he looks up. “Oh, uh . . . I guess I just wasn’t in it that much. I don’t really need to win because . . .
            New York’s not that great.”
         

         
         The rest of us moan, and Chris reaches across the table to throw one of Rudy’s used tissues at Nick.

         
         “Of course you’d say that,” I snap. Nick not only won the first and third years of the Race, but his parents go off-island for the entire month
            of June every summer. His parents are the head Wonderland doctors, so their salaries are definitely higher than most of our
            parents’. Nick’s been to New York, Tokyo, Los Angeles, and Orlando. Each year he comes back, and when the group’s dying for
            stories on what the real world is like, he just shrugs and says, “It was fine.”
         

         
         Other than Noelle, who won the second Race, the rest of us have never left the island. Eighteen years old, and I’ve only ever seen the same forty square miles of planet Earth. I think for most people, it’d drive them bonkers, being stuck in the same place their entire life. I don’t really mind it. I can see the literal boundaries of my world, and there’s comfort in that. But the others hate it. They’re desperate to win because they’re desperate to see firsthand what life is like somewhere else. It’s not cheap to get off this island, and most of our parents work for only minimum wage plus their guaranteed health care and faux-gingerbread housing. 

         
         Noelle adjusts the red and green headband in her coils. “If we don’t get our act together, Anjelica won’t be taking anybody
            to New York.”
         

         
         “My thoughts exactly.”

         
         We all look toward the gingerbread doors to see Anjelica there, poised as ever. Her light brown skin is covered in head-to-toe
            red, following the Winter Wonderland mandate of wearing only red and/or green on opening day for a new batch of visitors.
            She’s got a red turtleneck bodysuit tucked into red leather pants, capped off with red Louboutin stiletto boots (that even
            have a red sole). The only thing not red is a green Fendi clutch, from which she pulls a tube of bright red lipstick to reapply.
            “You’re all better than this.”
         

         
         She marches over to our table, the heads of the other three classes following her too. But Anjelica doesn’t flinch or flaunt
            at the attention. She’s got this magnetism to her that none of us can resist, this confidence that’s undeniable. It’s why
            I gravitated to her when she moved here three and a half years ago. That, and Christmas doesn’t run in her blood, despite being Kringle’s only kid. The open defiance makes me love her. She’s my best friend and she knows it, but neither of us tries to voice that out loud because we both know she’s just going to leave when we graduate in six months, while I stick around in Winter Wonderland. 

         
         As Anjie hovers over our table, she takes one quick look at Rudy and arches an eyebrow. “Rudy, baby, you’re Patient Zero.
            If you infect everyone before the next guests even get here, we’ll have no one to blame but you for ruining the last round
            of this competition.”
         

         
         You’d think after a worldwide pandemic we already would have thought that, but we were so focused on how we’d each failed
            in our own way, no one realized how Rudy could ruin it for all of us. We scramble to get up from the table, and Rudy covers
            a cough as he stands first. “I get it, I get it,” he says. “I’ll stop by the Ho-Ho on the way home.” Winter Wonderland likes
            to give cutesy names to potentially Christmas buzz-killing necessities, like a hospital. It’s called the Ho-Ho-Hospital to
            make customers think of Santa instead of the compound fracture they might get in an ice-skating accident. Islanders call it
            the Ho-Ho for short.
         

         
         Anjelica twinkles her red-manicured fingers. “Love you.” She doesn’t say it like a Grinch. You can tell she means it; she
            just knows how to get to blunt business. Like she does now, when she takes an apple-cider-scented sanitizer and sprays it
            all over Rudy’s former seat before taking it herself. “Speaking of love, what is with all of you? We’ve never made it to Christmas without anyone becoming the object of some mainlander’s affection. I guess I should call Hugh Grant right now and tell him that love actually isn’t all around.”
         

         
         Everyone groans while I give Anjelica some serious side-eye. “Oh god, Anjie, no.”

         
         “You know our golden rule is no Christmas puns,” Noelle adds.

         
         It’s this thing that happens when you grow up in Winter Wonderland. Our parents moved here because they were obsessed with
            the holiday. They eat, sleep, breathe, and pun Christmas. We’ve lived around it our whole lives, so it’s not magical to us. It just is. But even though she’s the daughter
            of Kris Kringle, Anjelica knows a whole world that’s entirely un-Christmas, so she still thinks it’s clever when she drops
            a “fun” pun. We all think it’s sappy-parent-level cringe.
         

         
         “Oh, excuse me,” Anjelica singsongs. “I don’t think you’ll mind my cleverness so much when I sweeten the pot on our deal.”

         
         That gets everyone to shut up.

         
         Anjelica leans in, the rest of us scooching closer. “Daddy’s up to something. Something big. A second Winter Wonderland. He’s scouting locations to buy an entire neighborhood in a major city that will be Christmas all year round.
            But as soon as word gets out about job openings, you know what will happen.”
         

         
         “They’ll be flooded with applications,” I say. It’s exactly what happened when Kris Kringle called for the first Wonderers to move to the island. Hundreds of thousands of Christmas fanatics applied
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