

[image: Book cover for "Mistletoe and Mishigas" by M.A.Wardell. It features a decoration, resembling a mistletoe, hanging from the top and two characters sitting together. The first character wears a jumpsuit with a name tag reading "Theo." The second character, dressed in a shirt and pants, cups the first character's chin with one of their hands. Behind them is a chalkboard with letters written on it. At the bottom, a quote from Alice Oseman, bestselling author of "Heartstopper," reads, "Sweetness and spice wrapped into a big, warm hug!"]





[image: Title page for "Mistletoe and Mishigas," Teachers in Love: Book Two by M.A.Wardell, published by Forever, New York and Boston.]







This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

Copyright © 2023 by M.A. Wardell

Cover design by YY Liak. Cover illustrations by Myriam Strasbourg.

Cover copyright © 2025 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Forever

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas,

New York, NY 10104

read-forever.com

@readforeverpub

Originally published by M.A. Wardell in April 2023

First Forever trade paperback edition: September 2025

Forever is an imprint of Grand Central Publishing. The Forever name and logo are registered trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.

Forever books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.

Opening illustration by Ian Leone. Interior and closing illustrations by Mayhara Ferraz.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Wardell, M. A., author

Title: Mistletoe and mishigas / M.A. Wardell.

Description: First Forever trade paperback edition. | New York : Forever, 2025. | Series: Teachers in love ; book 2 |

Identifiers: LCCN 2025019998 | ISBN 9781538774649 trade paperback | ISBN 9781538774656 ebook

Subjects: LCGFT: Romance fiction | Queer fiction | Novels

Classification: LCC PS3623.A7357 M57 2025 | DDC 813/.6—dc23/eng/20250429

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2025019998

ISBNs: 9781538774649 (trade paperback), 9781538774656 (ebook)

E3-20250731-JV-NF-ORI






Contents


	Cover

	Title Page

	Copyright

	Dedication

	Author’s Note and Content Guidance

	Chapter One: Sheldon

	Chapter Two: Theo

	Chapter Three: Sheldon

	Chapter Four: Theo

	Chapter Five: Sheldon

	Chapter Six: Theo

	Chapter Seven: Sheldon

	Chapter Eight: Theo

	Chapter Nine: Sheldon

	Chapter Ten: Theo

	Chapter Eleven: Sheldon

	Chapter Twelve: Theo

	Chapter Thirteen: Sheldon

	Chapter Fourteen: Theo

	Chapter Fifteen: Sheldon

	Chapter Sixteen: Theo

	Chapter Seventeen: Sheldon

	Chapter Eighteen: Theo

	Chapter Nineteen: Sheldon

	Chapter Twenty: Theo

	Chapter Twenty-One: Sheldon

	Chapter Twenty-Two: Theo

	Chapter Twenty-Three: Sheldon

	Chapter Twenty-Four: Theo

	Chapter Twenty-Five: Sheldon

	Chapter Twenty-Six: Theo

	Chapter Twenty-Seven: Sheldon

	Chapter Twenty-Eight: Theo

	Chapter Twenty-Nine: Sheldon

	Chapter Thirty: Theo

	Chapter Thirty-One: Sheldon

	Chapter Thirty-Two: Theo

	Chapter Thirty-Three: Sheldon

	Chapter Thirty-Four: Theo

	Chapter Thirty-Five: Sheldon

	Chapter Thirty-Six: Theo

	Chapter Thirty-Seven: Sheldon

	Epilogue: Theo

	Bonus Epilogue: Sheldon

	Acknowledgments

	Discover More

	About the Author

	Also by M.A. Wardell






	Cover

	Table of Contents





Page List


	i

	vi

	vii

	viii

	ix

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280

	281

	282

	283

	284

	285

	286

	287

	288

	289

	290

	291

	292

	293

	294

	295

	296

	297

	298

	299

	300

	301

	302

	303

	ii

	iii

	iv

	305

	306

	307









[image: An illustration of two characters standing side by side. The first one, dressed in a sweater and sweatpants, has their hands in their pockets. The second one, dressed in a jumpsuit with a set of keys hanging from their belt loop, has their hands crossed.]









To anyone who’s never seen themselves reflected in a love story.








Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.





Tap here to learn more.




[image: Forever logo]








AUTHOR’S NOTE AND CONTENT GUIDANCE

Dear Reader,

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

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

The actual term for a Jewish matchmaker is “shadchan,” but after the 1971 film version of Fiddler on the Roof, in which a character named Yente serves as a matchmaker, the word “yenta” became synonymous with the role of matchmaker. Hence the use of “yenta” as matchmaker in the lexicon and Mistletoe and Mishigas.

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

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

All my best,
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SHELDON

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What?”

“Hug you?”

“Oh, um, sure.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“It’s uncanny.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Bleak?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You should’ve told me.”

“I know.”

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

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

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

“Well, are we going?”

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

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

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

“Do you even want to go?”

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

“Sheldon, you are still devastated.”

“Yeah, but only slightly.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“This is my classroom. I’m totally supposed to be here.” He blinks. “Are you Theo?” Nothing.

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

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

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

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

But that’s clearly not happening today.
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