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I arrived at the town square twenty minutes early, my stomach a knot of anticipation. The Winter Festival had transformed the familiar space into something magical – thousands of lights reflecting off fresh snow, the scent of cinnamon and pine in the air, Christmas carols floating from the gazebo where a small brass band played.

But none of it registered fully. My eyes scanned the crowd, searching for her.

Three weeks. Three fucking weeks since that night in her hotel room. Three weeks of reliving every touch, every command, every sensation. Three weeks of text messages that grew increasingly suggestive as Christmas break approached. And now, finally, I was here.

I circled the massive Christmas tree at the center of the square twice before I saw her. 

Andrea stood slightly apart from the crowd, her beautiful lithe figure impossible to miss. She wore an emerald green wool coat that matched her eyes perfectly, black leather gloves, and a cream-colored scarf that framed her face. Her long black hair fell in gentle waves over her shoulders, shining in the multicolored lights from the tree. Even from a distance, I could see she'd applied her signature dark red lipstick.

My pulse quickened as I weaved through families and couples, drawn to her like a magnet. She hadn't spotted me yet, giving me a moment to drink her in – the elegant line of her neck as she tilted her head to look up at the tree, the confident posture that somehow managed to be both commanding and graceful.

Then she turned, those eyes finding mine across the remaining distance between us. A slow smile spread across her face – not the polite smile of my former teacher, but the knowing smirk of a woman who had claimed me in ways I never imagined possible.

The three weeks of separation dissolved in that single look. My body responded instantly to her presence, remembering exactly who was in charge.

"Matthew," she said as I reached her, my name on her lips sending a shiver through me that had nothing to do with the December cold.

"Ms. Livingston," I replied, my voice steady despite the riot in my chest. I extended my hand in the formal greeting expected between a former teacher and her student, a performance for any watching eyes.

"It's good to see you, Matthew." She took my hand, her leather gloves cool against my skin. But her grip lingered a beat too long, her thumb brushing almost imperceptibly across my wrist before she released me. "You're looking well."

The understatement of the century. What I wanted to say was that she'd haunted my dreams for twenty-one nights straight. That I'd woken up hard and aching with her name on my lips more times than I could count. Instead, I matched her public persona.

"Thank you. You too." I gestured toward the festival. "Shall we?"

We fell into step beside each other, navigating the crowded pathways between vendor booths. Close enough that her coat occasionally brushed against mine, but never quite touching deliberately. The space between us hummed with unspoken words.

"I haven't been to the Winter Festival in years," Andrea said, her eyes scanning the twinkling lights overhead. "They've expanded it since I was last here."

"The artisan market is new," I offered, pointing toward a row of wooden stalls. "Local artists, mostly. Some really beautiful work."

We drifted in that direction, moving between groups of festival-goers. A family with young children crossed our path, forcing us momentarily closer. Her arm pressed against mine for three glorious seconds before we separated again.

"See anything you like?" I asked as we paused before a booth selling hand-blown glass ornaments that caught the light in prismatic bursts.

Andrea's eyes flicked to mine, that knowing smile playing at the corners of her mouth. "Several things," she murmured, just low enough for only me to hear.

Heat flooded my face despite the cold air. We continued walking, maintaining that maddening distance that was simultaneously too close and nowhere near enough. Each accidental brush of her coat against my arm, each moment our shoulders nearly touched while examining items at the various booths, sent electricity coursing through me.

"I thought I might get a hot chocolate," she said after we'd completed a circuit of the artisan stalls. "Would you care to join me?"

"I'd love to."

As we made our way toward the refreshment area, a sudden surge in the crowd pushed her against me momentarily. Her hand caught my forearm to steady herself, fingers gripping with a strength that reminded me exactly who she was beneath her soft exterior.

"Excuse me," she said, her voice perfectly proper even as her eyes held mine with unmistakable intent. She didn't remove her hand immediately, instead letting it slide slowly down my arm before breaking contact.

That simple touch, over layers of winter clothing, affected me more than full skin contact would have with anyone else. My breath caught visibly in the cold air.

"Careful," she whispered. "We wouldn't want you to get too... uncomfortable in such a public place."

We reached the hot chocolate stand, and I insisted on paying despite her protest. As I handed her the steaming cup, our fingers brushed. A small, ordinary gesture that felt like foreplay.

"Thank you, Matthew." The way she said my name—like she was tasting it—made my stomach tighten. "Shall we find somewhere to sit for a moment?"

We found a quiet corner of the festival, away from the bustling crowds, where several wooden benches surrounded a stone fire pit. The evergreen trees around us were strung with white lights, creating a sense of seclusion that felt almost private despite being in the middle of a public event. As darkness settled fully over the festival, the lights seemed to grow brighter, casting Andrea's face in a warm glow that made her even more stunning.

We sat close enough that I could catch the faint scent of her jasmine perfume beneath the winter air. The same scent that had clung to my skin that night in her hotel room.

"I have something for you," I said, my voice steady despite my racing heart. I reached into my coat pocket and withdrew a small package wrapped in deep burgundy paper with a simple black ribbon.

Andrea's eyebrows rose slightly. "You didn't need to get me anything, Matthew."

"I wanted to." I held the package out to her, watching as she set her hot chocolate on the bench beside her and removed her gloves one finger at a time.

She took the gift, her bare fingers brushing against mine. The weight of it seemed to surprise her.

"May I open it now?" she asked, a hint of genuine curiosity in her voice that I hadn't expected.

I nodded, suddenly nervous. This wasn't just any gift.

Andrea carefully untied the ribbon and unwrapped the paper with deliberate precision, revealing the leather-bound book inside. For a moment, she stared at it silently, her fingertips tracing over the embossed title.

"Orlando," she whispered, and I watched as her perfectly composed expression faltered. Her eyes widened slightly, lips parting in genuine surprise as she recognized the first edition of Virginia Woolf's novel.

"How did you..." She looked up at me, her green eyes searching mine with an intensity that made my chest tighten.

"I found it at the bookstore's rare collection. I remembered you mentioning it was significant to you during our Contemporary Literature unit senior year." What I didn't say was that I'd spent weeks tracking it down, or that I'd been saving for it since before Thanksgiving.

Andrea carefully opened the cover, examining the publication details with the reverence of someone who truly understood what she was holding. When she looked back at me, I saw something new in her expression – a vulnerability beneath her usual confidence that made my breath catch.

"Matthew, this is..." She paused, seeming to search for words, which was unusual for a woman who always knew exactly what to say. "This is incredibly thoughtful."

We both knew what the gift represented. Orlando – Woolf's novel about transformation and identity across centuries. A silent acknowledgment of my acceptance of her, wrapped in literary significance that only someone who truly knew her would understand.
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