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Holly Snow

As I step off the bus in my cozy hometown, I’m assaulted by the holiday season. Bombarded, really. A Christmas cannon from the North Pole has taken aim at downtown and turned it into a winter wonderland.

Strings of twinkling lights drape across every storefront, while wreaths adorn each lamppost. The sound of carolers fills my ears, their voices harmonizing to the tune of “Deck the Halls” as snowflakes dance like confetti in the crisp winter air.

Yes, it’s true. I live in a cheesy Hallmark movie. 

Which I am fine with. Winter break will pass too quickly and I’ll be back in my campus “apartment” that’s basically a step up from the dorm room. Not a very big step, but at least I no longer have to cart my shampoo through the halls and wear flip-flops in the shower. I can barely turn around in my shower, but at least I don’t have to share it.

Bring on the cheese, I say. I’m glad to be home. I have ached to be home for months.

It’s supposed to get easier. I’m in my third year of college, but I never stop missing home. I’m the literal worst ever at leaving the nest. It’s not just my parents that I miss. It’s this town. It’s the traditions and sense of roots. I’m not thriving away the way I should.

“Welcome home, Hollyhock!” My dad wraps his arms around me in a bear hug that lifts me right off my feet. His brown hair has just a touch of gray, making him look distinguished, and his warm brown eyes sparkle with joy. “We’ve missed you so much!”

“Sweetheart, let her breathe!” Mom chimes in, her chestnut waves are scraped into a messy bun that rivals my own. Hers looks a little more on point, but I’ve been on a bus for most of the day and tried to fix it with my selfie camera. 

Mom gives me a gentler but equally loving embrace, her eyes filled with affection. “We’re so happy to have you back.”

Tears prick at my eyes. “Thanks, Mom and Dad. I’ve missed you both so much.”

I smile, feeling a warmth spread through me that has nothing to do with the heavy coat I’m wearing. I’m such a big sap.

I get it honestly, though. My dad looks like he’s gonna need a handkerchief himself. Mom’s holding it together. But just barely. It’s like this every break. Maybe it’s not cool, but my parents are my favorite people.

There’s an annoying Family Channel vibe about us.

“Hey, bitch!”

And then there’s Olivia.

My best friend bounds toward me, her curly red hair bouncing with each enthusiastic step. Her freckled cheeks flush from the cold, but her excitement is unmistakable. “I missed you!”

“Liv!” I exclaim, hugging her tightly. “I can’t wait to catch up and hear all about your latest adventures.”

With boys. Her adventures are always about boys. If I’m Family Channel, Olivia is pay-per-view. In a roadside motel. That rents rooms by the hour.

We talk on the phone and in text, but the last few weeks have been crazy with me preparing for finals and her working in her family’s bakery.

“Trust me, there’s plenty to share.” She grins mischievously, linking her arm through mine as we all head towards my parents’ house. “But first, let’s get you settled in and warmed up with some of your mom’s hot cocoa.”

Mom always spikes the hot cocoa this time of year. My mom spikes everything this time of year.

The four of us walk the three blocks home, my dad carrying my bag (of mostly dirty laundry, don’t tell Mom) and I’m grateful to stretch my legs after the long bus ride.

Once inside, we gather around the fireplace, the scent of burning logs mixing with the sweet aroma of Mom’s freshly baked cookies. We sip our cocoa, the warmth of the liquid soothing and familiar, the peppermint schnapps adding a much-needed bite, as Olivia regales us with tales of her latest romantic escapades. At least the stories she can share in front of my parents.

When they leave the room, I get the real stuff.

“Holy shit, you never cease to amaze me,” I say, shaking my head in disbelief but secretly envious of her carefree spirit. If we were a turn-of-the-century show, she’d be a Samantha. I’d be Charlotte. Charlotte with a hymen.

“Life’s too short not to have fun. And nothing is more fun than sex. I promise.” Olivia winks at me, dunking her cookie into the cocoa.

We both know I have no idea. My best friend has an open-door policy on her nether regions, she will proudly tell anyone who will listen. My nether regions have cobwebs. And a sign that says, “Danger. Keep out.”

“Now, tell me what’s been happening in your world.”

I hesitate, unsure where to begin. Without Olivia forcing me out of my comfort zone, for better or worse, I have found college to be a lot quieter than high school was. I hardly think she wants to hear about my exciting all-night cram sessions or how awesome Muffin Mondays are in the cafeteria. Like, I seriously live for Muffin Mondays. My life is not great.

Mom saves me by joining us again to give me the full schedule of our holiday activities, including: baking gingerbread cookies, decorating the tree, caroling around the neighborhood, shopping, and the Snowflake Ball. I’m grateful for the distraction, not wanting to delve into my lack of a love life for Olivia because it’s embarrassing.

But Olivia won’t be deterred. “Come on, Hollyhock, spill the beans. Any cute guys catch your eye this semester?”

I blush, knowing the answer is no. “No, not really. I’ve just been focusing on my studies.”

“Studies, schmudies. You’re in college, girl! Live a little.” Olivia winks at me again, taking another sip of her cocoa. “Don’t make me set you up with a local over your break.”

“No thanks.” Olivia makes everything seem so effortless, while I struggle to even make casual conversation with guys. “It’s not that easy for everyone, Liv. Plus, I don’t want to just hook up with some random guy. I want something real.”

Olivia rolls her eyes at me, scoffing. “You’re such a romantic. You need to loosen up and have some fun. Trust me, you won’t regret it.”

I sigh, knowing that Olivia is probably right. But it’s hard to let go of the idea of finding someone who truly cares about me and not just using me for a quick hookup. Even if that is the point of what she wants me to do.

My mom clears her throat. “This sounds like my cue to leave you girls to it. Don’t forget, Mr. Pine is coming over tomorrow for our annual tree decorating.”

I feel a familiar flutter in my stomach at the mention of Mr. Pine, our long-time neighbor and my dad’s best friend.

“That’s great, Mom.”

When Mom leaves the room, Olivia wastes no time in grinning at me. “So, Holly Snow, are you still crushing on Mr. Pine?”

My cheeks burn as I stammer, “W-what are you talking about? I don’t have a crush on him. He’s old.”

“Uh-huh,” she smirks, not buying my denial. “You can’t fool me. I’ve seen the way you look at him. It’s like you’re seeing a Christmas miracle every time he walks into the room.”

“Olivia!” I protest, mortified by her teasing. But deep down, I know she’s right. There’s something intriguing about Mr. Pine. His confidence, his experience, those piercing blue eyes... I’m drawn to him in a way I can’t explain.

And there’s his body. Greek god for sure.

But no. It’s gross, right? To ogle your dad’s best friend? They’re the same age. Mr. Pine could be my father. That’s just wrong.

“Don’t be afraid to explore your desires, Holly.”

“Shut up.”

“Hey, you know what would be the perfect way to kick off your winter break?” Olivia grins naughtily, her green eyes sparkling with mischief. “How about losing your V-card to one Mr. Dax Pine?”

My face flushes bright red, and I nearly choke on my cocoa. “Olivia!” I exclaim, my voice cracking with embarrassment. “That’s...that’s crazy. He’s my dad’s best friend.”

“Is it crazy?” she teases, leaning in closer. “I mean, think about it: he’s handsome and experienced. He’d make it good for you. Your first time would be way better than mine. The guy didn’t even make sure I was wet first. And he kept battering at my pussy, unable to find the hole.”

It’s not that I haven’t dreamed about losing my virginity over the years. In addition to all his forward-facing good qualities, there’s also something a little edgy about Dax Pine. I’m probably making it up, but in my fantasies, he isn’t all chivalrous and gentle. He’s...darker. Dominant. Dirty.

“I am not giving my V-card to Mr. Pine. And he wouldn’t take it if I offered it. It’s wrong on every level.”

“Taboo sex is hella hot.”

“What do you know about taboo sex?”

“I gave Josh a blow job on Halloween.”

My eyes bug out of my head. “Your stepbrother Josh?”

“Yeah. It was hot. My parents were handing out candy downstairs. We could have been caught at any time.”

“Oh my God. Then what happened?”

“Well, he came, I swallowed, and we never talked about it again.”

“What if you got caught?”

“If you don’t take a few risks, you’ll never get anywhere,” she points out, her expression serious. “You have to be brave, Holly. You can’t be afraid to explore your desires. I mean, I know you and I are very different. My desires aren’t your desires. But you should definitely follow your own.”

I consider her words, mulling them over in my mind. Could I really be brave enough to take a chance on something like this? The thought of my dad’s best friend being my first...well, that’s maybe too naughty for me.
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