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19th December 2023

Canterbury, England

University student Ollie Scott was a lot more excited than he wanted to admit as he drove along the narrow little country lane just outside Canterbury in his little black Skoda, as he headed towards Kent University to pick up his friends so they could view a house together.

He wasn’t a massive fan of the massive potholes that made his car jerk, bang and pop as he drove over them, and the edges of the “road” were a little chipped and banged up.

He was glad there were long, massive hedges of leafless blackberry brushes either side of the country lane. If it had been something like a cliff or something he really wouldn’t have trusted the country lane not to give way. 

The humming of the heating on full blast was largely drowned out by the sheer vibrating of the car going over the potholes, but Ollie enjoyed the sheer heat blowing in his face. It was bad enough he had had to scarp down the windscreen earlier without any gloves and he had to watch his breath intensely condense into thick columns of vapour.

That’s how icy it was, and Ollie didn’t doubt it hadn’t warmed up at all since he left Medway to come to Canterbury.

Ollie switched the little car radio on, slightly surprised at how warm the little black dial was, and he smiled as Jingle Bells started playing. He was looking forward to seeing his brother, sister and great-aunt again in a few days over Christmas.

Of course, there would be way too much food, way too much non-alcoholic drinking for him and a lot of presents he would secretly sell next year because his family never brought him anything good or suited to his tastes.

But he loved Christmas, his family and all the wonderful chaos it entailed. Ollie wouldn’t change a single thing for the world. 

The rich aromas of holly, roses and chai latte filled the car and Ollie was so looking forward to stopping at the university so he could finally enjoy the wonderful spicy wonder of his latte. He had quickly made it before he left and he was hoping beyond hope by the time he got to Kent University it would be cool enough to drink.

He wasn’t exactly sure how he felt about moving into a student house with his two best friends, Eva and Ruby, and a random girl, Piper, that Eva knew from her chemistry lectures. It wasn’t that Eva and Ruby weren’t amazing people that were really kind, funny and Ollie flat out loved spending time with them.

But this was a big step. 

He was going into his Masters and Eva and Ruby were going into the second year of their undergraduate in September.

And honestly, that was the crazy thing about university housing. You needed to find a good house as soon as possible even if you wouldn’t be moving in for another nine months. It was a strange form of madness but Ollie didn’t mind.

At least living with Eva and Ruby he could start to live a life without the comments or subtle judgement from his parents. It was just awkward bringing a hot guy home at the moment and Ollie really, really wanted to start dating. 

It wasn’t even that he believed he needed a man to complete him, he seriously didn’t. It was just that after living so long in the closet and not having the freedom to date because of his family, he just wanted to start living.

He wanted to have a boyfriend.

Ollie wasn’t that sure on Piper. He had only met her once in an expensive coffee shop on campus (why the university had an expensive coffee shop was beyond him) but she seemed nice enough. She was a little hard to talk to and she just seemed flaky.

The only reason why Ollie had joined the house hunt in the first place was because Eva and Ruby had wanted a backup.

Ollie just wasn’t sure about Piper and if she dropped out then that would impact everything. There were a lot more four-person houses in Canterbury than three, so without Piper their house hunt would be even harder.

It was bad enough most of the student houses this year had already been eaten up and it was only December. He felt sorry for the people who were waiting til February to grab their house.

All good ones would definitely be gone by then.

The radio changed to a jazzy version of a Winter Wonderland and Ollie rolled his eyes. In the three years he had been studying in Canterbury, he had only ever seen Canterbury in the snow once and it was one of the most beautiful things he had ever seen.

The hills, cathedral and little ancient high street blanketed in thick snow was like something out of a high-quality fantasy film. It was the essence of Christmas filled with warmth, love and magic.

Exactly what Ollie wanted.

Ollie turned a corner and was glad the blackberry bushes at the side of the road were replaced with thick oak trees and even the road looked better. It wasn’t as cracked, pothole-filled and awful as the country lane had been a moment before.

And Ollie heard his phone buzz and he didn’t dare check it but he had a sinking feeling that he knew what it would be.

He couldn’t help but wonder if Piper had finally dropped out, causing more problems than Ollie ever wanted to deal with.
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19th December 2023

Canterbury, England

University student Will Dawn lay face down on his large double bed in his large bedroom, enjoying the warm feeling of the soft blue cotton sheets that his parents had randomly brought him last week as he wasn’t going home for Christmas.  

He rolled over and just stared up at the sterile white ceiling. Out of the corner of his eye he could see the massive pile of geography textbooks on his desk that felt like they were staring back at him. 

He had an essay to do over the Christmas break on a topic he hadn’t really learnt about it. It was something to do about how the natural geography of a landscape impacts town planning and the location of different areas of a town.

It wasn’t his favourite topic but it was geography. It was fun, brilliant and he flat out loved talking about it. Especially, Rivers. They were the real architect of landscapes, even more so in the United Kingdom.

His only saving grace would be he was surrounded by reminders of his favourite time of the year. Will loved Christmas decorations and used every single thing he could get to craft the best Christmas experience he possibly could.

Will had barely managed to carve out a little corner on his desk to put a small 3-foot fake Christmas tree that had certainly seen better days with some branches being completely bare and discoloured. Yet Will had definitely enjoyed wrapping the bright red, blue and green tinsel around the branches to make it seem perfect and Christmassy and warm.

On his small windowsill, there was a Christmas railway with a red metal train carrying carriages filled with little chocolates. He was hoping to one day get the steam working again on the train but that was a day in the distant future.

He enjoyed going to different Christmas markets in mainland Europe, he always surfed the internet in October and November just before he went to bed to find even more unique and strange Christmas decorations. 

And this year was no exception.

Will had no idea why the world had started to become obsessed with baby pink sparkly Christmas decorations but he was so glad it had. 

It was why he had brought way more sparkly tinsel, baubles and small ornaments than he should have and they were scattered around his room too.

The sweet hints of jasmine, mint and Lady Grey tea filled the bedroom and Will supposed he should drink it at some point. It was probably cold by now but he was so nervous about the house visit.

He didn’t blame his housemates in the slightest for ditching him and kindly asking him to do the house viewing. Technically at least one more should have stayed per their tenancy agreement by the woman leading the house viewing didn’t care so he was the only one.

He had already made sure their small gallery kitchen was spotless, perfectly clean and looked straight out of a catalogue. He washed and vacuumed the living room and stairs and dining area too.

The house should be perfect.

He had even picked out his best outfit that was smart but casual, because he felt a strange need to look good for these students visiting the house too.

He had some black skinny jeans, a grey T-shirt and a light green jacket over the top. It wasn’t going out partying clothing or like he was trying to impress but he wanted to look nice. 

Will still didn’t like it how his stomach was churning, his hands were a bit sweaty and he just felt so nervous. His Mum had always taught him to be house proud, be tidy and never give a reason for others to think you’re a bad person for being messy.

Of course he knew that was rubbish and he was a clean freak, but it had been drilled into him so much he really didn’t want the letting agency to think he was a bad tenant. 

Will just wanted to go home for Christmas because home was the one place he wasn’t nervous and he wanted to be home with his friends, family and dog Bruce.

He loved university, he loved his housemates and he loved Canterbury. It was a brilliant place to live but he couldn’t go home and face the sheer judgement and disappointment from his family about breaking up with Lucas. 

Will sat up on his soft bed and wrapped his hands around the cold red mug of Lady Grey tea. Lucas had been so kind, wonderful and the best boyfriend Will had ever had, but there was something Will hadn’t felt with Lucas.

It was clear that Lucas was really into Will, he was never going to deny that, but Will wanted a deeper feeling. It always felt like he had to be on guard, watch what he needed to say and just do whatever Lucas wanted to make him happy.

Will had no idea how much of that was true but he still felt that way. 

It was just annoying his entire family loved Lucas and when Lucas stayed for the month over the summer, his Mum kept making subtle wedding gestures and jokes. An idea Lucas had loved but Will had hated.

They had only been together for two years and they were so young and- just no.

Will shook his head as he got a text from the woman from the letting agency who was a replacement, Isla, because the original woman was sick. Isla was saying that they would be here in a few minutes.

He hissed as his stomach tightened. This was a four-person house and that meant there would be four brand-new people that might judge him, criticise him and make fun of him.

Will took a deep breath. His past friendships had only helped his anxiety and nervousness get worse over the past few things and that was another with Lucas. Will had really liked all of Lucas’s friends but now they hated him, they trashed talked about him and they looked at him like he was a monster.

Maybe he was for breaking Lucas’s heart but he
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