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		Description

Amidst the holiday season, Berry Punch confronts the enticing whispers of old habits, navigating with temptation as festive celebrations beckon.

Part of Serina's Hearth's Warming Eve Collection for 2023.
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The winter chill settled over Ponyville, bringing with it the joyful anticipation of Hearth's Warming Eve. Streets were adorned with colorful lights, and the scent of fresh snow hung in the air. Berry Punch, having come a long way on her journey to recovery, found herself embracing the holiday spirit with a newfound sense of gratitude.
As the festive season unfolded, Berry worked diligently at her job, managing the local hot cocoa stand. The tempting aroma of freshly brewed cocoa wafted through the air, and ponies lined up to purchase the warm beverage to stave off the winter chill.
One day, as Berry organized her leftover mini marshmallow stock, a familiar face approached with a cheerful grin. It was Colgate, her friend and confidante, who had stood by her side during the darkest days of her struggle.
"Hey, Berry! The holiday decorations are looking great!" As Colgate glanced around, her eyes fell upon the charming hot cocoa stand that Berry had set up as part of the holiday decorations. 
The stand was a delightful sight, adorned with twinkling fairy lights that added a festive glow to the surrounding area. A wooden counter displayed an array of holiday-themed mugs, each one featuring cheerful designs of snowmen, reindeer, and snowflakes. The scent of rich, velvety hot cocoa wafted through the air, enticing anypony nearby to indulge in the seasonal treat.
Behind the counter, an old-fashioned cocoa dispenser stood, releasing plumes of steam as it churned out cups of warm, comforting goodness. A variety of toppings and mix-ins were neatly arranged in jars, inviting visitors to customize their hot cocoa with marshmallows, whipped cream, chocolate shavings, and perhaps a dash of cinnamon.
The stand itself was adorned with garlands of holly and mistletoe, creating a cozy and inviting atmosphere. A festive chalkboard sign proudly announced the menu, featuring classic hot cocoa, peppermint-infused variations, and specialty holiday blends. A small stack of colorful blankets was placed nearby, encouraging visitors to grab one and enjoy their cocoa while sitting at the nearby tables, decorated with holiday-themed centerpieces.
"You really went all out this year!" Colgate exclaimed, her eyes sparkling with excitement. 
"Thanks, Colgate! I'm glad you like it!" Berry responded with a warm smile. 
As the two friends chatted, Berry couldn't help but notice the other festive displays adorning the marketplace. Colorful banners, twinkling lights, and images of frolicking ponies celebrating with hot coffees and even mugs of hot apple cider adorned every corner. After all, the Apple family's Cider Stand was only down a block from hers. The atmosphere was contagious, filling Berry with warmth and nostalgia.
However, beneath the surface, a subtle unease lingered. The memories of past Hearth's Warming Eves, when the temptation to drown her sorrows had been strongest, resurfaced. The constant presence of things like cider or sparkling spirits, adorned with festive ribbons, triggered a familiar twinge in her heart.
Colgate, perceptive as always, noticed the change in Berry's demeanor. "Are you okay, Berry? You seem a bit… distant."
Berry sighed, her gaze fixed on the ponies going to and from the town square, drinks in hoof. "It's just... the holidays are a bit tough. The memories, you know?"
Colgate followed her friend's gaze, seeing the ponies. She nodded understandingly. "I get it. But remember how far you've come. You've overcome so much," She placed a hoof on her friend's shoulder, "and I believe in you."
Berry looked at Colgate, a mixture of gratitude and vulnerability in her eyes. The glow of the holiday lights reflected the sincerity of their friendship and how much it had grown in the last year. So many friends were lost to Berry's own actions through the toughest time in her life. She was eternally grateful to still have Colgate as somepony to be there for her, especially during times like these.
"I appreciate that, Colgate," Berry replied, her voice carrying a sincerity that mirrored the warmth of the cocoa stand beside them.

As the days rolled on, the holiday festivities reached their peak. The town square transformed into a winter wonderland, complete with an ice skating rink and a towering Hearth's Warming tree adorned with glistening ornaments. Berry, despite the lingering struggle, threw herself into the spirit of the season. She participated in town-wide caroling, helped organize a Hearth's Warming Eve feast for those in need, and even joined in the laughter of foals building snowponies.
Yet, amidst the joyous celebrations, the temptation to indulge in familiar vices lingered. Advertisements showcasing the finest cider brands adorned the marketplace, and festive bottles decorated store shelves. Gifts wrapped in colorful paper often concealed bottles of sparkling beverages, making Berry's resolve waver.
One evening, after a particularly busy day at the hot cocoa stand, Berry returned home to find a beautifully wrapped package on her doorstep. A card attached read, "To Berry, from a Secret Friend."
Berry hesitated for a moment, her hoof gently tracing the outline of the festive bow on the sparkling cider bottle. The glinting ribbon seemed to dance in the soft glow of the kitchen lights, casting shadows that mirrored the conflicting emotions swirling within her.
The sparkling cider, a seemingly innocent gift, carried a weight of symbolism that wasn't lost on Berry. It was a gesture of kindness, a well-intentioned present from a friend who likely meant to contribute to the festive cheer. However, for Berry, it was also a stark reminder of the challenges she faced, a silent trigger that opened a doorway to a complex realm of memories.
As she stared at the bottle on the kitchen table, Berry couldn't escape the ghosts of the past that it conjured. Similar bottles had once been both her solace and her downfall, a paradox of joy and sorrow intertwined in effervescent bubbles. The wariness in her eyes deepened, betraying the internal struggle between the desire for holiday merriment and the need to maintain a hard-fought equilibrium.
With deliberate care, Berry moved the bottle to a place slightly removed from the center of attention. It wasn't a rejection of the thoughtful gift, but rather an acknowledgment of the ongoing battle she waged against the echoes of her past. The kitchen table, usually a gathering place for warmth and laughter, now held a silent conversation between Berry and the sparkling cider – a dialogue of resilience and vulnerability.
She took a steadying breath, the scent of evergreen from nearby decorations filling the air. The ambiance of the season surrounded her, yet the subtle tension remained. Berry recognized that her journey was one of continuous effort, a commitment to forging new traditions while confronting the shadows that lingered in the glow of celebration. And perhaps she could regift the cider to somepony else, when the time came.

Colgate trotted into Berry's home the next day, a cheerful grin on her face. However, her keen sense picked up on the subtle change in Berry's mood. She furrowed her brows with concern, immediately picking up on the shift.
"Hey, Berry. How are you today?" Colgate asked, her voice filled with genuine care.
Berry looked up from her kitchen table, where the remnants of the breakfast still lingered. There was a hesitation in her gaze, and Colgate couldn't help but sense that something was amiss.
"I got this gift yesterday," Berry began, her tone a mix of vulnerability and determination. She gestured toward the kitchen counter where the bottle of sparkling cider, now devoid of its festive bow, stood as a silent witness to the previous evening's contemplations.
Colgate's eyes narrowed as she approached the table, her curiosity mingling with a growing sense of indignation. "What's the deal with this?" she asked, picking up the bottle.
Berry sighed, her gaze dropping for a moment before meeting Colgate's eyes. "It was a gift. Somepony thought it would be a nice addition to the holiday cheer."
Colgate's expression hardened, a protective instinct kicking in. "Seriously? Who would think it's a good idea to give you sparkling cider? Do they not know your history?"
Berry shrugged, a mix of resignation and understanding in her eyes. "Maybe they didn't realize, or maybe they thought I could handle it now."
Colgate's frustration bubbled to the surface. "Handle it? Berry, that's not the point! It's like giving chocolate to a pony with a cocoa allergy. It's just plain insensitive!"
Berry nodded, appreciating Colgate's fierce defense. "I know, and I didn't take it the wrong way. I just moved it aside, trying not to let it ruin the holiday spirit."
Colgate's eyes blazed with a protective fire. "Well, I'm not letting this slide. No pony should be so careless. We need to have a talk with whoever thought this was a good idea. They need to understand what you've been through."
Berry couldn't help but smile at Colgate's fiery attitude. "It wasn't signed by anypony in particular, so we won't be able to track down who it was."
Colgate huffed, determined. "Ugh! No pony messes with my friend's holiday cheer."
As they sat and chatted in Berry's home, Colgate's indignation fueled a renewed sense of support for Berry. The gift may have brought discomfort, but Colgate's fierce defense became a beacon of friendship, promising that they would face any challenges together, no matter the festive bows or well-intentioned but misguided gifts.
Colgate continued to be a steadfast presence. As invitations to Hearth's Warming Eve celebrations piled up throughout the days following, Colgate made a point to discuss each one with Berry, gauging her comfort level and offering guidance.
"Berry, I know these gatherings can be tricky for you. But I'm here for you every step of the way. We can choose events that feel right for you, and I'll be right there by your side," Colgate reassured, her eyes filled with genuine concern.
Berry appreciated Colgate's understanding and support. The prospect of facing festive celebrations, where the clinking of glasses and the cheer of toasts were almost inevitable, was daunting. But with Colgate's encouragement, Berry found the strength to navigate through the sea of festivities.
The first invitation came from Pinkie Pie, who was organizing a lively Hearth's Warming Eve party at Sugar Cube Corner. Pinkie had gone all out with colorful decorations, sugary treats, and an array of beverages. As Berry hesitated at the entrance, Colgate was by her side, Pinkie bounced over with infectious enthusiasm.
"Berry! Colgate! I'm so glad you made it! There's cider, punch, and even some fizzy apple drinks. Dive in, it's all super-duper tasty!" Pinkie exclaimed, her eyes sparkling with excitement.
Berry forced a smile, her gaze darting to the array of drinks on display. Colgate, sensing Berry's discomfort, discreetly nudged her and whispered, "Take it one hoof at a time. We can find something you're comfortable with."
The duo navigated through the lively crowd, Berry opting for a fizzy apple mocktail. As the night progressed, Pinkie orchestrated various games and activities, keeping the atmosphere vibrant and joyful. Berry found herself gradually relaxing, the initial tension easing with each moment of laughter and camaraderie.
The next invitation came from Rarity, who was hosting an elegant Hearth's Warming Eve dinner at Carousel Boutique. The venue was adorned with exquisite decorations, and the dining table was a masterpiece of culinary delights. Berry, dressed in her finest attire, couldn't help but feel a twinge of anxiety as she imagined the clinking of crystal glasses. She had chosen a gown that reflected both sophistication and a touch of holiday whimsy.
The dress, a deep shade of evergreen, cascaded gracefully to the floor, accentuating Berry's slender frame. Its fabric sparkled with subtle threads of gold, reminiscent of the delicate frost that adorned winter landscapes. The bodice was intricately embroidered with festive motifs – miniature snowflakes and holly leaves that added a touch of seasonal charm. The neckline dipped modestly, adding a hint of allure without compromising the overall refined aesthetic.
Around her neck, Berry wore a delicate necklace adorned with a single silver bell, its gentle chime echoing the merriment of the season as she moved. Her mane, usually styled in a playful manner, was elegantly swept up in an intricate bun, secured with a glistening hairpin that resembled a miniature snowflake.
Berry's hooves were adorned with dainty silver shoes, each one intricately designed with swirling patterns that mirrored the frost-kissed windows of a winter morning. The soft, melodious click of her steps on the cobblestone streets resonated with a quiet confidence, adding a musical note to her overall presence.
In her mane, she wore a small cluster of mistletoe, a playful nod to the tradition of seasonal kisses. The vibrant green leaves and white berries added a pop of color against the backdrop of her carefully styled mane, enhancing the festive aura that surrounded her.
As Berry moved through the holiday gathering, her attire not only captured the attention of onlookers, but was only looking to impress one particular pony. Dressed in her finest, Berry stood as a living embodiment of the holiday spirit, ready to revel in the festivities and create lasting memories.
Colgate, standing by Berry's side, complemented her friend's elegance with a vibrant and cheerful ensemble that exuded a contagious energy. Her attire was a burst of festive colors, reflecting both her lively personality and the joyous spirit of the season.
Colgate wore a dress adorned with a playful pattern of candy canes, snowflakes, and twinkling stars. The fabric itself seemed to shimmer as if dusted with a touch of holiday magic, catching the light with every movement. The dress, predominantly red with accents of gold and white, created a lively and eye-catching contrast to Berry's more subdued evergreen gown.
Around her neck, Colgate sported a string of jingling jingle bells, creating a melodious chorus as she walked. The bells added an audible dimension to her festive presence, echoing the cheerful ambiance of the holiday gathering.
Colgate's mane was styled in loose curls, with a red and white striped bow nestled within the waves. The bow served as a playful accessory, perfectly in tune with the whimsy of the occasion. A sprig of holly adorned one side of her mane, a nod to traditional holiday symbolism.
On her hooves, Colgate wore red boots adorned with tiny silver bells that tinkled with each step. The boots not only provided a touch of flair but also showcased Colgate's attention to detail in her holiday ensemble.
With a twinkle in her eye, Colgate embraced the festive atmosphere, her attire mirroring her infectious enthusiasm for the season. As she and Berry moved through the holiday gathering, their contrasting yet complementary outfits added to the visual tapestry of the celebration, creating a harmonious blend of elegance and merriment. Together, Berry and Colgate embodied the essence of the holiday spirit, each contributing to the festive symphony in their unique and delightful way.
As they trotted further into the boutique, Rarity greeted them with grace and warmth. "Darlings, you look absolutely splendid! Please, join us for a delightful evening of good food and even better company."
The dinner proceeded, and Berry found herself savoring each delectable course, appreciating the culinary masterpieces that unfolded before her. Each dish a delightful masterpiece showcasing the season's bounty. Bruschettas, adorned with tomatoes and basil, offered a crisp prelude. A velvety butternut squash soup followed, warming hearts with hints of nutmeg and cinnamon.
The main course featured a succulent cauliflower roast, perfectly seared and accompanied by an array of roasted vegetables, creating a harmonious blend of flavors. Dessert comprised a trio of indulgences – velvety chocolate mousse, tangy lemon tart, and a classic apple pie with a golden crust.
The air was filled with the tantalizing aromas of the feast, and the atmosphere was imbued with warmth and laughter. Berry, opting for a glass of sparkling water, enjoyed the effervescence that danced on her palate with each sip.
As the evening unfolded, Berry couldn't help but feel a sense of accomplishment. The carefully chosen dishes, the ambiance, and the joyous company all contributed to the success of the gathering. Colgate, seated beside her, subtly acknowledged Berry's strength with a knowing smile, an unspoken understanding passing between them.
Emboldened by the festive atmosphere and the approving glance from Colgate, Berry decided to add a touch of playful banter to the evening. Leaning in slightly, she raised her glass in a toast, the sparkle of mischief in her eyes matching the effervescence in her drink.
"Here's to the art of celebration," Berry declared, her voice carrying across the table. She turned, her eyes meeting her friend's "And to the delightful company that makes every moment special."
Colgate, catching the playful undertone, chuckled softly, raising her own glass in response. "I couldn't agree more, Berry. Cheers to a night filled with good food, good company, and a touch of holiday magic."
The lively melody of joyous cheers echoed through the boutique, harmonizing with the festive atmosphere as ponies indulged in the delectable feast spread before them. The clinking of glasses punctuated the air, a resounding chorus of celebration that embraced the spirit of togetherness.
Amidst the animated revelry, Berry and Colgate shared a quiet connection, their eyes locked in a subtle dance of understanding. The world around them seemed to fade as they exchanged glances filled with unspoken sentiments, a language known only to close friends.

Throughout the holiday season, Berry and Colgate navigated various gatherings together. Some were more challenging than others, but with each event, Berry discovered a newfound resilience within herself. Colgate's unwavering support served as an anchor, guiding her through moments of vulnerability and temptation.
On the eve of Hearth's Warming, the final celebration awaited. Ponyville's town square was transformed into a dazzling display of lights, with a towering Hearth's Warming tree at its center. The air was filled with the scent of freshly fallen snow, and the sounds of laughter and joy echoed through the crisp night.
As Berry and Colgate approached the town square, they were greeted by the sight of familiar faces and the warmth of the community coming together. A festive spirit enveloped the air, and even Berry couldn't help but be captivated by the enchanting atmosphere.
Mayor Mare, adorned in a festive scarf, approached them with a smile. "Berry Punch, Colgate! So glad you could join us for the Hearth's Warming Eve celebration. It's going to be a night to remember!"
Berry nodded appreciatively, her eyes scanning the surroundings. The town square was alive with activity—ponies enjoying hot cocoa, foals and fillies, including Berry’s sister Piña Colada, were playing in the snow, and friends nearby sharing laughter. The sparkling lights of the Hearth's Warming tree cast a magical glow over the festivities.
As the clock neared midnight, Berry felt a mixture of gratitude and accomplishment. The holiday season, which had initially seemed like a daunting challenge, had become a journey of self-discovery and triumph. Colgate, standing by her side, shared a quiet moment of reflection.
"Berry, you've faced this holiday season with incredible strength. I'm proud of you," Colgate whispered.
Berry blushed feeling Colgate's warm breath graze against her muzzle. She smiled, a genuine expression of pride and gratitude. "Thank you, Colgate. I couldn't have done it without you. This Hearth's Warming Eve feels different," She placed a hoof on the blue unicorn's hoof, "like a fresh start."
Just then, the clock struck midnight. The clock's chimes rang out throughout the town square, marking the official arrival of Hearth's Warming Day. The town square erupted in cheers and ponies exchanged warm wishes. Berry felt a deep sense of joy, surrounded by her little sister, her friends, and, perhaps, something more.
As the festivities continued, Berry, Piña Colada, and Colgate joined the crowd in singing Hearth's Warming carols. The night was filled with a sense of unity and shared happiness. Berry couldn't help but be swept up in the magic of the moment, leaving behind the shadows of the past.
And so, as Hearth's Warming Day unfolded in Ponyville, Berry Punch stood amidst the festive glow, her heart aglow with the light of triumph over temptation. The celebration became a testament to the strength found in community, friendship, and the resilience to face challenges head-on. The sparkle in Berry's eyes mirrored the twinkling lights of the Hearth's Warming tree—a symbol of new beginnings, hope, and the promise of a brighter sobering future.

			Author's Notes: 
In the midst of the holiday season's joy and festivities, it's essential to acknowledge that many individuals silently grapple with challenges. Beyond the glow of decorations and the warmth of gatherings, the holidays can bring forth not only financial stressors but also the temptation of various struggles, including those related to addiction.
This story aims to shed light on the importance of open and honest communication during this time. It's okay to share your concerns and challenges with those around you. By being transparent about your feelings, you allow others the opportunity to offer support and understanding.
Social pressures and the lure of old habits can create a silent struggle for many. However, it's crucial to remember that discussing these issues doesn't criticize others or diminish their joy in celebrating. Setting personal boundaries is an act of self-care, not a judgment of someone else's choices.
This holiday season, let's encourage a culture of empathy and compassion. Be open about your own experiences, and in doing so, create a space where others feel comfortable doing the same. By fostering understanding and respect for individual boundaries, we can make the holidays a time of shared joy, support, and genuine connection.


	images/cover.jpg





