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      If only I’d known. If only I hadn’t been so naïve. So stupid and naïve! Thinking someone like me could ever be with someone like her… well, not again, anyway. I did have it all, once, but then it disappeared as soon as it came into my life. Such a fool. Such a fool.

      The days get colder and colder here in this cabin, the nights almost unbearable. Why’d I think living a life in the North Pole of Fairbanks, Alaska was ever a good idea? Such an idiot! I’ve never been a fan of the cold.

      Ever since I graduated from a prestigious university in the north, I’d gone as south as south could get. Texas was a good choice for a while, but even that soon got to be too chilly, and I hauled my ass over to Arizona, where my parents live. Smart. Hell, if Death Valley allowed occupants, I might’ve just moved there, too. And Erica always came along for the ride, hating the cold just as much as I did.

      But that’s all just a passing thought now, a memory that will forever stay just a memory. With no transportation, a fallen dream, and a girlfriend I’ll never see again, I’ve lost hope in ever trying to get out of here. Sigh, this is my home now, this cold wooden abyss that’s barely able to hold itself up against the angry, raging winds, let alone an entire human being residing in it.

      But honestly, if I could go back in time and take it all back, make sure I don’t go down the path that I did, I’m not so sure I would. She was everything, my Christmas miracle, and I’d give anything to have her back in my arms.

      I turn around and look behind me, sighing again. Guess I’ll need more firewood soon, but what’s the point anymore?

      It’s rough enough venturing out there in the dead of winter, risking frostbite to gather frozen wood in my arms. But even so, I’ll only just be prolonging my own death. This suffering gets unbearable most of the time, and I don’t know how much more I can take. Many nights, I try to close my eyes, try to bring back the image of the girl who once was, but for some reason, she doesn’t return. She doesn’t seem to ever return.

      The rose on my desk, the very same rose I’d given to her the day we became official, I’ll never forget. It’s the only thing I have left that reminds me of her, and no way in hell am I going to let that just crumple also, much like my heart. She promised me a lifetime of happiness, living together forever, my wish finally coming true.

      And of course, I had to be so naïve. I had to trust every pair of walking heel who came in my direction and flashed me a smile. The same thing happened with Erica, and the same thing is happening now.

      So, why do I keep trying to convince myself that Noelle’s different? That she’s not like Erica. That’s she’s sweet and genuine, that she truly loves me for me. Why do I keep holding onto the hope that she’ll come back, that she really is my Christmas miracle? Why can’t I just let go?
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      I used to love the holidays, especially Christmas. The chimes of carolers singing. The bells of mistletoes ringing. The harmonious laughter of joyful children as they danced around the brightly decorated tree in front of City Hall. And it didn’t matter to me one bit that there was never any snow. I did live in a desert, after all, the lukewarm temperature giving off a summer vibe rather than a winter one. But nope, didn’t matter to me one bit.

      I had everything I needed, with or without the snow and frigid winter. My career was finally kicking off. My brother just had a baby, and Erica and I were due to have one soon, too. My mother almost had a heart attack when we told her Erica was carrying.

      “Before you’re married?!” she gasped and pretended to fall over in her usual overdramatic fashion.

      But Dad was always there to catch her, right before her head hit anything beside the throw pillows. Sometimes I wonder whether they’d still be together if he’d let her fall once, just once. Probably not. Mom’s overdramatic, but she’s also the most ruthless person I’d ever met in my entire life, and I’m not just saying that because she’s my mother.

      The year was 2018, that was going to be my best Christmas ever. Wanna know why? It was the year I finally asked Erica to be, not only the mother of my child, but also my wife. She’d been hinting at it for a while. I could read her like a book. She’d been texting her girlfriends for the past several months, going out late with them and coming home at wee hours in the morning. I knew it was because she’d wanted to get their opinions on how long it’d take me before I finally popped the question. They were all married, after all. It just made sense.

      I knew. Like I said, I could read her like a book… or so I thought.

      That look she gave me when I got down on one knee and popped the question was one I will never be able to get out of my head. A look of pure disgust, like she was completely fine with having my baby but wanted to hurl at the thought of having to look at my face every day. Women, can’t live with them, and they certainly didn’t want to live with me.

      Turns out, all those hints I’d been getting weren’t hints to propose. They were hints to break up. All those nights she’d spent texting her girlfriends and going out with them for advice, she’d been seeing some guy named Milton behind my back. A co-worker, she’d tried to pass off as at first, but it didn’t take long before I found out that she’d met him at my brother’s baby shower. What the hell kind of name is Milton, anyway? The curses just never stop coming, do they? Just my luck.

      And there she went. Packed up the little suitcase that she had and walked right out the door… the morning of Christmas day. Christmas hadn’t been the same since. Two more had gone by, and that Christmas spirit I’d been so fond of, right out the door and straight into a fire pit. By the time the third one rolled around, my friends and family had grown sick of me.

      “Just get over her already,” they’d say to me. “It’s been three fucking years. Just get over her and move on.”

      If you haven’t guessed it, that only added fuel to my anger. For six years, we’d been together, Freshman year in college and dating ever since. Not to mention that she had my own flesh and blood sitting inside that filthy womb of hers… at least, I hope that was my child. What did it matter anymore? She was gone… off to batshit nowhere, and that restraining order she’d gotten against me certainly didn’t help in me trying to find her.

      But I still tried. I still loved her. Of course, I did. For nearly three years, I continued trying to bring her back into my life, looking her up on the Internet and bugging the hell out of friends. I’d be lucky if I found someone to help me. Most of them just shut me out, saying I was bringing them down and ruining their holiday spirit. The hypocrisy. Others, the rare few, only agreed to help me if I got the hell out of their homes. But even still, I never found her. She’s out there somewhere with my child, and there’s no way I can get in touch with her.

      “Will you snap out of it?” My brother, Mark, yelled over in my direction and tossed a few popcorn kernels at me.

      The year was now 2021, and those few weeks before Christmas changed my life forever.

      I picked up the kernels, ate a couple, and tossed the rest back over at him. “Dude, stop! You’re wasting food!” I exclaimed.

      But he just shrugged. “Eh, the dog will take care of it. He’s a garbage disposal. It’s why we named him that.”

      “It’s why you named him that. Mom and Dad named him Rufus, remember?”

      “Yeah.” Mark shrugged. “But that name’s dumb. I like Garbage much, much better.”

      I rolled my eyes at him and reached over to the tree to pluck off a candy cane. I figured the more I ate, the less there’d be left when the actual day rolled around. Plus, it didn’t hurt that I also have a sweet tooth when it comes to peppermint.

      “Of course, you would. He’s the animal equivalent of you. I’m surprised Shanna doesn’t hide the food so you wouldn’t eat it all.”

      “Mom! Max’s being an asshole again!” he called out to our mother, who was making chili in the kitchen.

      “Settle down, boys,” she said on autopilot. Then she stepped out into the living room, the garlic-coated ladle still in her hand, sauce slowly dripping onto the hardwood floor. “You two are grown men. I didn’t invite you over here for lunch just so you can throw popcorn at each other. Now, clean up the mess. Chili’s ready.”

      Mark watched as Mom walked back into the kitchen, then turned around and stuck his tongue out at me, as if he’d just won. I grumbled back at him and walked into the kitchen to help Mom, snagging a taste of the first scoop before he had a chance to. That was usually my way of getting revenge.

      Things didn’t get much easier as the days went by. The closer and closer we got to Christmas, the more bitter I became. All around me, including the office, restaurants, and parks, everyone was starting to get into that holiday spirit, with their tinsel and billions of ornaments. I wanted to vomit. The cheerfulness and colorful lights gave me an even bigger migraine than the one I had the day Erica walked out. It was all just so… so… sickening.

      When I walked into the office twelve days before, everyone was already dressed in ugly green and red sweaters, getting drunk on the eggnog in their hands, and handing out Santa hats for everyone else to get into that festive mood. I grabbed one, sat down at my desk, and threw it in the trash. I didn’t want any part in the celebration. The eggnog, I did drink, however; the chilled liquid running down my throat was enough to ease my anxiety for a time being. Anything I could do to make this awful month pass by that much faster was a good thing, in my opinion.

      “Ho! Ho! Ho!” my boss, Peter Sands, said as he came over to my desk.

      I could smell the stench of eggnog on his breath, the egg whites coating the mustache on his upper lip, and the cinnamon powder blowing from his mouth whenever he coughed. Disgusting. I tried to turn my body away so none of it would get on me, but turned out that it didn’t matter. Most of it didn’t reach past the belly of his white dress shirt and paisley tie. Those, paired with his thick framed glasses, showed the man’s true lack of style. But then again, it didn’t’ seem like he had anyone in his life to tell him otherwise.

      “Mr. Miller,” he continued. “You know, being antisocial isn’t going to get you bonus points with the boss, especially not when your boss is the life of the party.”

      “Sorry, sir. I’m not being antisocial. I just have a lot of work to get done.”

      But Peter wouldn’t have it. He pushed back my chair and sat his lard of an ass down on my desk, smacked on top of the notebook I was writing in.

      “Nope!” he chimed. “Today, your job is to join the party and have fun!” Then his jolly smile turned into a cold, death glare. “Do it, or you’re fired,” followed by another jolly laugh. “I’m just messing with you. Come! Join the others. Grab a slice of cake. Enjoy yourself!”

      It all seemed so innocent, but I knew what he was trying to do. Steer me away from my work so he could berate me later for not getting everything done. It’s one of the cruelest tricks in the book.

      “No, thanks,” I shook my head and said again. “I have a lot of work to do.”

      He let out a vociferous laugh, then patted me on the back. “Ha! Suit yourself, party pooper.”

      Four agonizing hours later, I was finally able to get into my car and drive home. It would’ve taken an army to squeeze past the drunk crowd blocking the entire front entrance. But it didn’t bother me… especially not when I was so desperate that the fire exit seemed like the much better option. They’d deal with the alarm after I was long gone. Didn’t need me.

      When I finally got home, I threw my briefcase on top of my couch, the remote that was resting there bouncing off and onto the floor.

      “Whatever,” I muttered, then proceeded into the kitchen to have my own party, a pack of cigarettes and a bottle of whiskey.

      It’s all I needed lately. Mark tried to set me up every now and then, the next gold digger always worse than the last, and it got to the point where I’d just roll my eyes, get their number, and never reach out. They’re all the same, just another heartbreaker, much like Erica.

      The nights alone had been getting harder and harder lately. I’d debated getting a puppy, something to keep me company, but with my luck, it’d just leave me, too. My shitty unlovable life.

      When the butt of the cigarette went out, I downed the rest of my whiskey. When that was finished… what then?

      Angrily, I smashed the glass bottle against my balcony, glass shards spilling across the ground, and then held the jagged edges to my wrist. I could do it. One swift motion, and the hell I was living in would all be over. No one would ever need to know. Not like anyone ever visited. And even if they did find out, who cares? I’d be dead anyway.

      The glass moved closer toward my bare arm, veins popping and forehead sweating.

      “Just one swift motion,” I kept telling myself, but the more I tried to push, the more my body resisted.

      Finally, the anxiety became too overwhelming, and I threw the remaining half of the bottle off my balcony, hearing it shatter on the street of downtown Phoenix before retreating into my room and climbing into bed.

      “Maybe tomorrow will be better.”

      It usually never was.
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      “Max, Max, wake up.”

      My eyes sprung open to the sound of a female voice. “Huh? Who’s there?”

      But at first glance, I found that I was no longer in my own room, nor in my own apartment. The plain white walls that I had been so used to had suddenly transformed into ones of crimson red that surrounded a room of holiday decorations. At first, I thought I’d been kidnapped. That my dad or brother had come into my apartment in the middle of the night and dragged me out to celebrate Christmas with them.

      But when the female voice walked out, I’d nearly shit my pants.

      “Erica?” I asked. “Why are you here? I never thought I’d see you again.”

      My brain felt as though it was spinning in circles. I’d spent years chasing down my ex, with no luck, and suddenly, she was standing in a vomit-inducing room wearing a Santa hat and carrying a platter full of chocolate chip cookies.

      The woman smiled at me. The way her freshly-painted lips curved upwards reminded me of why I’d fallen in love with Erica in the first place. But then she spoke, and my brain spun even more.

      “No, Max. I’m Noelle, and I’m glad I finally found you,” the woman said.

      I’d nearly shit my pants again at the disbelief. It couldn’t be. Erica never mentioned a sister, much less a twin. I shook my head. No, I would’ve known if she had one. I knew everything about her… well, almost everything. Milton. Fuck him.

      “Who… who are you?” I managed to stutter. “Where… where am I?”

      I carefully backed away as she inched closer. The plastic ornaments and fake snow strewn over the living room floor definitely made it harder than it needed to be. And even as I stumbled into a corner, she continued closing in, finally reaching down and placing a hand on my knee.

      I couldn’t stop staring. The resemblance to Erica. It was uncanny, like she’d been reincarnated from the woman herself, the woman who was still alive.

      She giggled, the serious look on her face turning bubbly within seconds. “Silly duckling,” she whispered, her voice sweet and angelic.

      Duckling? I thought. That’s what Erica used to call me.

      “Who are you?” I demanded again, my tone still clearly not strong enough to scare her away.

      “Silly, I’m Noelle. I just told you!” She giggled again.

      “I don’t see what’s so funny.”

      Her cheeks blushed red, as if I’d embarrassed her somehow, the smile on her face gone.

      “I’m sorry. You’re just so cute when you’re confused. I didn’t mean to laugh at you.” She leaned in and gave me a kiss on the cheek. My body tingled at the feeling of her touch, as if it were reacting to it. “I’m Noelle,” she whispered again. “And I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

      BUZZ!

      The sound of my alarm clock startled me, and I nearly fell out of bed. When I finally regained my composure, I found myself back in my disgustingly plain room. The tree, the ornaments, the fake snow, the red walls, they were all gone. I turned my head from side to side. And Noelle, she was nowhere to be found.

      It must’ve just been a dream. I really should lay off that whiskey.

      My head was pounding when I rolled out of bed. I fumbled with my alarm clock until I figured out how to shut it off. And when I finally got a chance to take a good look at it, I saw the date. Great. Eleven days before Christmas.

      I’d been dreading Christmas this year. My mother said she’d found someone, the daughter of a neighbor she thought would make a perfect wife for me. And if I didn’t at least meet her, she’d disown me. I knew she was kidding, but the woman wasn’t getting any younger, and I figured I owed her at least that much.

      But I couldn’t get Noelle out of my head. That dream had felt so real, the touch of her delicate fingers so natural that it felt like I was living two lives: the one I dreaded in reality, and the one I craved in my dream. It still didn’t make any sense to me. To this day, I don’t think it’ll ever make sense to me, why she looked so similar to Erica. All I knew was, I had to see her again.

      That night, I sat out on my balcony and smoked a cigarette, followed by a bottle of whiskey. I needed to repeat exactly what I did the night before if I had any chance of seeing Noelle again. I needed to find out more, who she was, and why she had suddenly decided to make an appearance in my life.

      When my nerves finally settled, and I fell asleep, I found myself sitting in that same room, obnoxiously decorated with sparkling tinsel and stockings hanging on the walls. There was a glass of eggnog sitting on the coffee table, and I lifted it up to take a sip. Delicious! The best eggnog I’d ever had in my entire life.

      “Do you like it?” Noelle startled me when she walked in, holding a small box wrapped in snowflake wrapping paper with a large red bow on top.

      “Uh huh,” I managed to get out, the liquid still in my mouth as I struggled not to choke.

      She smiled. “I’m glad.”

      Then she sat down beside me on the red velvet couch, and I could smell the sweet aroma of perfume she had on her body. She smelled like an angel sent down from Heaven, and I felt like I had died.

      “This is for you,” she said, handing me the present.

      “For me?” I asked, confused. “But it’s not Christmas yet.”

      She giggled. “I know. Just open it.”

      I grabbed the box from her delicate hands, our fingers touching in the process and sending a shiver of tingles up and down my body. She continued to look at me as I opened it, my face blushing at the embarrassment. Inside the neatly wrapped box, which I had torn open like a hungry beast, was a wrist watch.

      “Wow!” I exclaimed. “Is this really for me?”

      She nodded, her smile growing larger. “Read the back.”

      I turned the watch around, and engraved on the back were the words: Max and Noelle Forever.

      “I… I don’t understand,” I said to her, turning my body in her direction.

      “You will… soon enough.”

      The sound of my alarm blared again, and this time, I did fall out of bed. December 16th. Another day, another shitty day. I looked down at my wrist, expecting the dream to stay a dream, but right there, decorating my left wrist, was the same watch Noelle had just given me.

      I didn’t know what was happening, with my dream, with Noelle. But the more I saw her, the more I felt pulled to her. And none of it made any sense, the strange tie between fantasy and reality. Who was she? And how’d a gift I’d received in my dream appear in reality? I questioned it at first, tempted to call the cops and tell them someone’s been sneaking into my apartment through a dream, but I was pretty sure they’d just laugh at me. A magical watch given to me by someone in my dream? It was crazy for me to even think it. But soon, as the days continued to go by, I stopped questioning it. I stopped trying to fight it. Noelle truly was the best thing that had ever happened to me, and I couldn’t risk anything that would ruin that.

      Every night for the next seven nights, I continued to repeat my patterns of behavior, anxiously rushing through the day just so I could down that bottle of whiskey and fall asleep to see her. I started to grow closer and closer to Noelle, not just physically, but it felt as if our brains just connected. It was as if she was Erica, but a hundred times better. It felt strange to think at the time, but I had fallen in love with her.

      And on that seventh day, two days before Christmas, we finally kissed. To be honest, I’d wanted to kiss her on day two, but I didn’t want to scare her away. She was just so perfect, and after what had happened with Erica, I didn’t think I’d ever fall in love again. For the past three years, I’d had it in my plans to simply die alone, with or without a dog. I hadn’t decided yet, but definitely not with a woman.

      “You have no idea how much I’ve wanted to do that,” I said to her when I gently pushed away.

      We were both standing by the beautifully decorated tree, the twinkling lights brightening my day and bringing back the joy I used to have when it came to Christmas. The music playing on the radio lifted the terrible mood I’d been in during work that day, and the sparkling tinsel against the reflection of the chandelier no longer made me want to puke.

      “I do know,” she replied. “Because I’ve wanted to do the same ever since I first saw you. We belong together, Max. You and I. This is destiny.”

      “It is. It really, really is.” I leaned in to kiss her again, my hands wrapping around her waist and pulling her body close to mine.

      I’d never noticed it before, but her body was no less than a perfect twenty, and when she pressed against me, it felt like we completed a puzzle.

      It felt as if my life was finally complete.
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      Buzz! I woke up to the sound of my alarm, falling out of bed once again. But instead of the frustration that usually came after, I was happy. I was actually happy to be alive. I now had something worth living for. And that something was Noelle. I eagerly jumped out of bed and skipped into the shower, brushing my teeth while humming to Jingle Bells. Tomorrow was finally Christmas, and I couldn’t wait to spend it with Noelle.

      “You look chipper today,” my co-worker, Steve, said to me when I walked into the office.

      I had a steaming hot cup of cocoa in my hand and Noelle’s Santa hat perched on top of my head, still humming the same song.

      “I am,” I said with a grin as I threw my briefcase on top of my desk.

      “Care to share?”

      “I met someone. A girl.”

      I originally had no intention of telling anyone about Noelle, afraid that they’d think I had gone crazy, but I felt so ecstatic that I could no longer keep it to myself. I winced as soon as those words left my mouth, and prepared myself for jabs and ridicules, the works. For the past three years, I’d gone on and on about never dating again, swearing off women and relationships forever, that I would never again let some broad dictate my life and change it. And now, here I was, grinning like a monkey getting its butt scratched and skipping down the halls of the office.

      “Congrats, man,” Steve said instead, patting me on the back. “It’s ‘bout time you get back on the market. We were all rooting for you.” He perched himself on top of my desk. “So, who’s the lucky gal? Anyone I know?”

      I glared at him. “Anyone you know? Does it look like we know the same people?”

      He shrugged. “No, but it never hurts to ask. The world’s a lot smaller than you think.”

      I shook my head. So wrong. His words were so wrong, in so many ways.

      “Her name’s Noelle. We’ve been seeing each other for about two weeks now, and we had our first kiss last night. It’s going pretty well. And no, it’s not someone you know.”

      “She hot? Any hot friends? Come on, man. I need details!”

      “Why?”

      “Because…,” he said smoothly, “if you ever get dumped by this one too, I’d like to know what my chances are.”

      “Get the fuck out of here.” I rolled my eyes and pushed him over.

      But for the rest of the day, I couldn’t stop thinking about what he’d said. I mean, Noelle was hot. But that also meant there was a high chance of her leaving me, just like Erica did. I’ll admit, I’m not the most handsome man in the world, but I treat women right, and that’s what I’d been priding myself on. But then again, Erica left, so it clearly hadn’t been working.
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