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THE MASK SMELLED FAINTLY of glue and somebody else's perfume. 

I tied the ribbon twice around my head, fingers clumsy with nerves, and I looked at myself in the mirror beside the door. Gold filigree, delicate enough to suggest mystery rather than hiding. My eyes looked larger like this, darker. Less like twenty-six-year-old Ellie, marketing coordinator who cried at sappy commercials, and more like a version of myself who might be braver, who might do things like this. 

To be clear, I wasn't ugly. Don't get the wrong idea about that. A shy little mouse, perhaps, but not ugly, with my soft and rounded features, so youthful-looking they came close to suggesting fragility. My large curious green eyes didn't necessarily need the help from the mask. The effect of my entire look was to suggest a farm girl from the olden times, maybe, especially with my plain shoulder-length straw-blonde hair. Not at all ugly, but mine was the kind of beauty it was easy to miss, the kind that didn't announce itself all at once but grew clearer the longer you studied me. It was just that, so far, nobody had seemed terribly intent on studying me for that long. 

Not at all ugly, but a shy little flower who was tired of that life. 

Midnight begins the party proper, the invitation had said. Guests arrive at ten, February 13th. No names, no histories, no expectations. But we unmask at midnight. 

Of course, that 'no expectations' business was a lie. Valentine's Day was nothing but unrealistic expectation dressed up in romantic trappings. Still, I'd go. Anonymity felt safer than another night spent doom-scrolling through other people's perfect happy little worlds. I'd leave at midnight, of course, or just before. The idea of being wanted without being known appealed to me. I would leave before the 'being known' part became mandatory.

The venue was an old converted theater, the kind my city was rife with, the kind that would have shown Garbo and Bogart on a nightly basis a hundred years ago. I loved them all. This one was all velvet curtains and soft lighting on the inside, candlelight flickering along the walls, throwing shadows that made everyone look just a little surreal. At the entry way, a row of old black-and-white photographs on the wall showed the theater in its heyday, back in the time when everyone dressed like they were going to a gala or a ball and showed up in beautiful old coupe cars. These costume parties were a longstanding tradition in our city, though I’d never been to one. Fog machines spaced about the room contributed to the surrealist interpretation of the place. Electronic music drifted through the space, something low and slow, a rhythm you felt more than you heard. 

Everyone wore masks. Feathers, lace, silk, leather. Some elaborate, some barely there. Speaking of barely there, that also described some outfits. Mine was modest, just a classy black dress in which I'd have felt at home at an award show. The anonymity did strange things to people's posture. Shoulders were back and chins were lifted. Movements were more deliberate. Desire, unanchored, floated freely. 

I took a glass of champagne from a passive server and wandered, trying to look like I belonged and probably failing, trying to mingle, and definitely failing. Conversations murmured around me, the voices warmer and softer but also freer than they'd have been in daylight. Laughter sounded more intimate here, like a secret shared between lovers. 

That was when I saw her. 

She stood near the edge of the room, half-shrouded by the efforts of the fog machines, doing her best not to be noticed, which paradoxically made her impossible for me to ignore. Her mask was simple, matte black, clean lines, nothing decorative. It emphasized, rather than obscured, her lovely face. That face felt carved rather than composed, with cheekbones sharp enough to cast their own shadows, a clean and regal jawline, lips so full they were almost sculptural, softening the severe beauty of the rest of her. She moved her tall frame with a languid, deliberate grace, carrying a gravity that suggested distance and depth and perhaps a quiet tenderness. She also wore a dark dress, though she wore hers like a professional while mine was little league. It skimmed her figure without clinging, elegant in a way that felt effortless. 

Older than me. Not by decades, but enough that the difference was immediately obvious. She moved with the calm assurance of someone who knew exactly what she was and didn't feel the need to advertise or try to be something else. She moved with the assurance of someone older than me. 

She caught me looking. Held my gaze. 

My first instinct was to look away. Hiding had become so easy for me, almost routine. Definitely my standard usual state of being. I didn't look away, perhaps for the first time in my life. My breath hitched when she caught me. Something in her eyes softened. It wasn't a smile; it was softer than that. An acknowledgement. 
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