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      The party inside the Golden Bell was in full swing, a glittering bubble of warmth and noise against the unforgiving December night outside. The fire in the stone hearth crackled a cheerful counterpoint to a mediocre cover of "Jingle Bell Rock," and the air hung thick with the scent of mulled wine, pine needles, and overwhelming cheer. Outside the window, fat, lazy snowflakes drifted down, frosting the world in a peaceful silence that the bar’s occupants seemed determined to shout over.

      Elizabeth nursed her cranberry vodka, the condensation on the glass a cool slick against her fingertips. She’d chosen this dress specifically for tonight—a deep red, A-line silk that whispered "classy" and "festive" without shouting "desperate." It was tasteful. She was tasteful. And she felt, as she often did, like a beige sofa in a room full of neon signs.

      Her eyes, for what felt like the hundredth time that night, scanned the crowd. There he was. Grant. He was laughing at something the bartender said, throwing his head back, a lock of dark hair falling across his forehead. He had that effortless magnetism, the kind that made people gravitate toward him, and Elizabeth had been orbiting him for six long months, caught in the pull of a gravity she was terrified to test.

      “Okay, Elizabeth,” she muttered to the rim of her glass. “Stop staring. You look like a serial killer. Or at least a very lonely stalker.” She took a fortifying gulp. The vodka was a welcome burn. “Just go over there. Be cool. Be witty. Talk about… God, what do you talk about? The fiscal implications of the latest Fed announcement? No, that’s a third date topic, maybe a fourth. First date is… sports? Does he even like sports? Just… talk. Say words. He’s a person. You’re a person. People talk to other people.”

      Her internal pep rally was interrupted by the very subject of it pulling away from the bar and making a beeline—straight for her. Her heart did a painful little lurch, a frantic bird beating against her ribs. She straightened her spine, pasted on what she hoped was a serene and intelligent smile, and prayed her palms weren’t sweating.

      “Elizabeth! I was wondering if you were hiding in the corner,” Grant said, his smile genuine and disarming. He slid onto the stool beside her, close enough that she could smell his cologne—something woodsy and clean.

      “Just taking in the festive atmosphere,” she replied, pleased with how even her voice came out. “It’s quite… atmospheric.”

      He laughed. “Atmospheric. You have a way with words.” He gestured to her nearly empty glass. “Can I get you another? Or something a little stronger? Something to combat the… atmosphere?”

      She felt a flush of pleasure. He noticed her. He was talking to her. “I’m fine for now, thank you. How’s your night going?”

      “Better now,” he said, and for a split second, she allowed herself to believe it. “So, tell me something smart you’ve read this week. I always feel like I should be reading more after I talk to you.”

      The compliment was a double-edged sword, and she knew it. Smart. Intelligent. Interesting. She was a walking, talking TED talk. An intellectual curiosity. She pushed the thought down and picked her opening gambit.

      “Oh, I don’t know about smart,” she began, adopting the self-deprecating tone she’d learned made people feel more comfortable. “But I did finish this fascinating documentary on the socio-economic impact of urban gentrification in post-industrial American cities. The way they framed it—less as an economic cycle and more as a cultural erasure—it really reframed the whole conversation for me. Have you seen it?”

      Grant’s smile remained fixed, but a familiar distance entered his eyes. She’d seen it before. It was the look of a man being lectured. The look of a man trying to find an exit ramp in a conversation he hadn’t realized was a highway.

      “Can’t say that I have,” he said, taking a sip of his beer. “Sounds… heavy.”

      “It’s not, really, it’s just⁠—”

      The heavy oak door of the bar swung inward with a groan, and a gust of arctic wind swept through the room, making the flames in the hearth dance wildly. A collective shiver went through the crowd, followed by a sudden, sharp intake of breath, almost entirely from the male half of the room.

      Standing in the doorway, shaking snow from a cloud of platinum blonde hair, was a creature who did not belong in the same category as "tasteful." She was a walking, breathing fantasy. A fur-trimmed white coat, worn open, revealed a dress made of what appeared to be strategically placed silver sequins. It clung to a figure that was less an hourglass and more a geological event—a dramatic landscape of surgically enhanced curves. Her legs, impossibly long and toned, ended in stilettos so high they seemed to defy gravity. Her lips, plump and glistening, were painted a shade of pink that belonged in a candy store.

      Elizabeth’s stomach turned. She recognized her. Jessi. Or Jessica. Something like that. They’d had a class together in college—Intro to Political Science. Jessica had been quiet, mousy, and wore baggy sweatshirts and glasses. This was not Jessica. This was her evil, sexy twin from a dimension where brains were optional and cleavage was currency.

      Jessi didn’t seem to notice anyone in particular. She glided toward the bar, her movements a practiced roll of hips that held the entire room’s attention. “Hiya, sweetie!” she chirped at the bartender, her voice a bubbly, high-pitched squeal. “Can I get a Bimbo-tini? Extra sweet! Like me!” She punctuated the request with a little giggle that made her impressive bosom jiggle.

      Grant was staring. His head was turned so far toward the bar Elizabeth was surprised he didn’t get whiplash. The polite, interested mask had completely dissolved, replaced by a raw, unfiltered hunger. The same way a dog looks at a steak.

      He turned back to Elizabeth, but he wasn’t really looking at her. His eyes were still glazed over with the image of the woman at the bar. “Wow,” he breathed. “Who is that?”

      The question landed in the center of Elizabeth’s chest like a block of ice. She knew, with a certainty that chilled her more than the winter wind, what was coming. She forced her lips to form the words. “That’s… Jessi. We went to college together.”

      “Jessi,” Grant repeated, as if tasting the name. “She really… blossomed, didn’t she? Looks like she’s having a good time.”

      Elizabeth could only nod, her throat too tight to speak. She was a ghost. A beige sofa.

      “Listen, Elizabeth,” he said, turning his body slightly, already angling for an escape. “You’re great, really. Super smart. But… do you think, maybe, you could introduce me? She looks like she knows how to have fun. You know. Real fun.”

      There it was. The verdict. She was the appetizer. Jessi was the main course. Smart was the consolation prize. All those months of careful conversations, of witty text messages, of laughing at his mediocre jokes—it had all been a prelude to this. A screening process to see if she was a suitable matchmaker for his penis.

      The room went silent except for a high-pitched ringing in her ears. The taste of her cranberry vodka turned to ash. She saw herself reflected in the dark window behind Grant—a plain woman in a red dress, her face pale, her eyes wide with a pain so profound it felt physical. She looked small. Invisible.

      “I… I have to go,” she managed to mumble, the words barely audible. She didn’t wait for a reply. She slid off the stool, her movements clumsy, and pushed through the crowd, not looking back. She didn’t see if Grant called after her, or if he immediately made a beeline for Jessi. It didn’t matter. She already knew the answer.

      The cold hit her like a physical assault when she stumbled out of the bar, the door swinging shut behind her, sealing off the warmth and the music and the man who had just, without even realizing it, shattered her. The alley was dark and narrow, the brick walls of the old buildings closing in. The only light came from a single, flickering bulb above the bar’s back door and the soft, ethereal glow of the snow blanketing the ground.

      Her legs gave out, and she sank to her knees in the pristine white powder. The cold immediately began to seep through the thin silk of her dress, but she barely felt it. A single, hot tear escaped and traced a freezing path down her cheek. Then another. She was alone in the dark, while inside, the world celebrated. And all she could think was that for one night, just one Christmas Eve, she hadn’t wanted to be smart. She hadn’t wanted to be interesting. She had just wanted to be wanted. She had wanted to be the girl who got the Bimbo-tini, not the girl who could explain its socio-economic implications. The thought was so bitter, so full of self-loathing, that it choked a sob from her throat. She curled into herself on the frozen ground, the muffled sounds of "Jingle Bell Rock" a cruel, mocking soundtrack to her despair.
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      The snow was a cold, unforgiving blanket, soaking through the thin silk of Elizabeth’s dress until she was numb from the knees down. Her tears had stopped, frozen on her eyelashes. She was a statue of misery, huddled in the dirty alley, the distant thump of the party inside a reminder of a world she wasn't a part of. A world of fun and desire and sequined dresses. A world where Grant wanted someone else.

      The humiliation was a physical thing, a sour, acidic ball lodged in her throat. It choked her, burned her. She had laid her soul bare—not her love, not her feelings, but the carefully constructed, witty, intelligent version of herself she presented to the world. The one she thought men like Grant were supposed to want. And it wasn't enough. It was a liability. A bore.

      She was so lost in this pit of icy self-pity that she didn't notice the change at first. The wind, which had been whipping around the corner of the building, died. The sudden absence of its mournful howl was so jarring she lifted her head. The biting cold, too, had receded, replaced by a still, pocket-like warmth that enveloped her alone. The snow falling around her seemed to slow, each flake hanging in the air for a beat too long before drifting to the ground.

      Then she saw the light.

      It wasn't the harsh, buzzing yellow of the security light over the door. This was softer, a pearlescent glow that seemed to emanate from a point in the alley ahead of her. It illuminated the falling snow, turning each flake into a tiny, shimmering diamond.

      Elizabeth blinked, convinced the cold and the vodka were finally conspiring to make her hallucinate. She pushed herself up slightly, her wet dress clinging to her legs. Her breath, which had been clouding in front of her in white puffs, had vanished. The air was still, warm, and smelled… strange. Not of damp brick and garbage, but of something clean and sweet, like night-blooming jasmine and fresh laundry.

      A figure resolved itself out of the glow.

      A woman.

      Elizabeth’s mind struggled to process what she was seeing. The woman stood barefoot in the snow, yet she showed no sign of discomfort. Her figure was a fantasy of impossible proportions, a voluptuous hourglass that made the transformed Jessi look like a boyish girl in comparison. Full, high breasts strained against the sheer, silvery fabric of a dressing gown so thin it was a suggestion of clothing rather than an actual garment. The gown was held closed by a single, delicate tie at her waist, but it gaped open, revealing the deep shadow between her breasts and the flat plane of her stomach. Her skin seemed to glow from within. Her face was a masterpiece of symmetry, with high cheekbones, a stubborn, delicate chin, and full, perfectly bowed lips painted a deep, luscious red. A waterfall of blonde hair, so pale it was almost silver, cascaded over her shoulders and down her back.

      She was, in a word, perfect. And she stood there in a dirty alley behind a dive bar in the middle of a blizzard, dressed for a satin pillow fight in heaven.

      "Tsk, tsk." The woman's voice was like warm honey, smooth and rich and impossibly soothing. It seemed to vibrate in the air around Elizabeth. "Such tears on a night like this. Christmas is for wishes, not weeping."

      Elizabeth stared, her jaw slack. The cold, the shock, the sheer unreality of the situation had short-circuited her brain. "Who… who are you?" she finally managed to croak, her own voice sounding thin and reedy in comparison.

      The woman glided closer, her feet making no sound in the snow. The space between them shimmered with the strange light. "Let's just say I'm a benefactor of a sort," she replied, her full lips curving into a slow, knowing smile. A gentle bounce, a fascinating ripple, traveled through her breasts with the gesture. "I saw what happened inside. Such a shame. He couldn't see what was right in front of him."
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