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The bass was so loud I could feel it in my teeth.

Ryan had his arm around some guy I'd never seen before — apparently he was a DJ who'd played at some festival in Miami last year, or maybe it was a podcast host who'd gone viral, I couldn't tell and I'd stopped caring about forty minutes ago. Ryan was three whiskey sours deep and doing that thing he did when he got starstruck, leaning in too close, laughing too loud, nodding like every word out of this guy's mouth was scripture.

I was standing right next to him in a dress I'd spent an hour picking out and he hadn't looked at me once.

The dress was silver. Shimmery, short, impossible to wear a bra under. I'd done my hair — really done it, the blowout, the curling iron, the whole production — and my makeup was the smoky-eye thing Ryan used to say made me look like I should be illegal. That was back when he noticed. Back when a dress like this would've had his hand on the small of my back all night, pulling me close, whispering dumb shit in my ear that made me blush.

Now he was fanboying over some guy named Tyler or Travis or whatever the fuck, and I was holding my vodka cranberry like a prop, standing in six-inch heels on a sticky floor, wondering when exactly I'd become invisible.

"Babe." I tugged his sleeve. "Babe."

He half-turned. "Hm?"

"I'm gonna go. I'm tired."

"Oh — okay, yeah." He was already looking back at the guy. Then, like an afterthought: "Take a cab, babe. Make sure you get home safe, okay?"

He kissed my forehead without looking at me. The way you'd pat a dog.

Something went cold in my chest. A clean, sharp anger that doesn't shake — it settles.

"Sure," I said. "Have fun."

He didn't hear me. He was already back in the conversation, drink in hand, laughing at something that wasn't funny.

I set my vodka cranberry on the nearest table and walked toward the exit. The club was packed — bodies everywhere, Wednesday night crowd, half industry people and half girls who got bottle service through someone's cousin. I squeezed through, got elbowed once, didn't stop.

The bouncer nodded at me on the way out. "Leaving early?"

"Yep."

The night air hit me like a wall. It was October but still warm, that weird late-fall heat that didn't know when to quit. The sidewalk was wet from something — a hose, a spilled drink, who knows — and the neon from the club sign threw everything in pink and blue.

I reached for my phone.

It wasn't there.

I patted the dress — no pockets, obviously, it was basically a second skin — and then I remembered. I'd been running late. Ryan was already in the car honking, and I'd grabbed the dress, the heels, done my lipstick in the visor mirror, and left my phone on the kitchen counter next to my purse. I'd said, "Shit, babe, I forgot my —" and he'd said, "It's fine, I got everything, we're already late, let's go."

So here I was. No phone. No purse. No ID, no cash, no cards. Standing outside a club at midnight in a dress that barely covered my ass and heels that were already making my feet ache.

I looked back at the club door. I could go back in. Find Ryan. Ask him to call me a car. Watch him do it with one hand while still talking to his new best friend, not even pausing his conversation. Receive another forehead kiss. Another "get home safe, babe" that meant "leave me alone."

No.

Fuck that. And fuck him.

Our apartment was — I did the math — maybe a mile and a half. Two miles, tops. Forty-five minutes in heels, maybe an hour if I took it slow. Down Seventh, cut through the park, up Caldwell, home. I'd done this neighborhood a hundred times in daylight. Night was just daylight with worse lighting.

Three years. Three years I'd been with Ryan. And he was a good guy — I knew that, everyone knew that, my mother loved him, my friends loved him. He was safe and reliable and he always remembered my birthday and he never raised his voice and he was so fucking boring in bed that I'd started faking it six months in and never stopped.

I never said that part out loud. Not to my friends, not to my therapist, not to anyone. Ryan was the kind of guy who asked "is this okay?" every thirty seconds and finished in four minutes and then asked "did you...?" with this hopeful look, and I'd say "mm-hm" and he'd smile and roll over and I'd lie there staring at the ceiling wondering if this was it. If this was what I'd signed up for. If every woman my age was lying in the dark doing math on whether good-enough was enough.

I started walking.

The first two blocks were fine. The sidewalk was wide, there were still people around — couples leaving restaurants, a group of girls heading to the next bar, a guy selling roses out of a bucket. My heels clicked on the concrete in a rhythm that matched the word repeating in my head: asshole, asshole, asshole.

My feet were already hurting. These heels were for standing at a bar and looking good, not for hiking across the city. Every step sent a little spike of pain up through my arches and into my calves. I thought about taking them off and immediately pictured the sidewalk — broken glass, gum, God knows what else. No. I'd keep them on. I'd earned this walk. Every painful step was a fuck-you to Ryan and his forehead kiss and his "get home safe, babe."

The restaurants thinned out. The streetlights got further apart. My heels were loud now — too loud in the quiet — and the dress caught the light every time I passed under a lamp, flashing silver like a signal.

A car slowed down next to me. Some guy leaned out: "Need a ride, baby?"

"No."

He drove off. Another one honked. I didn't look.

I should've been nervous. Walking alone, dressed like this, no phone, nobody knowing where I was. My mother would've had a stroke. Ryan would've said something careful about safety and situational awareness, in that voice he used when he was trying not to sound patronizing and failing completely.

But I wasn't nervous. I was angry. The anger was warm and it was mine and it felt better than anything Ryan had made me feel in months. Each block I put between myself and that club felt like something — not freedom exactly, but close. Like I was proving something. To Ryan, to myself, to nobody.

I turned off the main road onto a quieter street. The sidewalk narrowed. Older buildings, a laundromat with its lights still on, a bodega with a cat sitting in the window. The air smelled like rain even though it hadn't rained. My ankles were starting to wobble on the uneven concrete and the balls of my feet were on fire and I still had at least a mile to go.

I kept walking.
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