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For every woman who almost stayed.

You didn’t. Good.

And for the ones still deciding.
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The Last Straw
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―――

The cake was chocolate. That part was Cleo’s idea.

She had ordered it two weeks ago from a bakery on Broadway called Madeleine’s, texted them the flavor she wanted, paid the deposit herself, and picked it up this morning in a cab because Marcus didn’t have time. Marcus never had time, not for things that weren’t on his calendar with a subject line and a conference dial-in. But Cleo had been planning this for three weeks, and she was determined that one anniversary, just one, was going to feel like something he had chosen to be present for.

The cake sat centered on the kitchen table like a small, beautiful argument. Two tiers draped in dark ganache, their initials piped in gold at the top: M + C in an elegant swirl. The bakery woman had asked if they wanted a special message on the inside layer and Cleo had said no, instinctively, because something about it felt too hopeful for where things actually were.

She hadn’t let herself think too hard about that instinct.

The apartment smelled like garlic and white wine. She had roasted chicken thighs with herbs from the greenmarket, made a fennel salad with the good olive oil she kept for occasions that deserved it, and lit three tall candles along the windowsill that overlooked East 72nd Street. The Manhattan skyline blinked in the dusk. She had ironed the navy dress that afternoon, the one with the narrow waist and the small buttons down the back. She had taken her hair down and put it back up twice.

Her phone said 8:14 p.m. Dinner had been ready since seven.

She poured herself a second glass of Pinot and sat on the arm of the sofa, still in the dress, legs crossed. She had kept the candles going. The wax had melted low on two of them. The chicken was in the oven on warm but she knew from experience that on warm eventually became dry, and dry became the specific kind of disappointment that sat in the back of your throat for a while.

When the door opened at 8:41, Marcus came in with his tie loosened and his jacket slung over one arm, the way he always came home when he’d been in a difficult meeting that had run long. He had his phone already pressed to his ear. He held up one finger in her direction without making eye contact.

She watched him cross the room.

"Yeah. No, tell him we push the filing to Thursday. The third party isn’t going to be ready by—" He paused, registering the table. He blinked at the candles, then the food, then the cake. "Hold on." He lowered the phone. "Is that dinner?

"It’s our anniversary," Cleo said.

He stared at her. Then at the cake. Then at the gold M + C at the top. He looked, briefly, like a man solving an equation he hadn’t expected to be on the exam. Then he lifted his phone again. “Can I call you back in ten?” He hung up, dropped his jacket on the armchair, and stood in the kitchen doorway. “I thought that was next week.”

"It’s the seventeenth.

"Right. I know. I just—" He ran a hand through his hair. "You look nice.

"Marcus.

"I’m going to eat. I promise. Let me just—" His phone buzzed against his palm. His jaw tightened in the way that meant it was the Hong Kong client, the one he’d been working for eight months, the one whose time zone requirements had rearranged their entire life without anyone formally agreeing to that. "This is the call I’ve been waiting for since noon. I have to take it.

He was already moving toward the hallway.

Cleo set down her wine glass on the table beside the cake. She sat with her hands folded in her lap and looked at the chicken she had cooked and the salad she had dressed and the candles she had lit and thought about the cab she had taken that morning with the cake box balanced across her knees because she was afraid it would slide.

She thought: this is the moment.

Not the moment she had feared for a while, not the screaming moment, not the one with the thrown things and the door slam she sometimes imagined in her darker private hours. Just a quiet, clear, ordinary moment when a person finally stops adjusting her eyes to the light and looks at the room as it actually is.

The room was a woman who had ironed a dress and carried a cake home alone.

♦
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SHE DID NOT CRY, WHICH surprised her.

She wrapped the chicken in foil and put it in the fridge. She covered the salad bowl. She blew out the candles, all three, and watched the smoke curl up toward the ceiling. Then she went to the bedroom, took off the navy dress, hung it back in the closet, and changed into her gray sweatpants and her old NYU hoodie with the cracked letters across the chest. She had owned the hoodie since she was twenty-two. It had survived four apartments, two relationships before Marcus, and a very bad week in 2019 that she didn’t think about anymore.

Then she went back to the kitchen, got a fork from the drawer, and sat down on the tile floor in front of the table.

She ate a piece of the anniversary cake directly from the bottom tier. Chocolate ganache and a thin layer of raspberry jam and a dark, dense crumb that tasted like effort.

It was very good cake.

The floor was cold through her sweatpants. The city made its sounds outside. She sat with her back against the cabinet and ate slowly and thought about what it meant that this felt more peaceful than the dinner she had planned.

Marcus found her there twenty-two minutes later. He stopped in the doorway. His phone was in his pocket, finally, and his expression was complicated in the specific way of a man who understood he had missed something important and was calculating the size of what he owed.

He came and sat beside her on the tile floor, which was an undignified thing for a grown man in a bespoke suit, and she gave him a fork, and he cut into the cake.

He chewed. He nodded slowly. “That’s excellent cake.”

"I know.

A long quiet settled between them. Outside, a taxi horn. The low murmur of the city being itself.

"Cleo—

"I think we should break up," she said.

She had not planned to say it tonight. She had been saying it to herself for somewhere between three months and a year, depending on when she thought the thought had actually started. But sitting on the kitchen floor in her old hoodie eating anniversary cake while the dress hung back in the closet, she found she had run out of reasons to defer it.

Marcus was quiet for a long time. Long enough that she watched him work through something behind his eyes. Then he nodded, once and slowly, the way he nodded when a deal had gone the way he’d expected and was no longer surprised to confirm it.

"I think you might be right," he said.

It was, she thought, the most honest thing they had said to each other in a long time. She felt something unfurl in her chest. Not relief, exactly. More like the deep breath after holding one for so long you’d forgotten you were doing it.
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JADE CALLED AT ELEVEN, the way Jade always called at the exact right moment without being told anything.

"Tell me everything," Jade said.

"I broke up with Marcus.

A pause. Then: “On your anniversary?”

"On the kitchen floor. With cake.

"Cleo Marie Hensley." A longer pause. "That is the most you thing that has ever happened.

"I’m choosing to take that as a compliment.

"It is one." Jade’s voice softened. "Are you okay? Real answer.

Cleo leaned back against the headboard of the bed that was now just her bed, in the bedroom that was now just her bedroom. The streetlights cast long pale squares on the wall through the curtains.

"I’m okay," she said. "I’m— actually, I think I’m better than okay. I think I’ve been not-okay for a while and I’ve been calling it other things, and this is the first time in months I feel like myself.

Jade was quiet for a moment. Then: “We’re going out Thursday.”

"I have a project pitch on Friday.

"Then Thursday. One glass of wine each, we do not make any decisions about our lives, and you remember that you are brilliant and you do not need Marcus Park to validate your existence.

"One glass," Cleo said.

"One glass each. The bottle is a separate unit of measurement and doesn’t count.

Cleo smiled at the ceiling. For the first time in a long time, it felt like her own smile, not the managed version she’d been maintaining.

"Thursday," she said.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2
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The Physics of a Long Relationship Ending
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―――

The strange thing about ending a six-year relationship was the silence it left behind.

Not an empty silence. Not the silence of a room where something bad had happened. A different kind, more like the silence after a sound you’d been hearing so long you’d stopped registering it, and now that it was gone, you kept catching the absence of it in odd moments. In the morning when there was no one asking where the good coffee filters were. In the evening when the television came on at her choice and stayed on her choice. In the bathroom on Wednesday, reaching past the empty spot on the shelf where his cologne had been.

She made a note in her planner: this is going to come in waves. Prepare accordingly.

She was a person who made notes in her planner. She had been this way since she was nineteen and a professor had told her that the difference between people who achieved their goals and people who didn’t was mostly logistics. She’d put a sticky note on her mirror that said LOGISTICS and kept it there until it fell off three years later. She still believed it, more or less.

Marcus had thought the planner thing was charming at first, then useful, then eventually one of those facts about her that he no longer commented on, like the height of the kitchen shelves or the paint color in the hallway.

She made another note: Stop letting things
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