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        “For what it is worth: It’s never too late to be whoever you want to be. I hope you live a life you’re proud of, and if you’re not, I hope you have the strength to start over again.”

      

      

      
        
        - F. Scott Fitzgerald

      

      

      

      
        
        “What makes you different or weird, that’s your strength.”

      

      

      
        
        - Meryl Streep
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      I’m not drunk.

      Well, I’m a little drunk, gazing intently at my reflection in the mirror above the sink. My hands and my head feel a little heavier than normal, and when I look at myself, the woman who stares back does so through hooded eyes and with a hazy smile. Through the door of the bathroom, I can still hear the music and laughter from the rest of the bar. The other patrons aren’t ready to call it a night yet.

      There’s a knock at the door that startles me, and I look over at it. “Yeah?”

      “Just checking you haven’t fallen in.”

      I snatch up my purse from the sink and unlock the door, stepping back outside where my friends are waiting. Abby is leaning against the wall, nodding her head rhythmically in time to the music, and Beth is standing beside her, checking her phone.

      “Your cab’s here, right?” I ask, and Beth nods, stuffing her phone into her pocket.

      “It’s outside. Are you coming with us?”

      We walk outside into the street led by Abby, who’s still dancing. The cold air is refreshing as it hits my face after the hot, stagnant air of the bar. We step out onto the sidewalk together, and I take a deep breath, closing my eyes for a moment. It’s better than a glass of water, and it helps to perk me up a little.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to get in the cab with us?” Abby asks.

      She’s drunker than I am. As we stand there on the street corner, she sways a little, struggling to find her balance on the sidewalk. Her mouth is set into a thin line that I’ve only ever seen on people who are drunk but trying not to look like they’re drunk, and despite the effort she’s putting in, she’s struggling to focus on me. The last two tequila shots she insisted on doing before we left must have hit her.

      “I only live a few blocks away.” I assure her with a small smile. “You just focus on getting yourself home in one piece, okay?”

      She hums in agreement, shooting me that hazy smile that only comes from someone who’s drunk enough to pass out on the spot. “Mm, will do.”

      Beth, the eldest of our group and de facto mom-friend, is (as usual) the most sober out of everyone, and as she sees Abby stumble out towards the curb, she grabs her arm and tugs her back. She sighs heavily and shoots me a withering look, one that I’ve seen countless times before. “Sure you don’t want to join us?”

      The offer is there to help her almost as much as it’s to help me; I realize with a small smile. If I get into the cab with them, I can help her deal with our mess of a friend.

      Never leave your drink unattended and never walk home alone at night.

      Those were the two optimistic pieces of advice my mother left me with when I started college, and just like every other night that I’m out drinking, they rattle around in the back of my head like a ghostly warning. Normally, it’s advice that I listen to.

      But the cool October air feels so good on my skin. It’s a shame to waste one of the last pleasant nights of the year, right? It might be the last time I can comfortably walk home without shivering for another few months.

      I shake my head, smiling. “I’ll be okay.”

      “If you’re not going to take us up on the ride, at least send me a text when you get home.”

      “I always do.” I can see the cab they called already driving down the street, so I wave them goodnight and turn in the opposite direction to head back to my apartment.

      The cool night air is sobering. I’m already feeling better than I did back in the bar, more alert and awake.

      These streets are so familiar to me; I could probably walk through them with my eyes closed. There’s the bookshop that’s going to be converted into a Starbucks in a few months. Across the street is the little boutique that sells overpriced jewelry. Up ahead is the little independent coffee shop that’s going to be put out of business when the Starbucks rolls into town. And up at the corner is⁠—

      The hairs on the back of my neck are standing to attention suddenly, and I feel an inexplicable shudder run down my spine. I can’t explain it, but something just feels so deeply wrong. It feels like every nerve in my body is alight; every muscle locked up.

      Something here isn’t right.

      It’s the inescapable feeling that I’m not alone in the darkness. I don’t know how I know, but I’m not alone on this street anymore.

      I’ve just passed the alley between the bookshop and a craft store, and there’s something about that darkness that I don’t like. It’s unsettling.

      Was that a footstep?

      I’m sure I just heard something. I turn my head just a little, trying to look behind me without turning around fully, and my hand drifts to the clasp of my purse. What’s in there? Do I have anything I can use to defend myself?

      There’s not much in there. My money, credit cards and keys. Probably a lipstick, maybe a screwed up tissue or two.

      My fingers brush over the cold metal of the clasp, and something moves out of the corner of my eye. A figure, white against the darkness. Coming towards me.

      Something knocks into me, and I go flying. I hit the sidewalk, and pain explodes across my body as I make contact. The concrete scrapes the delicate skin of my palms, and my knees feel like they’re on fire. I screw my eyes up tightly and bring my knees to my chest, balling myself up. Maybe if I’m a smaller target, whoever this is will go away?

      It doesn’t work. Of course, it doesn’t work.

      Someone grabs my shoulders and forces me onto my back. I need to get help; I need to let someone—anyone—know what’s happening. My mouth drops open to scream, but nothing comes out. All I can manage is a whimper.

      Please, don’t let this be what I think it is. Please, not like this.

      There was a news article on my phone this morning about a woman who was raped and murdered on her way home from a late night shift at Burger King. It was across the city in one of the more dangerous areas of town. I scrolled past it without finishing the article. I scrolled past it because that could never happen to me. It could never happen here.

      Never leave your drink unattended and never walk home alone at night.

      “Give me the bag.”

      I open my eyes at the sound of my attacker’s voice and look up at him. He’s young. Too young to be doing something like this; too young to be stalking women in the night and attacking them on their way home. He should be in high school or college with those wisps of soft brown hair and that barely there stubble.

      He’s just a kid, just like any of the kids I see hanging out at McDonalds in the afternoon. He’s so young that he hasn’t even filled out the baggy jeans and big coat that are hanging off him. He’s just a boy.

      “The bag!” he repeats, raising his voice. It shakes, whether from anger or fear I can’t tell which. “Give me the fucking bag!”

      He pulls a pocket knife from inside the big coat and jabs it towards the strap of my bag, which is slipping from my shoulder. My friends gave me this bag as a birthday present last year.

      The knife catches the light and glints dangerously, and every muscle in my body locks up at once. I want to run. I want to get away from him more than anything in the world, but I just can’t. I can’t bring myself to move even an inch.

      He reaches down and snatches the bag from me, and I flinch away from him instinctively. He flips the bag open and peers inside for a few moments, looking at the contents.

      I could run now. He’s distracted by the bag, so if I can make it to my feet, I can run. I’m near my apartment, maybe a couple of blocks. But even now, even while he’s distracted, I can’t move. My feet feel like they’re encased in lead, far too heavy to move. Even if I could run, there would be no point. I don’t have the keys to my apartment. They’re in my purse, and there’s no way I can get that from him.

      So instead of running, I just stay there on the floor, trembling helplessly as he digs through my purse. Then when he’s satisfied, he drops to a crouch in front of me.

      “What else have you got?”

      The knife shakes a little in his hand as he pushes it closer to my face, and I recoil instinctively, whimpering. I have nothing else to give him—I only ever carry the bare minimum amount of cash around with me, and I don’t have anything else of value.

      I don’t want to tell him that.

      If I admit I’ve got nothing else to hand over, what will he do?

      “What else, bitch?!” he yells, his voice cutting through me. I push back against the wall of the nearby building, shaking my head and squeezing my eyes shut. God, I just want this to be over. I just want to open my eyes and be alone on the street. I want this all to be some kind of vivid, fucked up nightmare.

           “Nothing!” I sob. “Nothing! Nothing!”

           He grabs my wrist so tightly that it hurts. His hand is slick with sweat as he tugs on my arm, pulling me towards him. I want to fight back; I want to get away from him, but I can’t do anything. I can’t fight, I can’t run. I can’t even scream.

           He leans in close, peering at the gold ring on my middle finger intently. The breath catches in my throat as he twists my hand this way and that, so that the ring catches the street light above us.

           Somehow, despite the fear that’s locked every other muscle into place, I find my voice. “Please. Please don’t take it.”

           He looks up from the ring on my finger and meets my gaze. Under the streetlight at this distance, I can make out the color of his eyes; they’re a washed-out sickly gray, a ghostly imitation of someone else’s. They narrow a little as he looks at me for a moment, and then he jabs the knife into the air close to me. “Give it to me.”

           “Please,” I whisper, shaking my head. “My mom gave me this ring, please don’t⁠—”

           “Give it to me!” he yells, his voice cracking with the strain. “Now!”

           Just give it to him.

           It’s a ring, it’s not worth my life, and I know that. I know that I should just slide it off my finger and give it to him, but I can’t bring myself to move. So instead, when he realizes I’m not about to hand it over, he takes it.

           The knife clatters against the sidewalk when he drops it, freeing up his hands so that he can rip the ring off my finger. The metal tugs against my skin and he pulls the ring off so forcefully that for a moment I feel like he’s going to dislocate my finger.

           He inspects it for a moment before stuffing it into his pocket, satisfied with it. It’s worth more than the money on my cards and in my purse, and it’s the only thing of any actual value that I have on me.

           Please, I beg silently. Please, just leave me alone.

           He’s taken everything I have. I’ve got nothing more to give him, and I’m completely useless. I’ve seen his face, I’d be able to pick him out of a lineup if the police were ever to catch up to him. Does he know that? Does he know it’s a risk to leave me alive?

           Is he going to kill me for that ring?

           I don’t know how long I wait there on the floor. It feels like forever, but eventually he backs up. His footsteps get faster, and then they fade into the distance as he gets further away from me, before disappearing around the corner.

           He’s gone, and now that I’m alone in the silence of the side street, it’s like a rope around my neck that’s been keeping me silent has loosened. I finally let out the shaky sob that’s been building up in my throat and collapse back against the wall.

           I’m alive.

           He left me alive.

           I can’t stay here. I can’t stay curled up on the sidewalk like this. I’m vulnerable. He could come back. I need help. I need to call for help.

           My phone.

           I pat at the pockets of my jacket desperately as I hunt for it, feeling for the familiar lump against my hands. Thank God he didn’t tell me to empty my pockets, or I’d have nothing.

           My hands shake so much as I pull it out of my pocket that it slips from my grasp and clatters against the floor. I scrabble at the ground to pick it up, the concrete coarse against my fingertips as I snatch it up and click the power button over and over again, as quickly as I can.

           The screen lights up as it goes through to 911 and rings. Please, someone pick up.

           It rings once, twice, three times with no answer. How long am I supposed to wait here, with the cold seeping through the seat of my jeans?

           Another ring. Please, someone pick up. Please.

           I bring my knees to my chest, hugging them tightly. When I close my eyes, all I can see is the headline I scrolled past this morning so carelessly. Is this how that poor woman felt?

           Finally, the ringing stops, and I raise my head.

           “911, what’s your emergency?”
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      The police station is loud.

      It’s late, so I expect the station to be pretty quiet, but there are people everywhere. There’s a woman sitting close by, talking to the officer who works beside the one who picked me up from the street. She’s dressed in an old sweatshirt with the hood pulled up over her head, and a pair of jeans that are ripped far beyond anything that would be considered fashionable. She’s practically bouncing up and down on the stiff plastic chair, and she can’t hold eye contact with the officer questioning her for more than a few seconds before her eyes dart around the room.

      Drugs, probably.

      She doesn’t look dangerous though. She probably needs a rehab facility and a therapist rather than a jail cell for the evening, but when I look down at her lap, I see the unmistakable silver chain linking her wrists. I wonder how many times she’s found herself here?

      There’s a shout from across the room in the drunk tank, and I flinch, pulling the space blanket around myself a little more tightly. It’s like a shield against whoever’s in there, screaming about being locked up against his will.

      “Let me the fuck out of here!” he yells. I feel sick at the sound of his voice, at the way he slurs from the alcohol he’s drunk. I pull the blanket over my shoulders, clutching it so that the plastic crumples in my hands. It’s like I’m a little girl again, hiding under the covers from the monster in my closet. All I want to do is disappear under this blanket and hide forever.

      “Okay, so I just need to know what he took from you.” The officer looks up from his computer. “You said he took your purse, right?”

      “Yes,” I whisper.

      “What was in there? Wallet? Keys?”

      “Yes. Both.”

      “Anything else?”

      There was one more thing. One thing that actually matters to me. “My ring.”

      “A ring?” the officer echoes. “What kind of ring?”

      “It’s gold, with an emerald in the middle and a diamond on either side. It was my mom’s engagement ring. She gave it to me when she…” I trail off into silence without finishing the sentence. It’s difficult to get the words out, even though it’s been more than five years.

      I look up slowly and meet the police officer’s gaze for a moment, before he turns back to his computer with a solemn nod. “Gold ring with an emerald and two diamonds. We can send word out to any pawn shops, so if he tries to sell it off they can call us and we can bring him in.”

      I offer up something that sounds like vague agreement, nodding along. It’s obvious that I can’t exactly bring myself to be enthused about this. I’ve heard too many stories about these crimes going unpunished to even feel remotely confident that my ring will be found.

      The officer sighs, looking me up and down. “Have you got someone who can drive you home?”

      I pause, meeting his gaze again. I’ve got no girlfriend. My dad lives out of town, and I wouldn’t want to panic them with this even if they didn’t. I’ve got friends, but it’s late and most of them will be in bed by now.

      I scroll through the list of contacts on my phone slowly, before coming to a stop at Beth’s number. She’s got a spare key to my place. I gave it to her months ago so she could water my plants while I was out of town for a week, and I never asked for it back.

      Would she come?

      She might still be awake, still buzzing from the night out. She would come at the drop of a hat if she knew what had happened. But for some reason, I still can’t bring myself to hit the call button. Maybe it’s because I don’t want anyone to see me like this. I don’t want her to see me shaky and afraid, like a scared little kid.

      “You found someone?” the officer asks. “Do you want me to call them for you?” 

      That’s a much better idea. I don’t think I’d be able to tell her what had happened to me if I was the one to call her. So instead, I click on her contact number and hand the phone over to the officer.

      I don’t really register anything after I hand the phone over to him. I know that Beth picked up the phone, and I know that the officer must have told her what happened to me, and asked for her to come down to the station to collect me. At some point, he must have offered me the bench in the hallway outside, where the drunk in the cell can’t be heard.

      I must have taken him up on the offer, because now I’m sitting on the bench in the hallway, picking at a hangnail on my thumb. The skin is red and raw from where I’ve been digging my nail in, but I keep going regardless. It hurts, but it’s a good distraction. If I focus on picking at that loose skin, I won’t start thinking about the attack.

      “Dani?”

      I jerk my head up at the sound of my name and look over to see Beth running towards me. She’s thrown a coat on, over some sweatpants and a t-shirt, so she was probably getting ready for bed when she got the call. I open my mouth to greet her, but nothing comes out. I can’t even manage her name.

      “God, Dani, are you okay?”

      I don’t even realize that I’m nodding my head until I see her features knit into a frown. I was doing it on instinct; a knee jerk reaction to lie and say that everything’s fine when nothing could be further from the truth. 

      I’m not fine. 

      The adrenaline has worn off now. I’m not shaking like I was, and now the pain is starting to come into focus. My side hurts like hell from where I hit the ground, and there are dark patches on the knees of my jeans—probably blood. My palms are scratched up from the pavement, and when Beth reaches out to take my hand, I flinch instinctively. 

      “Oh, Dani…” she whispers, shaking her head slowly. “I’m so sorry.” 

      I don’t know why she’s apologizing. It’s my fault. I shouldn’t have been walking out there alone. I should have taken a cab or crashed at one of their apartments. She shouldn’t be the one apologizing, I should. 

      “Are you all right?” Beth dips her head to meet my gaze. I nod. “I’ll take you home now.” 

      She guides me to my feet, and I let her do it without saying a word. Even if I wanted to, I don’t think I’d have the energy to protest. So instead, when she lifts me to my feet with a supportive arm under my shoulder, I go with her willingly. 

      I don’t take the blanket off as we leave the police station, and when we step out into the frigid night air, I pull it around myself more tightly, shivering. Only a couple of hours ago, I wanted to walk out in the night and enjoy the stillness. I wanted to just have a few stolen minutes to myself on the walk home. Now, though, I want to get back inside as quickly as possible. It’s too cold, too quiet. It’s too dark. 

      I’ve never been more grateful to slide into Beth’s Prius, and once we’re inside, I see her look at me out of the corner of my eye. There’s a beat of silence, and then I hear the sound of the car doors locking into place.

      “You’re safe, you know,” she assures me gently. She’s trying to ease me down, but it’s not going to work. I don’t feel safe, not even buckled into my seat in her car, in the well-lit parking lot, a stone’s throw from a group of police officers.

      “Can you just take me home?” I ask quietly. It’s the first thing I’ve managed to say since I gave my statement to the officer. 

      “Of course. Let’s get you home.” She shoots me a smile that’s supposed to be comforting and then puts the car into gear. We drive off, and it’s only when the police station is disappearing from the rearview mirror that I realize something. 

      Beth was drinking with me only a few hours ago. 

      “Are you still drunk?” I ask, glancing over at her. She keeps her eyes on the road ahead of us and manages a slightly ashamed laugh. 

      “I sobered up pretty quickly when I got that phone call,” she admits. “But I’m probably still over the limit.” 

      I feel bad. She should be curled up in her bed, right now, resting after our night out. Instead, she’s had to come out here to chauffeur me around. “Should you be driving?” 

      “I’m not that drunk.” She chuckles. “We just won’t tell my mom, hm?” 

      I’m silent for the rest of the drive back. In fact, I’m silent until we walk into my apartment building, and head up in the elevator. What can I really say, given everything that’s happened?

      The elevator doors open, and when I hear the telltale ding to let me know that we’ve reached my floor, I feel my pulse speed up. The breath hitches in my throat as we step out into my hallway, and I stop after a few steps. 

      He has my address from my driver’s license. He has my keys. He could easily be in there right now, waiting for me to come home. What if he’s in there right now, going through my things? What if he’s waiting for me, ready to attack? 

      Beth reaches my door and glances down the hallway where she sees that I’ve stopped a few feet from the elevator. “Are you alright?”

      I look from her hand, where the key is poised by the lock, to the still-closed door. “He knows where I live. He has my keys and my ID.”

      “That’s why I’m here,” she reminds me. “It’s okay, I’ll go first.”

      I want to stop her. I want to suggest that we just go to her place instead. I’m more than happy to just sleep on her couch instead, but before I can do that, she turns the key in the lock and opens the door. “Beth⁠—”

      “It’s quiet.” She pokes her head in for a moment, before turning the light on. When a few moments of silence pass without the sound of a burglar scurrying around my apartment, I take a cautious couple of steps towards the door.

      Beth leads the way. She walks into my apartment, deliberately making noise as she does so. I follow a few steps behind her, waiting to hear something crash from across the apartment. When nothing happens, I begin to ease up, just a little.

      “See?” She turns to look at me with a small smile. “It’s safe.”

      I don’t feel safe.

      I’ve still got the space blanket wrapped around my shoulders tightly, and it rustles as I move from room to room following her. I must look ridiculous, cocooned underneath the plastic like this, glancing around like I’m afraid something’s about to jump out at any
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