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I stare at the clock again, a nervous habit I've developed over the past one hundred and fifteen minutes. The hour hand and minute hand form an accusatory angle, each tick pushing Terry further into inexcusable territory. One hundred and sixteen minutes now.

The waitress catches my eye again. I recognize that look, pity mixed with impatience. The restaurant has filled and emptied around me twice while I've been sitting here, nursing my wine and making excuses for a man who doesn't deserve them.

"Miss?" She approaches my table for what must be the tenth time, notepad clutched against her chest like a shield. "Would you like to order something? Kitchen closes in twenty."

My throat tightens. "Just the check, please. For the wine."

She nods, relief washing over her features. We both know what this is.

I pull my cardigan tighter around my shoulders, suddenly aware of how pathetic I must look, dressed up in my best floral dress, hair carefully pinned, sitting alone at a table set for two. On our anniversary. Three years of my life invested in a man who couldn't even bother to show up.

The image of Lenna's face flashes through my mind, that strange, guilty expression she's been wearing whenever Terry's name comes up lately. The way she changes the subject. The awkward silences on the phone.

"Here you go." The waitress slides the check across the table. "For what it's worth, whoever he is, he's an idiot."

I force a smile, counting out bills with trembling fingers, adding a generous tip to compensate for occupying her table all evening.

As I gather my purse and shawl, fragments of conversations from the past few weeks reassemble in my mind. Lenna canceling our usual Friday night get-togethers three weeks in a row. Terry's vague excuses about "working late." The perfume I noticed on his collar last week, not mine, not anything I'd wear.

The truth crystallizes, sharp and clear. I know exactly where Terry is tonight, and who he's with.

I push through the restaurant's heavy door into the night air, suddenly desperate to escape the pitying glances. Traffic flows steadily down the avenue, yellow cabs like buoys in a current of chrome and headlights. I raise my arm, and one peels away from the stream, pulling to the curb.

"Where to, miss?" The driver's eyes meet mine in the rearview mirror.

"247 Lexington, apartment building with the green awning." Lenna's address slides from my lips before I can reconsider. My heart hammers against my ribs as I settle into the cracked leather seat.

What exactly am I doing? Going to confront my best friend and boyfriend? Or just torturing myself with confirmation of what I already know? The cab lurches forward, and I watch the storefronts blur together through the window.

Should I feel this hollowness spreading through my chest, or the heat building behind my eyes? The anger seems safer somehow, cleaner than the hurt. Anger doesn't make you feel small.

"Bad night?" The driver asks, navigating around a double-parked delivery truck.

I don't answer. Can't answer.

Traffic parts unexpectedly, and we make good time. Too good. I'm not ready when the driver announces, "Here we are, 247."

I pay the fare with mechanical movements and step onto the sidewalk. The cab pulls away, leaving me alone on the curb, staring up at Lenna's building. Eighth floor, second window from the corner, the one with the warm glow seeping around the edges of drawn curtains.

Those curtains. Lenna's unspoken signal. She only closes them when she has a man over.

My stomach twists as I push through the lobby door. The space smells of cigarettes and cheap disinfectant. In the corner, a disheveled man in a stained overcoat mumbles unintelligibly to himself, rocking slightly. I avert my eyes and press the elevator button, watching the ancient dial above the doors slowly track the car's descent.

The mumbling grows louder, more agitated. I press the button again, harder this time, as if that might hurry the creaking machinery along. Eight floors. I could take the stairs, but my legs feel leaden, weighted by what waits above.

The elevator arrives with a wheezing groan, doors parting to reveal a harried woman wrangling four children of varying heights. The smallest clutches a sticky lollipop, his face smeared with evidence of its previous color.

"Hold the door please," the woman calls, though I'm clearly waiting to enter, not exit. She herds her brood into the lobby, the oldest dragging his feet, face buried in a comic book.

I step into the elevator, pressing the button for the eighth floor. The doors close with a concerning clank, and the car begins its ascent with a series of jerks and rattles that would normally make me nervous. Tonight, I barely notice. Each floor passes with excruciating slowness, the ancient machinery protesting every inch of the journey.

My reflection in the tarnished metal doors shows a woman I barely recognize, eyes too bright, cheeks flushed, lips pressed into a thin line. The woman in the reflection knows what waits above. She's known for weeks, maybe months, but refused to see it.

The elevator stops with a final shudder. Eight.

I step into the hallway, its overhead lights flickering in a way that makes the faded carpet pattern swim beneath my feet. Lenna's apartment is at the end, 8F. My heels click against the floor, each step echoing like a countdown.

Outside her door, I pause. Music plays softly inside, one of Terry's jazz records, the one he always insists on playing when we... when we're intimate.

My purse feels suddenly heavy. I open it, fingers searching until they close around my keyring. The spare key Lenna gave me "for emergencies" glints dully under the hallway lights. I slide it into the lock, my hand trembling slightly.

This is the moment. This is the line between before and after.

I turn the key.

The lock clicks open, and I push the door inward, stepping into the apartment I've visited hundreds of times before. The familiar scent of Lenna's jasmine incense mingles with something else, Terry's cologne.

They don't hear me at first. They're on Lenna's floral couch, the one we picked out together at a secondhand shop last summer. Terry's shirt is unbuttoned, his hands tangled in Lenna's hair. She straddles him, wearing nothing but a black bra and panties, her head thrown back as his lips trace her neck.

The door clicks shut behind me.

They freeze, turning toward the sound in perfect unison, faces transforming from passion to horror in an instant. Two pairs of eyes lock onto mine, wide with shock.

Deer in headlights.
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My feet carry me along the sidewalk, one step after another, automatic and numb. I've been walking for, minutes? Hours? The streetlights blur together, headlights smear into streaks of yellow and white. None of it matters.

"Hey beautiful, why the long face?" A man calls from across the street, leaning against a newspaper stand. His voice cuts through the fog in my head for just a moment before dissolving back into the ambient noise of the city.

I keep walking. My feet ache in these heels, the ones I'd chosen specially for our anniversary dinner. The dinner where I'd sat alone for two hours.

Where can I go? Not our apartment. No, not our apartment, Terry's apartment that I've been living in. The thought lands like a punch to the gut, bringing me suddenly back to my surroundings. The chill night air bites at my cheeks. A taxi horn blares. Laughter spills from a bar entrance as the door swings open, releasing a cloud of smoke and piano music.

My mind replays the scene in Lenna's apartment like a broken film reel. Her jumping up, clutching a throw pillow to her chest. "Maya, it's not what you think. He came onto me. I swear."

Terry buttoning his shirt with shaking fingers. "Baby, come on. We can talk about this."

When I didn't respond, his excuses turned to accusations. "If you weren't so damn frigid all the time. A man has needs, Maya."

Needs. As if I hadn't given everything. As if I hadn't been there, willing and wanting, five nights a week. As if I hadn't twisted myself into whatever shape he wanted, just to keep him happy.

I pull my cardigan tighter around my body, a shield against more than just the October chill. My skin crawls remembering his hands on me, the same hands that were just on Lenna. My best friend. The woman who held my hair back when I got food poisoning last summer. The woman who knew exactly how long Terry and I had been together, who helped me pick out his anniversary gift.

I spot a cheap, run-down looking bar on the corner, a row of motorcycles parked along the street out front. The neon sign buzzes with a dull hum, Jacky’s Haven."

Lenna's voice echoes in my head, warning me about places like this. "Those biker bars are full of dangerous people, Maya. Women like us don't belong there."

Women like us. What a joke. What good are the words of a snake?

I push inside, the heavy door swinging shut behind me with a thud that makes a few heads turn. The air is thick with booze and cigarette smoke, mixed with... something else. Something that almost smells like an animal, like a mangy dog. The scent makes my nose wrinkle.

The bar is dimly lit, shadows pooling in corners where figures hunch over their drinks. A jukebox plays some forgotten blues song, the singer's gravelly voice lamenting lost love. How fitting.

I ignore the eyes following me, some curious, some hungry, and make my way to the counter. My heels click against the sticky floor as I slide onto an empty stool.

A tall woman stands behind the bar, broad-shouldered with short auburn hair. Her pale, freckled arms flex as she wipes down the counter with practiced efficiency. She glances up, blue-gray eyes assessing me with a quick sweep.

"Whiskey," I say, my voice steadier than I feel. "Double." I pause, then add, "No, make it two."

The bartender gives me an odd look, maybe wondering what a woman in a nice dress is doing in a place like this, ordering drinks like that. But she doesn't ask questions, just turns and begins preparing my order.

"Hey, Jacky! Where's my tequila already?" A burly guy at the far end of the counter calls out, his voice slurred.

The bartender, Jacky, doesn't even look up as she responds, "You've already finished it, Carl. Twice."

The men around him laugh, and Carl mutters something under his breath.

Jacky sets two glasses in front of me, amber liquid catching what little light there is. "Rough night?" she asks, not unkindly.

"Whiskey with a side of understatement right there."

I grab the first glass and tip half of it down my throat in one go. The whiskey burns like fire, scorching a path down to my stomach. Good. The physical pain helps distract from the other kind, the kind that's been clawing at my chest since I opened Lenna's door.

"First time in here?" Jacky asks, leaning her elbows on the counter. Her eyes are sharp but not unkind.

"First time in a place like this," I admit, swirling what remains in my glass. "But it seemed like a good night to try something new."

"Something brought you here. Most people don't just wander in by accident."

I laugh, a hollow sound even to my own ears. "Best friend. Boyfriend. Stood up on our anniversary." I count off each betrayal on my fingers. "Do the math."

Jacky winces. "Ouch."

"Three years." I drain the rest of the first glass, feeling the alcohol warm my blood. My head's already getting fuzzy around the edges. I haven't eaten since lunch, and the wine at the restaurant is mixing with the whiskey. "Three years, and I catch him with my best friend. The person who was supposed to be on my side."

"People are shit sometimes," Jacky says, her voice matter-of-fact but gentle.

"Understatement of the century." I reach for the second glass, my fingers slightly unsteady.

"Hey, Jacky!" Carl's voice booms from the end of the bar. "My glass is getting lonely down here!"

Jacky rolls her eyes. "Duty calls." She gives me a sympathetic smile that somehow doesn't feel patronizing. "Hang in there. First night's the worst."

As she walks away to deal with Carl, I sip my second whiskey more slowly, letting the warmth spread through me. The blues song on the jukebox changes to something with a deeper bass line, and I find myself swaying slightly on the stool.

I shouldn't be here. This isn't my scene. But then again, where is my scene now? Not with Terry. Not with Lenna. Not in the life I thought I was building. For the first time in years, I have no plan, no direction.

And strangely, as I sit in this dingy bar surrounded by strangers, that feels almost like freedom.

"Hmm, fresh meat."

I turn at the gruff voice, my stomach dropping. Two men loom behind me, both built like brick walls with leather vests stretched across broad chests. One has a jagged scar running from his left eye to his chin, while the other's face is pockmarked and weathered. They're looking at me like I'm the last piece of meat at a butcher shop.

"Back off," I say, my voice coming out smaller than I intended. The alcohol suddenly feels like a mistake, dulling my reflexes when I need them most.

Scar-face steps closer, his meaty hand landing on my shoulder with enough force to make me wince. His fingers dig into my skin.

"No can do, missy." His breath reeks of cheap beer and cigarettes. "See, I'm sure someone warned you a pretty little thing like you doesn't belong in a place like this."

The second man chuckles, a sound like gravel in a blender. "Shoulda listened to them."

I try to squirm away, but Scar-face's grip tightens. My heart hammers against my ribs. After everything tonight, is this really happening? Terry's betrayal suddenly seems distant compared to the immediate danger pressing down on my shoulder.

BANG!

The sound makes all three of us jump. I twist around to see Jacky standing behind the bar, a metal baseball bat now resting on the counter. Her knuckles are white around the handle, her blue-gray eyes cold as winter steel as she glares at the men.

"You've had your fill tonight, boys." Her voice is low and dangerous, nothing like the almost gentle tone she used with me earlier. "Time to leave."

She adjusts her grip on the bat, the muscles in her forearms tensing. Something in her posture shifts, she seems bigger somehow, more imposing. The bar has gone quiet, other patrons watching the standoff with wary interest.

Scar-face's hand lifts from my shoulder, but he doesn't back away. "Come on, Jacky. We're just being friendly to the new girl."

"Your version of friendly isn't welcome here." Jacky's eyes flick to me for a split second, then back to the men. "Not tonight. Not ever."

I rub my shoulder, feeling the ghost of his grip lingering on my skin. The second man takes a half-step back, but Scar-face holds his ground, tension crackling between him and Jacky like electricity.

"This ain't over," he mutters, but there's uncertainty in his voice now.

Jacky's lips curl into something that's not quite a smile. "It is if you want to keep drinking here." She tightens her grip on the bat. "Or anywhere in this neighborhood."

The men retreat like wolves denied their prey, all sullen looks and mumbled threats. Scar-face shoots me one last glare before slinking back to a corner table. The tension in the air dissolves, conversations resuming around us as if nothing happened.

My hands shake as I lift the whiskey glass to my lips.

"You okay?" Jacky asks, setting the bat somewhere beneath the counter.

"Yeah." I nod, swallowing hard. "Thank you. For stepping in like that."

She shrugs, wiping her hands on a bar towel. "It's my job, after all." Her eyes soften slightly. "Besides, Bob acts like a brute, looks worse than one, but I've never seen him hurt someone." She leans forward, lowering her voice. "Still, might want to call a friend to pick you up. Payphone in the corner."

Jacky nods toward the back of the bar before heading off to help another customer, leaving me alone with my drink and thoughts.

A friend to call. The irony isn't lost on me.

Three hours ago, I had two people I would've called without hesitation. Now? My mental rolodex flips through names, coworkers I only know from water cooler conversations, distant cousins I see at Christmas, neighbors I exchange nods with in the hallway. No one I'd want to see me like this: mascara probably smeared down my cheeks, pride in tatters, two drinks deep in a biker bar.

I take another sip of whiskey, the burn less shocking
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