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      Tim stands in front of me, his eyes cold and distant. “I don’t understand why you have a problem with me working late? You knew when I took the promotion I wouldn’t have a set schedule. Now, suddenly, you’re questioning me?”

      It isn’t too much to ask for my soon-to-be husband to spend a little time with me. Tim has been working late every night for the last two months since he received his promotion, and when he took it, I didn’t expect to be sleeping and eating by myself every night. Our life before the new job was great, but now, it’s lackluster. I gave him grace to get in tune with his new role, but now it’s becoming a hassle. Should I even be planning a wedding at this point? Why go into a marriage with doubts and red flags all over the place?

      “We’re getting married in three weeks, Tim. You haven’t touched me in two months. How do you think that makes me feel? Do you not find me attractive anymore?”

      Maybe I’m being ridiculous. Is going two months without sex normal? We have never gone this long. Hell, before this, we never went more than three days without it, so I’m freaking out here. A healthy sex life is important and I didn’t want to marry someone who won’t give me what I need.

      Tim shakes his head. “Raven, you’re being ridiculous. It’s stressful. By the time I get home, all I want to do is take a shower and pass out. Stop acting like I’m out cheating on you.”

      It has crossed my mind. Does he even think about me anymore? Or is his job and career the only thing on his mind now? I refuse to eat and sleep alone every night. I deserve better.

      “You didn’t answer my question. I’m standing here as your future wife asking you if you find me attractive and instead of saying of course, you make it about work. This is the problem. All you think about is that damn job. I get that you don’t have a set schedule, but it’s been every night, baby. Every. Single. Night.”

      “Listen, I’m not gonna quit my job just because you’re lonely, okay. You are being ridiculous and I’m done listening to it.”

      This is not how I want to start a marriage, but I didn’t have the balls to call it off. The way he’s acting right now does not bode well for our future. If he can’t understand my side in this, maybe we’re a lost cause. I’ve been nothing but supportive of his career over the years, but there comes a point where I deserve his time too. And no matter what, I shouldn’t have to beg for him to spend time with me. I’m not asking him to take a week off from work. I just want him to come home, have a nice dinner, watch a movie and fuck my brains out. Is that too much to ask for? Especially from someone I’m weeks away from saying ‘I do’ to?

      “If you think I’m going to marry you while you’re acting like this, you’re wrong. You treat me like a roommate, not your future wife. I will not spend the rest of my life begging for your attention.”

      Tim just stares at me, not saying a word, but his jaw clenched. When he runs his fingers through his hair, and paces, I know this is about to get worse. The conversation is supposed to bring things to his attention, but he isn’t taking into consideration my feelings.

      “It looks like you should pack your things and get out. The wedding is off. Now, I need to get some sleep before work tomorrow, but I’ll go to a hotel until you’re gone.”

      My stomach drops. He’s serious. I sprint after him, clutching his arm before he walks out of the door. “Is it easy for you to just let me go? Did you ever love me?”

      His eyes search mine for a moment, and he slams the front door shut behind him.

      I don’t know what to do. A decade down the drain, and nothing to show for it but a broken heart. How could I have been so stupid? The signs have been there for months. We used to do everything together, and he couldn’t keep his hands off of me, and now it’s like trying to bribe him just to touch me. How can anyone live like that? Humans have needs, and partners are supposed to reciprocate that.

      What the fuck am I going to do now? The house isn’t in my name and neither is the car. I don’t have a job, because that’s how Tim wanted things. He is old-fashioned and didn’t want me to work. At first, it was great, but it became too much to handle. I understand his desire to provide for me, but that doesn’t mean I can’t contribute. Not that I have to worry about that anymore.

      Tears well up in my eyes, and my lower lip trembles. I sink to the floor, wrapping my arms around my knees, and let out a sob. This can't be happening. How could it end like this? How could he just walk out on me? This wasn’t supposed to turn into a huge relationship ending fight, but one thing is for certain, if he can cast me out that fast, he didn’t deserve to be my husband.

      I stare at the door, heart heavy with sadness and regret, wanting to believe we can make it through anything, but ‌it’s over. It’s like a living nightmare. How can I have been so wrong about him? I must have underestimated the power of his ambition.

      Standing alone in the house, tears stream down my face. The long nights at the office and the too-short hours spent together was bringing our relationship down. This conversation didn’t fix anything and if this is how he handles me voicing my concerns, maybe it is best that it’s over. I didn’t want to be unhappy for the rest of my life if he couldn’t fix his issues, but now none of that matters. The wedding is off and I need somewhere to go. The only person I can call is my brother, Ryan.

      He will have plenty to say about this, considering he never liked Tim, anyway. Maybe I should have listened to him when he tried to tell me that a man that refused to let me work is a bad sign. Young and in love, naiveness at its finest. People make mistakes, hell I’ve made a few myself, but at least this happened before we got married. There is a bright side.

      With a heavy heart, I reach for the phone and dial his number. I become silent on the other end as he answers.

      “Hey, sis. What’s going on?”

      I choke my voice up. “I need you to come get me.”

      “Be there in twenty.”

      Numbly, I rise to my feet, and hurriedly pack my things, throwing them into a suitcase. Not all of my items will fit, so I place what I can inside and will replace the rest when I get to Grapevine.  I zip up the suitcase and take one last look around the bedroom. My eyes blur as I go down the stairs, feet sinking into the plush carpets. This is it: the end of our future together.

      I wipe away my tears and walk outside, putting my suitcase into Ryan’s car.

      It’s time to take a stand for my happiness and walk away from a situation that is no longer good for me. Though it might be a difficult journey, I’m determined to start over.

      One thing the last decade has taught me is I can’t be afraid to speak my mind, especially when I know my worth. Tim might not have recognized it, but I sure the fuck do. So even though I am going back to Grapevine with a broken heart and nothing to show for the last ten years, at least I know my worth.
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      The contrast of Grapevine compared to the hustle and bustle of the big city astounds me. Though familiar territory from growing up here, it’s so small and mundane compared to the life I leave behind. After graduation, I didn’t plan on coming back, but Tim turned out not to be the man I want to spend the rest of my life with, and left me with nowhere else to go. It takes a couple days in my brother’s spare bedroom to cry it out, and come to my senses. Instead of letting myself miss him, determination fuels my fire to get back out there and start my life. Even though this town hums at a different pace, it holds all sorts of potential for adventure and excitement.  I look forward to building a new life for myself in this small town—one full of possibilities and happiness. First things first: find a job.

      Once I fill out the applications and the employers' notice the blank work history, it proves to be a challenge. Instead of being mad at myself, I move onto the next place to find something better. There must be someone in this town willing to hire me.

      After job hunting for most of the day, my stomach growls as the sign for the old diner comes into my view. Ryan and I used to come here every Saturday morning  when we were kids with our parents. The bell sings above my head and I go straight to the wrap-around seating. The place hasn’t changed a bit. Still a small out-of-the-way mom and pop place to grab a burger and a milkshake. The weathered cherry red vinyl stands out amongst the rest of the place.

      "Be with you in a moment," one server shouts from the back.

      Finding a job proves to be harder for me, and I didn’t want to live with my brother forever.  His girlfriend is ready for me to leave since they’re supposed to be moving in together.  Listen, I didn’t blame her. Who wants to live with their boyfriend and his sister?

      "I'm so sorry. What can I get you?" she asks, holding a pad of paper and a pen.

      "A burger basket, please. Oh, and a strawberry milkshake."

      Someone catches my attention. A man enjoying dinner with a friend in black pants and a blue t-shirt with the firefighter logo on it. His hands are all over the place, like he wants the whole diner to know what is going on. The man reminds me of high school. The jocks tend to be over the top, and talk a big game to make themselves look cooler. At his age though, it just makes him look like an idiot.

      "Is he always this loud and obnoxious?" I say to the server as she hands me my milkshake. She didn't respond. My lips close around the straw, and alas perfection.

      Since being back here, away from Tim, things are brighter, more vibrant even. Did I not see the signs? He wasn’t abusive or anything, but now I can live my life as I want, without any say so from him.

      My phone vibrates against the table.

      Ryan: Will you be home for dinner?

      I laugh because I have caught on to my brother's antics. Dinner is code for something else. Don’t come home right now.

      Me: At the diner. At least an hour.

      The straw starts gurgling at me, and I sigh in disbelief the milkshake depleted that fast. I need to watch out because this place can make me put on some pounds.

      “Here’s your burger,” the waitress says, setting the red basket in front of me with a bottle of ketchup. “Need anything else, dear?”

      I shake my head and stick a fry in my mouth, regretting the decision. My mouth is on fire, and I blow trying to cool it down without having to take it back out, but their eyes land on me. Matter of fact, everyone inside the diner.

      “I’m okay, just hot,” I reply, still blowing, but giving them a thumbs up.

      The mysterious man and his friend are still staring at me, but trying not to make it obvious. I didn’t recognize him, but the other guy went to school with my brother.

      Their eyes divert and I can eat in peace. It didn’t last long, maybe five minutes. They start up again. First, basketball and then onto his friend’s latest disaster of a date. I try so hard not to eavesdrop, but is it considered eavesdropping when they are talking loud enough for China to hear them? The story consists of him being offended because his date offered to pay for her own meal. Now, this throws me for a loop because who would be mad at not having to pay? Dutch is becoming more common, just not so much in this town. You know, where they both pay for their own meal. Why is that such a big deal?

      My eyes keep trailing over his way, but I make it impossible for him to catch me. The man isn’t bad looking by any means, but his mannerisms are a major turnoff. If they plan on talking this loud, next time they should go to a bar. At least the loud music will drown out their conversation.

      After humming to myself, I just keep getting more irritated. They continue getting louder and louder. I’m not the only person they’re bothering. I get up and pass them on the way to the door. “I’d say your disaster date was a keeper, and you should take her out again. And also, next time go to a bar for fucks sake…”

      As I step out onto the pavement, a smile sweeps across my face. The old Raven is back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          Adonis

        

      

    

    
      The fire truck races out of the depot, heading toward the apartment building. Coming up on it, the heat of the blaze creates moisture on my face. The crew jumps out of the fire truck and splits up - half getting the hose ready to drench the flames and the other going inside to get everyone out safely.

      The fire and heat surges like a living thing, hungry and hot. I hand off the hose to my men and dart toward the structure. The smoke billows out of the windows, twisting into black snakes inside the apartments. I run forward, getting my mask on, checking each room. It fills the air with an acrid smell. My skin prickles as if a million tiny needles are stabbing me, and I squint when my eyes land on a cat huddled under a chair, too scared to move.

      "Come here, kitty. I got you," I say, picking it up and holding it to my chest. My feet carry me swiftly around to make sure no one else is in here before getting the kitty to safety. I go to the front of the building and hand the cat to a nearby police officer before heading back inside, tactically going from one apartment to another.  The team moves up and down the stairs, checking each apartment for survivors or victims. The heavy thud of the boots and our low voices echo in the stairwell.

      “Clear!”

      We battle against time and the fierce flames, but it's a losing fight. The heat radiates through every corner of the building, engulfing it in an inferno of orange and red. The structure begins to groan and buckle under the pressure. The men outside are unable to contain the ferocious blaze that consumes everything in its path.

      "Let's go! Everybody out now!"

      The ground shakes as the walls collapse in a shower of sparks as the building is reduced to nothing more than ash and rubble where the complex once stood.

      I have seen my fair share of circumstances but it never gets old. Fires leave many people with nothing, their entire house gone. No photographs, clothes, or personal items.

      “It’s over, guys,” Damon says, grabbing the hose away and dragging it back to the fire truck.

      "We got the call too late. It was too powerful once we arrived," Damon says, driving the fire truck back to the station.

      "At least we got everyone out. It could have been a lot worse," I reply.
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