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          Vanessa

        

      

    

    
      The wind whips my hair around as Sherrie gets out of the car. Sweat drips down my forehead, and I take in the other houses on the block, hoping this is a good neighborhood for my daughter. The light blue cottage with white shutters and a black front door isn’t what I would’ve picked, but it’s all my budget affords. My daughter and I are starting all over, and until recently I never had to worry about things like paying rent, buying groceries, or making a car payment. I’m not some spoiled rich girl that comes from money either.

      Sherrie has expressed no concern over us moving out of her dad’s house, but I’m sure it’s coming. The first night is usually the hardest, and I’m not prepared to answer any questions. Standing here, though, it’s official. The last ten years are behind me, and I’m single again. It scares me to even think about it. Starting over, moving into this little two-bedroom house with Sherrie is making things surreal. I never would have pictured myself as being a single mother, but sometimes things don’t work out how you want. Life happens and throws us curve balls. It’s up to us to forge our own path.

      Leaving a long-term relationship is always difficult, no matter the circumstances, but ten years is a long time to be with someone. It will be an adjustment getting used to being alone, but it offers up far more opportunities. There are many things I need to work out about myself and why I let a relationship go on ten years without speaking up for myself. That’s the kicker.

      The moving truck roars down the street and pulls over on the street. There isn’t enough room in the driveway. Four men get out of the vehicle and the driver goes to the back and discharges the ramp.

      “Are you ready for us to start, ma’am?” he asks before removing anything.

      The white gate around the house opens when I unlatch, and Sherrie and Tina follow behind. The front yard isn’t huge, but it’s decent, with a walkway up to the steps that lead up to the porch. The man is standing at the back of the truck. I’m going to move at my pace. Tina and I saunter up the stairs, and then put the key in the door and twist. Sherrie pushes the door open and runs inside.

      “Don’t run!”

      There is no decor on the walls, and it’s hardwood throughout, from what I can see. I prefer no carpet. After watching a video one time with a microscopic image of how much nastiness they leave in carpets, even after cleaning them regularly, I want no part in it.

      Not even seventy-two hours ago, the  entire course of my life changed with just one conversation. Lee isn’t a bad man, and it’s not all his fault. I’m adult enough to admit we are both responsible for our relationship falling apart. What concerns me the most is how Sherrie is going to take it? Lee and I plan on sitting down with her tomorrow to explain the situation. Our only concern is for her to be aware that it’s not her fault. I never hoped to have my child grow up in separate homes.

      Staring at the empty beige walls in the living room reminds me of a blank canvas, just waiting to be turned into a masterpiece. Everyone envisions their house differently. Some say I have an eye for design, but I only dabble. Time just never allowed me to make it a career. My priority is Sherrie and always will be.

      The built-in shelves for an entertainment center are perfect and that’s one thing marked off my list to buy. Once all the furniture is in place, the list will dwindle down.

      The movers start bringing things in, and we try to stay out of the way. Tina is clearly enjoying the view, and can’t say I blame her. It’s not a sin to stare, but she would never cheat on her husband. They have had their fair shares of problems, but doesn’t any couple? The only thing matters is they are happy.

      “You can put the kitchen boxes on the island,” I say.

      The house has top notch Stainless Steel appliances and a nice sized granite island. It’s the centerpiece of the kitchen that really makes it pop with speckles of blue and gold, and compliments the backsplash while bringing the entire room together.

      At the previous house, I spent a majority of my time at home in the kitchen, on a humongous island, baking goodies for Sherrie’s softball fundraisers or school parties. I wouldn’t say I’m the best baker, but Sherrie enjoys helping. It’s something we bond over and have a little bit of fun. It is one joy of being a mother. Getting to be the one to put a smile on your little one’s face.“Which room is mine?” Sherrie asks, standing at the end of the hallway, with a door on both sides of her.

      “The one on the right, sweetie.”

      I walk down the hallway, and open my bedroom door, and imagine a king sized bed against the far wall, and the window letting the natural light in as I wake up every morning. Tina walks in after me, and takes it in. It’s smaller than I’m used to, but it’ll do. The attached bathroom has a tub and a shower, and the closet has built-ins for all my clothes and shoes. The closets are my favorite thing about this house other than the windows.

      Tina follows me back outside to finish bringing boxes in from the car, and putting them in their respective rooms. It’s going to take a couple days to unpack, and get everything where it belongs. I moved around a lot as a kid, to a different house every year, and hope I manage to keep this house for a while. Sherrie needs a stable living environment and I plan to give that to her.

      Tina hasn’t once asked about the break-up, but it’s coming. A ten-year relationship has ended, and we didn’t take it lightly, but I need to be careful what I say around Sherrie. The problems between her father and I are just that. Kids always think it’s something they’ve done to tear their parents apart, and Sherrie will need reassurance that she is not the cause.

      The house we lived in with Lee across town is similar to this one, except it had more bedrooms and square footage. Lee did offer to help me, but I think of this as a fresh start and want to do it by myself. It’s one thing if he wants to help with things involving Sherrie, but putting a roof over my head is not acceptable.

      Like I said, he’s a nice guy, and doesn’t want me to struggle, but maybe I need to. Being attached to him for so long has caused me to lose touch with the world. So many people struggle to make ends meet, and from a young twenty-year-old, Lee has always taken good care of me. It’s time for me to learn how to be independent.

      Lee and I spent too many years being complacent towards each other, but like many other couples do, we stayed together for our child. Complacency isn’t something I want in a relationship. The minute you stop speaking your mind, and fighting for what you want, is the moment things are going to start downhill. Relationships take work and compromise. Finally, we agreed that we both deserved better. Too bad it took ten years. Lee isn’t the person I’m meant to be with, but now I have a chance of being happy with someone else.

      I head back outside to grab another box, and Tina is leaning up against the car.

      “What?”

      She crosses her arms. “Are you going to tell me what’s going on? What happened between you two? This is insane.”

      After being best friends for almost fifteen years, we talk about almost everything, but discussing my relationships with her isn’t typical. So, it makes sense this is a shock. Tina always said that we were #couplegoals. I guess we are just very good at putting on a show for others.

      The separation gives me the opportunity to process what I want out of a partner and it’s important that I do so before engaging in a conversation with Tina. She is trying to look out for me, and it’s sweet, but right now I don’t have all the answers.

      She grabs a box and follows after me. “I’m just saying. You just had dinner with Aaron and I two weeks ago, and you guys were fine.”

      I let the box fall out of my hands onto the hardwood. “Stop asking me. I don’t want to talk about it right now. Please. Give it a rest.”

      Tina’s eyes get big, and she sets her box down. “Sorry, I’ll stop. Just concerned.”

      I note her concern, but right now I need some time and space. It’s not like he cheated on me, or abused me. We just fell out of love, or never really were. Love is something that can’t be measured.

      The movers continue to bring in furniture, and I direct them where everything goes, and that takes a bit more stress off my back. Lee let me take some of the furniture that I picked out when we moved into our original house when Sherrie was born. At first, I told him I didn’t want to take anything, but he made a good point. If we were married, I’d be getting 50% of everything.

      Lee won’t use half the money he earns in his lifetime. With us gone, he will probably work until midnight and never find someone else if he doesn’t change. His work has always been a big component of our issues, but it also let us have a certain lifestyle.

      When Sherrie was first born, he took two weeks off of work, and helped ‌tremendously, but once he went back, things shifted and never got better. He worked constantly, no matter if we were on vacation or sitting at home. The firm had taken over his life, and we were just background pieces for him to move around.

      It doesn’t mean he’s a negligent parent, and someone might be okay with being in the background, but I’m not. I want someone who wants to rush home from work to be next to me, not come home at midnight, give me a kiss on the cheek, and go to bed. We were more like roommates than anything.

      “Anything else you need, ma’am?” one mover asks.

      I shake my head, hand him some money for a tip, and he closes the door behind him.

      The living room is not big by any means, maybe 400 square feet, and the loveseat fits snugly against the wall. It just leaves just enough room for my cherry oak side tables that were passed down to me from my mother. The size is adequate for just Sherrie and I. We don’t need anything extravagant.

      This new lifestyle will take some getting used to, because before now I never paid attention to my bank account before swiping my card. Sherrie depends on me now, and things like groceries, utilities, and rent are now at the forefront of my mind. I barely bring home two grand a month. Hairdressers aren’t exactly rolling in the dough, but I have loyal clients.

      “That’s all the boxes,” Tina says, taking a seat on the couch, catching her breath.

      “I’d offer you a drink, but we have nothing in the fridge yet,” I say.

      “Why don’t we go grab some lunch and then do some shopping?” Tina suggests.

      I know I’ve worked up an appetite and Sherrie has never been one to turn down food. “Come on, sweetie. We’re leaving for a bit.”

      She comes running down the hall and straight out the door. “Can we go to the diner? Pancakes, please?”

      Grapevine is a nice little town that I’ve grown to love, but when I was a child, I dreamed of living in a big city. The schools here are fantastic, and there isn’t a lot of crime. It’s a place where the kids can walk to the bus stop without getting abducted. In a big city, not so much. Lee tried to talk me into moving to Dallas a couple of times, but it wasn’t the best decision for Sherrie.

      “The diner it is.”

      Am I worried about how my daughter is going to handle the move? Yes, but at some point I have to be honest with myself, and leaving Lee is the best decision I made. Now, I have a real chance of finding someone who will give me what I want and more. Sherrie might not understand it now, but in the long run, it’s best for both her mother and father to be happy, even if it’s not with each other.

      Sometimes staying in a relationship for the children does more harm than good.
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      A dispatcher alerts the crew of an emergency on Stratford Ave and the alarm blares inside the station. I shove my feet into the fire-proof steel-toed boots, and snap the suspenders against my shoulder as I pull on my fire retardant pants. Thick gloves slide over my calloused hands as I rush to get all my gear on. Heavy boots run across the floor to get into the truck as Damon jumps in the driver’s seat, and the engine rumbles alive. Echoes bounce off the high truck bay walls, and then the bay door opens. He turns the sirens on and pulls out onto the street toward the address.

      It’s about four in the afternoon, and the roads are crowded. We have to be careful with slowing down at intersections so as to not collide with any other vehicles. Most drivers slow down and move over, but there is always that one asshole that doesn’t. It’s like playing a game of chicken, and they do not want to get into a crash with a fire truck. They build them strong and will demolish any vehicle.

      As we pull on Stratford Avenue, the cloud of black smoke is billowing in the sky, and flames are already consuming the structure. There are no police on scene yet, and no one standing outside. There must still be people inside. Normally, we always assess how badly damaged the structure is before going on, but with indication of possible civilians inside I don’t wait, but proceed with extreme caution.

      “I’m going in,” I yell to Damon as he and Jeremy prep the house.

      “Me too!” Tristan yells, following after me toward the crumbling house.

      Entering the house, smoke is drifting at the ceiling and sliding under the doors. Flames are licking the walls, bits of curtains are crumbling, and we split up to check the rooms. We need to get in and out as fast as possible to avoid the roof caving in on us.

      “Anyone in here?” I yell, but with my mask on, the echoes of debris falling around the house mutes me. So, I just keep yelling, hoping someone will respond. Every second inside this house is putting us in danger.

      The kitchen table collapses as the legs turn to charred stumps, and I rush through to get to the bedrooms. The door is unlocked, but no one appears to be inside. I check the closet to make sure and move on to the second bedroom. I bust it down to find a young child, around six years old laying on the floor. There is a vase broken on the floor, and cracks on the window.

      “Sweetie, are you okay?” I ask, but receive no response.

      There is no time to assess her, because this structure will not hold up much longer. I sweep her up into my arms, and navigate through the debris in the living room to get her outside to protection. EMT and Police are now on scene, and they rush over to me and take the little girl.

      “Where’s Tristan?” I yell to Damon, and he shrugs his shoulders.

      I run back inside, and start yelling, going straight to the remaining rooms, and there he is on the floor, trying to get two adults to wake up. They are unconscious, but still breathing.

      “Let’s get them out of here. This place is about to fall.”

      I sling the man over my shoulder, and Tristan follows behind me, treading lightly until we are back outside.

      “Still has a pulse but shallow breathing. No obvious injuries,” I tell the EMT while placing them on a gurney.

      “All clear inside.” I say to the police officer and Fire Chief.

      Each call is different, and we can’t foresee what is going to happen, but we do our best to make sure everyone is out of the house. Once the fire spreads, smoke inhalation kills people.

      After thirty minutes, the fire is out, but it has compromised the entire structure This family has lost everything. They wouldn’t have survived this fire if we didn’t respond so quickly. They train us to be on scene within five minutes. Fires get out of control fast.

      “Good job, bro. I couldn’t leave them behind.”

      He acts like I would just leave him there. The reason we work well together is because we have a long history and have each other’s backs. He might not be my brother by blood, but that doesn’t matter in my book.

      After the others have wrapped everything up, we head back to the station for shift change. We are about an hour overdue for shift change, but emergencies take precedence. Being a firefighter doesn’t have guaranteed hours because anything can pop up and it’s up to us to be there. Sometimes, it’s hard to make plans, especially on a day with a shift because it could turn into a fourteen hour shift if a bad fire breaks out. It’s not like other jobs where you can just say you don’t want the overtime.

      After that call, I wish I could get out of this date tonight, but Tristan has been pushing me hard core to do this. He’s a great friend, but this online dating crap just isn’t panning out for me.  Hell, I would much rather go home and sleep than sit through another horrendous date with someone who can’t have a conversation. Intelligence is something I find extremely attractive in a woman, and up to this point, none of the girls I have matched with have any.

      “I think I’m gonna cancel the date for tonight. After this, I’m exhausted,” I say, walking into the station.

      “Hell no. Just go. She could be the woman you have been waiting for, Brodie. Give her a chance.”

      Tristan has been hounding me to get back out there, and honestly most days I keep myself from thinking about how lonely I am. The chances of me finding the woman of my dreams through this is highly unlikely and I’m getting sick of wasting my nights meeting women who aren’t being truthful.

      That’s the biggest thing. No one fact checks them. So they can lie and say they are a doctor and no one would be the wiser. So, I have to take their profiles with a grain of salt, and hope for the best. Sometimes, this is frustrating.

      “Fine, but if this one doesn’t work out, then I’m done. Online dating isn’t working and frankly, it’s burning a hole in my pocket.”

      I take off my gear and change into my black slacks and blue button up. We are supposed to be meeting at LA VI in twenty minutes, but I might be a few minutes late. She should understand once I explain why. It comes with the job, and any woman that dates me has to understand that.

      “Alright, I’m taking off. See ya tomorrow at the field.”

      I grab my keys and head out the door to my truck. There is a pleasant breeze making the ninety degrees a bit more bearable. The first thing I do is roll all my windows down, and take off.

      When I pull up to LA VI, my chest tightens and anxiety sets in. First dates are nerve-wracking and then there’s the useless small talk you have to get through. When you are on a date, you are on your best behavior. Is it possible to skip all the bullshit and get down to the nitty gritty?

      The restaurant is dark, utilizing lighting to brighten it up, setting the mood. There are candles on the tables, and a vase with flowers. There are only two restaurants in Grapevine that are date worthy, and Tristan said that if I take a girl to the diner, they probably wouldn’t show up. Why does it matter? It’s just food. If they are truly there to get to know someone, then where it shouldn’t matter?

      The hostess is standing at a podium with a tablet in her hand, and I stand in line, waiting patiently for my turn. I notice a young woman sitting on the booth by the podium.

      “Denise?”

      She takes a once over of my body and smiles. “You must be Brodie.”

      First impression is that she is pretty, but with her short green dress showing off her long legs, and black heels that must be at least six inches. We aren’t going to the club. Her profile says she is thirty-two, but she appears to be younger than that. She gets up and stands next to me while we wait for the hostess.

      “I was doubting, like, if you were going to show up. Online dating isn’t exactly fool proof and they have stood me up before.”

      My hands clasp together, and I try to be nice, even though I didn't want to be here. First impressions are everything, and she is not for me. Is it wrong that I prefer a woman that doesn’t wear bodycon dresses and six-inch heels? Some men might find that sexy, but I prefer jeans and a t-shirt type of girl.

      “I had a call that took longer than expected. My job doesn’t afford me the luxury of being off at a certain time every day.”

      She just glances at me and goes back to playing on her phone.

      This ‌bothers me. Why aren’t you giving me your undivided attention? It’s so damn rude to be on your phone while being on a date, especially with someone whom you have never met. I keep my mouth shut and try to stay positive. We make it up to the stand.

      “Reservation for two. Brodie Hill.”

      She grabs the tablet and swipes twice. “Okay, follow me, please.”

      The hostess takes us to a table in the middle of the restaurant, and hands us the menus. Denise takes off her jacket, exposing her bare shoulders from her strapless red dress.

      “So, your profile said that you were at the University?”

      She doesn’t take her eyes off the menu. “Yeah, I do admin work there, and like whatever else they ask me. I don’t plan on staying there long. I might, like, take some time off and figure out what I want to do.”

      Her excessive use of the word, like, is getting to me. Okay, I’m being a smartass now. How is this woman in her thirties? She acts like she’s early twenties at most. It’s like pulling teeth to have a conversation.

      “And you are a firefighter, right? That’s, like, so hot.”

      This will not work out, and staying here will not make matters better. If she says like one more time, I’m going to gag. I should’ve canceled.

      I refuse to sit here for the next hour or two and listen to this woman talk. Is she unable to go two sentences without using the word like? She must be lying about her age, because normal thirty-year-olds do not speak in this manner.

      “I’m going to use the restroom,” I say, scooting my chair out, making a bee line for the bathroom and then sneaking out the front door.

      Online dating is a nightmare. I’m done with it. Tristan is going to get an ear full tomorrow.

      Why is it so hard to find someone good-looking, intelligent, and wanting to settle down?
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      Sleep is something I’ve always had issues with and couple that with sleeping alone in a bed for the first time in a decade, you get my drift. Going our separate ways is the right decision, but it will take time to get used to it. My days are different now. Normally, Lee’s alarm would go off around six in the morning, and would wake me up too, but I forgot to set my own alarm, so I pop out of bed around seven. He would get Sherrie up, and feed her while I get in the shower and get ready for work and then we would switch. Now, I get her up and feed her. My morning showers are gone and replaced with doing them at night, so we aren’t running late.

      I knock on her door and then turn the knob. “It’s time to get up for school. Rise and shine!”

      Sherrie gets up the first time I wake her, which is unusual and heads straight to the kitchen to sit down at the island. I don’t have to ask what she wants because it’s routine. So, I put the grounds in the coffeemaker and switch it on, while I put two pieces of bread in the toaster for her.

      “How did you sleep, princess?”

      She smiles. “My new bed is amazing. Didn’t wake up once.”

      Lee and I agree to ‌her bedroom remaining the same at his house, and he bought the bed for her new room. I was against it at first, but it’s for Sherrie.

      The toaster pops, and I take the bread out and place it on a plate.

      “I’ll get the butter and cinnamon.” Sherrie says, excited to make her own breakfast.

      She grabs the butter out of the fridge and the cinnamon out of the drawer. Lee always reminds me to monitor her or she will put way too much on there and then she’s wired for the rest of the day.

      “That’s enough, sweetie.”

      She takes the plate back to the island and begins eating, while I pour the fresh coffee into my mug and add a little creamer. I have no energy, but regardless I have appointments today, and can’t miss.

      The responsibility is all on me now, and that means getting as many appointments booked so the bills are paid. Before, I usually only work four days a week, but now I’m going to open my schedule to service more clients. It’s common sense. The more clients I get in my chair, the more money I make. So, I’ll be reaching out to my clientele about the change in hours. The weekends are at my discretion only because I’d like to keep that as family time for Sherrie and I. Her softball games once the season starts will be on Saturdays and it’s important to her for me to be there.

      I sit down next to Sherrie, and check my calendar for today. My last appointment is at two-thirty and then I’ll have enough time to pick her up from school, and then she has her first softball practice of the season.

      “Are you looking forward to meeting your new coach tonight?” I ask.

      She nods, and continues eating.

      Lee always convinced her to try out different sports, and it’s always been softball. She has come a long way since her first year, and she is always excited about the start of a new season. Her old coach moved away after last year, and I hope she doesn’t end up with a coach that screams at the girls like it’s college softball. Not everyone is cut out to teach little kids.

      When I was her age, my whole life was softball. I played for a long time and always found it almost therapeutic. It’s a good way to be social and understand how to work as a team. Every kid should try at least once. I think it’s helped Sherrie bond with the other girls on the team.

      “Let’s get ready. We gotta leave in ten minutes.”

      We get up from the island and go into our rooms. The one thing I like most about my job is the ability to dress how I want. Usually I’m in jeans and a nice blouse with converse. Being on my feet most of the day, it helps.

      Sherrie comes out in a pink dress and white flats. “I’m ready, mom.”

      I smile, spin her around, and then grab my keys.

      “Let’s hustle. Mommy can’t be late for work.”

      Dropping her off is always fairly easy if everyone follows the rules, but there is always one person that doesn’t understand how the system works or that’s what they claim. If both lanes constantly move, then it takes around ten minutes, but right now there is some woman holding up the line. I try to take a deep breath and calm myself, but being late as the boss is disrespectful.

      “Come on. We have jobs to get too!” I yell out my window and the lady rolls her eyes and gets back in her car.

      I pull up to the front doors, Sherrie gets out, and I blow her a kiss before heading out of the parking lot. I’ve got about ten minutes to get to the salon, but Tina is most likely already there getting set up. I’m not one of those people that think just because I’m the boss, I should get away with things. My employees are aware of what I expect, and they want the same from me. It’s a respectable thing. Traffic isn’t too bad, and I make it with a couple of minutes to spare.
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