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      Another day and the smell of morning coffee brought me to my work desk before my eyes even felt open.

      Every night before bed, I prepared the coffee pot and set the timer so that it brewed before I even woke up. The rich smell lured me from under the soft, warm blankets out into the world better than an alarm clock.

      It had been Princess’ suggestion almost two years ago. I’d agreed to try it for a week. That week became months. Now, it was routine.

      Princess purred away on the desk, already awake too and looking radiant. Her monitor screen exuded a soft, pale light which allowed me to see my way around. The rest of the house with the blinds still turned down kept the rising sun at bay. Hopefully by the time I opened them I’d be ready for the brightness which awaited me.

      “Do you have to be so damn cheery in the morning,” I asked Princess, who would have leisurely stretched if she could. I’m certain of it.

      The coffee pot sat on top of a black mini fridge placed off to the right side of my desk. The fridge was filled with healthy snacks so I didn’t even have to walk the ten steps to my kitchen if I got munchie while working. I poured myself a cup of coffee. Last night I’d chosen a mug that read 365 opportunities this year, which made me want to toss it against the wall because that was also 365 mornings I didn’t want to get out of bed and 365 nights when I’d go to bed tired, but certainly wishing I could stay up for just another hour or two. Why did I even keep this cup? Especially when it reminded me of my dislike of mornings.

      I pulled the caramel macchiato creamer out of the mini fridge. The bottle felt nearly empty.

      If only I could get Princess to add creamer to the shopping list. She just wasn’t that advanced yet. Perhaps with my next computer upgrade.

      Sitting down in the creaky office chair, I held the warming coffee cup in both hands as if it were a fortifying shield. I might be ready now. Well, no, I wasn’t, but I might be inching there. Might as well face the day head on.

      With two sips of creamy coffee in me now, I felt awareness flowing down over me, pushing sleepiness down to my feet.

      “What have you got for me today, Princess?” I asked.

      Princess stared blankly back at me. Yeah, I’d have to put down the coffee and place my fingers on the keyboard. All right, let’s do this.

      Cup down, I logged into Princess, then drank while she finished her initial startup routine. Power kicked on every morning about the same time the coffee started so that Princess could begin. If I didn’t have her start time enabled, her boot-up sequence every morning took longer than mine. I used to use that time to get dressed, maybe stretch the creaks out of my arms and back, but I often found myself having to go change once I got into my email to see what the day held for me. That waste of time sent me looking for a better solution, and that was starting Princess up before me.

      I drank more coffee while I waited for her to finish the startup loads, only the ones absolutely necessary. Being a resource eater, email was not one of them. I preferred to go out to the Internet to open my email and it meant more CPU power for Princess if I followed that order. But opening email was still what I did first. That would tell me what the day held.

      A text notification arrived on the screen with a ding. I wasn’t even dressed. Seriously, who could need me this early in the morning?

      I barely had a chance to glimpse the name before it began sliding to disappear away. It was from Charlotte. Well, that might not be so bad.

      But as an actress with a husband who supported her, early mornings weren’t her thing either. Her kid was in college now, so anything before noon was too early for her now that could spend the day at her complete leisure.

      All right, I was being unfair. Her rehearsals for the local community plays often had long hours extending into the evening, not to mention when it was “show week” and the theater gobbled up her life with finalizing the sets, costumes, and props along with performing the production itself in front of audiences over several days. Sometimes twice during matinee days. Charlotte was one of those people who enjoyed every aspect of theater and wasn’t someone who could just walk on the set, play her part, and walk off leaving everything else to someone else. No, she did her fair share.

      In community theater, there could be no prima donnas, though many people didn’t see beyond that with Charlotte. Only those who were involved in theater, as well as a few close friends, knew just how hard Charlotte worked.

      But when she acted like she was the star all the time, it was easy to forget.

      I spent my days beneath dusty desks sorting out tangled computer cables. I ‘d left my computer IT day job to be a remote tech support, but when someone local needed their monitor changed out or their network wasn’t working, they called me. My skills were rare in this small community of Lockwood. Not exactly glamorous work, but it paid the bills, plus it let me be in the same town with my aging parents.

      I clicked the text notification back onto the screen and instantly saw that Charlotte was frantic, and she was coming over.

      I barely had time to realize that I should go get dressed and turned in my chair to get up when the doorbell rang.

      There was no way it could be Charlotte. She’d have to shower, blow dry and curl her hair, select the perfect matching outfit that she’d look great in whether it be blue jeans and a tee shirt or a sparkling evening gown with glossy heels. As if there were places in Lockwood to go dressed in formal attire.

      The person at the door took to pounding. Not even a polite knock.

      I hadn’t even looked at my email this morning. Or finished my cup of coffee. Was it a full moon?

      For a witch, I was really bad about keeping track of that.

      Nowadays, keeping track of the moon cycle was as simple as looking at the “complication” on my watch face. Complication? Really? When the programmers had to think up what they would call all the gadgets which could be customized on the watch, did they not realize that most people didn’t want more complications in their lives, let alone on their wearable tech? Obviously, a man had designed it. A woman would have said, “Don’t be stupid. Calling it a complication is stupid.”

      The insistent knock quaked my door again.

      “Coming,” I shouted so they would stop. Whoever it was, because I really didn’t think it could be Charlotte, would have to deal with me in pajama bottoms and a black muscle shirt.

      Crossing the living room, I opened the door.

      Charlotte stood on the stoop looking disheveled. Unbrushed blond hair, a crumpled tee shirt which looked like it might have been slept in, and sweatpants. Honestly, she probably didn’t look too different than me. The moment she saw me, she barged in.

      “Jules, thank goodness you’re home,” she said.

      I watched her flop down into one of my two recliners in the living room. Arms fell over the sides, knuckles of one hand thudding against the table beside the chair. Where did she think I would go? Especially at this hour of the morning.

      “Jules, it’s horrible.”

      I felt my breath catch at her words. There would only be one reason she’d be here in this messed up state. “Did something happen to Stan? Or Bryan?”

      “No, they’re fine,” she said with a wave of her hand. Yet, she glanced up at me with a desperation in her eyes that I couldn’t understand.

      “Honey, what happened?” I asked, slipping down into the other recliner. I wished she wasn’t making me wait, that she would spit it out already. Leave it to Charlotte to be the dramatic drama queen. I wondered what my next line was supposed to be.

      “I’ve been getting… notes.”

      “Notes?” Now Charlotte and I had been friends since high school. She’d been a theater geek back then too. I knew that “notes” was something that directors gave to the cast after a show in order to aid their next performance and make them better as actors. She didn’t ever talk about her notes and I always figured it was because the critiques were something she needed to internalize without letting it become a crippling critical voice.
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