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Julie was stretched out on the couch, her gray fleece blanket pulled all the way up to her chin. She was still cold.

She reached back and felt the radiator behind the couch. Lukewarm.

Of course it was. The bloody heater was acting up again. 

With a sigh, she kicked the blanket off, shoved her sweatpants deeper into her wool socks, slid the hot-water bottle under her sweater, then quickly wrapped herself back up and closed her eyes.

A wave of dread rolled in.

This was her last week of Christmas break, and this was how she was spending it: sprawled on the couch, staring at a screen. Phone. TV. Phone again. 

What had happened to her?

She wasn’t sick. She wasn’t tired. She was just... spectacularly unmotivated.

With one hand she reached for the half-empty box of discounted Christmas cookies, with the other for the remote.

Even the TV seemed determined to bully her during this miserable first week of January. 

She flipped through channels. 

Everything was on sale. Furniture, twenty percent off. Buy-one-get-one-free makeup. Kitchen gadgets promising to “organize her life.” And everywhere that one word, screaming at her in bold letters with an exclamation mark:

SALE.

As if all of life’s problems had suddenly become cheaper—except for how she felt right now.

Was it her job? Oh, absolutely.

In a few days she’d be back in a classroom full of kindergarteners who, after two weeks of sugar, late nights, and complete sensory overload, would probably behave like tiny, screaming missiles with backpacks. 

But honestly, it wasn’t the kids she dreaded.

It was her coworkers.

They were the real toddlers, with their endless gossip, passive-aggressive sighs, and dramatic complaints.

Anyone looking to lose all hope in under thirty minutes needed only to sit through a lunch break with the staff of Azalea Preschool in Crystal Bell, a small town just north of Charleston, South Carolina.

“This year, we will only do work that we actually love!” one of her friends had drunkenly yelled into her ear at a New Year’s Eve party at the harbor pub.

Later that night, lying in bed, Julie had tried to picture what that might look like for her. She’d come up with three options: cat-sitter, pastry baker, or professional Netflix binger.

She didn’t always feel this blah. This was a Christmas thing.

More specifically: the fact that Christmas was over.

Yesterday, she’d hauled the Christmas tree up to the shared attic storage space. 

The corner where it had stood now looked sad and unfinished.

Julie felt empty. Not in a dramatic cry-into-my-pillow way, but more like a persistent low-energy vibe that wouldn’t lift.
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