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 MORNING


	 


	Neighbors were heading out of their homes to work. A black cat was staring out the glass door in one neighbor’s house. Dogs were barking in another neighbor’s side yard. Some neighbors were ushering their young kids to school. The retired widow came out in a robe and grabbed the newspaper. A school bus stopped at the corner and picked up a few older kids. Most homes, including the widower's home, had two to four moderately priced cars parked in the driveway. Then there was that one house that had only one car but an otherwise open driveway. That was the one quiet, lonely house.


	Except every morning around eight, tight calf muscles covered with black pantyhose elevated by three-inch heels emerged from the front door. Keys clanged against one another once the door shut and the deadbolt was locked. A morning dove sat in a hanging flower basket. A hatchling sparsely covered with feathers nestled up to the dove. The heels walked across a wooden porch toward it.


	Wearing a matching business skirt and top, she approached the flower basket and leaned her head closer to the nest. Pushing up her sunglasses, the woman gushed, “Oh, how sweet, a baby. So beautiful.” The mama bird stretched out its wing, raised it high, and struck her across the cheek with one swift stroke. With her crooked sunglasses barely on her head, she quickly jumped back. It took a few moments to register the sting before she abruptly left the front porch. She held the side of her face while headed to her car.


	She stumbled a bit when she opened the car door and quickly sat down. After she removed her expensive sunglasses, her perfectly flat-ironed hair fell back into place. Turning on the car, she watched the front dashboard light up. Once she cranked up the AC, she closed the driver’s side door. The car was left in park.


	“Ouch, I can't believe this bird just slapped me with its wing,” she cried. She turned her face and looked into the rearview mirror. Adjusting the mirror with her right hand, her left hand rested on the steering wheel. She wore no rings on her manicured fingernails. However, expensive earrings and a necklace reflected back in the mirror along with an uneven streak running through her foundation. Her eyeshadow, mascara, eyeliner, brow color and lipstick were otherwise perfection. She removed a powder case and blush from her purse. Flinching while she fixed the smeared makeup on her cheek, she whined, “I can't even get love from a dove.”


	Satisfied her touch up covered the mishap, she put the car in reverse, backed out her driveway, and drove off. Her home was the only house on the block now with an empty driveway.


	After arriving at her job, the woman walked to her cubicle holding a foam coffee cup with a disposable, lipstick-stained lid. She sat at her desk, turned on her computer, and finished her coffee. Handwritten dates and times covered a desk calendar. File organizers, pen organizers, shelf organizers, paper organizers, and more calendars with schedules were placed all over the windowless cubicle. A plain black and white traditional wall clock hung near her desk. Magazine articles were tacked up on the wall surrounding the clock. She reapplied her lipstick using her phone's camera for a mirror. She smacked her lips and made a kissy face.


	Her coworker walked in wearing no makeup, worn slacks, flats, and a sloppy bun. "Good morning, Brooke!" She held a lidless coffee cup. A large diamond and gold band were on her rugged left ring finger. Each one of her fingernails had chipped polish.


	"As long as it’s not a morning dove," Brooke depressingly replied.


	“What?” the co-worker asked.


	“What?” Brooke repeated.


	Shrugging off the odd comment, the coworker said, “The boss wants those final revisions.”


	Brooke’s glaring stare caused her coworker to take a step back.


	"And he said we're responsible for this month's copy edits since that whole department went on vacation." Her coworker partly hid herself behind the partition.


	"Ugh, I mean, we might as well do his job too while we're at it."


	"Yeah, well, cutbacks. He wants it by the end of the week."


	“And I want a winning lottery ticket,” Brooke replied.


	The coworker exchanged the coffee cup for the folder. “And I want a raise, Brooke. I’m only paid ten dollars per hour, so I brought you this straight from the company’s lounge instead of your fancy coffee houses.”


	Brooke tossed her empty, foam coffee cup into her trash can and took the filled coffee cup from her coworker. “Oh, thank you, Julie. You’re the best.”


	“Sure, that's what the humble assistant around here is good for. I figured you'd need it after your hot date last night.” Julie smirked. “I made it tall and sweet too just like you say all your men are.”


	“You know my taste.”


	Brooke took a sip, but she pulled back quickly. “Oh, and just like my men, it's hot too,” she said while waving her hand in front of her face. She blew on the cup before taking another sip.


	“No, espresso, though.”


	Brooke spits the coffee back into the cup. “What's the point then?”


	“Funny, you say that after every breakup and before a new date.”


	Setting the cup to the side, Brooke argued,” No, like my men, I want my coffee strong too.”


	“Brooke, why do you insist on being so adamant about finding the perfect man. Newsflash! He doesn’t exist!”


	“But coffee without espresso is like drinking a diet, caffeine free cola. If you're going to take out the sugar and the caffeine, you might as well drink water, and I refuse to settle for a watered-down soulmate.”


	“I don't know how you can drink coffee with all those extra shots. Your heart should have exploded by now.”


	“My blood pressure is actually low. Runs around 90/50. If I don't drink the espresso, my heart might stop.”


	“You need to see a cardiologist then.”


	Nodding in agreement, Brooke replied, “I would love to be seeing a cardiologist right now. If things go right, forget my heart not working! I might not be working ever again with that kind of spousal support.”


	“You need to see a cardiologist.” After clearing her throat, Julie added, “For a doctor's appointment. Not a date. Your blood pressure is not normal.” Julie mumbled, “You're not normal.”


	“Why?” Brooke asked. “I already know what's wrong.”


	“Clearly, a lot.”


	Brooke raised her voice. “With my heart, thank you.”


	“What? Stress? A-fib? Family history? Bad genetics?”


	Brooke placed the palm of her hand over her heart. Using an exaggerated voice, she replied, “No, I've had my heart broken so many times that it no longer works right.”


	“Please. That blood pressure is too low, Brooke,” Julie said.


	“Well, I’m still here. I get a little dizzy when it drops low, but that’s about it.”


	Sarcastically, Julie continued, “I've witnessed a similar situation with your IQ.”


	Shocked, Brooke asked, “My IQ? Don’t you remember what you said in highschool when you saw my report card hanging on my parents’ refrigerator?”


	“That I didn’t realize a report card could have so many As?”


	“So, what’s my IQ got to do with anything?” She mumbled, “I sure make more money than you.”


	“Yeah, well, when men come around, your IQ also drops. It drops about 50 points low.”


	Brooke quipped, “It's still higher than yours.”


	“Yeah, and who were you with last night? Eric?”


	Brooke casually responded, “No, Derick. Keep my men straight.”


	“I can't anymore.” She massaged her temples. “Isn't it time you settle down?”


	With a brief starry-eyed gaze, Brooke answered, “Nah, I love too many men to marry just one.”


	“Has he called you since?”


	“Has who called me?”


	“Christ, you can’t keep up with your own men. Eric?!”


	“Derick, you mean? Uh.” Brooke resumed sipping her coffee.


	Julie quickly walked out. “Girl, bye. I got work to do.”


	While Julie walked away, Brooke pulled up a word processor and typed on her keyboard. She alternated checking her phone, clicking on the mouse, scrolling through her company’s computer programs, and typing. No texts or calls. She typed a few more sentences into her word processor.


	Brooke took a picture of her coffee and posted it to social media. She typed: Second Cup!


	A few minutes later Julie added her own picture of coffee to Brooke’s social media feed. Compared to Brooke’s photo, Julie had a better-looking background, and the colors popped off her picture. Her caption, Round One, was written in large, fancy font. “Oh, she always takes and designs better pictures than me.”


	Once Brooke’s screen was filled with columns of text, she checked her phone again. No new messages appeared. The minute and then hour hands of the office clock went around and around. Still, no new messages, texts, or calls. Brooke tried to start a new file for the next month’s pitches, but the newly opened screen remained blank.


	However, notifications continued to appear on Brooke’s phone. Promoting some social media pieces, Julie posted cute pictures of kittens for the upcoming adoption day and a beach paradise montage for another event.


	A text finally came across Brooke’s phone from Julie: Cats are so stuck up.


	Brooke replied: Dogs are a waste of oxygen. However, she hit the delete button rather than send the message. Brooke checked her phone's internet search engines. She searched images and blew up each one to cover the white space on her screen. She mindlessly scrolled through social media accounts and posted her coffee picture to a couple of more accounts promoting her place of employment. She recaptioned it: We’re here to get the news for you! Scrolling through her contacts and then her recent phone logs only a long list of Julie’s calls appeared.


	“Lame,” Brooke mumbled. “I need better catchphrases if I’m going to up my game around here.”


	After enough time of more phone silence, Brooke texted Julie: Julie?


	Julie immediately replied: Yes?


	Brooke mumbled to herself, “Dang it, my phone definitely is working. I guess last night’s date didn’t go as great as I thought. He would have texted by now to at least tell me good morning. What else is new?”


	Brooke tossed her phone to the side, but she immediately picked it back up and played some more on it. A few moments later, Julie poked her head into the cubicle.


	Julie stared at the blank computer screen. “Wow, you've gotten a lot of work done today. Were you assigned the sports article?"


	"Ugh, that's almost as bad as being a traffic reporter. I can tell you everything about football players."


	They finished the sentence together. "But nothing about football."


	"So, what do you need, Brooke?”


	"Prince Charming, a two-story house with a white picket fence, his and hers matching sports cars... and I did finish my first article, thank you very much." Pointing to the blank screen, she continued, "I'm beginning my second article."


	"So, you don't need anything?"


	"Nothing at all.”


	“Nothing's hardly done all right. We have a deadline tomorrow, you know. So, why did you text me then?”


	“Oh, I, uh,  pocket dialed you, sorry.”


	“How do you pocket-dial my name?” Julie pointed at Brooke's phone. “Were you checking to see if your phone was working again? Because, yes, your phone is working. Whoever it is: Jeff, Heff, Rick, Mick, Dick, Ron, John, Rick, Eric,” Julie mockingly said using a schoolgirl's voice.


	Brooke frowned. “Derick.” She paused. “I mean, Jeff might call too, maybe, uh, I don’t know.”


	“Whoever it is not texting. Whoever it is is not calling, and besides, it's lunchtime! You know, I've been craving those chicken sandwiches.”


	Brooke kept looking at her phone. “Sounds good.”


	“What? No salad for you?”


	Brooke became overly excited. “Not today. Throw the chicken on the grill.”


	Julie sarcastically replied, “And what did a bird ever do to you?”


	“You have no idea.” After a brief pause, Brooke continued, “One slapped me this morning.”


	Disbelief came over Julie's face. “Wait, what?” she asked in between a laugh.


	“Some bird made a nest in my hanging flower basket and one of the eggs hatched.”


	“Aww.”


	“Aww, nothing. I went to go see it and pop! I guess I got too close because the mama slapped me right across the face with her wing.”


	Julie laughed, but she quickly covered her mouth. “I'm sorry. That's kind of funny, though.”


	“You know what. Maybe I'll just order some wings for lunch.”


	Julie was still laughing. “That will teach that bird!”


	Brooke checked her makeup using her phone's camera feature for a mirror one more time. Julie walked up behind her with her phone and took a picture of the two of them. Brooke struck a quick pose before going back to reapplying her makeup. Julie used a funny face app to edit their picture by making part of their faces look cartoonish while Brooke finished applying the last touches of her makeup. “Nothing says I can’t text first.”


	“Brooke, no!”


	Brooke typed a text to Derick: Going to lunch. Wyd?


	“Don’t text him,” Julie argued.


	Brooke shrugged. “He could have just been busy earlier. I’m checking in.”


	“He would have checked in if he wasn’t playing games,” Julie explained.


	Brooke hit send anyway and typed on her computer: When Your Best Friend Pisses You Off. She quickly erased it. Julie gave her an unforgiving stare. Brooke slammed her hand on the keyboard. “Yeah, I know. If he was going to call, he'd call by now. It might have taken me thirty-six years to learn that, but I got it. Another date that was a waste of my time. I’m telling you there is no point. What’s the point?!”


	Julie now gave her an I told you so look. “You're trying too hard, but I have an idea to help you forget him.”


	“No, your last idea was speed dating. The only speed I like is three shots of espresso in my dessert coffee!”


	“No, I have a better idea than that.”


	“Look, the last time you told me to swear off men I wound up dating a woman. She must have texted me every five minutes, left at least three voicemails an hour, and showed up here unannounced.”


	“That’s what you do to me every day,” Julie interrupted.


	Brooke gave Julie the unforgiving stare before she continued, “She even waited for me outside after work once. I was like man! She is doing everything to me that I have ever done to every single guy I have ever dated back in my 20s. Needless to say, that didn’t work either. Sometimes I don’t even think I know what I want anymore, but don’t worry and tell your husband not to worry either. I won’t hit on you.”


	Offended, Julie replied, “Why? Am I not hot enough for you?”


	“You’re like a sister!”


	“Well, it'll happen when the right person comes around. Besides, I wish I had the energy to keep myself up like you do instead of wasting it taking care of everyone else, husband included.”


	“You got to dress to impress!”


	“There’s no one here to impress. Besides, who has the energy?” Julie asked.


	“I know. It took me hours to get ready for my date with Derick. I had to iron my clothes and flat iron my hair, but it took him only a couple of minutes to throw my clothes on the floor and mess up my hair.”


	“Ew.”


	Brooke opened a drawer in her desk. It was full of Ketchy Kethcup packets, napkins, unused plastic straws, energy drinks, and single cup espresso brewers. 


	Julie looked in and nodded. “You should join caffeine anonymous.”


	“It's at the coffee shop every morning. Program complete in 12 shots. 4 shots of chocolate, 3 shot of cinnamon, 4 shots of espresso, and 1 shot of cream. That's where I met Derick, actually.”


	Laughing, Julie asked, “Was their breakfast special big cheeses that day? All the more reason to switch to decaf. You're moving way too fast. Slow down. Stop trying to force things. Be patient.”


	“Patient?” Brooke slammed the drawer closed. “Patient? I've waited longer than anyone! When I didn't have a date to prom, I told myself to be patient. When everyone got engaged in college, I told myself I still had time. When everyone got married after college graduation, I told myself to wait. My turn was coming. I watched my younger siblings get married, buy big fancy houses, and have babies with their spouses. Then, I had to watch all my little cousins do the same thing. Everyone's ahead of me, but I'm working twice as hard because I have to do every single goddamn thing myself. I'm 36. If nothing else, I should be twice divorced by now.”


	“The grass isn't always greener on the other side.”


	Brooke waved Julie away. “Yeah, yeah, I know. The greener the grass the more fertilizer probably made from horse manure is used to keep it that way.”


	Julie brushed Brooke's hand away. “And trust me even manure starts with a man.”


	“You married your high school sweetheart. You don't get it. You didn't have to work overtime to get your mortgage paid. You have two incomes to split the bills. You don't have to take the trash out every single time. Someone's always got your back. You don't have to sleep alone. Don't tell me anything.”


	“Yes, but you could work all the late hours when I had younger kids. I had to get them when the daycare said I had to, so I couldn’t work my way up like you or make overtime. Your salary is a lot higher, remember? Daycare wasn’t cheap either.”


	“That’s not the point.”


	“You know, this would make a great pro versus con article. We should pitch it at the next meeting.” Pointing to Brooke’s blank computer screen, Julie added, “You look like you could use some suggestions anyway.”


	Offering the first pitch, Brooke clicked the blinking cursor and began to type. “Top reasons to marry,” she said as she typed the letters that appeared in all caps on the screen.


	Julie countered, “Top reasons not to marry.”


	Splitting the screen into two columns with their respective titles, Brooke put under her column everything she said. “Helps pay the bills.”


	Julie replied with disgust as Brooke typed her words in the other column, “Runs up twice the bills.”


	“Always someone to call.”


	“Only calls to check on dinner.”


	“Cooks dinner sometimes.”


	“Leaves a sink full of pots and dishes when he does. Don't get me started on cleaning the stove top or scrubbing the oven afterwards either.”


	“Kisses you goodnight.”


	Through clenched teeth, Julie replied, “Then snores all night.”


	“Rubs your feet after work.”


	“What dream world are you living in?” Julie asked. “Try smelling his feet after work.”


	Pointing at Julie, Brooke surprisingly asked, “Is that why you're obsessed with scented wax cubes?”


	Julie gave her an unforgiving stare. Without missing a beat, she replied, “How do you not like the morning espresso scent?”


	Brooke wasted no time with her witty reply. “I can't drink it.”


	Brooke nodded toward the computer without missing a beat. “Have babies.”


	“That turn into teenagers.”


	“Romantic Valentine's Day.”


	“I HATE those chocolates with the orange filling. Every box has one, and it makes me puke. And before you say anything else, roses make me sneeze too. Next!”


	“Wake up to someone Christmas morning.”


	“With morning breath.”


	“Cuts the grass.”


	“Cuts the cheese.”


	Brooke raised up her hands. “I give up. You win. The glass is always half empty.”


	“That's because you keep drinking the coffee.”


	“At least it's not always completely empty like when you drink the alcohol," Brooke's raised voice said before quickly returning back to normal to focus on the task at hand. "Two incomes make you middle class while one income has me working class."


	"Yeah, well, a few years of marriage and you’ll be in the drinking class." Eye level with Brooke, Julie grabbed her by the arm. “Lunch hour will be over before we finish this debate and a drink sounds great right now.”


	“Sounds less like a debate and more like two listicles to me.”


	“C'mon. We'll sort through these ideas when we get back, and I rather leave before the wannabe boss, Natalia, makes her rounds.”


	Brooke rolled her eyes.


	They made their way through a maze of cubicles and out into the hot, muggy air. They crossed a street and headed to a small cafe with Julie leading the way.


	Staring at her silent phone while they walked down the sidewalk, Brooke said, “It's like the reverse of when the jury comes back real quick. You know it's a guilty verdict. If the jury stays out for a long time, you have a chance, but not with this. The longer it takes for him to reply back, the less interested he is.”


	Julie spun around. “What's it going to take to distract you? If anyone's guilty, you're guilty of wasting your time. Forget about him. I told you I have the perfect idea to help. Forget him,” she demanded.


	The breeze provided by the AC hit them as soon as they opened the cafe door. "Table for two?" the hostess asked.


	"Yes, thank you," Julie replied. 


	They followed the hostess after Brooke reluctantly put her phone in her pocket. A few people were already seated at nearby tables inside the cafe, but within seconds, Brooke pulled the phone back out and cried, “But I can't.”


	“You will.”


	“Will not.”


	“Will too.”


	Stopping in her tracks, Brooke asked, “Wait, is your idea to set me up with a guy named Will?”


	Grabbing Brooke's arm, Julie yanked her toward their table. “C'mon, before these crowds hit. My stomach is killing me. Oh, before I forget, do you have anything not too loose fitting I can borrow for my husband's business dinner? My husband thought the last time we went out I was wearing one of my old maternity dresses.”


	“Were you?”


	Julie gave Brooke the look of disappointment as they were seated.


	The hostess handed each one of them a menu sparing Julie a reply. “Your server will be here shortly.”


	“Thank you,” Brooke replied. After the hostess walked away, she snapped again, “So were you?”


	Opening the menu, Julie said, “No! And as far as today goes I had a big breakfast.” Peering at her stomach, she rubbed her belly and added, “I’m a little bloated.”


	“Most of my dresses are very form fitting.”


	“I know. That's why I'm asking for something not too loose, but obviously loose enough to fit me.”


	“Maybe we should update your wardrobe.”


	“I can’t. The twins have band fees, band camp, then they need school supplies, and my husband’s car needs some work done. Besides, your clothes fit me. They just cover different parts of my body and show other parts that should probably be covered. I need some work done.”


	Putting the menu down in exchange for her phone’s camera feature again, Brooke stretched the skin on the side of her face. “I need some work done too.”


	 




 HUNGER PAINS


	 


	Julie's half-eaten sandwich and fries were on the table. Brooke sipped more coffee. A bottle of Ketchy Ketchup and ‘Mazing Mustard were set to the side by the salt and pepper shaker. A fork tossed to the side of a plastic salad plate with remnants of lettuce was in front of Brooke. Julie returned to the table with her hand over her lower abdomen as the server approached holding a large tray with two pitchers and some check holders.


	"Can I get you, ladies, anything else?" he asked while setting down a pitcher.


	Pointing to the fries, Julie said, "I just need a little more ketchup for the fries. The bottle ran out, but we're good otherwise." Julie looked to Brooke, who nodded her head, before she continued, "Thank you."


	“Let me see what I can do. You’d be amazed how fast we run through the condiments around here. I’ll be right back.” He opened a check holder, glanced it over, then set down the bill and refilled their drinks from one of the pitchers before walking to another table.


	Scrolling through her phone, Brooke said, “I need to find some new reading material. I feel like this news network, and celebrity gossip site recycle some of the same articles or topics. Every summer there’s a how to get a flat stomach article and celebrities with their bikini bods. There’s got to be more original ideas out there.” Sweeping the lettuce scraps to one side of the plate, Brooke used the plastic fork to play with the food. “We should pitch eco-friendly disposable utensils and packaging ideas for these managers,” she added, holding up the fork before tossing it back onto the plate. 


	“Encouraging recycling, yes, that would kind of go with my new pitch idea. I was thinking about pitching an article about money hiding in plain sight,” Julie said.


	“What? Where?” Brooke asked. “We need to grab it!”


	Picking up the salt shaker and gently shaking it, Julie explained, “I saw a story about how people made a fortune off of computers because every house and business use it. Well, what about the people who make their living off of salt manufacturing, or how a millionaire made his fortune from toilet paper?”
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