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The Morning You Stop Making Excuses to Yourself
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At 5:47 on a gray Monday morning, Daniel Mercer opened his eyes before the alarm rang and immediately began negotiating with himself. The room was cold, the blanket was warm, and a thin line of rain moved slowly down the window beside his bed. Somewhere beneath the floorboards, the old heating pipes clicked like impatient fingers. His running shoes waited near the bedroom door, perfectly clean despite being six months old. Daniel stared at them for several seconds, then closed his eyes again. He had slept badly. His knee had felt strange yesterday. The rain might grow heavier. Running without enough rest could be unhealthy. Besides, one missed morning would not change anything. He could begin properly tomorrow, when the weather improved, and he had more energy.

He knew the speech by heart because he had delivered some version of it every morning for years.

When the alarm finally sounded at six, Daniel reached across the bedside table and silenced it before the second chime. His wife, Claire, stirred beside him but did not wake. Daniel remained still, listening to the rain and feeling a familiar relief settle over him. The decision had been made. He did not have to struggle now. He could sleep for another hour and begin his life later.

But sleep did not return.

Instead, his mind moved through the unfinished rooms of his life. There was the novel he had planned to write since university, represented by a folder on his laptop containing three different opening paragraphs and nothing else. There was the promotion he claimed he wanted but had never applied for because the timing was never quite right. There was the gym membership he continued paying for because canceling it would feel like admitting defeat. There were messages from his younger brother, Michael, that Daniel kept meaning to answer. There was the leaking kitchen tap he had promised Claire he would fix two weekends earlier. Each unfinished thing carried a reasonable explanation. Daniel was busy. Daniel was tired. Daniel needed a better plan. Daniel was waiting for the right moment.

He had become an expert in reasons.

At 6:12, Claire’s hand moved across the bed and rested on his shoulder.

“You’re awake,” she murmured.

“Couldn’t sleep.”

“Are you going running?”

Daniel looked toward the shoes by the door. “Not in this weather.”

Claire was quiet for a moment. She did not criticize him. That somehow made it worse.

“You said the rain was refreshing last night,” she said.

“I said light rain was refreshing. This is different.”

“It sounds light.”

“It could get worse.”

Claire removed her hand and turned toward the wall. “Of course.”

There was no anger in her voice—only tired recognition.

Daniel stared at the ceiling. “What does that mean?”

“Nothing.”

“No, say it.”

Claire sighed and sat up, pushing her hair away from her face. “It means there is always something.”

“That’s not fair.”

“I’m not trying to be unfair.”

“You make it sound like I never do anything.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You didn’t have to.”

She looked at him, and in the dim room he saw neither accusation nor impatience. He saw sadness, which was harder to defend against.

“You always have a reason,” Claire said gently. “And your reasons are usually good. That’s the problem.”

Daniel sat up. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“It means you’re never lying exactly. You are tired. The weather is bad. Work is difficult. The timing isn’t perfect. You probably can start tomorrow. But somehow all those true things keep building the same life.”

She left the bed and walked to the bathroom. A few seconds later, the shower began running.

Daniel remained seated, angry enough to argue and uncomfortable enough to know that she was right.

He stood and went downstairs, not because he had decided to run but because staying in the bedroom felt unbearable. The kitchen was dark except for the green numbers on the oven clock. He filled the kettle, set it on the stove, and noticed the leaking tap. A drop formed slowly at the metal edge, grew heavy, and fell into the sink. Then another began.

Daniel opened the cabinet beneath the sink and looked at the tools inside. He had watched several repair videos. He knew what needed to be done. The job would take twenty minutes, perhaps thirty if the fittings were difficult. But it was early, the light was poor, and he had work soon. Better to do it on Saturday when he could focus.

He closed the cabinet.

The kettle began to whistle.

As he reached for it, his phone vibrated on the counter. A message from Michael appeared on the screen.

Are you awake?

Daniel hesitated before replying.

Yes. Everything okay?

The response came almost immediately.

Dad fell again. Hospital says he’s fine, but he can’t stay alone anymore. We need to decide what to do.

Daniel read the message twice. Their father, Walter, was seventy-three and had spent the last two years insisting that age was merely a rumor. After Daniel’s mother died, Walter remained alone in the small house where he had raised his sons. He refused help, rejected suggestions, and laughed whenever anyone mentioned assisted living.

Daniel typed, I have a lot going on at work today. Can we talk tonight?

His thumb hovered over the send button.

The sentence was true. He did have a lot going on. There was a meeting at nine, a report due by noon, and a conversation with his manager that he had postponed twice. Tonight would be more convenient. He would have time to think. He could respond calmly.

Another drop fell from the kitchen tap.

Daniel deleted the message and called his brother.

Michael answered on the first ring. “Hey.”

“How bad was it?”

“He was on the kitchen floor for almost an hour before Mrs. Keller heard him calling.”

Daniel closed his eyes.

“Did he break anything?”

“No. Bruised hip, maybe. They’re doing another scan.”

“Where are you?”

“St. Anne’s.”

“I’ll come.”

There was silence on the line.

“You have work,” Michael said.

“I’ll call them.”

“You sure?”

Daniel looked toward the hallway mirror. In the dark reflection, he saw a man in wrinkled pajamas, holding a phone, standing in a house full of postponed decisions.

“No,” he said. “But I’m coming.”

He ended the call before he could reconsider.

Upstairs, Claire was dressing for work when Daniel entered the room. He told her what had happened while searching for clean clothes. She listened, then nodded.

“You should go,” she said.

“I know.”

“Do you want me to come?”

“No. You have the presentation today.”

“I can cancel.”

Daniel almost accepted. Having Claire there would make everything easier. She was good in hospitals. She asked clear questions and remembered details. She could speak to the doctors while Daniel managed his father’s temper.

Then he heard his own mind preparing the justification. Claire would be better at it. Claire understood medical language. Claire could take the lead. All reasonable. All leading toward the same familiar place where someone else handled what Daniel avoided.

“I’ll be okay,” he said. “Do your presentation.”

Claire studied him as though searching for something. “All right.”

Daniel dressed quickly. Before leaving, he picked up the running shoes and placed them in his bag.

He had no idea why.

The hospital smelled of disinfectant, burnt coffee, and wet coats. Daniel found Michael sitting alone near the emergency department, elbows resting on his knees. Michael was four years younger but looked older that morning. His beard had grown unevenly, and dark circles surrounded his eyes.

“You came,” Michael said.

“I said I would.”

“You’ve said that before.”

The words landed without cruelty, which made them impossible to reject.

Daniel sat beside him. “I know.”

Michael looked toward the closed doors. “He’s angry.”

“That means he’s probably fine.”

“He keeps saying he slipped. The doctor says he may have fainted.”

“Has he eaten?”

“Not properly. Mrs. Keller says his fridge is almost empty.”

Daniel rubbed his face. He had visited his father three weeks earlier. Walter had offered him coffee, joked about the weather, complained about politicians, and insisted everything was under control. Daniel had noticed the dust on the shelves and the pile of unopened mail near the door. He had also noticed that his father seemed thinner. But Daniel had been tired, and Walter had not wanted help, and Claire was waiting at home. Daniel had left after forty minutes.

“I should’ve done something,” he said.

Michael gave a bitter laugh. “We both should have.”

“No, you’ve been here more than me.”

“Because I live closer.”

“You live forty minutes away. I live fifty.”

Michael looked at him. “Are we really doing this?”

Daniel recognized the invitation. They could compare distances, work schedules, obligations, and past attempts. They could distribute blame so carefully that neither of them had to carry enough of it to act.

“No,” Daniel said. “We’re not.”

A doctor came through the doors and explained that Walter had no fractures, but his blood pressure was unstable and dehydration may have contributed to the fall. He could go home later that day, but he should not be left alone until they understood what had happened.

Daniel listened without interrupting. When the doctor finished, Michael began asking about home nursing, medication checks, and follow-up appointments. Daniel wrote everything down.

For once, he did not tell himself that Michael was better at these conversations.

Walter was sitting upright when they entered his room, wearing a hospital gown and an expression of deep personal offense.

“This is unnecessary,” he announced. “I slipped.”

“The doctor said you might have fainted,” Daniel replied.

“The doctor is twelve.”

“She’s probably thirty-five.”

“That’s twelve in doctor years.”

Michael pulled a chair closer to the bed. “You can’t stay alone tonight.”

“I’ve stayed alone every night for six years.”

“And last night you spent an hour on the floor.”

Walter’s face hardened. “Mrs. Keller exaggerates.”

“Did she exaggerate the ambulance too?” Daniel asked.

His father turned toward him. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

Daniel heard the accusation beneath the sentence.

“I should come more often,” he said.

Walter looked away. “Everyone is busy.”

There it was again: the perfect excuse, offered as forgiveness. Daniel almost accepted it
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